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Foreword

The present book – Northern Sustainabilities: Understanding and Addressing 
Change in the Circumpolar World – highlights some of the most important chal-
lenges of the present and future Arctic. The 23 chapters illustrate the complexity and 
diversity of Arctic social sciences. They are also very representative of the dynamic 
ICASS VIII Conference in Prince George 2014. This event is, and has been since 
the early 1990s, one of the most prominent features of the International Arctic 
Social Sciences Association (IASSA). More than 450 researchers gathered for 
meetings, presentations, and discussions. The general theme of the conference was 
sustainability, something an increasing awareness of present and future challenges 
tells us is of uttermost importance. This book is an important contribution to knowl-
edge production and offers an improved understanding of this very complex thing 
called sustainability.

I do not think there is any keyword that is more prominent and frequently men-
tioned in the whole discussion about the Arctic than sustainability. It has turned into 
a guiding star and a pronounced ambition of everyone concerned with the Arctic, 
whoever and wherever they are. The Kiruna Declaration of the ministerial Arctic 
Council meeting recognizes that the environment needs to be protected as a basis for 
sustainable development and emphasizes economy and business innovation as cru-
cial for the same purpose. The Arctic Council even has a working group for sustain-
able development that constitutes a dynamic arena for various research projects that 
all strive to contribute to our understanding of what sustainability is and how we can 
give it the best conditions to develop. The US chairmanship of the Arctic Council 
has pronounced efforts to take action for a sustainable development in the Arctic. 
Moreover, the integrated European Union policy for the Arctic that was presented in 
late April 2016 has in its very first sentence the statement that a safe, stable, sustain-
able, and prosperous Arctic is important not just for the region itself but for the 
European Union (EU) and for the world.

During the Arctic Frontiers conference in Tromsø in 2015, the report Growth 
from the North: How Can Norway, Sweden and Finland Achieve Sustainable Growth 
in the Scandinavian Arctic? was launched. It locates main drivers of growth and 
suggests instruments like a shared regulatory framework, human capacity, 
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 infrastructure, and unity. This underlines the fact that sustainability is a core concept 
for the planning processes in the Arctic. Nevertheless, we have to conclude that 
there are so many different understandings and uses of sustainability. Researchers, 
politicians, and locals often do not mean the same thing when they talk about sus-
tainability, and its implementation varies greatly between different levels of gover-
nance. It is, however, indisputable that sustainability will be an important field for 
the forthcoming arctic research. The International Conference on Arctic Research 
Planning III (ICARP III) has as one of three goals to improve the understanding of 
vulnerability and resilience of arctic environments and societies and to support sus-
tainable development.

There is a strong correlation between knowledge and improved capacity. The 
scope of sustainability is extensive and its meaning disputed and sometimes blurred. 
I am happy to see the broad spectrum of fields into which the authors of this book 
lead us. Perspectives on environment, economy, politics, resources, stakeholders, 
indigenous peoples, institutions, gender, health, urbanization, education, and human 
capital are opened. We can see that there is a lot of important research that already 
carries out the tasks addressed by ICARP III. Some of them are present in this book. 
The changes that are about to come involve fundamentals, where infrastructures and 
legislations are included together with production of tolerance, knowledge, and 
trust.

The International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) has prioritized crosscutting 
initiatives among its working groups, and it has turned out that sustainability is a 
perfect match to these efforts. When natural science, technology, medicine, and 
social sciences and humanities meet, the shared ambition to produce research results 
that are relevant and valuable for a sustainable development is a starting point for 
the discussions.

The Arctic is in motion, and perpetual change is what we can count on for the 
future too. The Arctic is also very hot, in terms of attention and in terms of degrees. 
Many share an ambition to make the Arctic a more secure, vibrant, and resilient 
place, and they see a distinct relation to global warming and climate change in this 
process leading out to the global community. Research has a very important role to 
play in this development, and the chapters in this book are excellent contributions to 
an increased knowledge base and give important advice on how to understand 
sustainability.

ARCUM Arctic Research Centre, Umeå University Peter Sköld
Umeå, Sweden

Foreword
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Chapter 1
Exploring Sustainabilities in the Circumpolar 
North

Gail Fondahl and Gary N. Wilson

Abstract ‘Sustainability’ is a major concern in the North, given the rapid environ-
mental and social (including political, economic and cultural) changes the region is 
undergoing. Yet the definition of what sustainability is, and how it might be achieved, 
are still much debated. Where one is located, both geographically and socially, 
influences how one perceives ‘sustainability’. This volume addresses various facets 
of northern sustainability in a variety of places across the Circumpolar North and 
from a variety of perspectives, thus contributing to our understandings of the mul-
tiple dimensions of sustainability in the arctic and sub-arctic regions of the world.

Keywords Sustainability • Circumpolar • Arctic • Social sciences • North

1.1  Introduction

At a “Business Dialogue” meeting convened by the Arctic Council’s Sustainable 
Development Working group (SDWG) in the fall of 2012, the terms “sustainability” 
and “sustainable development” came up frequently. Participants using the term 
included representatives from the oil and gas, shipping, mining, fisheries, and tour-
ism sectors, as well as from environmental non-governmental organizations. At one 
point Helena Omma, then Sami Council representative to and co-chair of the 
SDWG, asked: “What do we mean when we talk about sustainability?” She sug-
gested that the term appeared to hold rather different meanings for the various 
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participants. “Sustainability” is indeed an elusive term, deployed frequently and with 
appreciably different connotations. As Ulrik Pram Gad, Uffe Jakobsen and Jeppe 
Strandsberg write in the first paper in Part I of this volume, “there is little agreement 
on what ‘sustainable’ means. For different actors (governments, indigenous peoples, 
NGOs, etc.) the concept implies different sets of opportunities and precautions.”

Yet if “sustainability” has become a buzzword deployed by various actors for 
various ends, it has also become a major concern in the North over the past several 
decades (Petrov et al. 2016). The North – the arctic and subarctic regions of the 
Earth – is experiencing change, both environmental and social, at a rate that is 
exceeding that of more southerly latitudes and accelerating at an unprecedented 
pace. Concomitantly, the North is ever more intimately interlinked with more south-
erly areas. Our understandings of those linkages and their significance to a whole 
range of socio-ecological changes are embryonic and constantly evolving. Moreover, 
changes in ice and snow regimes, the depopulation of small villages, urbanization, 
immigration, language loss, and cultural transformations have both local and global 
dimensions. To what extent do these and other transformations encourage or erode 
sustainability? Indeed, what does sustainability in the North look like? What are its 
drivers and barriers? How might it be most effectively pursued and achieved?

Where one is located – both geographically and socially – matters in terms of 
some of the most pressing issues of sustainability in the North today, be they social, 
economic, or environmental. This book tackles various facets of northern sustain-
ability in a variety of places (Fig. 1.1) and from a variety of perspectives. The 
authors include social scientists – anthropologists, economists, geographers, and 
political scientists, and humanities scholars – artists, historians and linguists. Many 
reside in the North. Attending to place, the authors explore local conceptualizations 
and understandings of sustainability, local challenges to sustainability, and local 
pathways to pursuing more sustainable development. Thus, rather than attempting 
to answer the question ‘what is sustainability in the North’, this book contributes to 
our understandings of the multiple dimensions of sustainability in the arctic and 
sub-arctic regions of our world.

1.2  Genesis of This Volume

It was in part Helena Omma’s comment that inspired our choice of “Northern 
Sustainabilities” for the theme of the Eighth International Congress of Arctic Social 
Sciences (ICASS VIII), from which the contributions to this volume originate. 
ICASS is the triennial congress of the International Arctic Social Sciences 
Association (IASSA), the premier organization dedicated to social sciences and 
humanities research in the Arctic and Subarctic. The first Congress was held in 
1992 in Montreal, Canada; since then it has been convened in Rovaniemi, 
Copenhagen, Quebec City, Fairbanks, Nuuk and Akureryi. In 2014, ICASS VIII 
was held on the main campus of the University of Northern British Columbia, in 
Prince George, Canada. Some 470 attendees presented 411 papers as well as 38 
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posters, in 110 different sessions. While the Congress entertained a diversity of ses-
sions and papers that reached far beyond the conference theme, many scholars 
offered papers on sustainability in the North. Collectively, these papers spanned a 
wide variety of topics, places, and approaches.

From these rich and diverse conference presentations, we solicited but a small 
sample to publish in this volume. We intentionally asked the authors to produce 
manuscripts that were somewhat shorter than the average journal article or chapter, 
in order to include a greater number and variety of papers. We strove to include 
papers that would offer wide topical and geographic representation, from a diversity 
of authors in terms of nationality, place of employment, disciplinary background and 
career stage. This volume includes articles on topics ranging from sustainable secu-
rity to sustainable art, from gendered responses to climate change to barriers to sus-
tainable health promotion, and from sustainability and corporate social responsibility 
to sustainably conducting research in the North. The chapters touch on most coun-
tries and regions within the Circumpolar North (Fig. 1.1). In addition to representing 
many disciplines, as noted above, the authors also come from across the Circumpolar 
North, as well as from non-arctic states. Among them are academics (ranging from 
PhD students and post-doctoral fellows to Full Professors),  representatives of local 
and regional governments, and community researchers. Several of the authors are 

Fig. 1.1 Approximate location of places examined in the chapters of this volume (Basemap pro-
duced by Philippe Rekacewicz, UNEP/GRID-Arendal. Used with permission)

1 Exploring Sustainabilities in the Circumpolar North
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indigenous northerners. As is common with edited volumes, a few of the authors 
who we had asked to participate found that they could not complete their contribu-
tions. This resulted in gaps in coverage, both in terms of authors’ nationalities and 
the geographic scope of the book. That said, we feel that this volume is broadly 
representative of the peoples and places of the circumpolar North.

In exploring the experiences of a diverse set of regions and communities around 
the circumpolar North, this volume underscores that northern regions and commu-
nities have their own unique histories and problems, a reality that has set them on 
different trajectories in terms of development. Indeed, as the title suggests, there are 
numerous sustainabilities – and numerous norths.

1.3  Chapter Overview

The chapters that comprise this volume address issues of cultural, economic, envi-
ronmental, political and social sustainability in the Circumpolar North. Indeed, 
most examine more than one dimension of sustainability, underscoring the interre-
lated and interdependent nature of different types of sustainability. The authors do 
so by exploring the experiences of a diverse set of communities and regions around 
the Circumpolar North.

Given the overlapping nature of this topic, we have organized the chapters of this 
collection into three sections:

• Conceptualizing and Measuring Northern Sustainability;
• Challenges to Northern Sustainability; and
• Advancing Northern Sustainability.

Each section emphasizes a different dimension of sustainability and, in doing so, 
makes an important contribution to our conceptual, analytical and applied under-
standings of this term. Several of the chapters could have been assigned to more 
than one of the sections, a fact that underscores the interconnectedness of this vol-
ume’s contributions.

1.3.1  Conceptualizing and Measuring Northern Sustainability

A common theme in this first set of chapters is the question of how sustainability is 
understood, conceptualized, defined, packaged and repackaged, and measured. The 
section starts with a discussion of how the Arctic, as a discrete world region, shapes 
discourses of sustainability, as well as how the concept shifts in meaning both 
among the regions and communities that constitute the Arctic and across scales. 
Ulrik Pram Gad, Uffe Jakobsen and Jeppe Strandsbjerg describe understandings of 
‘sustainability’; then, to illustrate their assertions, they examine the shifting politics 
of sustainability in Greenland as it moves towards increasing autonomy and 

G. Fondahl and G.N. Wilson
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sovereignty. In doing so, they propose a research agenda for examining the concept 
of sustainability in the Arctic.

Lill Rastad Bjørst continues the discussion by examining the specific question of 
how the concept of sustainability threads through the political debate regarding the 
future of uranium mining in Greenland. Assertions regarding the necessity of min-
ing uranium for Greenland’s economic sustainability collide with fears regarding 
the threats that mining poses to its environmental sustainability. The particular re- 
conceptualization of sustainability and associated policy shift seen in Greenland is 
representative of developments played out around the North that require trade-offs 
among cultural, economic, environmental and social sustainability. Bjørst also 
underscores the agency of Greenlanders in co-producing, together with industry, a 
receptive environment for mining uranium, in part by reframing sustainability dis-
courses to emphasize economic sustainability as the most critical policy goal.

Gunhild Hoogensen Gjørv continues the discussion of resource development by 
exploring the tensions between conceptions of economic, environmental and energy 
security in northern Canada and Norway. Focusing specifically on development in 
the Alberta oil sands and offshore oil and gas projects off the coast of Norway, 
Hoogensen Gjørv shows how hydrocarbon development in these sub-arctic and arc-
tic regions has been pitched as an “ethical” alternative to other less-environmentally 
and politically acceptable forms of resource development.

While critical discourses of security have elevated ‘soft’ securities to the lime-
light in terms of sustainable development (e.g., Huebert et al. 2012; Hoogensen 
et al. 2014), approaching traditional security studies through the lens of sustainabil-
ity has yet to receive much attention by scholars of the Circumpolar North. Michal 
Łuszczuk engages with such an approach, exploring how it might inform our under-
standings of the arctic security environment and military cooperation among arctic 
states.

How do we actually measure sustainability? In a rapidly changing North, 
Matthew Berman, Gary Kofinas and Shauna BurnSilver argue that achieving sus-
tainability requires adaptive capacity and, in some cases, transformative capacity. 
These capacities can be seen as forms of capital that communities can draw upon to 
tackle vulnerability to external drivers. Can their role in reducing vulnerability be 
measured? Using a case study of rising fuel prices in two Alaskan villages, the 
authors review the challenges to performing such measures in the context of the 
rural North.

Fate control – the ability to determine one’s future – and its relationship to local 
sustainable development have recently received increased attention (Dahl et al. 
2010; Ozkan and Schott 2013; Kimmel 2014). Umut Riza Ozkan and Stephan 
Schott review political and fiscal indicators as measures of self-determination for 
the three Inuit dominated areas of the Canadian North – Nunavut, Nunavik and 
Nunatsiavut – noting that financial dependence limits the ability of these regional 
governments to truly self-govern. Caroline Hervé looks specifically at the political 
organizations of Nunavik, and how Inuit in that region conceptualize and develop 
their relations with these organizations as a means of interacting productively and 
equitably with the Quebec provincial and Canadian federal governments. Like 

1 Exploring Sustainabilities in the Circumpolar North



6

Bjørst, she underscores the agency of local residents – in this case, describing how 
the Nunavimmiut have established a productive level of political autonomy within 
the non-Indigenous political structures in which Nunavik is embedded.

1.3.2  Challenges to Sustainability in the North

Globalization and climate change are powerful external forces that present signifi-
cant challenges to the sustainable development of the world’s northern regions 
(AHDR-II 2014). The challenges associated with globalization include increasing 
migrations of peoples, the spread of technologies and ideas to and from the North, 
demands from the South for a multitude of arctic resources, cultural erosion, com-
peting political processes such as devolution and centralization, and many other 
social forces. Climate change compounds many of these challenges by modifying 
access to resources, and threatening the viability of traditional activities and the 
stability of infrastructure. The chapters in the second section of this volume illus-
trate specific challenges to achieving sustainability in the face of both climate 
change and globalization.

Climate change is the focus of two chapters, by Liliia Vinokurova and by Ingrid 
Bay-Larsen and Grete Hovelsrud. Vinokurova considers the gendered dimensions 
of climate change in northern Russia by examining evaluations of, and responses to, 
flooding in rural parts of Sakha Republic (Yakutia). Men and women are anxious 
about different outcomes of climate change: men cite the loss of traditional occupa-
tions as the greatest concern, while women focus mainly on issues of health and 
safety. Differences according to age are also noted. Such differences will likely 
affect the adaptive capacities of particular communities and groups of people.

Bay-Larsen and Hovelsrud seek to address the question of when adaptive capac-
ity is activated in the face of change. Thus far, research has focused mainly on the 
factors that determine adaptive capacity, with relatively little attention paid to the 
questions of whether and under what circumstances such adaptive capacity is 
deployed. In examining fishing communities in northern Norway, they found that 
fishers do not perceive anthropogenic climate change as a threat: narratives of self- 
reliance, extensive knowledge about the marine environment, professional compe-
tency and independence diminish their concerns about climate change. Policy-makers 
attempting to address climate change need to be aware of such differing percep-
tions, and recognize that failure to acknowledge them could negatively affect the 
adaptive capacity of northern regions and communities. Likewise, as Vinokurova 
reminds us, they need to be aware of gendered and generational divergences that 
may affect individuals’ engagement with adaptive actions.

Lena Sidorova, Jenanne Ferguson and Laur Vallikivi consider cultural sustain-
ability through an examination of the linguistic landscape in a settlement in the 
northeastern corner of Sakha Republic (Yakutia). While the area is home to a vari-
ety of indigenous peoples (Chukchi, Yukaghir and Eveny), the authors note the 
absence of indigenous languages in the linguistic landscape of the town of Chersky. 
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Signs include Russian, Sakha and even English, but those portraying indigenous 
peoples are ‘mute’. The absence of indigenous languages in the urban landscape 
mirrors a hierarchy of language valuation that contributes to their continued 
erosion.

Sustainable health is the focus of two chapters in this section, albeit in markedly 
different ways. Audrey Giles, Lauren Brooks-Cleator and Catherine Glass consider 
the obstacles to sustainable health promotion and injury prevention in the Northwest 
Territories. In addition to financial issues and staffing, program content and delivery 
are identified as barriers that need to be considered in future health promotion plan-
ning. Rémy Rouillard interrogates ideas about adaptations to the arctic environment 
within both popular and scientific discourses, through an examination of two groups 
of ethnic Russian oil-workers in Nenets Autonomous Okrug (district) in northwest-
ern Russia: those who came north a generation ago and those who have arrived in 
the past 15 years. Rouillard’s work also brings to the fore ideas regarding issues of 
economic sustainability for extractive industries, especially in relation to labour 
availability and mobility.

Looking at extractive industries from another angle, Emma Wilson documents 
the local and corporate understandings of social license and social responsibility, 
through an examination of the oil industry in Komi Republic in northern Russia. 
Local understandings of corporate social responsibility diverge from those of the 
corporations, even when these corporations claim, and are seen, to be socially 
responsible, according global sustainability standards. Wilson argues for the need to 
involve local people in (re)defining what social license entails in northern develop-
ment projects. Toril Ringholm also considers the interactions between a multina-
tional resource corporation and local communities, through a study of the 
development of the Goliat oilfield off the coast of northern Norway. She explores 
the efforts of municipal governments to ensure local benefits from the development 
through evocations of social license. From her interviews Ringholm deduces a pro-
cess of mutual learning and the building of trust between local officials and com-
pany representatives, a trust lacking in the Komi case that Wilson describes.

This section ends with a consideration of the role of human capital as a factor in 
sustainable development in the North. Andrey Petrov connects the development of 
human capacity to the evolution of creative capital and the knowledge economy. He 
argues that these elements provide an important means of sustainable economic 
diversification that will allow northern regions and communities to move away from 
an over-reliance on non-renewable resources.

1.3.3  Advancing Sustainability in the North

The chapters in the third section of this volume focus on manifold ways of advanc-
ing the sustainability of the North. The first two chapters address the performance 
of sustainable research in the North. Stacy Rasmus and Olga Ulturgasheva advocate 
a new methodological approach to research, that of peer observation. As indigenous 
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scholars from the USA and the Russian Federation working together in northern 
indigenous communities in each of these countries, they consider how identities 
inscribed on them by community members affected their research experiences and 
relations. Observing each other’s reactions and reflecting together on their responses, 
they argue, encourages them to consider how their research positions are negotiated 
within the communities where they conduct research and how their identities, both 
performed and ascribed, affect their research outcomes. In her chapter on “Building 
Relationships in the Arctic”, Heather Gordon, another indigenous scholar, contin-
ues the discussion about sustainable research relations by relating her experiences 
working with Greenlandic Inuit. She identifies trust as paramount, and describes the 
actions scientists need to take to build and sustain trust when working with indige-
nous communities.

Susan Crate offers a framework for pursuing research with rural communities to 
explore rural sustainability, based on her extensive work in Sakha Republic (Yakutia) 
and in Nunatsiavut, in Labrador, Canada. Research in the two regions demonstrated 
the efficacy of two innovative tools for building community sustainability: a knowl-
edge exchange process and an on-line atlas project. Crate also underscores that the 
forces of economic globalization that threaten local subsistence activities and cause 
the outmigration of youth from rural communities in both regions are considered by 
locals to be more serious threats than those posed by climate change.

Distinctly less attention has been paid to urban environments and urban sustain-
ability in the circumpolar North, than to rural areas, although the majority of the 
region’s population is urban (AHDR 2014). Turning to arctic urban environments, 
Ryan Weber, Rasmus Ole Rasmussen, Lyudmila Zalkind, Anna Karlsdottir, Sámal 
Johansen, Jukka Terräs and Kjell Nilsson discuss land use planning as a tool for 
sustainable development. Examining six urban areas in Faroe Islands, Finland, 
Greenland, Iceland, Russia and Sweden, they note key common issues affecting the 
desire of northern urban residents to have easy access to nature, and the role that 
complex governance structures play in enabling such access.

Cultural sustainability is the focus of the chapter by Ashlee Cunsolo, Inez 
Shiwak, Michele Wood and the IlikKuset-Ilingannet Team from Nunatsiavut. They 
describe a youth mentorship program in the region, developed to promote cultural 
resilience to a changing physical and social environment. In her chapter, Herminia 
Din discusses a different sort of cultural program, one focused on sustainable art. 
Her work, which involves students and faculty at the University of Alaska–
Anchorage and the University of the Arctic’s Thematic Network on Arctic 
Sustainable Art and Design, encourages students to think about environmental con-
servation through artistic activities.

ICASS VIII hosted three plenary panels on Northern Sustainabilities, chosen 
through a competitive, peer-reviewed process. One of these showcased the 
SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik (the Sustainabilities Communities Initiative), an ongo-
ing project in Nunatsiavut. We end this volume on northern sustainabilities with an 
account of this project. Rudolf Riedlsperger, Christina Goldhar, Tom Sheldon and 
Trevor Bell describe the challenges the project has faced as well as the success it has 
experienced, and the lessons learned regarding how to overcome such challenges. 
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They argue that a focus on local understandings of, and approaches to, sustainability 
may offer a much needed counterpoint to sustainability initiatives imported from 
the South and informed by comprehensions distant from local values, philosophies 
and practices.

The range and scope of chapters in this book speak to the significance of sustain-
ability as an overarching research theme in arctic social sciences and humanities. 
By organizing and compiling this edited volume, it was our intention to highlight 
some of the important and ground-breaking research that is influencing our under-
standings of the multiple facets of sustainability in the Circumpolar North. In its 
examination of sustainabilities, theoretically and empirically, in various places and 
at various scales, we hope that this book makes a contribution to both the academic 
and public discourse about this dynamic and diverse region, and the challenges that 
it faces at the start of the twenty-first century.
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Chapter 2
Politics of Sustainability in the Arctic: 
A Research Agenda

Ulrik Pram Gad, Uffe Jakobsen, and Jeppe Strandsbjerg

Abstract The concept of sustainability has become central in arctic politics. 
However, there is little agreement on what ‘sustainable’ means. For different actors 
(governments, indigenous people, NGOs, etc.) the concept implies different sets of 
opportunities and precautions. Sustainability, therefore, is a much more fundamen-
tal idea to be further elaborated depending on contexts than a definable term with a 
specific meaning. This paper suggests a set of theoretical questions, which can pro-
vide the first steps toward a research agenda on the politics of sustainability. The 
approach aims to map and analyze the role of sustainability in political and eco-
nomic strategies in the Arctic. Sustainability has become a fundamental concept 
that orders the relationship between the environment (nature) and development 
(economy), however, in the process rearticulating other concepts such as identity 
(society). Hence, we discuss, first, how, when meeting the Arctic, sustainability 
changes its meaning and application from the global ecosphere to a regional envi-
ronment, and, second, how sustainability is again conceptually transformed when 
meeting Greenlandic ambitions for postcoloniality. This discussion leads us to out-
line an agenda for how to study the way in which sustainability works as a political 
concept.
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2.1  Introduction: Sustainability as a Political Concept 
in the Arctic

Changes to the climate, global power balances, demands for natural resources, and 
aspirations for self-determination set the stage for new political struggles in the 
Arctic. Central to the struggles is the notion of the Arctic as a special place charac-
terized by a nature at once hostile and fragile. In this clash between fragility and the 
drive towards development, the concept of sustainability has become pivotal. Yet 
there is neither consensus on what sustainability should refer to, or on how it should 
be achieved. Despite, or rather because of, its salience for policymaking, there is no 
consensus about the precise contents of the concept. And this is exactly what makes 
sustainability such an interesting and politically potent concept. With this chapter, 
we want to present and advocate for a particular take on sustainability that posits 
sustainability as a political concept rather than a technical concept.

As the social sciences have been invited to contribute both to perfecting our 
understanding of sustainability and to implementing it, much scholarship has 
embraced the concept. In contrast, some critics have advocated a wholesale rejec-
tion of the concept on accounts of neo-colonialism. Rather than joining one of these 
two camps, we suggest an approach that steps back and investigates the diverse 
political consequences of sustainability becoming a buzzword in the Arctic. For dif-
ferent actors (governments, indigenous people, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), etc.) the concept implies different sets of opportunities and precautions. 
There are significant differences between businesses and state governments that 
tend to see sustainability as a precautionary note in the pursuit of wealth in a fragile 
setting, indigenous communities that often note that it is their particular lifestyle 
that should be sustained, and global NGOs such as Greenpeace and the WWF which 
tend to act as spokespersons for a fragile nature in the context of global environmen-
tal balance and biodiversity.

As a concept, sustainability has entered an arctic political reality that may be 
characterized as postcolonial: Indigenous peoples hold a prominent place and have 
relatively strong organizations in the Arctic. Their relations to their respective states 
involve a variety of autonomy arrangements designed to remedy histories of colo-
nialism, paternalism and exploitation. As an extreme case, Greenland, once a col-
ony but now a self-governing territory within the realm of Denmark, regularly 
declares its ambitions to be independent. Greenland explores new strategies for eco-
nomic development while negotiating a tension between a postcolonial and an 
indigenous political identity. Political debates in Greenland play out as a negotiation 
of how to prioritize and combine, in a sustainable way, political self-government 
with cultural self-sufficiency in terms of human resources, indigenous cultural prac-
tices (Inuit language, social norms, hunting and consumption of wild animals etc.) 
and imperative elements of Western modernity (Western judicial system, represen-
tative democracy, welfare state programs, market economy, etc.). These complexi-
ties are features of politics and living conditions generally in the Arctic. But in 
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Greenland these complexities take on a special character in the light of the unique 
ambitions of becoming a sovereign nation state – the first involving one of the 
Arctic’s indigenous peoples.

It is a consequence, we suggest, of these complexities that sustainability requires 
further theorization as a political concept. That means that we should look at sus-
tainability as a concept that does something to the way in which politics unfolds. We 
will elaborate this notion below. For the sake of argument, in this chapter we make 
the assumption that sustainability has become a concept that plays a central role in 
all arctic development discussions. The important question we should ask is how we 
should understand this idea. The main ambition of this chapter, then, is to present an 
approach and a set of questions that could be seen as the first steps toward a new 
research agenda on sustainability in the Arctic. Because Greenlandic politics 
embrace all the dilemmas invoked by sustainability, we use Greenland as a case 
study to show how the concept of sustainability operates politically. The argument 
is structured as follows: we commence with an outline of sustainability as a political 
concept followed by a discussion of sustainability in Greenland’s postcolonial poli-
tics. This allows us to draw out the key analytical questions which we suggest 
should be asked when pursuing research on the politics of sustainability in the 
Arctic.

2.2  Sustainability as a Fundamental Concept

Since the Brundtland Report, sustainability has invoked – for lack of a better term – 
traditional, technical-rational authority to inform development policies. However, 
we suggest that sustainability has become a much more fundamental concept order-
ing the relationship between the environment (nature), development (economy), and 
identity (how can society develop while staying the same).

Whereas the concept of sustainability can be traced back centuries (Warde 2011), 
its rise to prominence as a political program rather than a tool for academic analysis 
only came about in the 1980s. As it became clear that the ecosystem of the planet 
was under threat from the production and development strategies of an ever more 
industrialized world, the reconciliation of society’s developmental goals with the 
planet’s environmental limits became the foundation of an idea that achieved politi-
cal attention from the mid-1980s. The 1987 report “Our Common Future” by the 
so-called Brundtland Commission (also known as the World Commission on 
Environment and Development) was concerned with how to achieve sustainable 
development defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 
1987).

An overarching aim was to reinstate scientific and technological knowledge pro-
duction in societies’ efforts to achieve environmentally sustainable improvements in 
human well-being (Kates 1999). Four distinct research programs had developed: 
biological research relating humanity to its natural resource base; geophysical 
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research relating human activities to the earth’s climate; social research placing 
human institutions, economic systems and beliefs in nature as its environment; and 
finally technological research on the design of devices and systems to produce more 
social goods with less harm to the natural environment (Kates 2000). Current 
research on sustainability in the Arctic generally stays within one of these distinct 
research programs, committing normatively to turning unsustainabilities into sus-
tainabilities. However, in committing to sustainability, much research blinds itself 
to the political effects of employing the concept of sustainability (cf. Sachs 1990; 
Banerjee 2003; Lélé 1991; Beckerman 1994).

We, therefore, suggest an approach that investigates what political role is played 
by the concept of sustainability and the practices (including knowledge production) 
induced by the concept. In this light, politics could be seen as a struggle between 
competing visions of the future (Palonen 2006) where concepts like sustainability, 
development, and identity are employed to implicitly or explicitly prognosticate and 
prescribe specific futures (Koselleck 1985). Since the arrival of Europeans in the 
Arctic, a discussion has been taking place about how to value and mediate between 
identity and development. From nineteenth century administrators to early twenti-
eth century explorers and anthropologists, the question was: Can and should the 
Inuit stay true to their original culture – or must they develop according to a Western 
model, lest they die out (Høiris 1986)?

The key for analyzing sustainability is to identify its referent object – in other 
words, what needs to be sustained – and investigate how sustainability helps orga-
nize concepts in coherent narratives (Ricœur 1988). By entering established dis-
courses structured around identity and development, the concept of sustainability 
changes them. Generations of Inuit leaders have submitted different reformulations 
of the problematique, trying to combine indigenous identity with modern develop-
ment in various ways (Thomsen 1996). Particularly with the de-legitimization of 
authorities in the 1960s and 1970s, a new generation of indigenous leaders has 
presented colonialism and modernization as a threat to their identity (Gad 2005, 
2013).

Relative to identity and development, sustainability is a newcomer to political 
struggles in the Arctic. At first, sustainability in the Arctic was all about protecting 
a fragile environment (Tennberg and Keskitalo 2002); later it branched out to 
encompass also the sustainability of human societies in the Arctic (Tennberg 2000). 
To talk about sustaining human societies diverts the meaning of sustainability from 
the technical character that came to the fore in the 1980s to one referring to a par-
ticular identity.

What is common, however, to the various discourses on sustainability and devel-
opment in the Arctic is the emphasis of a unique regional environment which, in the 
more abstract sense, involves the particular characteristics of the materiality of arc-
tic space. The cultural identities of peoples living in the Arctic are seen as shaped 
by the harshness and remoteness of arctic space (Lorentzen et al. 1999). Economic 
development has been seen as inhibited by the climate and distances of the Arctic, 
but also potentially facilitated and even necessitated by its natural resources (Howard 
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2009). So, arctic space constitutes both the natural environment as fragile, and 
 sustainability as a particularly fragile balancing act between identity, state authority 
and economic development.

2.3  Sustainability in Greenlandic Politics of Postcoloniality

Greenland is a self-governing territory within the realm of Denmark. It was a Danish 
colony from 1721 to 1953. After the formal decolonization process in the wake of 
World War II, Greenland experienced some devolution of powers from Denmark 
but also, and somewhat paradoxically, a growing Danish presence and a 
“Danification” of private businesses and public services. One could say that 
Greenland was decolonized by being integrated (Beukel et al. 2010). This generated 
protests and gave birth to a national independence movement that resulted in the 
introduction of Home Rule in 1979. This process of “Greenlandification” developed 
further, and in 2009 an Act on Self-Government was adopted. In the present situa-
tion, Greenland enjoys a large degree of autonomy in domestic matters, but does not 
retain decision-making power on questions pertaining to citizenship, monetary, for-
eign, defense and security policy (Ackrén and Jakobsen 2015).

The 2009 Act, however, included a promise of full political independence from 
Denmark. The preamble of the Act on Self-Government stated that “the people of 
Greenland is a people pursuant to international law with the right of self- 
determination”. In the Self-Government Act the conditions for independence are 
specified. On the one hand, a “Decision regarding Greenland’s independence shall 
be taken by the people of Greenland” (21(1)). On the other hand, the procedure 
states, “An agreement between Naalakkersuisut [the Government of Greenland] and 
the [Danish] Government regarding the introduction of independence for Greenland 
shall be concluded … with the consent of the Folketing [Danish Parliament]” 
(21(3)). Before the Danish Parliament concludes, the agreement shall have “the 
consent of Inatsisartut and shall be endorsed by a referendum in Greenland” (21(3). 
Hence, this is the process through which Greenland can obtain political indepen-
dence from Denmark (cf. Kleist 2010).

The economy remains a significant obstacle to this aim. It follows from the con-
stitutional arrangement that increasing political autonomy from Denmark requires 
an economic surplus on Greenland’s budget balance and thus, simply speaking, 
independence requires economic development (Strandsbjerg 2014). Obviously, the 
transfer of an annual grant of more than 3.5 billion Danish kroner (US$ 550 million) 
that Greenland receives from the Danish government budget, would stop once 
Greenland becomes independent from Denmark. Moreover, Greenland paid a cru-
cial price for the formal recognition of its right to independence. In pursuant of the 
2009 Act and in contrast to the provisions of the 1978 act, Greenland has to pay for 
further devolution. According to Article 5(1), the annual block grant is fixed at the 
2009 level. Moreover, Article 6(1) states: “Fields of responsibility that are assumed 
by the Greenland Self-Government authorities … shall be financed by the Self- 
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Government authorities from the date of assumption”. During the Home Rule years, 
every field of responsibility ‘taken home’ had a cheque attached to it in the form of 
an increased block grant.

So, in a speech on “Greenland’s way forward” at the international conference 
‘Arctic Frontiers’ in Tromsø, Norway in January 2014, then Greenlandic Premier 
Aleqa Hammond declared that Greenland’s short term goal is a sustainable econ-
omy in order to obtain the long term goal of political independence: “I want 
Greenland to have a self-sustaining economy based on our own resources with a 
greater degree of integration into the world economy. Greenland’s long-term politi-
cal goal is independence” (Hammond 2014). Both the long-term goal of indepen-
dence (however defined) and the immediate task of a self-sustaining economy 
outlasted Aleqa Hammond’s brief period in power. Indeed, they are generally 
accepted across most of the political spectrum in Greenland, although differences 
pertain to the details of the roadmap for independence and the urgency of 
progress.

A further complication to the politics of sustainability in Greenland is the unsus-
tainable nature of not only the financial side of the economy but also the human 
resources situation (Lang 2008). Greenland insists on proceeding as a technologi-
cally advanced welfare state, even if the level of education among the general popu-
lation cannot sustain it. The result is a steady import of humanpower from the 
former colonizing power, Denmark and a continued reliance on the Danish lan-
guage. This postcolonial re-enactment of colonial dependence forms the back-
ground of Aleqa Hammond’s claim at the presentation of her government’s working 
programme in April 2013 that “a special Greenlandic element should be to include 
culture in the concept of sustainable development. The process of reconciliation and 
forgiveness will be a central element in a sustainable development. Hence, the ini-
tiation of a series of activities, e.g. conferences, seminars and debates, aimed at 
uncovering the ‘effects of colonial times’” (Aleqa Hammond in Rigsombudsmanden 
2013: 6; our translation). With this, Hammond explicitly tied sustainability and 
potential sovereignty to a particular vision of Greenlandic culture conditioned by 
postcolonial ties to Denmark.

2.3.1  Greenland in the Politics of Sustainability in the Arctic

As one case among other arctic societies, Greenland has been approached by schol-
ars as a struggle between indigenousness and modernization, both at the level of 
concrete societal practices and at the level of identity discourses. This has shown 
how Greenlandic politics is shaped as a negotiation of the specific combination of 
practices and aims promoted as indigenous with developments deemed necessary 
for prospering culturally, economically, and politically in a modern world (Thomsen 
1996; Gad 2009). In this perspective, Greenland stands out as unique in the Arctic 
by aiming to become the first sovereign, indigenous nation state (Strandsbjerg 
2014).
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When the concept of sustainability is introduced to the Arctic, it changes its 
meaning and application from the global ecosphere to a regional environment. In 
this regard, sustainability seems to be conceptually transformed to allow rather than 
limit development in a fragile arctic environment. Scholarship often points to the 
Arctic as a special case; both nature and societies here are presented as particularly 
fragile (Lorentzen et al. 1999). Hence, the Arctic has become an arena for clashes 
between, on the one hand, institutions and NGOs promoting a global model for 
environmental management and, on the other hand, local knowledge and the cul-
tural significance of the Inuit way of life (Caulfield 1997). These clashes illustrate 
the tension between sustainability as a universal concern and as a local concern.

In the Arctic, sustainability often means the sustainability a particular way of life 
(Berman et al. 2004; Buckler and Wright 2009), an understanding which might con-
tradict universal attempts to regulate and manage the environment in a globally 
sustainable manner. This tension is but one example of what happens when a uni-
versal discourse on sustainability meets the discourses on arctic particularity and 
the regional interests of arctic politics. We argue, that the peculiarity of arctic space 
makes a difference – but we still need to see the full picture of what this peculiarity 
means in order to understand how the concept of sustainability works in the Arctic.

The point we want to make here is that we need to understand what difference the 
Arctic as a region with specific characteristics does to sustainability, and the differ-
ent ways in which the concept of sustainability is employed in current struggles to 
define postcolonial statehood in Greenland and elsewhere in the Arctic. In 
Greenland, as discussed above, discourses on the particularity of arctic sustainabil-
ity, arctic identity, arctic security, and arctic development are configured in a par-
ticular way due to the unique double role of the nation-state in Greenland. As a 
self-governing territory within the realm of Denmark, Greenland does not yet enjoy 
full sovereignty, but Self-Government is a promise of full sovereignty in the future. 
In this way a separate, future sovereign state is built into the constitutional arrange-
ment of an existing post-imperial state.

We argue, that this arrangement makes a difference when the global struggles 
over the reconfiguration of arctic space are articulated in Greenland. It makes a dif-
ference whether one has in mind the sustainability, identity, security, and develop-
ment of a future Greenlandic nation-state with its own independent national 
economy and human resource base, or whether Greenlandic identity is bound to be 
developed in a sustainable way within a Danish state ultimately in charge of citizen-
ship, fiscal, foreign, defense and security policy. In sum, we propose that this makes 
a difference, but we still need to understand just what difference this peculiar ver-
sion of post-coloniality means for how the concept of sustainability works in 
Greenland.

To recapture the argument, Greenland is in midst of a local struggle over how 
state authority is to be configured. This struggle is fueled by a developing climate 
change narrative that combines actual developments and political aspirations. It is 
said that arctic global warming means melting ice, both ice sheet and sea ice, and 
that melting ice means more accessibility to on shore and off shore natural resources, 
more possibilities for sailing in arctic waters and growing feasibilities for new 
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 shipping routes through the Arctic Ocean. Furthermore, more access to natural 
resources means more mining to meet growing demands on a global scale and more 
exploration for oil and gas in the Arctic, and more possibilities for new shipping 
routes mean more attractiveness for Asian interest in the Arctic.

Greenlandic political discourses combine the Asian interests in Greenland’s nat-
ural resources with the possibility of economic sustainability as the pre-condition 
for political independence. These factors and this climate change narrative set the 
stage for a renegotiation not only of the materiality of arctic space but also of post-
colonial sovereignty and statehood in Greenland. The climate change narrative, 
however, also implies that sustainability is conceptually transforming to allow rather 
than to limit development in this fragile arctic environment. Thus, in her opening 
speech of the Greenland Parliament in September 2013, then Premier Aleqa 
Hammond stated that “climate change and the receding ice mean that new business 
opportunities become available” and that the “mining industry can expand the 
exploration of raw materials”, and that the more ice-free arctic waters in the future 
may play a role as “an alternative route for container traffic to and from Asia” 
(Hammond 2013).

So, one plausible scenario is that the goal of economic sustainability driven by 
exploitation of natural resources in order to obtain political independence marginal-
izes notions of cultural, social, and political sustainability. The consequence of such 
developments is that sustainability is transformed from a concept meant to limit 
development to a concept meant to allow development to take place in an otherwise 
fragile arctic environment.

2.4  Politics of Postcoloniality and Sustainability 
in the Arctic: Towards a Research Agenda

This chapter has been motived by the observation that sustainability has become an 
important and widely applied concept in arctic development discourses while, at the 
same time, there is little or no agreement between these discourses about the mean-
ing of the concept. This has spurred us to pursue a theoretical approach – or research 
agenda – to capture the rise of sustainability discourses as a political process rene-
gotiating the relationship between nature, society and development in the political 
struggles unfolding in the Arctic. This calls for a more nuanced analysis of how and 
where good and bad futures are envisioned when talking about sustainable develop-
ment in the Arctic (Tennberg et al. 2014; Sejersen 2014, 2015). The intricacies 
should be systematically investigated in a research agenda involving both a map-
ping and a systematic analysis of the role of sustainability in various political and 
economic strategies in the Arctic.

To acquire a better understanding of arctic development, we need to capture sus-
tainability as a political concept. Sustainability cannot be taken for granted – neither 
with regards to its substantial meaning nor to its political effects. We need to  analyze 
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the uses of the concept of sustainability, rather than assume that it works as a sign-
post for problem solving and the rational balancing of interests.

The aim of such a research agenda is to theorize the changes that take place in 
the Arctic by investigating how the concept of sustainability is given radically dif-
ferent meanings and how these different meanings inform different political strate-
gies. The agenda involves a series of consecutive steps:

• The first task will be to identify and map separate discourses of sustainability in 
the Arctic. Scholarly reports, political debates, regulatory texts as well as state-
ments from all types of stakeholders in the Arctic should be analyzed to distill 
claims about what should be sustained, in relation to what environment or larger 
community or greater good, as well as who is responsible for getting us to 
sustainability.

• A second task will involve charting the genealogies of each discourse. From 
where do central ideas come? Did international governance bodies or national 
regulatory traditions provide the language in which each sustainability discourse 
is couched? Who promotes each discourse? How do the promoters work together 
or fight each other? How have the discourses clashed and merged? And what 
scenarios can be built to understand and predict future clashes or mergers?

• A final task will be to investigate how concepts of nature, identity and develop-
ment are being reconfigured in these different discourses.

The research following this agenda should pay specific attention to the way in 
which discourses play out and order distinct scales. First, how is arctic space rene-
gotiated in struggles over the meaning of sustainability and how is a global concept 
of sustainability given distinct meaning when articulated to arctic space? Second, 
how is postcolonial statehood and sovereignty renegotiated, especially when the 
struggles over the meaning of sustainability in the Arctic meet Greenlandic strate-
gies for postcoloniality? We need to understand how the different ways in which the 
concept of sustainability is employed in current struggles to define postcolonial 
statehood in Greenland and independence from Denmark, and in parallel processes 
in other parts of the Arctic.

Hence, two research questions relating to specific changes in geographical scale 
are each in need of theoretical and empirical investigation. First, what happens when 
global discourses on sustainability meet the regional particularities of arctic material 
space? Second, what happens when the resulting discourses on arctic sustainability 
meet the prospects of Greenland as an indigenous nation state in the Arctic – and, in 
parallel, when they meet the way other distinct arctic communities envision each 
their futures? In both of these changes in scale, two core analytical questions are 
central: How is the concept of sustainability given radically different meanings? 
And how do these different meanings inform different political strategies?

By pursuing these questions we would get a better understanding of how sustain-
ability works as a concept, but there is also the normative implication that by high-
lighting the political character – as opposed to its technical-rational appearance – of 
sustainability, the referent object, and hence what should be sustained, is opened for 
a political discussion proper.

2 Politics of Sustainability in the Arctic: A Research Agenda
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Chapter 3
Uranium: The Road to “Economic Self- 
Sustainability for Greenland”? Changing 
Uranium-Positions in Greenlandic Politics

Lill Rastad Bjørst

Abstract How did the government of Greenland in just a few weeks take on a clear 
pro-uranium position in the eyes of the industry? I introduce a case study of the 
production of tolerance towards the mining of Greenland’s uranium as developed in 
the recent political debate about resource development, and particularly, uranium, 
and to the knowledge practices which help to legitimize varying arguments in the 
debate. The concept of sustainability is often mentioned in the debate but is given 
radically different meanings by different actors. In this study I question how these 
different meanings inform various political strategies, in the context of increased 
global attention to the possibility of the industrial development of one of the world’s 
last underground treasures.

Keywords Greenland • Mining • Uranium • Sustainability • Development • Social 
license to operate • Arctic

3.1  Introduction

An old ambition of the former Danish colonial power of profiting from the mining 
of Greenland’s uranium has reappeared. On October 24th, 2013, the Greenlandic 
Parliament, Inatsisartut, lifted a decade-long moratorium on mining radioactive ele-
ments. It had been previously following a zero-tolerance policy toward uranium 
(Sørensen 2013). This paved the way for Greenland (and the Kingdom of Denmark) – 
to become the newest western (and arctic) supplier of uranium (Vestergaard 
2015:153). But as the debate around the acceptability of this move accelerated, it 
became clear that uranium was not just another mineral, but one capable of 
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penetrating regional, local, and global energy, resource, environmental, power, and 
security agendas.

How did the government of Greenland, in just a few weeks, take on a clearly pro- 
uranium position in the eyes of the industry? This chapter provides an introduction 
to a case study of the growth of tolerance towards uranium mining, during the 
debate about resource development, and specifically uranium, that occurred in 
Greenland between 2013 and 2015. This chapter will also discuss the knowledge 
practices which help to legitimize varying arguments in the uranium debate. The 
concept of sustainability is often mentioned in the debate but it is assigned radically 
different meanings by different actors. In this study, I want to question how these 
different meanings inform various political strategies in the context of increased 
global attention to the possibility of the industrial development of one of the world’s 
last underground treasures.

3.2  A New “Mining Friendly” Geopolitical Regime

Until 2009, mining in Greenland was under the institutional control of Denmark. A 
repatriation of the political and economic responsibility for mineral resources fol-
lowed the introduction of the Greenland Self-Rule in 2009. Greenland has a long 
history of mining, including the extraction of coal, cryolite, gold, copper, and other 
minerals. Most mining activities took place in a period with limited or no environ-
mental focus on the delicate arctic ecosystems. Some of the mining sites were later 
analysed and found to have traces of pollution with heavy metals from tailings 
(Sejersen 2014b). Mining legacies in the form of social and ecological impacts are 
known, but play a small part of the current political debate in Greenland – a debate 
framed by questions of agency, respect, and Greenland’s right to development 
(Bjørst forthcoming).

With the introduction of the Self-Rule Act in 2009, Greenland had to look for 
new sources of income. The downturn of economic activities in 2012 and 2013, 
which continued in 2014, suggests that Greenland might face substantial economic 
problems in the years to come (Christensen and Jensen 2014). Scientists, politi-
cians, and the Greenlandic business community have more-or-less accepted this 
‘inconvenient truth’ and are looking for alternative ways to create growth and attract 
investors (CGMRBS 2014; Rambøll Rapport 2014; Fremtidssenarier for Grønland 
2013).

The Self-Government Act stipulates that the subsidy the Greenland Self- 
Government receives from Denmark will be reduced as revenue from Greenland’s 
mineral sector grows (Act nr. 473 2009). With this in mind, the introduction of a 
new “mining friendly” geopolitical regime in Greenland can be seen as an inte-
grated part of the ongoing nation-building process and the road to build an indepen-
dent, sustainable economy. From an economic point of view, it seems to be in the 
interest of both Denmark and Greenland that Greenland becomes a mining nation 
(Bjørst forthcoming). While the government of Greenland is preparing for what it 
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characterizes as “sustainable mineral resource development” in the newest oil and 
mineral strategy (Government of Greenland 2014a:90), resistance in the urban cen-
ters, especially in the capital, Nuuk, is growing. Conflicting claims about ‘what is 
sustainable for Greenland’ is part of the debate. Whereas non-governmental organ-
isations (NGOs) are mostly concerned about health and environmental problems 
related to uranium mining, industry advocates for mining as the road to job creation 
and local economic development.

3.3  Ambivalence Towards Mining of Greenland’s Uranium

The mining company Greenland Minerals and Energy A/S (GME) began to operate 
in Greenland in 2007. Its activities in Greenland are concentrated in a licensed area 
in Kvanefjeld by the town of Narsaq in the south of Greenland. According to one 
source, Kvanefjeld contains 575 million pounds of uranium and 10.33 million 
tonnes total of rare earth oxide (Proactive Investors 2015). The company is a subsid-
iary of Greenland Minerals and Energy Ltd., which is listed in Australia and has its 
headquarters in Perth (GME 2015). GME seems confident that, in the years to come, 
it can finalize a cooperation agreement on the regulation of uranium production and 
exports from Greenland. Yet it still needs ‘the social license to operate’, which will 
not be achieved without some resistance. Studies from 2013 show that many local 
actors in Greenland are still undecided about uranium mining in Greenland (Bjørst 
forthcoming). Politicians have responded to these concerns by suggesting a local 
referendum about uranium. As of this chapter’s writing, the question of whether 
referendum on uranium would be held was still undecided.

Another initiative was a public pre-hearing, which was held in Greenland in late- 
2014. The pre-hearing was complicated by an unexpected parliamentary election 
that was called because an expenses scandal prompted Prime Minister Aleqa 
Hammond to step down as leader of her party. The election gave new life to the 
public dispute on the mining of Greenland’s uranium. A few weeks before the elec-
tion, the leader of the opposition party Inuit Ataqatigiit (IA), Sara Olsvig, was 
quoted in a Danish newspaper saying that regardless of the outcome of the upcom-
ing election and the promised local referendum on uranium mining, her (personal) 
suggestion was to vote against the mining of uranium in Narsaq (Klarskov 2014). In 
the Greenlandic newspapers she claimed afterwards that the quote was a misinter-
pretation of her statement (Duus 2014b). In any case, she had revealed her own 
ambivalence towards mining of Greenland’s uranium, something the other parties 
would use against her during the campaign. In the Greenlandic newspaper Sermitsiaq 
she was accused of “speaking with a forked tongue” (Duus 2014a). Siumut- 
candidate Julie Rademacher, also running for a seat in parliament, called Olsvig’s 
opinion “highly problematic,” and the Greenland Minerals and Energy’s managing 
director John Mair declared:

3 Uranium: The Road to “Economic Self-Sustainability for Greenland”? Changing…
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I am very surprised by the announcement – because then everybody has been ridiculed: the 
Greenlandic voters, who have to vote for no reason; the international investors, who have 
wasted their time; and GME, which so far has spent eight years to prepare a fantastic pos-
sibility for Greenland in close cooperation with the former Government and everyone else 
interested (Klarskov 2014).1

What is significant in this quote is a shift in paradigm, which has turned mining in 
Greenland into mining for Greenland, and legitimizes an argument about mining as 
“a fantastic possibility” and the only road to development (Bjørst 2016).

3.3.1  A State in Formation and the Pro-uranium Position

The positive discourse about mining is closely linked to the political project of 
Greenland as a state in formation (Gad 2014). As is true of most Greenlandic poli-
tics, this dispute can be read as a negotiation of how that national project is to be 
configured (Gad 2009). Recent local studies show that mining, and especially the 
Kvanefjeld project, is positioned as the solution to the problem of what Greenland 
will need to survive in the future. Therefore, the storyline of “saving the commu-
nity” (promoted by GME, among others) and doing something for the benefit of 
Greenland is of high value among Greenlandic politicians (Bjørst 2016). In the elec-
tion programs of the Greenlandic political parties prior to the parliamentary election 
in 2014, the question of how uranium penetrated political discussions was notewor-
thy. The issue ended up being a determining factor for the formation of the final 
political coalition (Østergaard 2014). In December 2014, Greenland got its new 
government. After long days of negotiations, what finally united the parties Siumut, 
Demokraterne and Atassut, and determined the formation of the coalition was their 
support for uranium exploration in Greenland. These parties promised to work to 
ensure “economic self-sustainability for Greenland” (Coalition Agreement 2014:3), 
which thrilled industry. Proactive Investors representative of GME John Mair pro-
claimed to the international news and media: “All coalition parties are of a pro- 
uranium position, and we anticipate that the government will be proactive in quickly 
moving to continue the work with Denmark on uranium regulation” (Proactive 
Investors 2015).

With this statement, Mair emphasized that the future extraction of rare mineral 
resources in Kuannersuit (near Narsaq) could not take place until the framework 
conditions were fulfilled, the required information was provided by the Danish state 
and Greenland and the requirements met. These included compliance with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency’s safety guidelines and the requirements out-
lined in Euroatom’s cooperation agreement (Coalition Agreement 2014). The 
Coalition Agreement states that its ambition is to “submit proposals to Inatsisartut 
to determine an upper limit to the uranium content required to be able to extract this 
mineral in the mineral resources sector” (Coalition Agreement 2014:7).

1 All translations are those of the author unless otherwise stated.
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On the question of the ‘social license to operate’, GME describe their version of 
the “conditions” for having an exploitation license approved as “largely dependent 
on establishing an economically robust, and environmental and socially acceptable 
development scenario” (GME 2014a:10). In other words, the “environmental and 
socially acceptable development scenario” was still being negotiated and the out-
come of those negotiations would result in a ‘social license to operate’ and eventu-
ally, an exploitation license. Building trust with local communities is crucial for 
mining companies: it is no longer enough for mining companies to solely meet the 
formal obligations for a license to mine (Moffat and Zhang 2014:69). As part of this 
process GME has modified the Kvanefjeld Project numerous times. Having fol-
lowed this process since 2012, I identified inconsistent information and a lack of 
transparency as being characteristics of the project. As the project is in its early 
stages, GME’s own material seems to be the primary source of information. GME’s 
communication shows that its public relations’ staff is well trained and have con-
tinuously adapted the Kvanefjeld project to feed into Greenland’s political agendas 
(Bjørst 2016). All the potential benefits mentioned by GME seem to be congruent 
with what the municipality (Kommune Kujalleq) feels are important needs for the 
community (Simonsen 2013:30). In June 2014, a raw materials strategy and action 
plan was adopted by the municipal council in Kommune Kujalleq (Kommune 
Kujalleq 2014). As part of its vision, this plan asserts that the “precondition for the 
sustainable use of the non-renewable resources is to ensure that the overall result of 
the activities leaves the local community in a positive position with continuous eco-
nomic growth even after mining has ceased” (Kommune Kujalleq 2014:19). To be 
left in a “positive position” could mean many things, but at the moment the major 
issue locally seems to be securing jobs, and bringing Narsaq “back on track “in 
order to put the region back on the map (Bjørst 2016).

The quest for jobs and development takes into account the industrialisation of the 
Arctic and is framed as the primary benefit of attracting such a project to the town 
(Sejersen 2014a). Industry was very much aware of who it should mention as the 
primary stakeholders in the negotiation, and as a final remark to its Quarterly Report 
of December 2014, GME wrote about ambitions for future collaboration: “Greenland 
Mineral and Energy Ltd. will continue to advance the Kvanefjeld project in a man-
ner that is in accord with both the Greenlandic Government’s and local community 
expectations, and looks forward to being part of continued stakeholder discussions 
on the social and economic benefits associated with the development of the 
Kvanefjeld Project.” (GME 2014a:19).

In this Quarterly Report (GME 2014a), as well as in the mining strategy of 
Kommune Kujalleq, ‘sustainability’ was primarily economically based. Any men-
tion of the environment in outreach materials was mostly about creating a “stable 
investment environment” (GME 2014b). In her analysis of the economy of appear-
ance, Anne Tsing has questioned the investor-driven process in which profit must be 
imagined before it can be extracted, and the potentials of companies, countries, 
regions, and towns are dramatized as places for investment. Based on her findings, 
she claims that: “Dramatic performance is the prerequisite of their economic perfor-
mance” (Tsing 2000: 118). The predominately optimistic discourse of mining as a 
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positive force of change in society and as something that brings growth has gained 
influence among politicians and the business community in Greenland. Take for 
example Greenland’s Oil and Mining Strategy from 2014. In the preamble to the 
Strategy, the opening lines state:

The Government of Greenland wishes to promote the prosperity and welfare of Greenland’s 
society. One way of doing so is to create new income and employment opportunities in the 
area of mineral resources activities. The Government of Greenland’s goal is to further the 
chances of making a commercially viable oil find. In addition, Greenland should always 
have five to ten active mines in the long term (Government of Greenland 2014a:7).

In the spring of 2014, the Strategy (in a short version with many illustrations) was 
also distributed along the coast of Greenland via the Greenlandic newspaper 
Sermitsiaq in both Greenlandic and Danish, with the title “Our natural resources 
[raw materials] must create growth (Government of Greenland 2014b). Judging 
from the political debate in Greenland, Denmark and elsewhere during the last 5 
years, there seems to be no alternative to depending on mineral resources, oil and 
gas for economic growth (Bjørst 2016).

3.3.2  Urani? Naamik (Uranimium? No)

The decision to overturn the uranium ban has attracted widespread criticism from 
Greenlandic and international NGOs. In April 2013, 48 NGOs from around the 
world signed an appeal to the Greenlandic and Danish governments to uphold the 
uranium zero-tolerance policy in the Danish realm. Part of their argument was that 
rare earth elements can be extracted in Greenland without uranium (Avataq 2013). 
Avataq, which co-signed the appeal, is a Greenlandic environmental group that is 
not against mining in Greenland as such, but has expressed concerns that the reper-
cussions from mining operations will have serious long-term consequences. A state-
ment issued by the group clearly illustrates its argument against mining Greenland’s 
uranium: “In the long term, the environmental impacts from uranium mining could 
constitute comprehensive radioactive contamination, which – because of the health 
risks – would make it dangerous to live, and necessary to ban fishing, hunting, agri-
culture and animal husbandry, in significant parts of Southern Greenland” (Avataq 
2013:2).

GME, the Kommune Kujalleq, and the Government of Greenland see the mining 
of rare earth elements (REE) and uranium as the road to development and growth. 
Conversely, NGOs see a rather alarming future for the region from contamination, 
health risks, and – if damage is done – high cleanup costs of the residues of uranium 
mining, which would be covered by the tax payers in both Denmark and Greenland 
(Avataq 2013). The debate thus is characterized by the co-construction of different 
geopolitical imaginaries that range from boom to doom (Arbo et al. 2013) and by 
conflicting spatial storylines about “saving” or “destroying” the local community 
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(Bjørst 2016). As Law (2004:55) has observed: “Different realities are being created 
and mutually adjusted so they can be related – with greater or lesser difficulty.”

When it comes to the mining of Greenland’s uranium, a divided Greenland has 
significant implications for small arctic communities and populations on a daily 
basis. Studies of mining in other parts of the Arctic show that the social and cultural 
cost of mining operations cannot be ignored and need to properly addressed (Tester 
and Blangy 2013). Social and economic benefits are debatable. Impact and Benefit 
Agreements (IBAs) have been mentioned as a road to empowering local people and 
stakeholders. Based on her experience from Greenland, Anne Merrild Hansen 
(2014:15) asks: “Is IBA a tool to secure ‘local’ acceptance to achieve ‘social license 
to operate’ or the means to empower the locals to take part in the development pro-
cesses?” There is a big difference between being a partner, a stakeholder or an 
ordinary citizen who is compensated via benefits. Hansen emphasizes that 
Greenlanders generally welcome development and that hopes for the future are 
high, but the public also feels a certain degree of anxiety concerning uncertainty 
about how life in Greenland will unfold when new projects are implemented 
(Hansen 2014). Demonstrators in Nuuk, Narsaq, and Copenhagen (from 2013 to 
2014) who did not want to be a partner, stakeholder or beneficiary protested with the 
refrain, “Urani? naamik” (Uranium? No). Yet, while the resistance movement in 
Greenland has been growing, the majority of the population still supports the cur-
rent government and its stand on the mining of Greenland’s uranium.

3.4  Conclusion: Uranium and “Economic Self-Sustainability 
for Greenland”

How did the government of Greenland, in just a few weeks, adopt a “clear pro- 
uranium position” in the eyes of the industry? The answer is that the Greenlandic 
politicians see the mining of uranium as one of the important ways to strengthen the 
economy of Greenland and to ensure what they call “economic self-sustainability 
for Greenland” (Coalition Agreement 2014:3). The positive discourses and related 
storylines about the mining of Greenland’s uranium, as developed in the political 
debate of 2013–2015, are mostly to be understood in that context. Similarly to other 
places in the Arctic, social issues are ignored under the rhetoric of “employment” 
(Tester and Blangy 2013). Discussions on the mining of Greenland’s uranium illus-
trate how extractive industries affect local ideas of (sustainable) development in the 
Arctic. They also demonstrate that Greenlanders cannot be reduced to passive vic-
tims of mining capital. Rather, Greenlanders are co-producing the aspirations of the 
mining industry when they negotiate what kind of society they are willing to toler-
ate. ‘Sustainability’ is a political concept and part of what is required to be granted 
and maintain a ‘social license to operate’. Parallel and conflicting storylines are 
constantly being produced and reproduced and have led to several splits between 
civil society and expert perceptions of risk and human impact. But that does not stop 
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another spill-over of uranium ambivalence into the uranium debate. There could be 
another major shift in uranium-positions when more information about the techni-
cal, social, and environmental impacts is available and communicated to relevant 
stakeholders and decision-makers. The lift on the zero-tolerance policy towards ura-
nium mining might be just the first of many changes following the election of the 
new Greenlandic government. Development scenarios are still being negotiated 
among actors inside and outside Greenland. It remains to be seen whether (or when) 
Greenland will become a supplier of uranium.

Acknowledgements This study was funded by Aalborg University in Denmark and will contrib-
ute to new research on how extractive industries affect local ideas of (sustainable) development in 
the Arctic.
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Chapter 4
Tensions Between Environmental, Economic 
and Energy Security in the Arctic

Gunhild Hoogensen Gjørv

Abstract The notion of security is being increasingly employed in debates regard-
ing energy consumption, economies, and human relationships to the environment, 
not least the issue of climate change. This chapter looks at the tensions present 
across many arctic communities and states reliant upon or impacted by natural 
resource development, where environmental concerns collide with economic and 
energy vulnerabilities. The purpose of this chapter is to elucidate different under-
standings of security in relation to the extraction and consumption of non-renewable 
energy resources, and what is valued or prioritized within these different concep-
tions. The chapter then moves briefly to the “ethical oil” debate that focused on the 
Alberta oil sands in 2010, and the ways in which Norwegian oil and gas politics are 
also making ethical claims about continued extraction.

Keywords Security • Values • Ethics • Extractive industries • Oil sands • Norway • 
Canada

4.1  Introduction

In the wake of the United Nations Climate Change Conference of the Parties 
Twenty-first Session (COP 21) meetings in December 2015 in Paris, a brief moment 
of euphoria seemed to wash over participants and spectators to the event: finally an 
agreement was reached (BBC News 2015; CBC News 2015). The euphoria seems 
short-lived, however, when it has become increasingly clear that the agreement was 
still quite weak in committing states to adhering to the goal of a maximum tempera-
ture rise of 2 °C (with an ideal or hopeful target of 1.5 °C). It remains to be seen, 
therefore, how this target will be achieved.
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The COP 21 Paris agreement was a globally negotiated process, with 195 coun-
tries signing the document to curb emissions contributing to climate change. The 
COP 21 agreement, following earlier international attempts since the first COP 
meeting in Berlin in 1995, reflects the increasing global acknowledgement that cli-
mate change is caused by significantly higher carbon (C02) emissions resulting from 
human activity. This conclusion has been documented by years of rigorous research 
upon which there is solid and reliable scientific consensus (Oreskes 2004; Cook 
et al. 2013).

The COP 21 agreement will have different impacts across the globe, demanding 
political willpower to alter lived realities for many who have relied upon non- 
renewable/carbon-based industries and energy resources which have contributed to 
increased CO2 emissions. This means there will also be differing responses by sig-
natory states. Carbon-based non-renewables have played a significant role as a 
source of income as well as a reliable and reasonably priced energy source for 
numerous states, not least those located across the arctic regions of the world where 
these resources are still estimated to be in very good supply (up to 30 % of undis-
covered gas reserves, and 13 % of undiscovered oil reserves) (Hong 2012). Reducing 
the production of these energy sources can and will have significant impacts on 
many arctic states and communities. At the same time, the reduction of these 
resources plays a crucial role in the mitigation against climate change and the future 
sustainability of the planet. Not surprisingly, the responses of state and non-state 
actors have resulted in different narratives, what I will argue are “security” narra-
tives, reflecting the tensions between economies, energy and the environment (cli-
mate change).

The Arctic is not a homogenous region, defined by one set of characteristics. 
This is the case with regards to the level of dependency upon extractive industries 
(particularly mining and petroleum) or upon natural resource dependent economies 
(Huskey et al. 2014). Although subjected to different challenges and conditions due 
to different political and resource management systems, a common feature for many 
of the arctic states is the importance of oil, gas and coal to operation of formal 
economies. These industries are also among those that are targeted for necessary 
reduction in the Paris COP 21 agreement as they contribute heavily to the carbon 
emissions attributed to climate change.

In this chapter I examine some of the different narratives that have framed the 
debates or discussions about oil and gas extraction in arctic states. The narratives 
articulate perceptions of values and survival that can be further analysed through 
three different “categories” of security: energy, economic and environmental secu-
rity. After briefly explaining what we mean by these categories, I discuss the use of 
some of the dominant narratives to support petroleum extraction that have been used 
in Canada and Norway, two states heavily reliant upon oil and gas revenues, com-
paring these narratives to critiques about the environmental impacts of the oil and 
gas industry and subsequent calls for reductions in this industry.
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4.2  Energy, Environment, Ethics, and Security in the Arctic

The concept of security is, at its core, about freedom from care or worry. It is about 
reducing or eliminating fear. The security concept further relies on the interplay 
between five elements: actors, values, practices, survival, and the future. The actors 
can range from the state to individuals, and values can range from the material 
(physical wellbeing) to the immaterial (identity). The values that are relevant to 
security are those values relevant to our (human) survival. The values that are rele-
vant for survival are often understood within particular categories – such as values 
we prioritize around economy, identity, food, health, energy or the environment. 
Fear, and indeed fear for our future survival, has played an increasing role in climate 
change narratives (O’Brien et al. 2010), but can also be found in justifications for 
continued oil and gas extraction.

Security in the arctic context had been traditionally dominated by a state-based, 
militarized security perspective reflecting the tensions of the Cold War (Heininen 
2004; Hong 2012). However, the recognition of the importance of the environment 
to the survival of states and communities came increasingly to the fore in the 1980s, 
and has played a pivotal role in our understanding of arctic security since the 1990s 
(Hoogensen Gjørv et al. 2014). The meaning of environmental security has ranged 
from reflecting the importance of protecting natural resources for the security of the 
state, to protecting the environment for human security (human wellbeing), to pro-
tecting ecosystems for their own sake (Barnett 2003; Dalby 2002, 2014). The human 
security literature has enhanced our understanding of environmental security by 
taking a “bottom-up” perspective that prioritizes individuals and communities over 
the state. Environmental security thus has gravitated towards a better understanding 
of the relationships between human communities and their natural surroundings, 
and the ways in which human beings are dependent upon a thriving and diverse 
environment (O’Brien et al. 2010). Environmental security focuses on communities 
identifying threats to their existence and lifestyles, and their capacities to mitigate 
against or adapt to these threats where need be, in concert with other actors (state, 
industry, NGOs) (Barnett et al. 2010; O’Brien et al. 2010; Hoogensen Gjørv et al. 
2014).

Energy security reflects some of the earlier iterations of environmental security, 
insofar as it embodies the important role of natural resources to the security of the 
state. It has evolved to become a concept in its own right, engaging its own contesta-
tions and debates (Yergin 2006; Sovacool 2011). The production of, and necessity 
for, energy affects state security and policy, including the economic viability of the 
state. Energy security definitions and debates are also increasingly affected by the 
demands of electorates/populations, both in countries more accustomed to constant 
and consistent energy availability, but also in countries that have not enjoyed regular 
access and require more reliable access to resources in order to ensure increased 
development, employment, and living standards. Energy security has no one fixed 
definition, but as noted by Löschel and others, the “reference to physical energy 
availability, energy prices, and their volatility is made in most definitions” (Rabinow 
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1991: 1665). Cherp and Jewell (2014: 415) refer to the practice of understanding 
energy security through the “four As”: availability, accessibility, affordability, and 
acceptability.

A thus far less-employed (but no less relevant) term is “economic security”, 
which has been acknowledged in the field of security studies, though not exten-
sively explored. The human security literature has addressed the concept to a degree 
(UNDP 1994). Economic security has broadly been referred to as economic wellbe-
ing, and pertains to potential threats against finances or resources needed to function 
and thrive in society, for individuals and states alike (Carlarne 2009). For many 
northern communities, economic security emanates from opportunities arising from 
energy industries, binding the survival (and thus security) of the individual, com-
munity and state together through a reliance on one dominant industry. Economic 
security is not the same as energy security, but they are clearly linked. Energy secu-
rity depends on affordable prices, but these cannot be so low so as to burden the 
industry and make it unprofitable (therefore making the industry possibly unreliable 
as it is unsustainable). At the same time, economic security relies on the potential to 
maintain or increase wealth and, therefore, would benefit from higher prices, but not 
to the degree that people and states look to other resources for their energy supplies 
because the price for the dominant energy resource is too expensive and thus 
inaccessible.

Security is about what we say and do to ensure that that the things we value most 
survive into the future. Indeed, what those values are informs what we believe are 
integral to our survival in the future (hence the classic focus on the state — we value 
the state on the assumption that the state is integral to our survival). Values and the 
future expectations that they embody are often based on a mix of knowledge (how 
and what we claim to “know”) and ethics (what we believe is “right”). The debates 
regarding climate change and non-renewable energy sources are contentious and 
have included controversial competing claims to knowledge in attempts to reveal 
the “truth” behind the potentially devastating or relatively benign (depending on the 
knowledge claim) impact of non-renewable energy development. Ethics address our 
“everyday” practices, which are guided by a set of principles or values that tell us 
what is right or wrong in a given context, but also include a systematic philosophical 
inquiry regarding the foundation and the nature of those principles or values 
(Hutchings 2010: 6). As some ethicists would point out, we determine what is good 
or bad based on what we believe we know will be the consequences of a particular 
act in a given context (Floyd 2010, 2011).

In climate change debates, the ethical is often associated with the acknowledge-
ment of the danger, as well as the threats associated with climate change and a 
willingness to do something about it (as such, acting ethically). By contrast, the 
unethical is associated with resistance to or the prevention of “politically challeng-
ing decisions and actions from being taken to avoid dangerous climate change.” 
(O’Brien et al. 2010: 10). Others, however, argue for a different ethics, which claims 
other values like economic sustainability and access to critical energy sources that 
are deemed integral to community, state or human survival.
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4.3  Securing Lifestyles/Threatening Lives?

Only the most obvious commodity in all this is the petroleum that literally fuels most of 
contemporary civilization and the car-driving inhabitants of contemporary cities. It is this 
industrial urban society, now spreading to all corners of the globe, that is ironically threat-
ening everyone’s human security… Because that global economy, the increasingly artificial 
context of our lives, is what is changing the biosphere and threatening to unleash the kind 
of dramatic climate disruptions that worried the Pentagon consultants in 2003; industry and 
consumer lifestyles are now the cause of environmental threats. (Dalby 2008: 271)

Practices in energy security, in particular the extraction of conventional (oil well) 
and non-conventional non-renewable oil resources (bitumen-based oil from the oil 
sands in Alberta, Canada), have generated considerable debate. The value we place 
on energy and the way in which we address the “ethics” of energy feature heavily in 
these debates (Kristoffersen 2014). The production and consumption of non- 
renewable resources, which are central to energy production in general, play a sig-
nificant role in the negative effects of human-induced climate change. Climate 
change, in turn, can and will have increasing implications for the existence of many 
human societies (and ecosystems) as we currently know them, threatening those 
futures.

The tension between the exploitation of natural resources, particularly non- 
renewable resources, and the desire to continue the lifestyles that depend on this 
exploitation has led to a provocative discursive trend. The assumptions behind 
exploitation/extraction have been often linked with doing “wrong” or doing “right” 
with regards to the environment, the future, and our future expectations. This trend 
involves constructing a framework of ethics around energy issues, often as an ethi-
cal response to climate change critiques.

Making climate change a “security” issue has been difficult (though not for lack 
of effort), because it has been difficult to argue that climate change poses an imme-
diate, existential threat, particularly against the state (Mayer 2012). The concept of 
security has been often framed in temporal terms, such that threats need to be imme-
diate and existential (Buzan et al. 1998). The threats of climate change have not fit 
well into that framework. Climate change is more commonly recognized as a secu-
rity issue, but the time dimension is fluid rather than immediate. We do not know 
how far in the future we will feel the most serious effects, but we (in this case, the 
international community backed by scientists) are conducting research that gives us 
a good idea. Climate change science is heavily knowledge dependent but addition-
ally relies on claims about our priorities (values). The claims carry a moral as well 
as a scientific weight, such that we have a moral obligation to work to reduce cli-
mate change inducing emissions, for our own wellbeing and human security, as well 
as for our children and their children (Klein 2014). Energy producers as well as 
political actors (local and national regulatory agencies and governments) are sub-
jected to social and political pressures to satisfy both scientific as well as ethical 
considerations. This pressure, in turn, appears to have encouraged the emergence of 
the “ethical oil” position that, though first popularized in the Canadian context, is 
relevant in the Norwegian context as well.
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4.4  “Ethical Oil,” Ethics of Oil: From Canada to Norway

But the efforts of anti-oil sands lobby have consequences: every attack on Alberta’s indus-
try further risks people’s jobs, their retirement portfolios, and their peace of mind. And, 
more to the point, every barrel of oil not produced in the oil sands means one more, less 
ethical barrel produced in some OPEC dictatorship (Levant 2010: 163–164)

The Alberta oil sands (also known as the “tar sands”) illustrate well the compet-
ing claims for environmental, energy and economic security. They are grounded in 
concurrent competing claims about knowledge, which in turn reflect a set of priori-
ties and values that different actors hold and link with a vision of the future. The 
purpose of this section of the chapter is not to determine whose claim is “right”, but 
rather to identify how these claims work in relation to each other and become part 
of a debate about security.

The tensions between ethics, values and science were well illustrated in a debate 
in Canada in 2010 regarding the oil sands.1 The book Ethical Oil: The Case for 
Canada’s Oil Sands by Ezra Levant (2010) had, for a period of time, inspired the 
use of the term “ethical oil” as a potential way of combating the critique waged 
against the oil sands. His work also inspired a website: www.ethicaloil.org. In Tar 
Sands: Dirty Oil and the Future of a Continent (2010) Andrew Nikiforuk argues 
against the oil sands, invoking research on climate change as support for an anti-oil- 
sands perspective. These two books do not encapsulate the entire debate, but they do 
illustrate the direction the debate has taken.

Nikiforuk, a free-lance journalist located in Calgary, Alberta, presented argu-
ments rooted in various studies that demonstrated the dangers of developing the oil 
sands project. His core message on climate change pertained to the link between 
increasing oil and gas production, and the impact this production has on the climate, 
starting with the claim that despite the $6 million CAD the Canadian government 
has invested in climate change programs, they had yet at that time to meet any tar-
gets for reducing greenhouse gases. More importantly, the author gathered evidence 
demonstrating the effects that climate change has had on the Canadian Subarctic 
and, in particular, the Athabasca region where the oil sands are located. Increasing 
temperatures of 1 °C have already started a trend towards drying up reclamation 
sites, and it is predicted that another increase by 1 °C will exacerbate this trend by 
reducing rainfall and causing increased rates of evaporation. Salt and acid levels in 
water sources are also expected to increase. Citing a 2006 report by Canada’s 
Environment Commissioner Johanne Gélinas, Nikiforuk (2010) claimed that 
Canada has experienced a 51 % increase in greenhouse gases over a 15 year period, 
to which the oil sands had made a significant contribution.

Nikiforuk further argued that the extraction of unconventional oil leads to double 
or triple the carbon emissions of conventional sources, as unconventional sources 

1 The labeling of this non-conventional energy source sets up the ethical battleground: proponents 
refer to the source as the oil sands whereas challengers refer to it as the tar sands. The latter has a 
negative connotation. For consistency I have referred to them as “oil sands” but not to reflect of my 
view on their ethical role in energy development.
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like oil sands require more fossil fuels in the extraction process and cause more 
emissions during the later processing phases. Energy expert Alex Farrell at 
University of California, Berkeley notes: “When we face tradeoffs between eco-
nomics, security and environment, the environment often ends up getting the short 
end of the stick” (quoted in Nikiforuk 2010: 129). The ethical position reflects a 
valuing of the environment over the convenience, economic benefit, abundance and 
the perceived reliability of the energy source. Nikiforuk’s claims are encapsulated 
in an environmental security narrative, whereby he claims that the existence of 
human communities as well as ecosystems is threatened.

Levant challenged perceptions of the “ethical”, by presenting arguments that, in 
his view, debunked the core of environmental concerns against unconventional oil 
extraction. He argued that charges of unethical environmental practices waged 
against corporations were and are misplaced, especially when weighed against 
other core values. While the author acknowledged problems around water usage, 
forest depletion, and increased emissions of CO2, he argued that there are other 
issues worth considering, such as the extent to which corporate actions support 
gender equality, promote peace, and fight terrorism. Levant’s criticism was rooted, 
in part, in the subjective ways that moral choices are being made. For him, morals 
reflect biases and “political fashions” (Levant 2010: 54). He challenged the sources 
from which anti-oil sands ethical knowledge and standards were drawn, noting that 
even “emails from individuals – no matter their expertise, bias or vendetta” could be 
used to measure corporate ethical practices, particularly those of oil and gas 
industries.

Levant endeavoured to expose cooperation between different actors, such as 
financial institutions, indigenous communities, and environmental groups, that he 
claimed work together to generate a climate-change narrative of fear and ethics. He 
said that these actors attempted to draw investors towards “ethical investments” 
which he asserted are suspect money-making arrangements taking advantage of 
misguided environmental values rather than being based on sound science and truth: 
“If you’re a fair trade coffee-drinking, Prius-driving, Green Party-voting recycler 
who dabbles in vegetarianism, you’ve found your fund” (Levant 2010: 86). Levant 
further criticized the financial institutions that promote ethically “green” investment 
funds by showing the links that some of the same organizations have to the oil and 
gas industry. He criticized the financial incentives and disincentives in the form of 
tax relief for meeting carbon emission targets, or fines for not doing so.

Levant’s arguments reflected a security perspective rooted in the values of mar-
ket economics, and further uses human rights ethics to back up his position (Levant 
2010). His approach was to reveal inconsistences in arguments and practices based 
on environmental security and then argue how economically important industries 
additionally stand on ethically firm ground (ie: not a part of conflict zones, or human 
rights abuse-based countries). He criticized environmentally-focused think tanks 
such as the Canadian Pembina Institute as being anti-economic and anti-business, as 
well as overtly political, implying that his own position was apolitical and based on 
perceptions of a “value-free” economics. He further claimed that attempts to meet 
the demands of such politicized organizations would “hobble” the Alberta  economy, 
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risking jobs, peace of mind, and retirement portfolios. In other words, climate 
change measures that would curtail the production of fossil fuels (and thereby car-
bon emissions) would threaten the economic security and wellbeing of Albertans.

The term “ethical oil” itself has appeared to have fallen out of use for the most 
part – indeed, some have even argued that the term has been less than helpful, mini-
mizing real environmental concerns while simplifying important and complex argu-
ments about the benefits of continued oil and gas extraction in terms of economics, 
technology, and human rights (Findlay 2012). However, the logic embedded within 
the term are still very present, and not just in Canada. In many respects the logics of 
oil and gas extraction discourses in Norway have long reflected similar arguments 
as the “ethical oil” position, though the language and tactics have been more 
nuanced compared to the rather polarized way in which the debate in Canada was 
framed.

Following COP 21 the Norwegian government was challenged by a number of 
environmental groups to increase measures that would reduce Norway’s reliance on 
fossil fuel industries and ensure a reduction of CO2 emissions (NRK 2015). The 
response by the government was a clear signal that production would not be reduced, 
using arguments not unfamiliar to those used in “ethical oil” narrative: Norway 
needs to continue to produce oil and gas because, otherwise, oil and gas will be 
extracted with much higher emissions from other (read: ethically problematic) parts 
of the world. Furthermore, Norwegian oil and gas is a preferable choice to the “kli-
maversting” (climate offender), coal. In other words, Norwegian oil and gas produc-
tion, it is argued, provides an environmentally positive solution to climate change 
challenges, and indeed will contribute to meeting the COP 21 goals of reduced 
overall emissions (NRK 2015).

The language of “drilling for the environment” which the above reflects is not 
new (Kristoffersen 2014). Kristoffersen has examined the narratives and practices 
of the Norwegian government on oil and gas extraction since the mid-2000s. The 
Norwegian government has openly fronted a national self-image as an environmen-
tal champion, claiming to be a frontrunner in carbon taxes, trade quotas, and coop-
eration with industry to meet environmental challenges (Regjeringen Stotenberg II 
2008). At the same time the Norwegian government, with little difference in 
approach between labour and conservative governments, has actively pursued con-
tinued petroleum extraction, in close cooperation with industry (Kristoffersen and 
Young 2010). As Kristoffersen and Young note, resistance from civil society envi-
ronmental agencies was muted, as many environmental were absorbed into the state 
apparatus throughout the 1990s. By coopting the environmentalist message, the 
Norwegian state blurred the lines between independent environmental advocacy 
and state-based economic and energy interests. This process nevertheless allowed 
the state to employ the ethics of environmentalism to support its policies.

Norway’s contributions to the reduction of CO2 emissions is currently less 
focused upon alternatives to oil and gas, and more focused upon using science to 
find technological solutions to making oil and gas extraction “cleaner.” At best, 
Norway follows a hybrid solution where there are no predicted timelines for reduc-
ing or eliminating dependence on hydrocarbons while exploring possible renewable 
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options. The reliance on Norwegian technology means not only cleaner extraction 
of petroleum resources in the north, but also an ethical claim for a better type of oil 
(cleaner) than that produced in the global South, where such technology is not avail-
able or used (Kristoffersen and Young 2010). Norway’s contribution to reduced 
carbon emissions is thus seen in light of overall global responsibility, rather than 
focusing specifically on Norway’s responsibility. This means that even though 
emissions in Norway appear to have risen in 2015, the Norwegian approach is to 
look at its emissions in relation to global efforts and, therefore, claim an 
environmentally- responsible image due to its relative contribution to global emis-
sion reductions (Mathismoen and Færaas 2016).

Improvements in technology also work in tandem with climate change and melt-
ing ice in the Arctic, whereby access to resources theoretically increase. Norway 
and other arctic states can continue to extract oil and gas resources from their arctic 
regions when technology allows (though for the time being it is not profitable to do 
so because of technological costs as well as the low price of oil). Indeed, the melting 
ice represents opportunity and access to resources rather than a threat to human 
societies, and is still a discourse that is on the table (Mathismoen and Færaas 2016; 
Støre 2016). At some point the cost-benefit analysis could turn again in favour of a 
more rigorous pursuit of resources in the high Arctic. The oil and gas industry is still 
a major economic contributor to the Norwegian economy, and although Prime 
Minister Erna Solberg claimed that Norway is pursuing building alternative sectors 
for employment and supporting the economy, there is no indication that this means 
a concurrent downsizing of petroleum extraction (NRK 2015). There is no apparent 
desire to predict when oil and gas extraction will come to an end either (Mathismoen 
and Færaas 2016). As is the case with Canada, Norwegian oil and gas will be here 
for the foreseeable future, according to their national leaderships. In early 2016 
Norwegian government had released 56 new extraction permits in the Barents Sea, 
Norwegian Sea, and the North Sea with the expectation that the petroleum industry 
will continue exploration and extraction and provide employment in the years to 
come (Storholm 2016). In Norway, economic and energy security based on oil and 
gas consumption still play a primary role in the country’s vision for survival in the 
future. Environmental security is not neglected, but is addressed through secondary 
measures (rather than directly by curtailing emission-generating activities) by mak-
ing extractives “cleaner” or more ethically palatable.

4.5  Conclusion

At their core, the debates about non-renewable resources focus upon differing val-
ues and perceptions about the future. Economic security is crucial to the survival of 
states and their communities: this is true for both market and formal economies as 
well as informal and traditional economies. It is not surprising that states like 
Canada and Norway are engaging in debates, simplistic or more nuanced, that 
reflect tensions between visions of ensuring the survival of current expectations and 
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lifestyles dependent on economic and energy development, and the survival of the 
environment as we know and depend on it. These are two different visions of what 
“we” (as people part of our local, national or global communities) believe should 
survive. Norway and Canada may continue to operate as if hoping that these often 
conflicting visions of the future can survive together, moving towards hybrid solu-
tions that slow down the rejection of fossil-fuel energy resources. Framing the 
debate in terms of security includes a power struggle between different actors that 
brings a voice and action to differing values within a given context.

Energy, environmental and economic security can have complementary and 
competing priorities, depending on the values embodied within these concepts. 
Energy and economic security have had a close relationship, particularly for export 
countries where their reliance on oil and gas incomes sustains a particular politics 
and way of life. In this case there is little room for the prioritization of environmen-
tal security, particularly when framed around climate change. As noted by Øverland, 
“global climate policy has largely been a failure, and energy consumption as well as 
greenhouse gas emissions have continued to soar” (Øverland 2015: 1). The demands 
for a strong and stable economy dependent upon the sale and/or consumption of 
non-renewable energy resources have thus far outweighed the fears surrounding the 
consequences of climate change on human wellbeing. Alternatively, environmental 
security that prioritizes a more rigorous climate policy and thus prioritizes limited 
temperature increases will demand enormous changes in the current energy sector. 
This could have destabilizing effects on the energy sector in at least the short term 
while renewable energy sources have time to dominate energy supply and demand 
(Rapp 2015; Øverland 2015).

Do we want to maintain lifestyles that rely heavily on non-renewable energy but 
which can and will lead to significant impacts upon the environment, not least a 
changing climate? This implies a shift towards adaptation, whereby our security 
depends on our ability to adapt and adjust as the changing climate affects our lives, 
with the hope that our lifestyles are still relatively “maintained”. Or are we more 
concerned about ensuring that we live in an environment which is as stable and 
predictable as possible? What are we willing to do to ensure that our relationship to 
the environment upon which we depend will have positive effects for the future? In 
this case, policy and practice would embrace mitigation efforts in an attempt to 
lessen or reduce potential changes, if not reverse them. It can be said, therefore, that 
these continuing debates revolve around contesting and competing understandings 
of security based on ethics, values and knowledge.
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Chapter 5
Sustainable Security in the Arctic and Military 
Cooperation

Michał Łuszczuk

Abstract The comprehensive transformation occurring in the Arctic has strength-
ened and broadened concerns regarding the state of regional security and its impact 
on the international system. While arctic security in the post-Cold War period has 
been perceived and examined according to both traditional (hard security) and criti-
cal perspectives, this chapter explores a different approach, namely the concept of 
sustainable security. Such an approach complies with the multidimensional, multi-
level and multilateral specificity of the arctic security environment, which is heavily 
influenced by both the geopolitical and climatic features of the region. The concept 
is then reconsidered as a potential analytical tool for examining today’s arctic secu-
rity, and the crucial role of cooperation between militaries in pursuing this sustain-
able security in the Arctic is discussed.

Keywords Arctic security • Sustainable security • Military cooperation

5.1  Introduction

When we try to consider all the manifold developments taking place nowadays in 
the circumpolar North, we can be overwhelmed by their aggregation, intensity and 
rapidity. Consequently, these attributes sometimes overshadow one further funda-
mental feature of the transformation going on in the Arctic, namely the intercon-
nectedness of many processes (Dalby 2009). This aspect is very crucial when we try 
to understand and advance both sustainabilities and security in the region.

This chapter, building on the concept of sustainable security to analyze the com-
position and dynamics of arctic security, draws special attention to the assessment 
of military cooperation among the arctic states and its meaning for peaceful, safe, 
and prosperous development in the region, as outlined in the Arctic Council’s 

M. Łuszczuk (*) 
Maria Curie-Skłodowska University, Lublin, Poland
e-mail: mluszczuk@gmail.com

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2017 
G. Fondahl, G.N. Wilson (eds.), Northern Sustainabilities: Understanding  
and Addressing Change in the Circumpolar World, Springer Polar Sciences, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-46150-2_5

mailto:mluszczuk@gmail.com


48

‘Vision for the Arctic’ statement (Arctic Council 2013b). It is argued that the armed 
forces of the arctic states, beyond their responsibilities for dealing with all ‘hard 
security’ challenges, are also best equipped with both the monitoring instruments 
and the capabilities to operate in such a vast and harsh region.

The chapter begins with a brief discussion of the transnational nature of the secu-
rity risks in the Arctic and the question of the essence of the (re)militarisation taking 
place in the region. The concept of sustainable security is then presented and recon-
sidered as a potential analytical tool for examining today’s arctic security environ-
ment. Finally, after a short presentation of the scope and examples of military 
cooperation in the Arctic (which had been developing quite well until 2014, when 
tensions in relations between the West and Russia beyond the Arctic increased), the 
conclusion speculates on the role of cooperation between militaries in pursuing sus-
tainable security in the Arctic.

5.2  Complexities of Arctic Security

Most of the environmental and social processes transforming the arctic region at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century are truly transnational, which means that their 
origins and range respect neither national boundaries nor traditional ideas of territo-
rial sovereignty (ACIA 2004; AHDR II 2014; Stępień et al. 2014). Accordingly, 
even if not all of them can be considered as so-called ‘transnational threats’,1 in 
general they pose a challenge to the traditional and even not-traditional (critical) 
understandings of state security and its military dimension – and ultimately, to inter-
national relations in the region (Conley et al. 2012; Huebert et al. 2012; Kraska 
2011; Zellen 2013).

To some degree, this situation is not unique to the Arctic. Since at least the end 
of the Cold War, numerous transnational developments, particularly new types of 
uncertainties and risks encountered in different parts of the world, have led to a 
process of redefining the nature of (in)security in international relations (Baylis 
2008; Hoogensen 2012). As some researchers argue (Munck 2009), the redefinition 
of security encompasses both its ‘widening’ (which could be understood primarily 
as the securitization of non-military threats) and its ‘deepening’ (which means dis-
cussing new levels and objects of security). According to Dupont (2001:2), “stretch-
ing the boundaries of conventional thinking about security” has mainly been induced 
by a new class of threats that include “complex, interconnected and  multidimensional, 

1 There are five broad categories of transnational threats that may challenge human security, 
national governance and interests, and international stability. These include: transnational crime, 
transnational terrorism, international migration flows, disease and international pandemics, and 
global environmental degradation and climate change (Smith 2000). Transnational threats can also 
be described as events or phenomena whose scope goes beyond borders, and whose dynamics are 
significantly (but not necessarily exclusively) driven by non-state actors, activities (e.g., global 
economic activates or trends), or forces (e.g., environmental pollution, climate change (Cockayne 
and Mikulaschek 2008).
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non-military transnational issues” that moved “from the periphery to the centre of 
the security concerns of both states and peoples.”

The evolution of the understanding of security in the arctic region follows this 
global pattern to some extent. However, there are many peculiarities related to both 
the climatic and geopolitical characteristics of the region (Berkman and Vylegzhanin 
2013a; Tamnes and Offerdal 2014). These aspects are closely interconnected with 
the heterogeneity, vulnerability, and resilience of the social-ecological subsystems 
of the Arctic and the role of the region as a whole in the Earth’s climate system. 
They also distinguish the Arctic and make the region’s security truly comprehen-
sive, indivisible, and ever-evolving (Chater and Greaves 2014; Exner-Pirot 2013). 
Of course, this kind of environment is extremely difficult and demanding for the 
arctic states that are trying to preserve their national interests, develop the Arctic’s 
potential to their greatest benefit, and secure themselves against a wide range of 
threats, including transnational ones. In fact, addressing these challenges and pro-
viding adequate capabilities for effective action still remains the main political and 
economic challenge in probably all arctic states. The arctic states are at the forefront 
among all stakeholders in the Arctic, not only because of their territorial presence in 
the region and their undisputed rights to the economic resources or geopolitical 
potential of the region, but primarily due to their responsibilities and needs in man-
aging and/or mitigating the consequences of the multidimensional transnational 
transformation facing the Arctic (Bailes and Heininen 2012).

The arctic states achieved collective agreement and coordinated action once 
before, at the end of the 1980s, when a surge of initiatives for international northern 
circumpolar cooperation in chosen fields was launched, following the 1987 
Murmansk Speech by former Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev (Åtland 2007; 
Keskitalo 2007). Scientific research and environmental protection in particular ben-
efited from this cooperation. The new post-cold war thaw quickly expanded in the 
form of the Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS), signed by the eight 
arctic states in 1991, and then transformed into a set of new institutionalized inter-
governmental forums such as the Barents Euro-Arctic Region (BEAR) in 1993, the 
Arctic Council (AC) in 1996, and the Arctic Military Environmental Cooperation 
(AMEC), also in 1996 (Heininen 2013). It is important to note that the factor con-
necting all these initiatives was environmental protection (or rather, environmental 
degradation), which became a part of the international agenda of northern coopera-
tion (Heininen 2013). This agenda provides an excellent example of the new secu-
rity discourses and concepts – primarily critical ones such as environmental and 
human security (Shepherd 2013) – also being applied with regard to the arctic 
region (Daveluy et al. 2011; Heininen 2013; Hoogensen et al. 2009).

The Arctic experienced many constructive effects of the demilitarization pro-
cesses, global governance, and institutionalization of arctic nations, all of which 
replaced the clashes of the Cold War era (Bergman Rosamond 2011). However, it 
should also be kept in mind that “the Arctic story is one of marginality, centrality, 
securitisation and desecuritisation, militarisation and demilitarisation” all taking 
place simultaneously (Palosaari and Möller 2004:255). Palosaari and Möller (2004) 
argue that militarization is still a key concept in the Arctic, even though the majority 
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of existing security challenges and threats to the region are of a non-military char-
acter. Despite the widespread institutionalization of the Arctic and the effective soft- 
law regime supporting international collaboration, the region has not entirely 
escaped the geopolitical tensions emerging from the competitive use and control of 
navigation routes, natural resources, and sovereignty claims, just to indicate the 
most obvious contentious issues (Berkman and Vylegzhanin 2013b). In this con-
text, how can growing activities in the military domain be understood?

5.3  Arctic (Re)Militarisation – What Is It For?

The coastal states of the Arctic Ocean have followed one model in their arctic strate-
gies, admitting that their main focus is safeguarding sovereignty over their arctic 
territories and securing a fair share in the exploitation of the Ocean’s resources, 
while the non-coastal arctic states seem to prefer mainly the development of inter-
national cooperation (Haftendorn 2011). They all have also committed themselves 
to using hydrocarbons responsibly in order to avoid destroying the highly fragile 
arctic environment, and to ensure the well-being of indigenous people in the Arctic; 
“in so doing, they try to blend military preparedness with enhanced cooperation” 
(Haftendorn 2011:339).

A review of current and projected military forces in the arctic region indicates 
that the process of modernization and the creation of new capacities to address new 
challenges is associated with the environmental, economic, and political changes 
anticipated in the region, rather than constituting a response to major threat percep-
tions (Wezeman 2012). Conventional military forces specifically adjusted to the 
harsh arctic environment were projected to remain rather local in range, especially 
given the size of the arctic region, and would remain in some cases very much below 
Cold War levels (Wezeman 2012).

It bears pointing out that following the reduction of political and military tensions 
in the 1990s, some military capabilities are being restored or redeployed in the 
Arctic. In many instances, these capabilities are defensive in nature and linked to 
intensified activities surrounding either the extraction of raw materials or new ‘soft’ 
security issues. Soft capabilities help to address climate change, cybercrime, search 
and rescue, disaster response, and humanitarian assistance. As has already been 
highlighted, due to the extreme weather conditions, it is primarily the military or 
coast guard assets (plus a limited number of the icebreakers capable of operating in 
the Arctic Ocean) that tend to be able to safely operate under arctic conditions. It is 
even argued that “in order to avoid the possibility of a costly and dangerous shift of 
military resources to the north, it would be sensible for constabulary forces to assume 
some of the burden for security provision to enable greater economic activity” (Le 
Mière and Mazo 2013:101). Taking into account that two agreements reached in 
2011 and 2013 under the auspices of the Arctic Council have focused on issues of 
maritime safety and security (Search and Rescue – SAR), it is not  surprising that 
they have also encouraged greater constabulary engagement among the arctic states.
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The Agreement on Cooperation on Aeronautical and Maritime Search and 
Rescue in the Arctic (Arctic Council 2011a) was approved on the 12 May 2011, 
during the Seventh Ministerial Meeting of the Arctic Council organized in Nuuk in 
Greenland (Takei 2013). While this Agreement was designed to become “a measure 
to strengthen the Arctic Council’s ability to face the changing environmental and 
political conditions in the region” (Kao et al. 2012:832), it also provided grounds 
for a closer cooperation among SAR entities – both military and paramilitary – in 
terms of having the practical ability to perform such rescue tasks (Exner-Pirot 2012; 
Łuszczuk 2014; Wood-Donnelly 2013). Simultaneously, it can be described as a 
typical search and rescue agreement that focuses more on coordination and coop-
eration rather than on upgrading and/or providing new capacity (Rottem 2014). In 
addition to presenting and explaining the areas of responsibility of the individual 
states in the region, the Agreement also “calls for carrying out joint SAR exercises 
and training, and facilitating expeditious cooperative responses to search and rescue 
situations” (VanderZwaag 2014:324). Following the SAR Agreement, several activ-
ities were already undertaken, including the first Arctic Council Search and Rescue 
Table Top Exercise (Whitehorse, Yukon, on 4–6 Ocotber 2011) (Arctic Council 
2011b), as well the live exercise “SAREX” near Greenland’s coasts in 2012 and in 
2013 (Kudsk 2012). Although, the usefulness of the Agreement in strengthening 
national SAR capabilities still remains in question, as the Agreement openly informs 
that its implementation ‘shall be subject to availability of relevant resources” 
(VanderZwaag 2014), it addresses the military or paramilitary character of develop-
ments specific to this region.The second binding agreement negotiated under the 
Arctic Council’s auspices is the Agreement on Cooperation on Marine Oil Pollution 
Preparedness and Response in the Arctic. It is also crucial for the development of 
regional cooperation in the domain of safety (Arctic Council 2013a). It was devel-
oped by a task force, established in Nuuk in 2011and co-chaired by Mr. Karsten 
Klepsvik (Norway), Ambassador Anton Vasiliev (Russian Federation), and 
Ambassador David Balton (United States) – over the course of a series of meetings 
held between October 2011 and October 2012. The arctic states endorsed this 
Agreement in Kiruna, Sweden on15 May 2013, at the Eighth Ministerial Meeting of 
the Arctic Council (Trigatti et al. 2014).

This agreement obligates each party to keep up a national system for responding 
quickly and effectively to oil pollution incidents and to establish a minimum level 
of pre-positioned oil spill combating equipment, a program for training, and other 
tools and resources, in cooperation with the oil and shipping industries (Nordtveit 
2015). The agreement refers to any oil spill incident, regardless of the cause of the 
incident. The states are also obliged to monitor the areas under their jurisdiction, 
and as far as feasible, the adjacent international areas. According to the provisions, 
each party can request assistance from the other states when an oil spill occurs. The 
agreement contains also a provision for reimbursement of costs and the establish-
ment of operational guidelines for cooperation (Nordtveit 2015).

This Agreement has also been perceived as an important step forward in arctic 
state cooperation in preparing for an increase in oil and gas and shipping activities 
that are expected to occur in the coming years (Johnstone 2015; Trigatti et al. 2014). 

5 Sustainable Security in the Arctic and Military Cooperation



52

However, it is critisised “for making implementation subject to the capabilities of 
the parties and availability of relevant resources” (VanderZwaag 2014:325).

Even if these two agreements (may) play an important role, and the Arctic is a 
region with exceptional potential to foster collaborative relations between states, it 
is true that this region still lacks any form of comprehensive security architecture, 
which may result from an overly fragmented understanding of arctic security (Le 
Mière and Mazo 2013). What is more, while the concept of sustainable develop-
ment in the region has enjoyed widespread acceptance for more than two decades, 
this concept is not linked to security issues on any official level. Could this be 
changed and on what basis? In addressing these questions it might be worth consid-
ering the concept of sustainable security.

5.4  Sustainable Security

The concept of sustainable security was originally conceived as a response to the 
international position of the United States and American foreign policy in the wake 
of the presidency of George W. Bush (Smith 2008). It was spearheaded by critics of 
the old-fashioned, but erstwhile dominant, yet short-sighted understanding of 
national security and threats against American security: ”Sustainable security, in 
short, can shape our continued ability to simultaneously prevent or defend against 
real-time threats to America, reduce the sweeping human insecurity around the 
world, and manage long term threats to our collective, global security” (Smith 
2008:2). In its original incarnation, the concept of sustainable security combined 
three approaches: (1) national security, or the safety of the United States; (2) human 
security – well-being and safety of people; and (3) collective security – the shared 
interests of the entire world (Smith 2008).

The concept was soon developed and expanded towards a more universal appli-
cation (Voigt 2009). It gained stronger and more nuanced foundations, highlighting 
today’s urgent need for a more comprehensive and effective understanding of the 
interconnectedness of transnational risks, which can only be effectively tackled 
simultaneously. Although it would seem easier to deal with these challenges sepa-
rately, in reality it is not possible because none of these issues can be solved in isola-
tion from the others; addressing them requires a truly holistic approach (Voigt 
2009).

According to this concept, a contemporary understanding and implementation of 
security demands more than the ability and capabilities to protect and defend the 
nation state. It should be stressed that ensuring security in today’s world requires a 
particular focus on sustainable conditions for security, which means that sustainable 
development is a security imperative (Voigt 2009).

The relationship between sustainable development and security is reciprocal and 
mutually reinforcing – neither can be severed from the other. While sustainable 
development is probable only in a politically secure environment, stable and durable 
peace depends on sustainable conditions for the creation of long-term sustainable 
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livelihoods; the provision of basic services, the protection of life-sustaining ecosys-
tems services, and the sound management of natural resources (Voigt 2009).

Unfortunately, the interaction of climate change with ongoing environmental 
degradation has the potential to exacerbate a wide range of conflicts in different 
dimensions, scales, and levels. Consequently, efforts to build a basis for long-term 
peace and human security are undermined. Linking sustainable development and 
state security challenges the traditional separation of security and development in 
many ways, but if successful, can be extremely constructive. Making this connec-
tion could be valuable in helping to outline more adequate policies and laws aimed 
at creating secure and effective conditions. As Voigt (2009:181) points out: “Nature, 
society and security are interdependent. Policies and measures based on this under-
standing are likely to be more effective and secure than those that dis-embed people 
from nature.” Achieving sustainable security is both a means to an end and an end 
in itself. National security aims to ensure the ability of states to protect their citizens 
from external aggression. Environmental security provides favorable conditions for 
all livelihoods. Human security focuses on the management of threats and chal-
lenges that affect people everywhere – inside, outside, and across state borders. 
Sustainable security combines all of these aims into one model (Smith 2008). 
Although at present the concept is still rather ambiguous, it offers an additional, 
suitable approach to analyzing of the security in the Arctic.

5.5  Sustainable Security in the Arctic Based on Military 
Cooperation

The notion of sustainable security as an analytical framework, or even as a concep-
tual foundation for the emerging arctic security system, is an interesting proposal, 
especially in comparison to more established approaches or concepts that have been 
at the forefront of narrative analysis in recent years. It is all the more relevant given 
that there is rather a common agreement that the changing security environment in 
this region indeed covers many different aspects: national security; economic devel-
opments; investments in human capital; and ecological sustainability and social 
welfare (Huebert et al. 2012; Kraska and Baker 2014). Nevertheless, there are many 
uncertainties about certain practical aspects of incorporating this concept into the 
framework of current activities of the arctic states, whether they are considered 
individually or in the form of regional cooperation, such as that facilitated by the 
Arctic Council. One of these uncertainties is the issue of military cooperation in the 
Arctic, which seems to be extremely important in large part due to the particular 
engagement of the respective armed forces of each country in this harsh region 
(Hilde 2013; Le Mière and Mazo 2013).

Of course, the Arctic was used as a strategic space or a theatre for military opera-
tions for decades during the Cold War (Griffiths 1992). It is imaginable that it could 
be used in this way once again, especially if the recently observed Russian military 
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resurgence in the Arctic becomes a part of Moscow’s broader repertoire of actions 
aimed at restoring Russia’s position in the world (Olesen 2014). This scenario might 
not become reality as long as a cooperative dynamic continues (Käpylä and Mikkola 
2013). Indeed, previous military cooperation developed in several configurations 
between the 1990s and 2014. Examples include the Norwegian-Russian ‘POMOR’ 
exercises in the Barents region; cooperation between Norway and NATO combined 
with partners from the Partnership for Peace program, in the form of the ‘Cold 
Response’ exercises; the annual Operation Nanook in the Canadian North, with the 
participation of Denmark and the United States; and the Canadian and American 
Tri-Command Framework for Arctic Cooperation. These exercises provide good 
examples of the potential for joint military activities that can lead to the ‘defense 
diplomacy’ (Exner-Pirot 2012) or even more institutionalised forms of cooperation 
(Heininen 2013; Schaller 2014).

Additionally, two new forms of circumpolar collaboration between militaries in 
the North have emerged recently, both of which deserve attention. Their purpose is 
to discuss broader perspectives rather than a singular focus on the military aspects 
of arctic security. In June, 2011, the American European Command and the 
Norwegian Defense Forces co-organized the first meeting of the Arctic Security 
Forces Roundtable (ASFR) in Oslo as part of their bid to establish a forum for coop-
eration on climate change issues. The ASFR participants are Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greenland, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, United Kingdom, and the United States. The ASFR is an annual general 
officer level event expected to provide a collaborative opportunity for security 
forces around the Arctic to discuss safety and security issues and possibilities for 
expanding co-operation in the region.

With the theme ‘Military Adaption to Climate Change’, the roundtable focused 
on promoting collaboration to address challenges related to managing security 
forces in the Arctic, with an emphasis on support for environmental protection, 
infrastructure, joint exercises and training, and maritime domain awareness. During 
the meeting, one of the key discussion points was the establishment of better coor-
dination of current standard operating procedures across all arctic security stake-
holders (Schissler 2012). The ASFR took place again in 2012 in Bodø, Norway, and 
in 2013 in Naantali, Finland (Schissler 2012). More than 50 representatives from 11 
countries (not including Russia) participated in the latest meeting, which was held 
in Sortland, Norway in 2014. During this event participants discussed an array of 
issues including the impact of climate change, trade and economic issues, search 
and rescue challenges, disaster relief operations, and other security related matters. 
While the most recent ASFR event, hosted by Iceland in May 2015, gathered repre-
sentatives from 11 states, it is worth noting that another meeting, planned for mid- 
2014, where the military leaders of AC member states would have discussed how to 
cooperate when working on peaceful tasks like SAR, had to be postponed due to 
political tensions (Foughty 2014). It would have been the third in a series designed 
primarily to reaffirm agreements made in the Arctic Council on S&R and coopera-
tive oil-spill response (Bailes 2015).
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In contrast to the open format of the ASFR, a second initiative – launched by 
Canada in 2012 and called the Northern Chiefs of Defense (CHOD) meetings – has 
been structured as an unofficial assembly of the Chiefs of Defense and senior mili-
tary officials from the eight states that are members of the Arctic Council. However, 
it has no direct link to the Council, which, it should be remembered, has no mandate 
to discuss ‘hard security’ issues. The goal of the Northern CHOD meetings is to 
offer the attendees an informal opportunity to conduct direct multi- and bilateral 
discussions focused on issues of interest to the North, with a view to strengthening 
the common understanding of the practical challenges associated with operating in 
the region. The meetings also aim to develop a fuller appreciation of the unique 
challenges each of the countries face, particularly when supporting civilian authori-
ties in such areas as emergency response. The Northern CHOD met in 2012 in 
Goose Bay, Canada, and in 2013 in Ilulissat, Greenland; the 2014 meeting was post-
poned due to tensions and strained relations with Russia. While the meetings dis-
cussed above were rather informal and retained a working character, their importance 
stems from the provision of opportunities to establish new, direct contacts, exchange 
information and plans and, last but not least, offer a highly specialized forum to 
develop the joint capabilities of states, both in accordance with their political prefer-
ences and their real needs.

5.6  Concluding Remarks

The development of regional cooperation around transnational risks in the arctic 
region will depend on many factors. At the end of the day, however, the way in 
which arctic and non-arctic stakeholders will react in the face of old and new chal-
lenges is the shared responsibility of all interested international actors. This respon-
sibility will prove to be effective if it is supplemented by mutual trust developed on 
the basis of the implementation of existing agreements and good cooperation in all 
forums. Furthermore, a collective, or at least shared, understanding of regional 
security among the arctic and non-arctic states is more than welcome. If sustainable 
security is to become a helpful approach in this regard, it would be useful to develop 
it in relation to the already existing forms of military and paramilitary cooperation 
in the Arctic. Even if temporary difficulties or crises may arise, in longer term these 
forms of collaboration may yet prove their mettle.
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Chapter 6
Measuring Community Adaptive 
and Transformative Capacity in the Arctic 
Context

Matthew Berman, Gary Kofinas, and Shauna BurnSilver

Abstract Adaptive capacity (AC) plays a prominent role in reducing community 
vulnerability, an essential goal for achieving sustainability. The related concept, 
transformative capacity (TC), describes a set of tools from the resilience paradigm 
for making more fundamental system changes. While the literature appears to agree 
generally on the meaning of AC and TC, operational definitions vary widely in 
empirical applications. We address measurement of AC and TC in empirical studies 
of community vulnerability and resilience, with special attention to the problems of 
arctic communities. We discuss how some challenges follow from ambiguities in 
the broader vulnerability model within which AC is embedded. Other issues are 
more technical, such as a confounding of stocks (capacity) with flows (time-specific 
inputs or outcomes). We view AC and TC as forms of capital, as distinct from flows 
(i.e., ecosystem services, well-being), and propose a set of sequential steps for mea-
suring the contribution of AC and TC assets to reducing vulnerability. We demon-
strate the conceptual application in a comparative analysis of AC in two arctic 
Alaskan communities responding to an increase in the price of fuel. The compara-
tive case study illustrates some key empirical challenges in measuring AC for small 
arctic communities.
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6.1  Introduction

Arctic communities are coping with multiple forces for rapid change, including 
climate warming and associated environmental effects, land-use change, fluctuating 
oil prices, and potential deep cuts in public spending. Because residents of arctic 
communities can and do move to improve well-being (Howe et al. 2013), the ability 
to adapt to change is a necessary condition for sustainability (Turner et al. 2003). 
What resources do communities have available to them to help meet the challenges 
of adaptation and sustainability? How can one determine which of these resources 
makes a difference in outcomes? Studies of community adaptation to environmental 
change generally group community assets for responding into one of two types. 
Adaptive capacity (AC) refers to assets that help communities cope with change, 
and plays a prominent role in the vulnerability literature (Turner et al. 2003; Adger 
2006; Hovelsrud and Smit 2010). Transformative capacity (TC) – a related concept 
in the literature on resilience of social-ecological systems (SES) – helps communi-
ties change to adapt (Kofinas et al. 2013; Wilson et al. 2013; Pike et al. 2010; Folke 
et al. 2009; Gallopin 2006).

Different authors in the large and growing literature on vulnerability and SES 
resilience generally use similar sets of words when they define AC or TC. The 
apparent consensus dissolves, however, when they apply these terms to analyze case 
studies of vulnerability and resilience in communities and regions. Scholars often 
tailor the empirical definition to their individual cases, with their unique configura-
tions of environmental risks, historical conditions, and forces for change. Although 
this customization enables a rich description of a case, it greatly limits opportunities 
to compare cases – either over time in the same place or across different places or 
systems – to address analytical objectives. Comparative empirical research is essen-
tial for evaluating strategies to increase AC and/or TC to reduce community vulner-
ability or increase resilience.

This chapter addresses the measurement of adaptive and transformative capacity 
in empirical studies of community vulnerability and resilience, with special atten-
tion to the problems facing arctic communities. We discuss how some challenges to 
comparing measures of community adaptive capacity follow from logical ambigui-
ties in the broader vulnerability model within which AC is embedded. Other issues 
are more technical, such as a confounding of stocks (capacity) with flows (time- 
specific inputs or outcomes). We view AC and TC as capital stocks, distinct from 
flows (i.e., ecosystem services, well-being) (Kofinas et al. 2013). We propose a set 
of sequential steps for measuring the contribution of AC and TC to reducing vulner-
ability, and demonstrate their conceptual application in a comparative analysis of 
AC in two arctic Alaska communities responding to an increase in the price of fuel.

M. Berman et al.
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6.2  Adaptive Capacity and Vulnerability

The concept of adaptive capacity is deeply embedded in the vulnerability paradigm 
from which it emerged. Understanding AC therefore requires a clear comprehen-
sion of the vulnerability paradigm. According to a leading proponent, vulnerability 
describes “states of susceptibility to harm, powerlessness, and marginality of both 
physical and social systems … guiding normative analysis of actions to enhance 
well-being through reduction of risk” (Adger 2006, p. 268). The definition proposed 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) highlights the normative 
nature of vulnerability: “Vulnerability: the propensity or predisposition to be 
adversely affected” (Field et al. 2012).

The vulnerability of a social-ecological system (SES) is widely portrayed as 
emerging from the intersection of three essential components: exposure, sensitivity, 
and adaptive capacity: exposure refers to the extent, duration, and intensity of exter-
nal forces of change affecting the system; sensitivity denotes the degree to which a 
given exposure affects or modifies the system; adaptive capacity (AC) is the ability 
of a system to accommodate change and variability without causing harm (Adger 
2006; Gallopin 2006). A SES that is highly vulnerable to climate change, for exam-
ple, would be potentially sensitive to substantial harmful effects from relatively 
modest changes in climate, with little ability to adapt (McCarthy et al. 2001).

A large number of theoretical and empirical studies use the term ‘vulnerability’ 
to frame problems of environmental risk in rural communities. Although the authors 
of these studies generally associate vulnerability with exposure, sensitivity, and 
adaptive capacity, and use the same language to define these terms, their views of 
the processes that generate vulnerability often diverge (Callo-Concha and Ewert 
2014; Pike et al. 2010; Gallopin 2006; Smit and Wandel 2006).

Callo-Concha and Ewert (2014) discuss a model of vulnerability in which sensi-
tivity is the outcome from the interaction of exposure (an external process) with 
adaptive capacity (an internal process). Their AC included feedback through a man-
ager’s perception of risk (Fig. 6.1). On the other hand, Smit and Wandel (2006) 
represent exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity as a nested hierarchy of over-

Cognition

Adapting
capacity

Sensitivity

Exposure

Vulnerability

Fig. 6.1 Ontology of vulnerability: interaction of exposure, adaptive capacity, and sensitivity 
(From Callo-Concha and Ewert 2014)
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lapping forces driven by potentially interdependent processes (Fig. 6.2). They 
 consistently mention “exposure and sensitivity” together as a single phrase, as if the 
two terms were a coupled construct.

Turner et al. (2003) discuss the role of vulnerability analysis in sustainability 
science, distinguishing adaptive capacity from the capacity to cope or respond to 
environmental hazards – the concept that others generally call adaptive capacity. 
Turner et al.’s (2003) conceptualization of adaptive capacity enables the SES to 
change and potentially restructure after a disturbance. Other authors, generally 
those approaching SES adaptation from the resilience paradigm, refer to transfor-
mative capacity (TC) as the capacity to reorganize in more fundamental ways, such 
as by changing key institutional arrangements (Kofinas et al. 2013; Wilson et al. 
2013; Folke et al. 2009). To reduce confusion, we adopt Wilson et al.’s terminology, 
using AC to refer to the capacity to reduce the likelihood of harm generally, and TC 
to refer to the capacity for the SES to restructure more fundamentally.

Vulnerability, as it has developed in the environmental risk literature, has proved 
a useful concept to describe different aspects of susceptibility to harm. However, the 
widely varying interpretation of the three components – exposure, sensitivity and 
adaptive capacity – and how they interact to generate that susceptibility arise from 
the fundamental limitations of the vulnerability paradigm as a model for grounding 
empirical work. Models strategically simplify reality to help illuminate how things 
work, demonstrate cause and effect, and predict the future: for example, if A and B 
occur then C is a likely outcome. A good model should generate testable hypothe-
ses; one should be able to evaluate the validity of a model by testing these hypoth-
eses with historical data. The vulnerability model as developed in the literature falls 
short in three fundamental ways.

Broad Scale
Determinants

Local Scale
Determinants

Adaptive Capacity

Vulnerability

Adaptations

Exposure and Sensitivity

Fig. 6.2 Nested hierarchy model of vulnerability (From Smit and Wandel 2006: 286)
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First, the model often produces no measurable outcomes (Nelson et al. 2010a). 
The description of vulnerability typically refers to an inferred likelihood of an imag-
ined adverse future state, rather than to a current or historical state. No specific 
outcomes are defined as adverse. As Smit and Wandel (2006:286) put it:

This conceptualization broadly indicates the ways in which vulnerabilities of communities 
are shaped. It does not necessarily imply that the elements of exposure, sensitivity and 
adaptive capacity can or should be measured in order to numerically compare the relative 
vulnerability of communities, regions or countries.

Second, the three-component vulnerability model contains contradictory logic. 
Specifically, it logically confounds sensitivity with adaptive capacity. A SES pos-
sessing greater AC could reduce its sensitivity to specific environmental hazards 
through greater preparedness and diversification. A related circularity of reasoning 
arises when researchers attempt to measure AC using income, harvests, or some 
other current SES outcome. While widespread (Nelson et al. 2010b; Adger et al. 
2004; Yohe and Tol 2002; Kliskey et al. 2008; Sietchping 2007), such a practice is 
logically inconsistent. Since vulnerability means that adverse outcomes are likely 
(Field et al. 2012), using any of these outcomes to measure AC means only that bad 
outcomes facilitate bad outcomes.

More generally, the vulnerability model as developed in the literature confounds 
drivers, processes, and outcomes. For example, while exposure is typically envi-
sioned as a purely external force for change, a number of scholars have described 
internally generated exposures, such as demographic or economic instability, or 
civil conflict (Young 2009; Turner et al. 2003; Denevan 1983). The vague empirical 
character of vulnerability, combined with the ambiguous role of adaptive capacity, 
prevents the model from generating testable hypotheses. Without empirically test-
able hypotheses, the concepts of vulnerability and adaptive capacity remain vague 
generalities that are difficult to observe or refute. Measurements of AC in empirical 
applications emerge as idiosyncratic and ad hoc: useful for framing individual 
grounded case studies of communities and regions, but offering little potential for 
comparative research or generalization.

6.3  Measuring the Role of AC and TC in Vulnerability 
and Resilience

Adger (2006) emphasizes the importance of consistent frameworks for measuring 
vulnerability that enable socially relevant quantitative and qualitative insights. 
Gallopin (2006: 302) suggests that the first step towards consistency was for 
researchers to agree on the definitions of “harm” and “transformation.” Keeping the 
empirical objectives at the forefront, we begin by defining vulnerability as the prob-
ability that a specific change in an external driver (exposure) causes one or more 
measurable adverse outcomes to occur. The adverse outcomes would often be 
defined best as threshold levels for one or more measures of well-being, such as 
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employment, income, resource harvests or nutrition. Vulnerability outcomes repre-
sent a balance between the disruptive effects of the exposure and the mitigating 
effects of coping activities aided by adaptive or transformative capacity. In this 
framework, sensitivity and vulnerability are closely related. Sensitivity refers to an 
incremental change in an outcome per unit change in the external driver, taking into 
account the effects of AC and TC. Vulnerability is the cumulative effect on the like-
lihood of harm.

Despite the frequent practice in the vulnerability literature of conflating resil-
ience with negative vulnerability (Cutter et al. 2008), we follow the SES resilience 
literature (Kofinas et al. 2013; Walker et al. 2004) and define resilience as the likeli-
hood that the local SES maintains its key elements of structure and function after an 
exposure. This definition of resilience makes it a positive rather than normative 
concept. However, the literature on transformative capacity is normative, often plac-
ing TC as the subset of AC that promotes SES reorganization to avoid adverse out-
comes (Wilson et al. 2013; Folke et al. 2009). In our view, vulnerable communities 
can be embedded in resilient or non-resilient SESs (Fig. 6.3). AC acts to mitigate 
the effects of exposures on activities contributing to well-being, reducing vulnera-
bility generally (Fig. 6.4). TC focuses on enhancing the potential for innovative 
activities or new livelihoods.

The processes by which AC and TC work to reduce vulnerability can be multi- 
scalar and complex. Households may adjust livelihood activities to maintain flows 
of ecosystem services, or adjust the disposition of harvests through sharing relation-
ships or organized food storage to avoid low consumption outcomes. They may also 
invest in infrastructure to manage environmental change, or move to a safer place 
(Berman 2013; Agrawal 2010). Communities may undertake collective actions such 
as formal redistribution, taxation and public borrowing, community moves, or pub-
lic investments to harden infrastructure.

We propose, therefore, a procedure in five sequential steps, as summarized in 
Table 6.1, for the empirical analysis of the roles of AC and TC in vulnerability. The 
first step is to define the specific locally relevant exposure or exposures. Next, the 
specific indicators of vulnerability should be defined as “vulnerability of yyy to 
xxx,” where yyy represents the probability that a particular SES outcome; yyy crosses 
a threshold defined as adverse, after exposure to xxx. Resilience, if included, would 
likewise be defined as “resilience of the SES to xxx.” The third step would be to 

Vulnerability

Resilience High Low

High Poverty trap Stable, high-

performing

Low Refugee risk Opportunistic

Fig. 6.3 Characterization of social-ecological systems with respect to vulnerability and 
resilience
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consider relevant actions that households and communities could take to try to 
avoid adverse outcomes, including both preventive measures and coping responses. 
These activities might include new activities that result from SES reorganization as 
well as activities that are part of the existing SES structure and function.

Vulnerability: likelihood of
specific adverse outcomes

Exposure Adaptive
Capacity

Activities,
livelihoods

SES flexibility

Resilience:
maintenance of key
structure and function

Transformative
Capacity

Sensitivity:
Magnitude of change

+

-

Fig. 6.4 Empirically tractable model of vulnerability and resilience

Table 6.1 Stepwise procedure for determining role of adaptive capacity (AC) in mitigating 
vulnerability

Step Notes Examples

1. Define specific exposure or 
exposures to analyze

External drivers of change Sea ice retreat, permafrost 
melt

2. Define locally relevant 
adverse outcomes that 
could occur from the 
exposure(s)

Typically an indicator 
exceeding or falling short 
of a defined threshold

Food insecurity, 
infrastructure damage

3. Determine locally relevant 
actions to avoid adverse 
outcomes

Actions households are 
taking or could take

Shift harvest times or target 
species, harvest sharing, 
harden infrastructure

4. Define AC as assets that 
increase effectiveness of 
actions to avoid bad 
outcomes

Stocks, not flows; i.e., 
ecosystem health rather 
than ecosystem services

Knowledge systems, healthy 
ecosystems, effective 
institutions

5. Assess contribution of AC 
to reducing sensitivity 
(change in outcome related 
to well-being) and 
vulnerability (likelihood of 
bad outcome)

Given the exposure 
pattern, is higher 
measured relative AC 
associated with responses 
that provide higher 
well-being?

Compare different places or 
same place over time, using 
historical data on exposure, 
AC, and well-being

6 Measuring Community Adaptive and Transformative Capacity in the Arctic Context
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Defining these activities facilitates the critical fourth step in the procedure, which 
is to define AC as the assets that help households undertake actions to avoid adverse 
yyy outcomes after exposure to xxx and increase their effectiveness. Different 
authors use various names to classify the types of AC assets. Regardless of the cat-
egories used, components of AC, including its subset TC, represent drivers of vul-
nerability. That is, AC components are assets (stocks) that generate the services that 
directly affect vulnerability outcomes, not the services (flows) themselves. The 
social construction of vulnerability implies that the delineation of AC should take 
into account the distribution of rights (entitlements) that enable people to access 
these resources; unequal access to AC assets leads to disparate vulnerability out-
comes (Adger et al. 2003, following Sen 1981).

One may use the procedure outlined in Table 6.1 to generate hypotheses about 
the effects of specific components of AC and TC on community vulnerability to 
various drivers of change. The hypotheses may be tested with historical data on 
adaptations to past exposures, or used to generate predictions of future outcomes 
that can be tested as the future exposures occur. To illustrate the application of the 
model, we consider the vulnerability of two small, predominantly Alaska Native 
communities in northern Alaska to an increase in fuel costs. We focus on adaptive 
capacity within the current SES, leaving consideration of TC to future research.

6.4  Comparing AC in Two Arctic Alaska Communities

6.4.1  Setting

Kaktovik is a predominately Iñupiat community with about 240 residents, located 
on the coast of the Beaufort Sea on Alaska’s North Slope. Venetie is a Gwich’in 
Athabascan community of about 170 people, located in northern Interior Alaska. 
Kaktovik and Venetie, while ethnically different, share a number of commonalities 
with respect to livelihoods. Households in both communities engage in a mixed 
economy combining subsistence resource harvests and cash incomes in household 
production, with social relationships facilitating flows of food and other resources 
among households. Cash incomes pay for motorized equipment, fuel to access 
resources (boats, snowmachines, all-terrain vehicles), and store-bought food. Both 
communities strongly articulate traditional values of sharing and cooperation 
(Caulfield 1983; Chance 1990; Kofinas et al. 2010; Kofinas et al. 2016) and are 
eligible for limited federal funding to operate tribal governments, and for Alaska 
Permanent Fund Dividends.

Kaktovik and Venetie, however, differ with respect to a number of key elements. 
Table 6.2 summarizes some potential indicators of AC for the two communities. As 
a coastal community, Kaktovik has access to the marine resources of the Beaufort 
Sea, as well as terrestrial resources, offering it a significant benefit of ecological 
diversity and opportunities to harvest large marine mammals such as bowhead and 
beluga whales. Venetie, unlike Kaktovik, has access to wood for heating fuel.

M. Berman et al.
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Table 6.2 Domains and indicators of adaptive and transformative capacity: summary comparison 
of two arctic communities

Capacity domain Category Indicator Kaktovik Venetie

Ecosystems Ecological 
diversity

Main harvested 
species

Marine 
mammals, 
caribou, Dall 
sheep

Salmon, moose, 
caribou

Ecosystem 
health

Porcupine 
caribou herd 
populationa

197,000 (record 
high)

197,000 (record 
high)

Geography Climate Heating degree 
daysb

19,763 17,280

Remoteness Round-trip 
airfare to 
Fairbanks

$1332 (April 
2014)

$320 (April 2014)

Human capital Formal 
education

Pct. of 
population 25+ 
with a high 
school degreea

74 % 47 %

Traditional 
knowledge

Number of 
skilled hunters 
by age

High, all ages High, all ages

Physical 
infrastructure

Housing 
quality

Median house 
valuec

$110,400 $50,000

Water-sewer 
system

Percentage of 
homes with 
plumbing 
facilities

90 % homes 
piped water/
sewerd

7 % homes flush/
haul, 93 % nonee

Social Capital Social Ties Household 
degree (No. of 
ties/HH)f

44.6 29.2

Cultural capital Language 
retention

Pct. of 
population 5+ 
speaking Native 
languagea

41 % 68 %

Institutions Local 
government

Main local 
authority

North Slope 
Borough

Tribal 
government

Financial Capital Local revenue 
base

Per-capita 
taxable property 
valueg

$2.4 million –

a Medred (2014)
b National Weather Service climate data
c American Community Survey, 2009–2013 average
d Shepro et al. (2003)
e Alaska Dept. of Community and Regional Affairs, Rural Utility Business Advisor Program, 
Quarterly Report: 2015, October – December (Q2), Venetie: http://commerce.alaska.gov/cra/
DCRAExternal/RUBA
f Kofinas et al. (2016). Household degree in Kaktovik includes whale feasts
g Office of the State Assessor (2015), 2014 appraisal data
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As a North Slope community, Kaktovik benefits from its inclusion in the North 
Slope Borough (NSB). The NSB’s ability to tax oil infrastructure has enabled it to 
improve local infrastructure and public utilities in Kaktovik relative to Venetie. The 
median home value in Kaktovik is more than double that in Venetie, and most 
homes have piped water and sewer facilities. In Venetie only 7 % of homes have 
indoor plumbing.

Most households in Kaktovik also include shareholders of the relatively wealthy 
Arctic Slope Regional Corporation (ASRC) and the Kaktovik Iñupiat Corporation 
(KIC). Venetie, on the other hand, has a history of strong tribal governance that has 
given the community somewhat more local autonomy. A key geographic difference 
is one of relative remoteness. Kaktovik is one of the most remote communities in 
Alaska: the lowest round trip cost of air travel to the nearest urban center (Fairbanks) 
in April 2014 was $1332 per person. Venetie is much less remote, with a round-trip 
airfare to Fairbanks costing $320.

6.4.2  Conceptual Application of Five Steps to Assess 
Vulnerability to Fuel Price Increase

Clearly, many differences in AC attributes relevant to vulnerability outcomes exist 
for the two communities, making a true hypothesis test infeasible. Consequently, we 
aim to achieve a lesser goal: generate a set of testable hypotheses for vulnerability 
to a single exposure – an increase in fuel price – and describe how they could be 
tested in a future analysis.

6.4.2.1  Step 1: Define Specific Exposure

Between the summer of 2007 and the summer 2008, world oil prices doubled, 
reaching a peak of over $140 per barrel in July 2008, before declining sharply as the 
global recession set in. The effect on fuel prices in Alaska was large and immediate. 
The average gasoline price in Alaska rose from about $4.55 in November 2007 to 
$5.97 in October 2008. The price increase for heating oil was even greater (DCRA 
2008). Table 6.3 shows the effects in the two communities (DCRA 2007, 2008). 
Price data from the survey are not available for Venetie, so we use available infor-
mation for Arctic Village, a neighboring community that shares a tribal government 
with Venetie and also receives all its oil and gasoline via air at comparable costs.

The prices for all fuel types in Arctic Village were much higher than in Kaktovik 
before the fuel increase. The North Slope Borough heavily subsidizes gasoline and 
provides heating oil for residential use at only the cost of delivery. Between June 
2007 and October 2008, fuel prices rose substantially in both locations, although the 
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NSB fuel subsidies substantially reduced the impact on the residential cost of heat-
ing oil in Kaktovik. However, because the gasoline price in Kaktovik started at a 
lower base, the relative change in prices was similar in both communities.

6.4.2.2  Step 2: Define Locally Relevant Adverse Outcomes

We posit a number of hypotheses for measurable outcomes.
H1: The increase in fuel costs will be associated with a larger decline in com-

munity harvest per capita (lbs), a decline in food security (scale 1–10), and an 
increase in out-migration of households in Venetie relative to Kaktovik (Table 6.4).

Table 6.3 Fuel cost changes 2007–2008

Community Fuel product
June 2007 
pricea

October 
2008 priceb

Absolute 
change

Percentage 
change

Kaktovik Heating oil, 
residential

$1.50 $2.00 $0.50 33 %

Heating oil, 
commercial

$4.95 $6.95 $2.00 40 %

Gasoline, retail $3.45 $4.90 $1.45 42 %
Arctic Village Heating oil, 

residential
$6.35 $9.00 $2.65 42 %

Heating oil, 
commercial

$6.35 $9.00 $2.65 42 %

Gasoline, retail $7.00 $9.00 $2.00 29 %
aDCRA (2007)
bDCRA (2008)

Table 6.4 Hypothesized measurable outcomes from increase in fuel costs

Variable Hypothesized outcome
Measurable outcome – Compare 
proportional change in:

Harvest Decline in harvest at community 
scale

Total lbs harvested by community

Inter-household 
sharing of harvest

Decline in aggregate community 
sharing

Total lbs of flows between 
households, density of ties, number of 
households receiving

Food security Decline in food security Increase in the number of households 
reporting food insecurity using USDA 
measures

Migration More out-migration. Decrease in 
base of highly productive adult 
community residents

Total population and demographics; 
sufficient population of youth to 
maintain school

Increase in need 
for public 
assistance

Increase in applications for heat 
subsidies

Increase no. of applications for 
heating program.
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6.4.2.3  Step 3: Determine Locally Relevant Actions to Avoid Adverse 
Outcomes

Households in both communities, but especially in Venetie, will be observed doing 
the following:

• Switching equipment for harvesting to save fuel, such as using more-efficient 
propeller driven boats instead of jet boats.

• Combining hunting trips with other households (e.g., leverage equipment and 
gas)

• Hunting closer to the community.
• Developing systems of communication between harvest parties that increase the 

efficiency of hunting effort.
• Altering sharing patterns: some households may share less of a household har-

vest with others (e.g., store more harvest for individual use), while others may 
share more (e.g., share widely and decrease impact overall).

• Distributing food more widely through communal feasts.
• Households with cash from employment subsidizing those without cash for fuel.
• Using or cultivating social networks to access additional resources.
• Developing wood heat technologies (long term – Venetie only)

Village councils in both communities, but especially in Venetie, may make 
appeals to regulatory (e.g., Alaska Board of Game) and governing bodies (Alaska 
State Legislature) to liberalize harvesting regulations for more hunting season flex-
ibility or for supplemental funding to meet resultant shortfalls.

6.4.2.4  Step 4: Define AC Assets That Increase the Effectiveness 
of Actions (see Step 3) to Avoid Bad Outcomes

We discuss AC relevant to the specific exposure of increased fuel costs in the cate-
gories outlined in Table 6.2.

Ecosystems Although significantly affected by climate change, regional ecosystems 
remain in a healthy condition, providing important services to both communities.

Geography Although both communities experience severe cold temperatures, 
Venetie’s location in the boreal forest offers wood as an alternative heating source. 
The use of wood, however, requires equipment, some fuel, and labor.

Infrastructure (and Equipment) Both communities have storage capacities for 
fuel and air access for delivery of fuels. Persistent higher incomes in Kaktovik 
derived from employment opportunities offered by the NSB may result in wider 
distribution of harvesting equipment among hunting and fishing households com-
pared to Venetie.

Human Capital Kaktovik’s higher levels of formal education suggest that it may 
have more capacity to respond to an increase in fuel cost, for example, by having 
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trained staff personnel who can help households apply for fuel cost subsidies. Both 
communities have skilled hunters of all ages, although rigorous measures of knowl-
edge assets are difficult to ascertain.

Social Capital This asset includes linkages both internal (bonding networks) and 
external to the community (bridging networks), enhancing the ability of individuals 
to act collectively. Both communities show evidence of strong and active traditions 
of food sharing and cooperation in harvesting (Kofinas et al. 2016), which may be 
critical for avoiding harvest shortfalls and distributing harvests to limit food insecu-
rity. External bonds could translate into political power through governance institu-
tions, as discussed below. Kaktovik households on average have more food and 
non-food sharing ties to other households than Venetie households (Table 6.2), 
which in part reflects the additional cooperative effort involved in organizing labor 
and distributing meat and muktuk from bowhead and beluga whaling.

Cultural Capital One measure of cultural capital is the use and retention of Native 
languages (ASI 2010). Recent census data show that language retention is higher in 
Venetie than in Kaktovik (Table 6.2). However, it is not clear that the retention of 
language is relevant for responding to a fuel cost increase. More important is the 
cultural traditions of sharing and cooperative harvesting, included in the section on 
social capital. Both communities have broad participation in food harvesting, with 
similar ratios of the number of harvesters to the number of pounds harvested 
(Kofinas et al. 2016).

Institutional and Financial Capital Venetie’s tribal government owns 1.8 million 
acres of land outright. However, the region lacks marketable resources and the tribe 
has no rights to tax activities on its land even if substantial economic activity did 
exist there. The borough status of the North Slope gives it the ability to generate 
extraordinary wealth from the taxation of oil and gas infrastructure. The spending 
of tax revenues locally provides Kaktovik and other North Slope communities with 
a robust cash economy that, if anything, is strengthened by the rise in oil prices. 
Kaktovik’s association with the North Slope Borough’s wealth also gives it access 
to subsidized gasoline and home heating fuel.

On the other hand, Venetie has pursued other opportunities to reduce fuel costs. 
The tribal government is actively exploring the feasibility of using wood chips to 
heat public buildings. For a number of years, Citgo, the U.S. subsidiary of the 
Venezuelan national oil company, has operated a social program that offers house-
holds a voucher to purchase 100 gal of home heating oil annually. During the 2007–
2008 fuel cost spike, Citgo contributed $5.3 million to native non-profit organizations 
to purchase fuel for more than 12,000 households (USA Today 2006). Although 
many villages in Alaska declined to participate, Venetie was among the communi-
ties that accepted the offer.
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6.4.2.5  Step 5: Assess Contribution of AC to Reducing Vulnerability

AC in many categories is lower in Venetie. Kaktovik’s access to NSB fuel subsidies 
reduced the absolute change in household fuel costs there, although the percentage 
increase in prices was similar in both places. Although some data do exist for many 
of these aspects of AC, evidence supporting the quantification of the effects of fuel 
cost increases on harvests, food security, and community population is limited. 
Brinkman et al. (2014) reported that increases in fuel costs over 10 years reduced 
the number of hunting trips taken and length of trips in Venetie and seven neighbor-
ing villages. However, the authors also noted that households were switching equip-
ment types to save fuel.

The population declined by 18 % between the 2000 and 2010 censuses in both 
communities. However, a number of factors could be causing this trend, and it is not 
necessarily linked to increases in fuel prices. The federal/state heating fuel assis-
tance program is available only for low-income residents. With a poverty rate of  
14 %, Kaktovik had far fewer households that qualified than Venetie, which had a 
poverty rate of 40 % (American Community Survey 2009–2013 average), making it 
difficult to compare changes over time in the two communities.

6.5  Discussion

The difficulty in documenting harm, given this example of a salient and documented 
exposure, suggests the empirical challenges to assessing contributions to vulnera-
bility retrospectively, let alone prospectively. Community level data are rarely avail-
able at the time scale (annual) required to test the hypotheses summarized in Table 
6.4 regarding total resource harvests, flows among households, and food insecurity. 
The Arctic Social Indicators (ASI) project (ASI 2014, 2010) attempted to define and 
measure indicators of well-being in six domains that could be used to compare com-
munities around the Arctic. However, data for many ASI indicators – local renew-
able resource harvests, for example – are not available at the community scale on a 
regular basis, if at all.

The ASI case highlights the tension between generic measures of AC that may 
be widely available for comparative purposes versus locally relevant measures spe-
cific to the exposure and vulnerability of interest. A number of composite measures 
of vulnerability and/or adaptive capacity have been developed to compare a set of 
places with respect to common exposures (Brose 2015; Cutter et al. 2008). However, 
such a prefabricated approach to assessing AC blends together indicators of qualita-
tively different assets, which typically vary in their importance locally and address 
different adaptation challenges. The weights that construct the aggregate index are 
inherently arbitrary and problematic for the varied cultural heritages and political 
economies of arctic communities.

The unique situation of the contribution of the North Slope Borough to AC illus-
trates the limitation of quantitative measures of AC for the Kaktovik-Venetie 
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 comparison. It would be difficult to find a comparable combination of institutional 
and financial capital available to small communities anywhere in the Arctic or even 
around the world. Understanding the local context of exposure and vulnerability is 
critical to a meaningful assessment. The best practice will always remain one that 
assesses adaptive capacity, qualitatively as well as quantitatively, and describes how 
each component and subcomponent contributes to mitigating the specific vulnera-
bilities analyzed.

6.6  Conclusion

While great progress has been made in the study of vulnerability, several problems 
remain. These include a lack of a common conceptual approach, including serious 
conceptual ambiguity in use of the terms exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capac-
ity. This conceptual ambiguity makes it difficult to compare cases, and generate and 
test hypotheses about adaptive capacity. The temporal dimension of vulnerability 
analysis (anticipated versus measured vulnerability) has often been overlooked.

In this paper we discussed those ambiguities and provided a framework to sup-
port a more systematic and reproducible empirical assessment of vulnerability, 
including the ability to compare cases. As an application of the framework, we 
worked through the case of exposure to increased fuel prices for two northern 
Alaska villages. We provide a brief narrative about the increased fuel costs in 2007–
2008 to contextualize the case. Our example here is limited to describing in some 
detail the first four of the five steps, identifying measurable (bad) outcomes, and 
proposing testable hypotheses. Our data and analysis are clearly incomplete. 
However, we generate a series of outstanding questions about this approach, which 
motivates further discussion.
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Chapter 7
Political and Fiscal Limitations of Inuit  
Self- Determination in the Canadian Arctic

Umut Riza Ozkan and Stephan Schott

Abstract Our chapter examines the political and fiscal factors of collective capa-
bilities for self-determination in three Inuit-dominated areas in Canada with active 
self-government regimes: the relatively new territory of Nunavut, the region of 
Nunavik (in Québec) and the region of Nunatsiavut (in Newfoundland and 
Labrador). We derive and measure important political and fiscal indicators identi-
fied by the literature (institutional independence, representation, local capacity and 
fiscal ability) that are based on the most recent information from the three regions. 
Our analysis indicates that most Inuit governments are still quite financially depen-
dent and constrained. In terms of institutional independence, and representation, 
Nunavik lags behind the other regions due to a fragmented governance system with 
three separate regional public administration bodies that receive funding through 
provincial parent departments. In terms of local capacity, as measured by the pro-
portion of Aboriginal people with university degree, the three regions lie well below 
Canadian and provincial averages. Nunatsiavut has significantly higher education 
levels than other Inuit regions; however, the percentage of Aboriginal people with 
university degrees is also higher in Newfoundland and Labrador than in Quebec and 
in Canada.
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7.1  Introduction

A crucial component of sustainable livelihoods in the North is the ability, capacity, 
and capability to determine one’s own destiny and to independently make decisions 
that will affect the life of future generations in the North. As arctic communities 
transition to mixed economies that consist of a wage-based sector and a subsistence 
sector (Usher et al. 2002), they face tremendous challenges in balancing individual 
decision-making capabilities at the household level without sacrificing collective 
capabilities (Hund 2004; Ford et al. 2006, 2008). Sufficient institutional indepen-
dence and capacity give indigenous communities the power to preserve their tradi-
tional sector, which is essential for the survival of their crucial collective 
capabilities.

At the international level two important studies – the Study of Arctic Living 
Conditions (SLiCA) and the Arctic Social Indicators (ASI) Report (Larsen et al. 
2010) – recognize the vital role of political/fiscal autonomy in achieving sustainable 
development in the polar region. SLiCA’s survey questions on political resources 
focused on Aboriginal people’s influence on wage employment, formal education, 
hunting and fishing, traditional education, as well as “aspirations for influence” and 
“expectations for influence” (Andersen and Poppel 2002: 314). Nevertheless, these 
SLiCA survey questions on political resources do not fully pay attention to indige-
nous people’s political and fiscal abilities, and local capacity to influence decisions 
in the identified areas.

To address these issues, the Arctic Social Indicators Report introduced “fate con-
trol” as one of the six domains and identified quantifiable indicators to assess social 
well-being in the Arctic. Fate control refers to both the individual and collective 
capabilities of indigenous people’s control over their own destiny. The fate control 
indicators that were suggested by the ASI do not, however, cover the actual influ-
ence of indigenous representatives or authorities in the determination of (renewable 
and nonrenewable) natural resource management rules, the limitations imposed by 
central governments on local or regional policy making, and the capacity of local or 
regional governing bodies to prepare and implement policies and regulations as 
important factors (Ozkan and Schott 2013). In this paper, we connect this specific 
literature on self-government in the polar region (Rodon 2014; Abele and Prince 
2010; Alcantara and Nelles 2013; White 2002; Wilson 2008; Henderson 2004; 
Natcher et al. 2012) with the broader comparative decentralization and regional 
authority literature (Treisman 2002; Hooghe et al. 2008; Keman 2000; Sorens 
2011). The latter literature typically focuses on the relative power of central and 
regional governments, but does not focus on the self-determination path through 
comprehensive land claims agreements and incremental paths to self-governance 
and devolution that exist in many arctic regions, especially in Canada.

We will focus on the political and fiscal factors of collective capabilities for self- 
determination in three Inuit-dominated areas in Canada with active self-government 
regimes: the territory of Nunavut, the region of Nunavik (in Québec), and the region 
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of Nunatsiavut (in Newfoundland and Labrador). We derive and measure some 
political and fiscal indicators based on the most recent information from the three 
regions, and discuss the relevance of the results for self-determination, social well- 
being and sustainable development in these areas.

7.2  Self-Government Indicators

7.2.1  Literature Review

A number of studies focus on measuring political and fiscal decentralization and 
developing related indices. Hooghe and Marks (2001) proposed a regional gover-
nance index based on indicators in four areas: ‘constitutional federalism’, ‘special 
territorial autonomy’, ‘role of regions in central government’, and ‘regional elec-
tions’. More recently, Hooghe et al. (2008) introduced a regional authority index by 
using the following indicators:

• Institutional depth (whether the regional authority is a deconcentrated and a 
general- purpose administration)

• Policy scope (which refers to the regional government’s residual and regional 
policy powers)

• Representation (whether the region has an assembly with law-making power, 
whether the regional legislative assembly is directly/indirectly elected and 
whether the regional executive is selected by the assembly or directly elected)

• Law making authority (whether the regional government is represented in the 
national assembly and has extensive legislative authority in the national 
assembly)

• Executive power sharing (whether central and regional governments have rou-
tine meetings to negotiate policy and these meetings lead to legally binding 
decisions)

• Fiscal control (whether the regional governments have any power in influencing 
decisions related to the distribution of tax revenues)

• Constitutional reform (whether regional governments can influence the constitu-
tional reform process).

In addition to these indicators, it is also important to focus on fiscal decentraliza-
tion since “the pattern of revenue and expenditure decentralization” does not always 
overlap with the political division of power between the central and regional gov-
ernments (Treisman 2006:291). Some studies focused on subnational control over 
expenditure and revenue mobilization by using indicators such as ‘subnational share 
of total government spending’, subnational expenditure-GDP ratio, and the share of 
intergovernmental transfers in sub-national revenues (Oates 1985; Davoodi and Zou 
1998; De Mello 2000; Treisman 2006). To measure fiscal decentralization, Ebel and 
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Yilmaz (2002) used OECD data on fiscal design, which disaggregated sub-national 
revenues into tax revenues (own tax revenue and tax sharing1), non-tax revenues, 
and intergovernmental grants (general-purpose grants and specific grants).2

7.2.2  Geographical and Political Focus

In the Canadian Arctic four comprehensive land claims involving Inuit-dominated 
regions have been settled over the last four decades that led to the establishment of 
three regional governments (see Table 7.1): the Territorial Government of Nunavut, 
the Kativik Regional Government, and the Nunatsiavut Government.3 The last is the 
latest regional government in Canada’s Eastern Subarctic and is located in the prov-
ince of Newfoundland and Labrador. The Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement 
(LILCA) of 2005 set a precedent by including self-government provisions within 
the land claim. Nunatsiavut is comprised of five communities (Nain, Postville, 
Rigolet, Makkovik and Hopedale), and is the first of the Inuit regions in Canada 
outside Nunavut to have achieved self-government. Although it remains part of 
Newfoundland and Labrador, the government has authority over many central gov-
ernance areas including health, education, culture and language, justice, and com-
munity matters. While recognizing that this authority may not be used in practice in 
certain policy areas, this paper does not aim to measure ‘policy discretion’ exercised 
by the Nunatsiavut government or the other two Inuit regions’ governance bodies.

Nunavut is Canada’s youngest territory and occupies large portions of Canada’s 
North. On 25 May 1993 the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement (NCLA) was signed 
by the Government of Canada, the Government of the Northwest Territories, and the 
Tungavik Federation of Nunavut (now Nunavut Tunngavik Inc.). In addition to the 
creation of management and advisory groups, and various financial considerations, 
the NCLA gave the Inuit of Nunavut title to approximately 350,000 sq. km of land, 
35,257 sq. km of which included mineral rights (ITK (2015)). Nunavut consists of 
three regions (Kitikmeot, Kivalliq and Qikiqtalluk (formerly Baffin region)) with a 
total of 25 communities.

1 ‘Own tax revenue’ refers to sub-national governments’ control “over tax rate or a revenue tax base 
and rate”, whereas ‘tax sharing revenue’ is defined by subnational governments’ “limited or no 
control over the rate and base of a tax and the central government decision on how to split reve-
nues” (Ebel and Yilmaz 2002:8).
2 General-purpose grants are the grants that “may be allocated based on either objective criteria or 
central government’s discretion”, while “specific grants are earmarked for certain purposes, and 
the allocation may or may not be conditional across subnational governments” (Ebel and Yilmaz 
2002:9).
3 The establishment of the Beaufort/Delta Government in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region in the 
Northwest Territories, which is still in a negotiation process, is not included in our assessment of 
governance indicators.
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Although the region of Nunavik does not yet have an official legislative assem-
bly, it does have three separate governing bodies: the Kativik Regional Government, 
the Kativik School Board, and the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social 
Services. On 5 December 2007, the province of Québec, the federal government and 
the Makivik Corporation on behalf of the Inuit of Nunavik signed the agreement-in- 
principle to formally create a new regional government in Nunavik. In a regional 
referendum on 27 April 2011, voters in Nunavik clearly rejected an amalgamation 
of all three separate bodies that would have put them under the authority of a new 
elected body called the Nunavik Assembly. Some of the stated reasons for the rejec-
tion was disappointment that the final agreement mostly amalgamated existing 
institutions without allowing Nunavimmiut (Inuit of Nunavik) more control over 

Table 7.1 Inuit political organizations and their comprehensive land claims

Inuvialuit 
settlement region Nunavut Nunavik Nunatsiavut

Political 
Organization

Committee for 
Original Peoples’ 
Entitlement 
(1970–1984)

Tunngavik 
Federation of 
Nunavut 
(1982–1993)

Northern 
Quebec Inuit 
Association 
(1971–1978)

Labrador Inuit 
Association (since 
1973)

Land Claim 
Agreement and 
Year Claim was 
Submitted

Inuvialuit Final 
Agreement 
(1974)a

Nunavut Land 
Claims 
Agreement 
(1977)

James Bay and 
Northern 
Quebec 
Agreement 
(1973)

Labrador Inuit 
Land Claims 
Agreement (1977)

Agreement-in- 
Principle 
Settled

October 1978 April 1990 November 
1974

June 2001

Beneficiary 
Corporation

Inuvialuit 
Regional 
Corporation (IRC) 
(1984)

Nunavut 
Tunngavik 
Incorporated 
(NTI) (1993)

Makivik 
Corporation 
(1978)

Labrador Inuit 
Development 
Corporation 
(LIDC) (1982)

Final 
Agreement 
Settled

June 1984 April 1993 November 
1975

January 2005

Regional 
Government

Beaufort/Delta 
Government 
(TBA)b

Government of 
Nunavut (1999)

Kativik 
Regional 
Government 
(1976); 
Nunavik 
Government 
(TBA)

Nunatsiavut 
Government (Fall 
2006)

Source: Bonesteel (2006)
aThis agreement is also called the COPE agreement
bProvisions for an Inuit regional government, the Western Arctic Regional Municipality (WARM), 
were initially part of the land claim but were not included in the final settlement. Gwich’in and 
Inuvialuit are currently negotiating to establish some form of aboriginal self-government in the 
western Arctic
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regional decision-making (Nunatsiaq Online 2011). Many residents hoped that 
Nunavik would become a more autonomous region, with the ability to make its own 
laws and to better protect the Inuit language and culture.

7.2.3  Analytical Framework

We concentrate our analysis on the degree of self-governing capabilities of these 
three regions, and how they vary in terms of relevant political and fiscal indicators 
of self-determination. Building upon this literature and our previous study, this 
chapter focuses on four areas of regional autonomy – institutional independence, 
representation, local capacity, and fiscal ability/dependence – to analyze individual 
and collective capabilities of indigenous control over their own destiny. Our previ-
ous work involved ‘policy discretion’, another area of regional autonomy that mea-
sures the variety of policies for which a regional government has responsibility and 
chooses to execute its authority (Ozkan and Schott 2013). Given the limited space, 
it would not be possible to conduct an in-depth examination of each policy area and 
determine whether the regional governments use their policy authority in the areas 
where they have authoritative competence.

The ‘institutional independence’ indicator measures the relative degree of power 
that the central government possesses to change or veto the policies (including 
related ordinances, by-laws, and/or legislation) of regional or local governing bod-
ies at will (ranging from 0–3) (Sorens 2011:208). The institutional independence 
variable is rated ‘0’ if there is no functioning general-purpose administration at the 
regional level; ‘1’ if there is a deconcentrated,4 general purpose5 administration; ‘2’ 
if there is “a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration subject to central 
(or provincial) government veto”; and ‘3’ if there is “a non-deconcentrated, general- 
purpose, administration not subject to central (or provincial) government veto” 
(Hooghe et al. 2008:124). We adjust this variable for the purpose of our study by 
specifying the policy areas (economic policy, cultural and language policy, educa-
tion policy, health policy, social policy, environment policy) where three regional 
administrations may be subject to either federal government veto (as in the case of 
the Territory of Nunavut) or provincial government veto (by either the Province of 
Newfoundland and Labrador in the case of Nunatsiavut or the province of Québec 
in the case of Nunavik). The main motivation behind this adjustment is that all three 
selected Inuit regions (Nunavut, Nunatsiavut and Nunavik) have non- deconcentrated 
regional administrations; therefore, measurement of the provincial and/or federal 
government’s control or veto over these regional administrations in specific policy 
areas becomes more important in terms of understanding the variation among the 
regional bodies (See Table 7.2).

4 De-concentration refers to the central government’s delegation of some of its policy responsibili-
ties to its lower-level units (but not to separate public legal personalities such as elected public 
authorities like municipalities and regional administrations) (Hooghe et al. 2008).
5 General-purpose administration refers to regional authorities responsible for more than one pol-
icy area (Hooghe et al. 2008).
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Table 7.2 Self-determination indicators for the three Inuit Arctic regions

Indicators Measurement

Institutional 
independence

‘0’ if there is no functioning general-purpose administration at the 
regional level
‘1’ if there is a deconcentrated, general purpose administration
‘2’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
subject to federal (or provincial) government veto in all of the six 
policy areas [economic policy, cultural and language policy, 
education policy, health policy, social policy (including income 
support and training policy, housing and family policy, and youth 
and child services), and environment policy]
‘3’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
subject to federal (or provincial) government veto in five policy areas
‘4’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
subject to federal (or provincial) government veto in four policy 
areas
‘5’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
subject to federal (or provincial) government veto in three policy 
areas
‘6’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
not subject to federal (or provincial) government veto’ in two areas.
‘7’ if there is ‘a non-deconcentrated, general-purpose, administration 
not subject to federal (or provincial) government veto’ in at most one 
area.

Representation 0: no regional legislative assembly, the regional executive is 
appointed by the provincial/federal government
1: an indirectly elected regional legislative assembly with a regional 
executive appointed by provincial/federal government
2: a directly elected legislative assembly with a regional executive 
appointed by provincial/federal government, or an indirectly elected 
assembly with dual executives appointed by regional assembly and 
provincial/federal government
3: indirectly elected legislative assembly with a directly elected or 
assembly-appointed executive, or a directly elected legislative 
assembly with dual executives appointed by assembly and 
provincial/federal government
4: directly elected regional legislative assembly with directly elected 
or assembly-appointed executive (Sorens 2011).

Local capacity *Percentage of Aboriginal people with master’s degrees (or 
equivalent)
*Percentage of Aboriginal people with university and master’s 
degree (or equivalent)
*Occupational Capacity per 1000 Aboriginal People

Fiscal ability/
dependence

*Own source revenues/expenditures
*Own source revenues-debt ratio
*Debt limit/capita
*Federal/provincial transfer/capita
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The ‘representation’ measure assesses “the capacity of regional actors to select 
regional office holders: in the case of legislators, by direct election in the region, or 
failing that, indirect election by subnational office holders; in the case of an execu-
tive, by the regional assembly, or failing that, a mixed system of a regional/central 
dual executive” (Hooghe et al. 2008:129). The area of ‘local capacity’ reflects 
whether local authorities have the professional staff to formulate or implement pub-
lic policies.6 This indicator was selected because even if a region has authority in 
certain policy areas and its own fiscal resources, it would not be able to exercise this 
authority in the absence of adequate human capital. It can be measured by first dis-
aggregating the public service occupations into categories such as policy analysts, 
teachers, social workers, health professionals, and scientists, and then calculating 
the ratio of these professionals per capita.

Certain international standards for ‘local capacity’ in different occupations exist. 
For instance, the World Health Organization (WHO) has set a minimum threshold 
of 23 health professionals (doctors, nurses, and midwives) per 10,000 people in 
order to fulfill essential maternal and health services (WHO 2012). In the absence 
of international standards, the local capacity indicator can still provide insights for 
comparing regions in terms of their relative local capacity in different public service 
occupations. For example, the number of public servants with Masters or equivalent 
degrees in each policy sector could be a useful indicator to explain the erosion or 
strengthening of local capacity in specific policy areas. To our knowledge, there is 
not a comparable data set for the Canadian Arctic that disaggregates public sector 
occupations or public servants’ educational attainment. Given the lack of compa-
rable data for the indicators identified above, we will instead rely on post-secondary 
education and occupation by sector in proportion to the Aboriginal population in 
each region.

For fiscal indicators, we measure the ratio of own source revenues to expendi-
tures of the regional governments. We also examine the ratio of own source reve-
nues to accumulated debt in order to examine the ability of the regional government 
to service debt out of local revenues and to identify potential dependence on other 
levels of government for debt guarantees. We then derive the accumulated or poten-
tial debt (in case of a debt limit) per capita as an indicator of the ability to accumu-
late debt. Finally we compute transfer payments from other governments per capita 
to assess the financial support from other sources.

6 At first glance, this indicator seems highly correlated with education indicators of a given region; 
yet these professionals may not necessarily be the people who were born and earned their educa-
tion in this region. Some argue that it is not sustainable to bring people from the South to fill the 
public service positions in the Arctic; yet it can also buy time for indigenous communities in the 
North to establish their human capital for the public sector, while benefiting from the expertise of 
professionals in policy-making and implementation processes.

U.R. Ozkan and S. Schott



85

7.3  Political and Fiscal Indicators for the Canadian Arctic

7.3.1  Institutional Independence

As stated above, all Inuit regions have non-deconcentrated regional administrations. 
In Nunavik’s case, the KSB and the NRBHSS are specific-purpose regional bodies 
responsible for education and health care, respectively. The KRG is a general- 
purpose and decentralized body with supra-municipal powers like many of the 
regional county municipalities (municipalité régionale de comté) in the rest of 
Québec. Its council is composed of elected municipal representatives who are 
appointed by Inuit communities and the Naskapi First Nation of Kawawachikamach. 
The KRG is in charge of a number of areas, including regional and local economic 
development, housing, policing and civil security, Inuit hunting and fishing and 
wildlife conservation, childcare services, municipal infrastructure development, 
and employment training and income support. Each regional body “is responsible…
to their parent provincial department” (Rodon and Grey 2009:9). To determine the 
institutional independence of Nunavik, we calculated the total score of the existing 
three Inuit regional bodies (Table 7.3). This is because all these three Inuit bodies in 
Nunavik were established by the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement and, 
therefore, it would be more appropriate to assess these three bodies together in this 
study, in order to understand the self-determination power of this region.

The regional bodies of Nunavik are subject to a veto by the provincial/federal 
government in five policy areas, with the exception of cultural and language policy. 
The Québec Ministry of Education cannot veto ordinances by the KSB pertaining to 
Inuit culture and Inuktitut (KSB 2015). Consequently, the Nunavik regional bodies 
are scored as a non-deconcentrated administration subject to provincial/federal gov-
ernment’s control or veto in five out of six identified policy areas (at a score of 3).

The Nunavut territorial government has a general-purpose administration: it has 
responsibilities in many policy areas (housing policy, education policy, health pol-
icy, economic policy, social policy, and language and cultural policy, etc.). It is, 
however, subject to the federal government’s control or veto in the area of environ-
mental policy7 (e.g. the protection of endangered species).8 Therefore, the institu-
tional independence score of the Nunavut government is 7.

7 The Parliament of Canada can repeal any decision of the Government of Nunavut with regards to 
protection of endangered species within 45 days.
8 For instance, in the past the Department of Fisheries and Oceans vetoed a decision of the Nunavut 
Wildlife Management Board regarding the turbot quota, in order to protect the species (http://
www.cba.org/nunavut/pdf/NU_interimreport.pdf).

Table 7.3 Institutional 
independence, policy 
discretion and representation

Institutional 
independence Representation

Nunavut 7 4
Nunavik 3 0
Nunatsiavut 5.66 3.6
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The Nunatsiavut regional government is a non-deconcentrated general-purpose 
administration with law-making power; however, the Inuit legislation made by the 
Nunatsiavut government can be overridden by federal or provincial legislation or 
the Law of General Application in certain policy areas such as environmental pro-
tection policy, health policy,9 and income support policy (LILCA 2005). Since the 
Nunatsiavut Government is subject to a veto in only one of the three areas of social 
policy (income support and training policy, housing and family policy, and youth 
and child services), the veto power of federal/provincial government was consid-
ered as ‘partial’ in social policy.10 Therefore, the institutional dependence of 
Nunatsiavut is scored between 5 and 6. More precisely, Nunatsiavut receives a score 
of 5.66 (the three social policy areas have been weighed equally; that is, 0.33 points 
has been assigned for each of these areas) with regards to institutional 
independence.

7.3.2  Representation in the Legislative Assembly

In terms of ‘representation’, Nunavik scores 0 since the Nunavik regional adminis-
tration does not have legislative power but instead it only exercises ‘administrative 
autonomy’. The KRG is one of 16 equivalent territories (territoire équivalent (TE)) 
in Québec with no Legislative Assembly or Council that has special legislative 
power or authority. In contrast, Nunavut has a directly elected legislature and 
assembly-appointed executive. According to the Nunavut Act (1993), each member 
of the Legislative Assembly is ‘elected to represent an electoral district in Nunavut’. 
The Cabinet (or executive council) is directly selected by the members of the 
Assembly. Nunavut, therefore, receives a maximum score of 4.

The Nunatsiavut Legislative Assembly is composed of the ordinary members of 
the Assembly, the AngajukKak11 of each of the five Inuit Community Governments, 
the Chair of each of the two Inuit Community Corporations (NunaKatiget ICC and 
Sivunivut ICC), and the President of Nunatsiavut. Currently, there are 18 members 

9 In the area of health policy, the Law of General Application prevails over Inuit Law in matters 
related to programs for (a) health promotion, injury prevention, disease prevention and control, 
environmental health prevention and control and environmental health; (b) public and community 
health care programs and services; addictions and substance abuse programs; (d) promotion of 
mental health wellness, prevention of mental health problems and the provision of mental health 
support services; and (e) premises, centres, facilities and buildings.
10 There may be a mismatch between legal authority the Inuit region possesses and whether this 
authority is used in practice. For instance, Wilson et al. (2016) argue that the Nunatsiavut 
Government is not involved in areas like housing policy. Instead, the provincial government as well 
as regional quasi-governmental organizations like the Torngat Regional Housing Authority plays a 
key role. As stated above, it is beyond the scope of this study to ascertain the extent the regional 
bodies use their policy authority in the areas where they have authoritative competence (‘policy 
discretion’). We try to capture, to some extent, this dimension of autonomy through measuring the 
local capacity in these regions.
11 The equivalent of a Mayor.
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in total (seven indirectly elected members and eleven directly elected members) in 
the Inuit Legislative Assembly. The ordinary members of the Assembly and the 
President of Nunatsiavut are directly elected to the Nunatsiavut Assembly, whereas 
the AngajukKaks and the Chairs of the Inuit Corporations are indirectly elected to 
the Nunatsiavut Legislative Assembly. AngajukKaks are elected to their positions in 
each of their communities. The three communities outside the land claim area – 
Happy Valley-Goose Bay, Mud Lake, and North West River – elect chairpersons for 
the Nunakatiget Inuit Community Corporation (Happy Valley-Goose Bay/Mud 
Lake) and the Sivunivut Inuit Community Corporation (North West River) (Labour 
Inuit Constitution 2005: 38–42). The Executive Council is composed of the First 
Minister (appointed by the President upon nomination by the Assembly) and other 
members (selected by the President upon the advice of the First Minister) (Labour 
Inuit Constitution 2005: 65–69).

Since the majority (approximately 63 %) of the Assembly’s members are directly 
elected and the executive is appointed by the directly elected President, Nunatsiavut’s 
representation score falls between 3 and 4 (=3.6).

7.3.3  Local Capacity12

When we examine the proportion of Aboriginal people with university degrees and 
with Master’s degrees (or equivalent), we notice that it lies well below Canadian and 
provincial averages for Aboriginal people. Nunatsiavut has significantly higher edu-
cation levels than other Inuit regions. The percentage of Aboriginal people with 
university degrees or above is also higher in Newfoundland and Labrador compared 
to Québec and in Canada (Statistics Canada 2013) (see Table 7.4).

12 Here, we created our own measures by adapting from World Health Organization’s capacity indi-
cators for health professions (WHO 2012).

Table 7.4 Education levels compared to federal/provincial averages

Region/Territory

Percentage of Aboriginal 
people with master’s degrees 
(or equivalent)

Percentage Aboriginal people with 
university certificate, diploma or degree 
at bachelor level or above

Nunavut 0.34 % [(60/17395)*100] 1.43 % [(250/17395)*100]
Nunavik 0.14 % [(10/6850)*100] 1.02 % [(70/6850)*100]
Nunatsiavut 0.56 % [(10/1780)*100] 2.5 % [(45/1780)*100]
Canada 5.31 % [(53575/1008585)*100] 7.44 % [(75070/100885)*100]
Québec 5.26 % [(5700/108350) 7.66 % [(8310/108350)*100]
Newfoundland & 
Labrador

7.08 % [(1960/27645)*100] 9.36 % [(2590/27645)*100]

Source: Statistics Canada 2013
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In order to assess local capacity for self-governance and administration, we 
really need to have information about the number of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
individuals in professional occupations. We could only identify occupation by sec-
tor of Aboriginal people in proportion to the Aboriginal population for all three 
Inuit self-government regions. Nunatsiavut clearly stands out again in comparison 
with Nunavut and Nunavik in terms of educational training for all occupations 
except for personal, protective and transportation services. Nunatsiavut also has 
significantly more occupational capacity in natural and applied sciences, natural 
resources, agriculture and related production occupations, and manufacturing and 
utilities (see Table 7.5). Nunavut stands out for its low proportion of indigenous 
employees in health, education, law and social, community and government ser-
vices. Nunavik has a higher capacity than the other two regions in health occupa-
tions and sales and service occupations. It also has a significantly higher proportion 
of indigenous employees in education, law and social, community and government 
services compared to Nunavut. A more detailed analysis of non-Aboriginal profes-
sional capacity needs to be conducted to properly assess local capacity and deter-
mine if it meets acceptable standards and thresholds.

7.3.4  Fiscal Ability

Fiscal ability is the ability to have authority over budget decisions and to control 
crucial policy decisions and essential services and programmes. All of the arctic 
self-governments in this study depend on provincial and or federal transfer pay-
ments. The more independent regional governments are in raising own source rev-
enues in proportion to their expenditures, the more authority they have in terms of 
independently controlling their budgets. Furthermore, fiscal independence creates 
certainty and a sustainable path to sovereignty. We therefore develop four relevant 
indicators to examine fiscal ability and dependence. Table 7.6 shows that there is 
quite a difference between the regions. Nunatsiavut has by far the greatest fiscal 
independence, partially due to mining agreements and sharing of royalties with the 
Newfoundland and Labrador government (Nunatsiavut Assembly 2013).

Nunatsiavut receives more transfer payments than Nunavik on a per capita basis 
(not on aggregate). The figure for Nunavik, however, is only based on the financial 
statements from the Kativik Regional Government (KRG), one of the three public 
administration bodies in Nunavik (KRG 2013). We could not find information about 
federal transfers or own source revenues and expenditures for the Kativik School 
Board or the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services. Based on 
KRG financial statements for 2013 (the most recent available year), Nunavik 
receives only one quarter of the transfer payments per capita compared to Nunavut, 
and has the lowest fiscal independence, since only about 8 % of expenditures are 
financed from local sources. Nunavik also stands out with respect to the proportion 
of own source revenues to total debt. It has significant debt that could not easily be 
paid back without substantial transfer payments, which makes the region quite 
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Table 7.5 Post-secondary education and occupation by sector in proportion to aboriginal 
population

Capacity per 1000 Aboriginal people
Capacity per 
1000 people

Post-secondary education degree by 
fields of study Nunavik Nunavut Nunatsiavut Canada

Education 12.858 10.095 17.241 32.30
Visual and performing arts, and 
communications technologies

2.074 2.839 3.831 13.29

Humanities 3.318 3.155 5.747 23.92
Social and behavioural sciences and 
law

13.273 9.621 17.241 43.61

Business, management and public 
administration

0.581 0.221 2.682 92.82

Physical and life sciences and 
technologies

0.83 1.42 0 16.15

Mathematics, computer and 
information sciences

0.83 2.524 3.831 17.52

Architecture, engineering, and related 
technologies

21.568 29.022 51.724 93

Agriculture, natural resources and 
conservation

1.244 2.208 7.663 9.5

Health and related fields 7.881 7.098 9.579 60
Personal, protective and transportation 
services

21.568 20.662 26.82 26.2

Occupation
All occupations 347.988 291.009 381.226
Management occupations 26.96 15.931 26.82 59.87
Business, finance and administration 
occupations

34.84 46.53 40.23 91.54

Natural and applied sciences and 
related occupations

6.221 6.151 13.41 38.05

Health occupations 11.613 4.259 9.579 34.24
Occupations in education, law and 
social, community and government 
services

79.22 48.896 82.375 65.50

Occupations in art, culture, recreation 
and sport

17.42 12.934 15.326 17.22

Sales and service occupations 99.129 79.18 84.291 132.81
Trades, transport and equipment 
operators and related occupations

63.044 65.3 70.881 79.13

Natural resources, agriculture and 
related production occupations

4.977 6.782 21.073 13.42

Occupation manufacturing and utilities 4.977 5.205 22.989 25.35

Source: Statistics Canada 2013
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 fiscally dependent. An agreement signed by the Government of Québec and the 
KRG in March 2004 to simplify the terms and conditions for transfers from various 
Québec government departments grants the KRG greater autonomy in allocating 
funds based on regional priorities. The minimum annual payments provided for in 
the coming years amount to $55 million of block funding (approximately 50 % of 
total provincial transfers) and are subject to indexation until 2028 (Gouvernement 
du Québec 2014).

Nunavut enjoys by far the largest per capita transfers from other levels of govern-
ment, but its debt limit per capita was much more limited compared to the other two 
regions. In April 2015 the federal government raised the debt limit for Nunavut 
from $400 million to $650 million, which now brings it in line with Nunavik. Own 
source revenues/expenditures are still relatively low in both Nunavik and Nunavut, 
which is partially due to limited taxation and resource rent extraction power.

7.4  Conclusion

Our analysis demonstrates some of the political and fiscal limitations in the drive for 
Inuit self-determination in Canada’s arctic regions. Overcoming these limitations 
will be a crucial step towards more autonomy, sovereignty and sustainable develop-
ment. Our self-determination indicators demonstrate that there are meaningful dif-
ferences between regions. Collective capabilities are essential for self-determination 
and self-preservation, and therefore, sustainable living in the Arctic. Our analysis 
indicates that most Inuit regional governments are still quite financially dependent 
and constrained. Nunatsiavut has made a step in the right direction, but it relies on 
royalties from mining (mostly from the Voisey’s Bay mine) with a limited time line 
and rather unstable and declining commodity prices. More diversification is needed 
in terms of other minerals (besides nickel and copper) and in the development of 
other economic sectors. Nunatsiavut also does not receive the transfers per capita 

Table 7.6 Fiscal ability and fiscal dependence

Region/territory

Own source  
revenues/ 
expenditures

Own source 
revenues-debt 
ratio Debt limit/capita

Federal/provincial 
transfers/capita

Nunavut 9.5 %a 71.3 %a $11,107/18,050e $41,127b

Nunavik 8.1%c 5.5 % $17,689 $10,849d

Nunatsiavut 32.8 % n/a n/a $15,767
a Based on 2012–2013 budget
bBased on forecasts for 2014–2015
cNunavik receives about $12 million of revenues from local sources (KRG 2013)
dNunavik receives around 20 % of transfer from the federal government and 80 % of transfer pay-
ments from the Province of Québec
eAs of April 2015. Figures for Nunavut are based on Government of Nunavut (Department of 
Finance 2014), for Nunavik (KRG 2013) and for Nunatsiavut (Nunatsiavut Assembly 2013)
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that Nunavut obtains. In terms of local capacity Nunatsiavut seems to have a more 
promising future, but all three regions lag behind national and provincial standards 
in almost all professions, and especially in the health field. In terms of institutional 
independence and representation Nunavik lags behind the other regions due to a 
fragmented governance system with three separate regional public administration 
bodies that receive funding through provincial parent departments and through spe-
cial programs (Rodon and Grey 2009). Nunavik would probably benefit from a 
more formal, coordinated and official self-government arrangement. The region has 
an agreement-in-principle and is currently in negotiations to determine the details of 
its governance regime.

Our discussion of political and fiscal indicators in the three Inuit-dominated 
regions is far from conclusive. We hope it will encourage more in-depth discussion 
about different factors that determine self-determination capabilities in each region. 
The indicators we examined are important in providing information about building 
sustainable and independent self-governing regions. We should try to measure these 
indicators more accurately and consistently over time and by region, and not judge 
progress just by the readily available indicators such as the number of jobs created 
or the average income generated in a given region. Also, future research can focus 
on other components of the regional governance structure, especially Aboriginal 
corporations. It would be interesting, for example, to see the impact of these corpo-
rations on economic and social development in the Arctic.
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Chapter 8
The Social Life of Political Institutions Among 
the Nunavik Inuit (Arctic Québec, Canada)

Caroline Hervé

Abstract This chapter proposes to analyze the nature of the relationship between 
Inuit of Nunavik (arctic Québec, Canada) and the political organizations that rule 
their collective lives. It intends to examine what role and place people assign to 
these organizations in the context of self-governance in Nunavik. Using a relational 
approach, in order to take into account the singular ontology reflected in Inuit dis-
courses and practices, this chapter shows that Nunavik Inuit do not see themselves 
separated from political institutions, but rather in a continuous relationship with 
them. Their attempt to achieve political autonomy in the region is not designed to 
attain complete separation with the Canadian federal government and with the 
Québec provincial government, but to establish a new relationship with them, where 
they would be recognized as equal partners. This chapter is based on long-term 
fieldwork in Nunavik communities and on research in governmental archives, which 
aimed to analyze power relationships among Inuit in Nunavik. It reveals that the 
relationships between people and the political entities are structured in the same 
way as their interpersonal relationships. Nunavik Inuit endowed their political insti-
tutions with agency and assigned them a specific place in their web of life.

Keywords Self-governance • Political institutions • Relational perspective • 
Ontology • Nunavik

8.1  Introduction

In the northern landscape of self-governance, Nunavik (arctic Québec) distinguishes 
itself by the difficulties it has encountered in attaining political autonomy in spite of 
its rich experience in regional administration. The location of the region within the 
province of Québec, imposing its supremacy in the beginning of the 1960s, and the 
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discrete but still effective responsibility of the federal government have shaped a 
unique path to self-governance. The vigorous political dissensions between 
Nunavimmiut at the end of the 1970s, pacified today but still sensitive, and the effort 
to overcome them in a democratic way created a complex field of interrelated causes 
for Nunavik’s complicated political history.1 This chapter continues this reflection, 
proposing to leave aside institutional logics and rely instead on ontological 
rationalities.

To that purpose, the chapter analyzes how Nunavimmiut2 cohabit with the politi-
cal institutions that rule their collective lives today. The objective here is to use an 
ontological perspective to read in between the lines of their discourses and to under-
stand the properties and societal placement Nunavimmiut attribute to federal and 
provincial governmental institutions. This will provide an opportunity to better 
understand where Nunavimmiut situate political institutions into their web of life.

Following Blaser et al. (2010), we use a relational perspective as an interpretative 
grid. The ontological approach incorporates the cultural anthropological trend of 
combining the description of variations in cultural representations and practices 
with grasping the substance of multiple worlds “where basic inferences are made 
about the kinds of beings the world is made of and how they relate to each other” 
(Descola 2014:273). The objective of this perspective is not only to understand the 
nature of the link between human beings but also their relationship with non-human 
entities. Western ontology divides, classifies, and isolates entities (Latour 1991); 
whereas in indigenous cosmopolitics, another “mode of being” is privileged 
(Descola 2014). Indigenous cosmologies are built upon relationships with the word 
that surrounds them, visible or immaterial:

The cosmologies, socialities and historicities of such peoples include non-human agencies 
(and persons), in others words, their worlds are predominated by an ethos of inclusiveness 
and co-existence (where positionality and negotiation prevails), as opposed to the ethos of 
exclusiveness characteristic of the modern constitution and ontology (where relativism and 
hegemony prevail). (Poirier 2008:76)

Nowadays, few social scientists ask for the recognition of nonhumans as political 
actors or as an issue in politics (Blaser et al. 2010; De la Cadena 2010; Stengers 
2010).

Concerning Inuit, it is now clear that they see themselves in constant relation-
ships with other entities such as ancestors, animals, spirits and other nonhumans 
(Ouellette 2000; Laugrand and Oosten 2009; Laugrand 2013; Dupré 2014; Pernet 
2014). To better understand Inuit socio-political organization, therefore, it is impor-
tant to take into account their relationships with the world, visible or immaterial, 
that surrounds them (Oosten et al. 2001). L. Koperqualuk (2011) has started to 
explore the importance of religion in the current political life in Nunavik, an inter-
esting work that should be continued. The objective of this chapter is however not 

1 For details on Nunavik political history, see Duhaime (1992) and Rodon (2009).
2 Inhabitants of Nunavik.
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to examine the place of nonhumans in the political arena in Nunavik but to analyse 
the place Nunavimmiut attribute to their political institutions in their web of life.

This chapter draws on the research from my Ph.D. dissertation in anthropology 
which analysed the dynamics of power relationships among Nunavik Inuit. Through 
a reflexive fieldwork approach, this research pointed out a high prevalence of coop-
erative practices among Nunavik Inuit and showed how sharing is central, not only 
in social interactions, but also in the bonds with nonhuman entities, such as spirits 
or political organizations, and in the shaping of power relationships (Hervé 2013). 
This research is the result of more than one and a half years of fieldwork in four 
communities located in the three main regions of Nunavik and a few weeks in three 
other communities.3 The fieldwork was supplemented by research in federal and 
provincial archives in order to analyze the relationship between Inuit and various 
governments during the last century.4 For this chapter, two community consultations 
were analyzed: the Neville-Robitaille Commission (NRC 1970)5 and the Nunavik 
Commission (NC 2000).6 Social media sites, such as the Facebook page “Nunavik 
and the Nunavik Regional Government”, were particularly rich in Nunavimmiut 
perspectives about the most recent political events in their region. A self-distancing 
reflection was useful to identify the power games and identity issues that came up in 
the ethnographic research, especially when analyzing power relationships 
(Leservoisier 2005; Hervé 2010).

8.2  Relational Power in Inuit Nunavik

Even though the Québec and Canadian governments brought their respective admin-
istrations to the region in the early 1960s and imposed new positions of power and 
new perspectives of leadership on the Nunavimmiut, numerous aspects of their 
informal social regulation are still effective today. In Nunavik, like in other parts of 
Inuit Nunangat (Inuit territory), social harmony is highly valued (Briggs 2000). 
Even when a person has a role in leadership, numerous social and linguistic mecha-
nisms tend to counterbalance this asymmetrical relationship.

3 The communities where I spent most time were Ivujivik, Puvirnituq, Inukjuak, and Kuujjuaq. My 
position in the field varied from sharing the life of Nunavik families for a few months to living as 
a Qallunaaq (a white) in the North and having my own house. I conducted 100 interviews with 
Inuit and non-Inuit. For further details concerning the methodology of my doctoral research, 
please refer to Hervé (2013).
4 In this text, LAC will refer to Library and Archives Canada (files Department of Indian Affairs/
District of the Administrator of the Arctic). BANQ will refer to Bibliothèque et archives nationales 
du Québec (files Direction générale du Nouveau-Québec).
5 The Neville-Robitaille Commission was mandated in 1970 to consult Nunavimmiut about the 
transfer of the region from federal to provincial responsibility.
6 The Nunavik Commission held a public consultation in each community of Nunavik in 2000 with 
the mandate to collect Nunavimmiut’ views on self-governance and to prepare the future negotia-
tions toward a regional government in the region.
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Outside the hierarchy imposed by modern institutions, it is clear that the social 
order has been regulated through relationships (Damas 1963; Rouland 1979; Rasing 
1994; Hervé 2013). Nunavimmiut choose their power figures based on the amount 
of food, equipment, relationships, knowledge or wealth possessed by each individ-
ual in relation to the needs of the community. Power figures are not only those who 
possess wealth, but also those who redistribute it; their capacity to share and help 
others makes them respected and influential. When Nunavimmiut talk about the 
way in which they came to power, they always explain that they did not claim it, but 
that the power came to them. They emphasize the fact that power was given to them 
by another group, person or entity, either in a family setting, in the political field, or 
in religious life (Hervé 2013).

Power in Nunavik is strongly relational. Power figures can change depending on 
context and collective needs, unless they accumulate different kind of wealth and 
impose themselves as permanent leaders (Saladin d’Anglure 1967). As opposed to 
stratified societies, in which individuals are classified and separated into hierar-
chies, relationships of power create solidarities within Inuit societies; people are not 
separated, but instead reunited through cooperative practices (Hervé 2013). Sharing 
or helping is also a way of reinforcing one’s belonging to a group: “You are helping 
me, so you are part of my ila-7”, explained an elder in Inukjuak.8 Helping or sharing 
is a social obligation and there is strong pressure upon people to respect this prin-
ciple. Nunavimmiut explain that they cannot say “no” to their elders, which may 
include older siblings, parents, grand-parents, or the oldest members of their 
extended family, when they are requesting help.9 Those who do not receive any help 
from others are considered outcasts (Hervé 2013).

There is no word in Inuktitut to say “to order” or “to obey”, but in Nunavik 
people use the word maliktuq (to follow). This word is used in all the domains of the 
social life: following game, following a leader or the government, following the law, 
and following the Ten Commandments (Therrien 1997). It is recognized that follow-
ing someone puts another in a position of power; however, Nunavimmiut emphasize 
the fact that each individual is, first and foremost, independent and master of their 
own life. Taamusi Qumaq defines the choice to follow someone as a component of 
the person: “Inuk: He possesses a breath, an intelligence, a soul, a practical sense 
and he may follow what he appreciates or he can decide not to follow” (Qumaq 
1991). A young Inuk, explaining the relationship between young people and elders, 
emphasized this subtle distinction: “Well they command not so much it is just that 
we follow them.”10 People also use the term naalaktuq (listening attentively to some-
one) or angaajuq (to say “yes”); the latter often being used in the context of a 

7 Ila- is a radical always added with a suffix, which expresses the flexible concept of “the part of a 
whole”. Ilagiik can refer to blood relatives, companion in a hunting, travel or work setting 
(Schneider 1985:61).
8 Workshop of the CURA « Inuit Leadership and Governance in Nunavut and Nunavik: Life 
Stories, Analytical Perspectives, and Training » (Inukjuak, March 2011).
9 Interview with Saviarjuk Usuarjuk, Ivujivik, 12/08/2009.
10 Interview with Lucassie, Ivujivik, 04/05/2010.
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 cooperative relationship. All these terms, used to designate the action of obeying a 
request or an order, convey the importance of the free will. Those who follow have 
decided to do so; those who listen can decide on their future actions; those who say 
“yes” could have said “no”. People used to say that this ability to choose is what 
distinguishes humans from dogs, who must follow their master.

Analyzing this dynamic helps us to identify the ambiguous nature of the concept 
of power.11 Power imposes itself on the group, but it is controlled by many social 
constraints. It is at the same time respected and contested. There is a singular 
dynamic between the individual and the group. If this dialectic tension between the 
individual and the group can also be found in western societies, it is not grounded 
the same way. As Ingold (1986:130) explains:

The difference, I believe, between the individuality of Western man and that of the hunter- 
gatherer is that whereas the former is conceived as an autonomous agent prior to his entry 
into social relations, the autonomy of the latter has its foundation in his incorporation, 
through generalised relations of sharing, in an unbounded social collectivity. This commit-
ment to the whole does not so much limit as underwrite the expression of individual 
autonomy.

8.3  Preserving Social Harmony with Political Organizations

When examining Nunavimmiut discourses about their political institutions, it is 
manifest that the importance of social harmony is not limited to interpersonal rela-
tionships but applies to political entities as well. This is obvious when Nunavimmiut 
talk about self-governance in their region. In several indigenous groups, the western 
concept of political autonomy which is understood as the separation of one group 
from another, is not well received or understood (Blaser et al. 2010). The same can 
be observed in Nunavik where the idea of having a self-government is not supported 
by everybody. During the different consultations held in the region in the last 40 
years,12 a few sceptics voiced their doubts concerning the need to set up self- 
government in their region (NC 2000, Inukjuak). One of the most important aspects 
emphasized by Nunavimmiut was the preservation of good relationships with and 
between political entities and ensuring that everybody participates in the decision- 
making process.

For Nunavimmiut, preserving good relationships with federal and provincial 
governments and political organizations is possible if these institutions consult with 
the communities on a regular basis to understand their needs and views on collective 
matters. During the different public consultations held in Nunavik, participants 
criticized the provincial and federal governments for having made decisions in 

11 This “ambiguity of power” has already been highlighted by political anthropologists concerning 
African chieftainships (see Balandier 1967; Muller 1980; Adler 1982).
12 The Neville-Robitalle Commission in 1970; the Nunavik Constitutional Committee (mandated 
to develop a strategy for political autonomy by consulting first Nunavimmiut in 1988–1989); and 
the Nunavik Commission in 2000.
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 previous decades without consulting them. It was only in 1959 that Inuit representa-
tives were invited, for the first time, by the federal government, to speak about their 
needs and concerns during a meeting of the Eskimo Affairs Committee.13 Even 
when regional representation was encouraged and regional and municipal structures 
were developed in the 1960s, people felt alienated by the lack of communication 
with governmental administrations. This criticism has been strong over the past 40 
years, and directed at all levels of government (Anon. 1984; see also Nunavik 2011).

The Nunavimmiut’s criticisms of political organizations concern concrete 
aspects of democratic life. Throughout the negotiation processes for self- government 
in Nunavik, Nunavimmiut expressed their will to choose their representatives, to 
decide on the negotiation procedures, and even on the referendum rules. In 2000, 
when the commissioners came in Kuujjuarapik to listen to people’s views on self- 
government, the mayor, Robbie Tookalook, complained about the fact that people 
did not choose the representatives. The visitors explained that they were not nego-
tiators but only commissioners (NC 2000, Kuujjuarapik). In Ivujivik, people criti-
cized the fact that everything was already decided (NC 2000, Ivujivik). In 2011, 
before the referendum on Nunavik regional government, the same complaints were 
expressed and people regretted the lack of communication from the negotiation 
team (Rogers 2011).

The lack of consultation is not only seen as a dysfunction of the political entities; 
it is also seen as the source of a personal suffering. The feeling of wellness is deeply 
linked to the importance of being connected with others. During the Nunavik 
Commission consultations in 2000 in Inukjuak, a woman regretted publicly having 
been ignored by one of the regional organizations:

Whenever Makivik comes around, or when they have their annual meetings, I have never 
been the subject of them turning their heads toward me. Yet I am the subject of their meet-
ings, because I am a member of theirs. I have reached middle adulthood in this condition 
(of isolation). I wonder if this condition will continue to exist while my daughter grows up. 
(NC 2000, Inujuak)

During the Neville-Robitaille and Nunavik Commissions, several people even 
expressed the feeling of being treated like dogs because they were not consulted by 
the Québec and federal governments: “The two governments went ahead without 
consulting with the Eskimos and Indians–that I consider prejudice, making propos-
als without consulting. It is like we were treated like dogs,” complained Silassie 
Cookie, representative from Kuujjuarapik, in 1970 (NRC 1970, Kuujjuarapik). As 
was mentioned previously, the dog is considered by Inuit as an animal with no inde-
pendence which is always following her or his master. When they are not invited to 
participate in political debate, Nunavimmiut feel they are ignored, poorly treated, 
and perceived as animals. For Nunavimmiut, a true self-government should guaran-
tee consultation and the full participation of people during each step of the political 
life of the region.

13 Before they were not considered ready to discuss the future of their region (see LAC, Arctic 
Conference, Report of the opening session, 1957).
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8.4  Political Autonomy: Renegotiating Its Place in a New 
Relationship

A good government, like a good leader, is defined by Nunavimmiut as the one who 
shares resources with others (Dorais 2001; Hervé 2013). In the context of negotiat-
ing for self-government in Nunavik, people assert that the main task of the new 
government would be to help them and especially the needy such as elders, by shar-
ing money, materials, or knowledge (NC 2000, Ivujivik; NC 2000, Salluit). Some 
Nunavimmiut also ask governments to pay for their fuel or even their phone bills. 
They pressure governmental institutions to share their wealth. If some perceive this 
as Nunavimmiut giving over their responsibilities for managing their collective life, 
it can also be understood as the sign of a strong and persistent cultural pattern.

Many times during the last decade Nunavimmiut spoke about the government, 
either provincial or federal, as a human, when they refer to it as ataatak (father) 
(Filotas 1984). But this characterization implies a relationship of power: people 
have to “follow” the political institutions and to “say yes” to his requests. This is 
obvious within the context of political dissensions in Nunavik, especially in the 
conflict between the Northern Quebec Inuit Association (NQIA) and Inuit 
Tungavingat Nunamini (ITN).14 When ITN members who rejected the James Bay 
and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) talk about their counterparts who signed 
the agreement, they explained that NQIA members did not dare to say “no” to the 
government:

Maybe they thought they couldn’t say “no” to the government. They thought the govern-
ment is so powerful. It is because it is so powerful that we have to agree everything with 
what the government says. […] All we could have to say: “yes, yes, yes” to the government. 
“We follow you whatever you say.” […] This agreement is going to exist all the time and 
the government is going to have a power, power, power. Always, always. And their power 
will be increasing, increasing, increasing until we finish. Sure, that is what it is. (E. Sallualuk, 
Interview, 8 June 2010)

The moral would be that people say “yes” to political entities as an Inuk says “yes” 
to their oldest sibling, their parents, or the one they decide to follow because they 
possess needed or coveted material or immaterial goods. As Uitangak put it in his 
unpublished essay on Nunavik political history: “the Inuit have always followed the 
law of the others’ society and because the Agreement [JBNQA] is law, one has to 
follow, like it or not.” (Uitangak 1994:24).

Rather than talking about separation from the state, Nunavimmiut view political 
autonomy as a process of establishing a new relationship with it. They do not want 
to “follow” anymore; rather they want to be considered equal partners. To achieve 
that new relationship, Nunavimmiut feel that they must master new knowledge and 

14 The NQIA was engaged in the negotiations of the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement 
and some of its members signed the controversial agreement in 1975. The same year, the villages 
of Puvirnituq, Ivujivik and half of the inhabitants of Salluit decided to create an association (ITN) 
to oppose the agreement. They were mainly rejecting two paragraphs that planned the extinguish-
ment of the Nunavimmiut’s territorial and aboriginal rights.
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skills. When Nunavimmiut started to talk about political autonomy within the co-op 
movement that was developed in the region in the 1960s, it was recognized that 
learning and mastering relevant knowledge was the first step to being able to run a 
government (BANQ 1971). But, as long as the Nunavimmiut do not have financial 
or technical strength, they think that the federal and provincial governments must 
continue to assist their communities (BANQ 1971). This position, however, is not 
perceived as one of dependence but as a form of progress towards autonomy for 
Nunavimmiut. The possession of new knowledge and wealth gives them the author-
ity to elevate themselves as an equal partner to the governments and to impose their 
opinion; to say “no”, and eventually, to refuse to follow.

Nourished by new knowledge and a political awareness within the co-operative 
movement, some Inuit started to claim political autonomy and expressed it officially 
for the first time during the Neville-Robitaille commission in 1970 (Simard and 
Duhaime 1981). Afterwards, a few of them founded ITN and dared to reject the 
JBNQA (Qumaq 2010). If saying “no” to the government was still inconvenient in 
the 1970s and 1980s, it changed in the 2000s. During the debates surrounding the 
referendum of April 2011, on the Final Agreement for the creation of the Nunavik 
Regional Government (NRG), the “no” group found a new legitimacy. In the public 
debate, two groups emerged, a “yes group” and a “no group”. The latter criticized 
the fact that the political promise contained in the agreement was not strong enough, 
proposing only to amalgamate the existing regional organizations and forgetting to 
preserve Inuit culture. The electorate’s rejection was complete: 66 % of the resi-
dents of Nunavik voted “no”. Before the vote, some people expressed their relief to 
be able to say “no”: “Alianatuuq [pleasant], the word “NO” has never sounded so 
good” posted an Internet user on the Facebook group page for Nunavik and the 
Nunavik Regional Government (Nunavik 2011). In 2011 it seemed easier for 
Nunavimmiut to oppose the provincial or federal governments. They were master-
ing important skills and knowledge that gave them more confidence. Self-governance 
was therefore a project easier to imagine and to materialize for a larger majority.

8.5  Conclusion

This chapter shows the importance of considering political autonomy in Indigenous 
peoples from a relational perspective and continues the discussion initiated by 
Blaser et al. (2010) in their book on globalization and autonomy. In Nunavik, it is 
clear that the idea of political autonomy as a complete separation from the federal 
and provincial governments is not well perceived. Since the 1960s, Nunavimmiut 
have expressed their determination to preserve a good relationship with the Québec 
and federal governments, and their desire to receive more services. Thus, for 
Nunavimmiut, achieving self-governance means negotiating a new position in their 
relationship with these governments (i.e. being considered as an equal partner). This 
echoes what Poirier highlighted when she pinpointed the importance of “position” 
and “negotiation” in the relational ontologies of indigenous peoples (Poirier 

C. Hervé



103

2008:76). In this new relationship, Nunavimmiut still continue to receive govern-
ment services, but on the basis of a complementary exchange of wealth, skills, and 
knowledge.

The relationships between Nunavimmiut and political institutions are structured 
the same way as their interpersonal relationships. Social harmony is of same impor-
tance in relationships between people and with political institutions. It is expected 
that a good government helps people in need in the same way that a good leader 
shares their wealth with others. Governments, as power figures, are respected and 
followed. Personal or political autonomy is achieved when mastering relevant skills 
or possessing wealth. In that sense, political institutions are not seen as separated 
from the people, but in continuity with them, and they take a particular place in the 
Nunaviummiut web of life, allowed by the very flexible nature of the concept of 
ila- (whole) in Inuktitut.

Should political institutions be considered as nonhumans? The response to this 
question would need more extensive research. What is certain is that Nunavimmiut 
see similarities between humans and political institutions, which evokes their ani-
mist nature (Descola 2014) and that they see themselves in a continuous relation-
ship with them. “A government, while looking like one creature, contains a great 
deal of elements” said an Inukjuamiuq in 2000 (NC 2000, Inukjuak). Political enti-
ties are thus endowed with agency, with a form of animacy, a concept that Ingold 
defines as follows: “it is the dynamic, transformative potential of the entire field of 
relations within which beings of all kinds, more of less person-like or thing-like, 
continually and reciprocally bring one another into existence” (Ingold 2006:10). 
The importance of taking into account nonhumans in the analysis of indigenous 
politics opens in the meantime the necessity to reintroduce relational ontologies in 
our own perspective on and practices of politics.

To ensure a sustainable politics in Nunavik, the different levels of government 
should take into account the importance accorded by Nunavimmiut to the develop-
ment and preservation of long-term relationships with and between political institu-
tions. Creating a trusting relationship with the people is possible if the different 
actors make an effort to consult and strengthen collaboration at all levels. But mean-
ingful consultations means more than just listening; it means incorporating 
Nunavimmiut ideas into policies. Self-governance in Nunavik will have to integrate 
new tools to ensure democratic participation if they want to fully satisfy the people. 
Under these conditions, Nunavimmiut will feel respected and fully recognized as 
political partners.
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Chapter 9
Gendered Consequences of Climate Change 
in Rural Yakutia

Liliia Vinokurova

Abstract A survey of rural communities in North and Central Yakutia provides an 
opportunity to identify and analyze the social consequences of natural disasters 
related to climate change, with a focus on the gender dimension. It was found that 
in situations of natural disasters archaic patterns of gender behavior tend to appear. 
The social anxiety of rural residents differentiates by gender. The shrinking of “liv-
ing space” is noted by representatives of both sexes: the reduction of the areas of 
hayfields, pastures, deterioration of the transport and communications infrastructure 
under the influence of climatic changes. The men, mostly middle-aged and older, 
are concerned about the prospect of the loss of traditional occupations. Men con-
sider it necessary to preserve traditional occupations and are more oriented to stay 
in ancestral lands. The women of these age groups are more concerned about the 
threats to health and safety associated with the effects of climate change. Women 
are more willing than men to change either location or occupation or both. The 
gender and age gap in life strategies is a serious threat to the safety (sustainability) 
of the rural communities of Yakutia.

Keywords Yakutia • Social consequences of climate change • Gender manifesta-
tion • Natural disasters • Sustainability

9.1  Rural Yakutia

Yakutia, also known as the Sakha Republic, is located in northeastern Siberia and is 
the largest constituent unit in the Russian Federation. Established to acknowledge 
the Sakha (Yakut) people, it is also likely the largest ethnic province in the world. In 
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the twenty-first century, its rural areas remain “ethnic niches” for its indigenous 
peoples: the Sakha, Evenki, Even, the Dolgan, Yukagir and Chukchi.

A unique cultural characteristic of rural Yakutia, compared to rural areas in other 
Russian regions, is a relatively high persistence of traditional indigenous economic 
activities that are based on the use of natural resources, especially land and water. 
This phenomenon presents fertile ground for both historical studies and the moni-
toring of the current status of these activities. Surprisingly, social processes in rural 
Yakutia remain relatively understudied. From a historiographical perspective, over 
the past 50 years, it has been rural economic activities that have received most 
scholarly attention. Important social aspects of rural life, such as the social well- 
being of the people, their daily life, perceptions of the environment and of global 
peace have not been the subject of scientific interest.

Rural Yakutia underwent a long series of administrative and economic reforms 
in the second half of twentieth century. As a result, the way of life of the rural popu-
lation changed and the network and structure of settlements has been transformed. 
According to the 1979 Census, one-third of the population in Yakutia was concen-
trated in large villages, and only 726 rural settlements existed, whereas in the early 
1960s there were more 4400 rural settlements.

The Soviet campaign to eliminate “unpromising villages” affected Yakutia as 
well as other regions. Traditional winter and summer settlements located on the 
lands of state farms disappeared. Villagers feared the consolidation of their settle-
ments and population transfers to larger centers which were mandated by the Soviet 
authorities. For them, it meant not only economic costs and damage, but also social 
costs, including a break with their heritage, a “loss of roots”(Vinokurova 1993; 
Filippova 2007).

In the 1970s, as a result of in-migration by employees of the mining industry, 
rural residents became a minority in the population of Yakutia. Rural population 
decline was not yet due to a mass migration from rural areas or urban centers: 
indeed, the population of the villages was increasing due to natural “causes” (i.e. 
higher birthrate) as shown in Table 9.1.

According to the 2010 Census, the 586 rural villages of Yakutia had a total popu-
lation of 344,000. Women represented 53 % of the overall population of the 
Republic, and 51 % in rural areas. The residents of rural communities live in diffi-
cult conditions, and are trying to adapt to a significant number of internal and exter-
nal challenges. For example, Yakutia is rich in water resources, and most of the 
population resides close to the region’s thousands of lakes and rivers. This reality is 

Table 9.1 Population of Yakutia: Urban and rural (according to official state censuses)

Year 1939 1959 1970 1979 1989 2002 2010

Total 413.8 487.4 666.7 851.8 1094.1 949.3 958.5
Urban 111.5 238.3 375.7 521.9 732.0 610.0 614.5
Rural 302.3 249.1 291.0 329.9 362.1 339.3 344.0

Source: Chislennost’ 2004:10; Results of 2010 All-Russia population census. Retrieved from: 
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/Documents/Vol1/pub-01-04.pdf
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both an economic advantage for rural settlements and a serious natural hazard. Most 
of rural population resides within the basins of major rivers such as the Lena, Vilyui, 
Aldan, and Kolyma. Since most of the communities are located in forested areas 
along the riverbanks, these communities are potentially exposed to both floods and 
wildfires. We have mainly studied the impact of regular floods (Fig. 9.1) on rural 
communities, although wildfires are also an important feature of rural life.

It was in this historical context that the rural population experienced the collapse 
of the Soviet system. At the end of the Soviet period, rural life in Yakutia found 
itself in ‘reverse development’, almost as if going backwards in history. During field 
work in the 1990s, I observed a virtual return to the age-old ways of subsistence 
hunting and fishing, as well as the revival of previously abandoned fishing and agri-
cultural areas such as small farms and old homesteads (Vinokurova et al. 2004). The 
traditional knowledge and adaptive skills of the ancestors demonstrated their lasting 
value. Traditional Sakha cattle and horse breeding, and reindeer herding in the arctic 
areas, along with fishing and hunting, saved the rural population from starvation. 
The land with its natural resources was their only refuge. Therefore, the ‘health’ of 
the land is a vital issue in today’s rural communities.

Fig. 9.1 Data on occurrence of floods (Source: Filippova 2009:345; data on 2012, 2013, 2014. 
Retrieved from: http://www.mchs.gov.ru; www.ria.ru; www.newsruss.ru; www.ykt.ru; www.sakh-
news.ru; www.yakutia.info.ru)
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The period of economic upheavals in the 1990s created many challenges for rural 
Yakutia. The prolonged multi-decade recession in the agricultural sector, exacer-
bated by the collapse of the Soviet farming system, resulted in high rural unemploy-
ment rates. Consequently, outward migration from rural to urban areas within 
Yakutia still remains high. Unemployment and poverty are painful realities for rural 
residents, especially for those who live in remote and small villages. They have no 
possibility to join or benefit from the rapidly changing economic situation and have 
been particularly affected by the breakdown of the social service system. Naturally, 
these processes include gendered dimensions, and affect relations between men and 
women. Thus, the Soviet-period gender contract, whereby patriarchal attitudes were 
the backbone of the family despite the broad participation of women in the state’s 
economy and social life, was destroyed. In the post-Soviet period, new gender 
behaviors emerged in rural communities, with each gender assuming behavior mod-
els associated with the opposite gender.

One of the characteristics of this ongoing shift is that rural women are playing an 
increasingly active role in (public) economic life; for instance, by starting their own 
businesses. Women are assuming more prominent roles in local government and in 
community work, as well as in non-governmental and non-commercial organiza-
tions. By the 2000s, there were more than 300 women’s community groups in rural 
Yakutia. Women have demonstrated the ability to meet the challenges of the free 
market, often more so than men. This was especially true in the 1990s (Vinokurova 
et al. 2004). This gender shift also manifested itself in the transformation of male 
social identity in Yakutia, including social behavior and life strategies (Vinokurova 
2010).

9.2  Gender Aspects of the Consequences of Climate Changes

Recently, the sustainability of rural indigenous communities in Yakutia has been 
closely connected to climate change. Climate change entails increased seasonal 
fluctuations, changes in the environment and, in particular, more frequent natural 
disasters (e.g., floods, major forest fires). These directly impact the economy and 
social life of the rural population. In this article, my attention will focus on the dev-
astating floods that have occurred in the countryside.

This chapter covers research carried out in rural regions of Yakutia from 2001 to 
2014. The research team collected historical, statistical, sociological and visual data 
in the Verkhoaynskiy, Olekminskiy, Ust-Aldanskiy and Khangalasskiy Ulusy (coun-
ties; singular ulus) of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia); areas that have experienced 
numerous floods. We have also used the results of field studies in the Tattinskiy and 
Megino-Khangalasskiy Ulusy for comparative analysis. We conducted special sur-
veys and analyzed their results. Personal communications and interviews with rural 
residents, and their oral stories, have added new perspectives and ideas to our study, 
and have been of significant interest. Interviewing hunters and horse breeders has 
been an especially rewarding experience, as has listening to the incredible life 
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 stories of local old-timers. In total, we analyzed more than 80 questionnaires and 
dozens of interviews and opinions from four focus groups. We realize that our 
results are preliminary because ours is one of the first studies of the impacts of cli-
mate change in a region of rural Russia. The social consequences of climate change 
in Yakutia are only starting to attract the attention of researchers (Filippova 2011; 
Crate 2013a; Vinokurova 2014).

Residents of rural communities acknowledge the fact of global climate change. 
Although the implicit and explicit hazards of natural disasters and the problems 
caused by climate change are not their priority, rural women, especially in the mid-
dle and old-age groups, noted climatic challenges as one of the threats to private or 
family safety. Women in the villages who were surveyed perceived the effects of 
climate change in the form of natural disasters and/or the destruction of communi-
cations as a threat to their families, especially to their children. And it is only after 
this, that they mention the effect of disasters on the economic problems and socio- 
cultural environment of their settlements. Of course, they are acutely aware of the 
negative social and economic consequences of climate change.

Community concern with climate change is due to the various social and eco-
nomic problems specific to Russia, and especially Yakutia with its severe climatic 
conditions. Among the acute problems in rural areas our respondents noted the 
following:

• Unemployment;
• The lack of social supports and guarantees for welfare;
• Threats for private safety due to criminals, alcoholism, and drug abuse; and
• Health care needs of adults and children.

Threats from nature and climate are mentioned only after other, more immediate 
challenges. As indicated in Table 9.2, opinions on climatic changes vary by ulusy, 
and likely depend on the time that the survey is conducted: we visited Verkhoyanskiy 
Ulus directly after a flood. Natural disasters, including huge fires during the summer 
of 2014, which came very close to some of the villages in which we carried out 
research, have long posed as a considerable threat and socio-economic stressor. 
Against this backdrop, the consequences of climate changes are perceived by the 
majority as inevitable.

Table 9.2 Perception of social and natural phenomena by rural residents, in %

Most of all you and your family are concerned  
the following social and natural phenomena

Verkhoyansky ulus Olekminsky ulus

Men Women Men Women

Alcoholism, drug addiction 37.5 47.1 36.4 79.3
Health issues 18.75 23.5 18.2 10.3
Natural disasters (floods, forest fires) 43.75 70.6 54.5 31.0
Environmental conditions 18.75 11.8 27.3 20.7
Climate change 62.5 82.4 27.3 44.8

Source: Author’s field work, 2001–2014
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The number of the floods in rural and traditional areas is significant. From the 
moment when a preliminary flood warning is issued, until the emergency advisory 
warning is lifted, and often beyond that point, rural residents face harsh and often 
life-threatening conditions. This is particularly the case when a rise in the water 
level is combined with snow storms. In the event of rapid flooding, when the warn-
ing is often late or non-existent, residents can only save themselves, not their 
property.

It is interesting to observe gender differences in the perception of external threats 
to well-being and health. Women are concerned about such risks more than men. 
For example, in the area affected by major floods in the Verkhoyanskiy and 
Olekminskiy Ulusy, the proportion of women who consider alcoholism, drug addic-
tion, and the threat of climate change as risks is higher than that of men. The survey 
for this project was carried out in the village of Kyllakh, in the Olekminskiy Ulus, a 
village moved to a different place due to regular flooding (Filippova 2011). Most of 
the local women recognized alcoholism and drug abuse as the most important social 
threats. It is possible that their position as wives and mothers of families that suffer 
from these social evils manifests itself in their assessment of risk. But in the 
Verkhoyanskiy and Olekminskiy Ulusy the number of women who perceive climate 
change as causing restlessness and anxiety is higher than men.

Among rural men, we found that the latent, or non-obvious, impacts of climate 
change are experienced through the local environment, and are observed in greater 
detail by those members of the communities who spend more time outdoors. Such 
members, who are predominantly men, frequently raise concerns over the future of 
traditional ways of life. There appears to be one implication of this concern: our 
surveys have shown a high propensity of men who want to leave the village because 
of regular natural disasters; about half of the male respondents in the survey planned 
to leave due to frequent floods. Interviews and private conversations highlighted the 
following factors: (1) male young and middle-age groups expressed their emotions 
following the stressful experiences they underwent to save their families and prop-
erty; (2) young men (18–35 years of age ) often had long planned to leave and when 
provided with monetary compensation related to flooding they could implement 
their plan.

Women in the Verkhoyanskiy and Olekminskiy Ulusy expressed their willing-
ness to adapt to the impacts of climate change, even given the increase of its nega-
tive effects. The percentage of females willing to adapt to even the most powerful 
effects of climate change is 4–5 % higher than the percentage of men, in both ulusy. 
There is a clear difference among different age groups in terms of the emotional 
perception of the visible damage of the surrounding landscape such as constant high 
water levels in the reservoirs, the formation of new thermokarst lakes due to melting 
permafrost, and waterlogged farmlands. It is a painful and sad situation for older 
members of the rural population, but for younger groups, such destruction is consid-
ered commonplace. Young men and women view these phenomena as inevitable 
parts of rural life. Nevertheless, they consider the current living conditions in the 
countryside unsatisfactory and intend to build a different life for themselves and 
their children.
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In those regions of Yakutia that have experienced floods, we collected and gen-
eralized the gender behavior of adult men and women during disasters and found 
that responses to disasters such as floods and wild fires were gendered. We observed 
that during a flood, men are engaged in the traditional roles of rural males, evacuat-
ing women and children, rescuing and protecting property and possessions, evacuat-
ing cattle, removing pets, and monitoring the situation to ensure public safety. 
Women, on the other hand, take care of children and the elderly, help in the evacu-
ation of possessions, and cook for their families, neighbors and refugees, and volun-
teers. In times of natural disasters in rural settlements of Yakutia, therefore, both 
men and women revert to their traditional roles.

With regards to emotional reactions to natural disasters, there is obviously a huge 
amount of stress. We note, however, that in traditional communities residents rarely 
display emotions. It appears that some even have difficulties expressing how they 
feel about the event. We have observed that sometimes women are more vocal, 
while men are traditionally more reserved.

In the aftermath of a flood, there is a lot of cleanup that needs to be done. 
Following a disaster, women and teenagers take part in making an inventory of 
property while men’s activities are characterized by organizing meetings in order to 
mobilize people into action. The men also rescue livestock, repair buildings and 
fences, and generally attempt to maintain public safety and security. Women initiate 
social charity work, set up meetings with local authorities, and get the teenagers 
involved in the relief work where possible.

It is obvious that a disaster not only mobilizes, but also unites and consolidates, 
the inhabitants (both women and men) of rural communities. Healthy adult men 
participate in public works while women exhibit traditional behavioral patterns by 
taking care of children and organizing impromptu public dining rooms for volun-
teers and refugees. Drunkenness and crime practically disappear during this general 
mobilization; even the boundaries of the social hierarchy are temporarily lifted. We 
found that during disasters that villagers with different social status were very toler-
ant to each other and worked together for common safety. Such behaviour ended 
after the disaster was over.

Figure 9.2 demonstrates financial losses following floods. The year 2001 was an 
outlier because the flood in that year affected a major town, Lensk, as well as rural 
communities. But generally, the trend is towards the increasing economic costs of 
flooding.

Aside from the official data, it is important to note that there are the real human 
impacts that such disasters have on individuals and families in rural and remote 
areas. The loss of homes, livestock and possessions not only has an immediate 
impact on people but it also affects their long-term plans.

Gender behavior of rural residents during and after natural disasters also varies 
by age group and social status. Natural disasters frequently serve as a catalyst for 
migration and relocation of young and educated people who have a better chance of 
succeeding in a new environment. Notably, young rural families (in their twenties–
mid thirties) who obtained some form of financial aid after the flood are most likely 
to leave. Young rural women also wish to relocate to a larger settlement or a big city. 
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By age 25 these women typically have completed secondary school, and vocational 
training or even higher education. They often aspire to career or marriage choices 
that are typically associated with city life. For some, their motivation is ensuring 
better access to education for their children, and/or access to better social and health 
services.

The members of the 35–45 age group appear to be more established within their 
existing community; they are less mobile and have more commitments. They are 
likely to move only if offered a substantial increase in income and standards of liv-
ing. People of an older age bracket find it more challenging to abandon established 
households and their existing social status within the community. Currently age 
group proportions in rural Yakutia are balanced (Fig. 9.3); therefore we suppose that 
migration will remain on an existing level.

Field observations reveal clear shifts in traditional gender roles. Earlier in rural 
society women were more conservative, more oriented to preserve old traditions of 
life. Currently men are more likely than women to attempt to preserve traditional 
ways of life, choosing to hold on to traditional occupations such as hunting and fish-
ing. Interestingly women are more likely to explore alternative roles both in terms 
of employment and lifestyles. They play an increasingly active role in economic life 
by starting up their own micro-businesses and by adopting more prominent roles 
within local government.

Men are more commonly concerned about maintaining their social status and are 
reluctant to move, while women seem to be more open to the challenge. In this 
regard, older women are motivated by the desire to help their children and their 
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families, not for individual self-realization. Another observation here is that men of 
the older age groups express more concerns over the health impacts of relocation, 
due to various relocation-related stress factors. They are afraid of being socially 
disconnected, isolated, and the challenges of adapting to city-life, including loneli-
ness in a new environment. For rural seniors, who have spent most of their lives in 
the community, the very thought of relocation seems impossible, particularly if it is 
their ancestral village. They do not intend to leave their villages under any 
circumstances.

Generally, people in rural communities do not have access to extra sources of 
finance, have less access to information on existing relief programs and are not 

Fig. 9.3 Age groups proportion in rural Yakutia, 2010 Census (Source: Results of 2010 All- 
Russia population census. Website: http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010)

Table 9.3 Prolonged climatic change impacts on traditional economy and mode of life in rural 
Yakutia (from the view point of residents, in %)

Tattinsky ulus Olekminsky ulus Verkhoyansky ulus

“Will not impact” Men – 5.1 Men – 0 Men – 3.1
Women – 7.2 Women – 0 Women – 2.9

“Will possibly impact” Men – 42.6 Men – 26.3 Men – 45.4
Women – 45.4 Women – 17.7 Women – 47.2

“Will greatly impact” Men – 46.1 Men – 73.7 Men – 49.2
Women – 42.7 Women – 82.3 Women – 48.2

Difficult to answer Men – 6.2 Men – 0 Men – 2.3
Women – 4.7 Women – 0 Women – 1.7

Source: Author’s field work, 2001–2014
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aware of their own rights, and so they do not use legal instruments to cope with the 
adverse impacts of floods and other natural disasters. As a rule most rely on them-
selves. Gender aspects of prolonged climatic change impacts have been in the focus 
of our interest. Table 9.3 presents rural residents’ reactions to and assessment of 
climate change impacts on the traditional economy and the tenor of life in rural 
Yakutia.

The analysis of our data shows that women and men evaluate current phenomena 
and processes in “her/his” space. It was mentioned earlier that rural men spend more 
time outdoors and have more contact with wildlife and nature. However, the limits 
and the boundaries of the “female” and “male” spaces have changed and continue 
to change. Reducing the number of small villages means narrowing the traditional 
spaces of everyday activities for all the villagers.

The “territorial” aspect of local geography is not considered here: in other words, 
how the routes, distance and mobility rhythms of rural men and women have 
changed in the recent times. In addition to noting that that overall, local mobility of 
rural women – who do not migrate – has declined compared to the Soviet period, we 
also found that despite being more economically active, rural women are physically 
more isolated within their households. For example, in the Soviet period female 
agricultural workers were active in a large territory that included: farms; pastures; 
hay meadows; and winter and summer work camps. This is increasingly not the case 
in the post-Soviet period. This “narrowing” of living space is a challenge for the 
sustainability of rural communities because it means that women are less aware of 
the impacts of climate change.

Based on discussions with a number of rural activists, it is evident that gender 
bias has existed and still exists throughout Yakutia, not only in rural areas but also 
in urban areas. For example, in the post-Soviet period, rural women’s councils 
(zhensovety) have had many discussions on rural environmental deterioration, on 
the social negatives associated with the narrowing of the traditional employment 
and on low living standards. But the male-dominated authorities mostly shrugged 
them off, portraying them as an expression of emotional and alarmist sentiments. In 
parallel with this women’s activity, men who had been mid-level functionaries in 
the Soviet administration began to present themselves as ethnic revival activists and 
environmental leaders in the post-Soviet period. They introduced these problems 
into the public discourse, and successfully used this public resource as a start-up for 
their own political careers (Grigorev 2012).

Throughout the twentieth century, the bulk of women in Yakutia’s villages were 
in low-paid categories in social production, often performing heavy physical work, 
in addition to house chores and raising children. For a long time women perceived 
this situation as the only possible life scenario. The behavior of rural women today – 
migration, travel, practice of obtaining various government payments and subsidies 
(for example, disaster relief compensation or benefits for having children) as a sig-
nificant source of resources – I see as a kind of politics of escape; not only physical 
escape, but also mental emigration. This process is not new, but has not been 
researched and is rarely discussed in Yakutian society.
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9.3  Conclusion

The ongoing shift in gender behavior is just one of the many complex processes 
occurring in the rural communities of Yakutia. The fact that it currently coincides 
with climate change only adds to its complexity. Coupled with these issues are 
inward and outward migration within the Republic, the changing ethnic structure of 
the population, and the third wave of industrialization and urbanization. We have 
only highlighted a few points about the gender shift occurring against this 
backdrop.

Rural males see the current and future impacts of climate change: the threat of 
extinction of traditional activities (hunting, fishing); and the risk that land holdings 
will be reduced in size, including not only personal lands, but family and tribal 
“ancestral lands”. Older men believe that the thawing permafrost means global 
catastrophe and is an existential threat. Women are more concerned about the fact 
that the consequences of climate change affect the safety of people’s lives, and the 
health of children and descendants. They are also concerned about the growing 
problem of rural unemployment, the destruction of roads and communications.

In this research area, we communicated with local authorities to share with them 
our thoughts and opinions. There is no global program to educate rural people about 
the consequences of climate change, or prevention activities related to natural disas-
ters caused by climate change. Moreover, there is no serious attention to rural resi-
dents’ own practical work in their efforts to adapt to the changing environment. In 
this case, the practical guide that discusses knowledge and understandings of cli-
mate change in Yakutia’s Vilyui area, initiated by anthropologist Susan Crate 
(2013b), deserves credit.

Here we base our conclusions on the consequences of extreme situations of cli-
mate change. This work requires in-depth research concerning the gender aspects of 
ordinary everyday perceptions on climate change, including invisible environmen-
tal effects on villagers. Gendered experiences of such social consequences are a 
very attractive subject for future research

Currently there are few expectations in Russia or Yakutia regarding financial 
investments for any large-scale nature protection and disaster prevention programs. 
Therefore, women and men in rural settlements of Yakutia will be facing the social 
consequences of climate change for years to come. Based on years of observations, 
it is necessary to realize that the stability of Yakutia’s rural communities is con-
fronted with serious, multi-dimensional challenges. Not least among these are chal-
lenges in the field of gender. In the economically active age groups of rural 
communities there is often a discrepancy between women and men in terms of 
important questions of social strategy, including the assessment and planning of 
their own lives and the lives of their loved ones and relatives. Of course, this diver-
gence depends on factors such as distance from major cities and to transport com-
munications, and also the frequency and size of natural disasters.

The perceptions and adaptations of Yakutia’s rural residents to climate change 
vary significantly. One of the important moments – the presence or absence of 
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human will – affects the desire to challenge the most vulnerable aspects of the integ-
rity and viability of rural communities. Gender characteristics in the evaluation of 
the current processes and prospects of further development of rural Yakutia signifi-
cantly vary among younger and elderly rural residents alike. There is a set of chal-
lenges, among which we identify as significant threats to sustainable development, 
and which leads to a deep devaluation of the self-worth of traditional ways of life 
among young rural women and men.
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Chapter 10
Activating Adaptive Capacities: Fishing 
Communities in Northern Norway

Ingrid Bay-Larsen and Grete K. Hovelsrud

Abstract We have increasingly more knowledge about the factors and processes 
that determine or shape adaptive capacity, but few studies that specifically address 
whether such capacity in fact is activated and used. In this chapter we draw on find-
ings from a number of related empirical studies undertaken in northern Norwegian 
coastal communities between 2007 and 2014 to investigate whether the narrative, 
‘vi står han av’ –“we face whatever comes”, as a subjective dimension of adaptive 
capacity, reflects how climate change is perceived and acted upon. We argue that the 
narrative reflects a discourse within which fishers perceive changing weather and 
the need for climate adaptation. By looking at this narrative as an analytical object 
we are able to identify how underlying meaning and worldview among fishers struc-
ture and constitute aspects of latent adaptive capacity.

Keywords Adaptive capacity • Perception of risk • Coastal fishers • Climate adap-
tation • Narratives • Northern Norway • “vi står han av”

10.1  Introduction

The heightened attention to adaptation as a necessary response to climate change 
and the need to develop an applicable and useful understanding of adaptation for 
practitioners have significantly increased research on and for adaptation. Over the 
past decade, research on adaptation to climate change has generated critical insights 
into adaptation processes, potential technological solutions, and limits and barriers 
to adaptation that all affect the outcome of adaptation efforts. This research has 
highlighted the linkages between changes in climatic, environmental and 
socio- economic conditions, and how communities and individuals adapt to these 
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complex, interactive changes (e.g. Leichenko and O’Brien 2008; Hovelsrud and 
Smit 2010). Consequently, our understanding of the factors that enable, limit or trig-
ger adaptation responses has increased proportionally.

Interestingly, while adaptation has gained solid legitimacy and focus among 
researchers and policy makers across societal levels, it is documented that many 
northern Norwegian communities do not consider climate adaptation to be a major 
concern (e.g. Hovelsrud et al. 2010; Amundsen 2012). People in northern Norway 
are accustomed to living with greater weather variability and perceive climate 
change to be of a lesser concern when compared to socio-economic challenges, 
such as outmigration, a lack of job opportunities, education, health care and recruit-
ment to primary industries (Hovelsrud and Smit 2010; Dannevig et al. 2013; West 
and Hovelsrud 2010).

Recent analyses by Hovelsrud et al. (2015) argue that fishers respond to highly 
variable and uncertain conditions by drawing on a “combination of individual cre-
ativity and ingenuity, heroic efforts, physical and mental toughness, and time-tested 
knowledge, skill and experience” (for example about when and where it is safe to 
fish). Both climatic and societal challenges are met with the narrative “vi står han 
av” – here unpoetically and insufficiently translated as “we face whatever comes”; 
a narrative with deep historical roots expressing a perception of high resilience to 
challenging societal and environmental conditions (cf. Nesse 2008). The phrase 
captures a multitude of meanings applicable both historically and currently to soci-
etal and environmental (including weather) challenges. According to Nesse (2008: 
155, authors’ translation)

It provides comfort to a collective which has been tested and tried. It is not I who handles 
hardship, it is we – together. In addition, the phrase contains a kind of humble pride in 
mastering. In these four words we find the brave and courageous northern Norwegian who 
does not hide that they are capable of something. We also find the poetic northerner who 
enjoys company with others and enjoys creating linguistic euphemisms with hidden and 
double meanings. Last but not least, we find the northern Norwegians who live with nature – 
a nature both known and mastered.

In this chapter we will explore the narrative “we face whatever comes” as a proxy 
for the perceptions and articulations of changing weather conditions in coastal fish-
ing communities. We suggest that the underlying values, knowledge, practices and 
world views reflected in this narrative have a bearing on perceptions of risks and 
activation of adaptive capacity. The analysis is based on interviews and conversa-
tions with fishers that live in different municipalities throughout northern Norway 
and that are facing similar challenges in weather and resources variability, and in 
socio-economic and demographic conditions. The temperature in northern Norway 
is projected to increase by up to 4 °C by 2100, with changes in prevailing weather, 
a rise in sea-level, as well as changes in mean ocean and air temperatures, and pre-
cipitation (Førland et al. 2009; Hanssen-Bauer et al. 2009). Increasing ocean tem-
peratures are expected, and it has already been observed that this increase is 
changing the magnitude, composition and spatial and temporal distribution of 
important commercial fish stocks (e.g. Drinkwater 2005; Sundby and Nakken 
2008). Fishing constitutes an important historical basis for livelihoods, culture and 
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identity across the case sites, which is clearly reflected in local narratives (Hovelsrud 
et al. 2010, 2015). The fisheries resources of the region are rich and include species 
such as winter spawning cod (Gadhus morhea), Atlantic halibut (Hippoglossus hip-
poglossus), capelin (Mallotus villosus) and herring (Clupea harengus).

The empirical material for this chapter is drawn from previously published stud-
ies carried out in coastal communities in northern Norway between 2007 and 2014 
(West and Hovelsrud 2010; Hovelsrud and Smit 2010; Hovelsrud et al. 2010; 
Dannevig and Hovelsrud 2016). These studies assessed whether northern communi-
ties are particularly vulnerable to climate change and investigate the impacts and 
adaptive responses to multiple stresses and changes in coupled social-ecological 
systems including fisheries – the main focus here.

We start by presenting the theoretical framework in section 10.2 and move on to 
a broader discussion of the underlying structures of the narrative in section 10.3.

10.2  Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

10.2.1  Climate Adaptation and Adaptive Capacity

The concept of adaptive capacity is rooted in both the physical and social sciences 
and is generally referred to as the capacity of a social-ecological system to be robust 
to disturbance and to adapt to both exogenous and endogenous changes, whether 
observed or anticipated (Armitage and Plummer 2010; see also Chap. 6, this vol-
ume). Additionally, adaptive capacity is seen as shaped by rights and access to 
resources, equity, available infrastructure, scientific and traditional knowledge, effi-
cient and enabling institutions, governance systems, and the distribution of benefits 
and costs (Adger et al. 2009; Keskitalo et al. 2011; Kofinas et al. 2013; Hovelsrud 
and Smit 2010; Brown and Westaway 2011). Place-based attachment is another 
subjective dimension and a powerful motivator for adapting to change (Adger et al. 
2009; Fresque-Baxter and Armitage 2012; Amundsen 2013). Social sciences place 
adaptive capacity within a suite of sources, determinants or attributes such as finan-
cial, technical, social, institutional, cultural and political resources, in relation to the 
social processes and structures through which they are mediated (Armitage and 
Plummer 2010). Whether adaptive capacity fits with norms, values, world views, 
knowledge and preferences is also of importance (e.g. Ostrom 1998, 2011; Adger 
et al. 2009). The latter have consistently been overlooked in climate change research 
and policy with implications for adaptive processes (Wolf et al. 2013).

In this chapter, we align ourselves with the literature that describes adaptive 
capacity along both objective (resources, governance, education, and income), and 
subjective (perceived risks and feasibility of adaptation, self-efficacy, values and 
meaning) dimensions (Grothmann et al. 2005; Lorenzoni et al. 2007; O’Brien and 
Wolf 2010; Kuruppu and Liverman 2011; Wolf et al. 2013). By connecting weather 
and climate change to world views, meaning, belief systems, culture and values and 
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interpretations of the need to adapt, to what, by whom and in what ways (Jasanoff 
2004, 2010; Hulme 2008; O’Brien and Wolf 2010), we allow for multiple under-
standings and narratives about adaptive needs (Amundsen 2012). Correspondingly 
potential endogenous limits to adaptation that may emerge from within the same 
goals, values, assumptions, beliefs and understandings of human society become 
detectable (Adger et al. 2009).

Figure 10.1 offers a schematic of the relationship between the objective and sub-
jective dimensions of adaptive capacity. Our focus here is on one subjective dimen-
sion, exemplified by a particular narrative that has a role in whether the latent 
aspects of adaptive capacity are activated or not.

Our contention is that the subjective dimensions of adaptive capacity, such as 
values, culture, agency, cognition, perceptions, beliefs, context and place, are par-
ticularly relevant when investigating how latent capacity is activated. We therefore 
think of adaptive capacity as a potential attribute that must be activated to enable 
adaptation (Brown and Westaway 2011: 322). It is important to note that not all 
aspects of adaptive capacity are latent; some capacities are already in play to ensure 
adaptation. According to Berkes and Ross (2012: 15) the latent capacity to adapt is 
activated through human agency. This is also connected to psychology and cogni-
tion, such as the capacity to act independently and make free choices (Brown and 
Westaway 2011; Grothmann and Patt 2005). Bruner (1987: 4) recognizes that men-
tal models are simplified representations of the world that exhibit story-like proper-
ties and that “we organize our experience and our memory of human happenings 
mainly in the form of narrative-stories.” In the process of learning, people do not 
just add new information to loosely accumulated knowledge; instead they construct 
mental models that make sense of what they see (Kempton et al. 1995). Investigating 
community resilience across groups, Buikstra et al. (2010) found several such attri-
butes of adaptive capacity, including positive outlook, core values and work ethics, 
community ethos, beliefs and sense of purpose. Here we consider the narrative 
phrase ‘vi står han av’ – “we face whatever comes”, as rooted in context-specific 
experiences, practices and cognition of the actors.

Objective

(sources, 
capital etc) 

Subjective
(meaning, 
agency, 
values

perceptions)

Adaptive
capacity

Fig. 10.1 Conceptualiza-
tion of how objective and 
subjective dimensions 
together form adaptive 
capacity. Such capacity can 
potentially be latent and 
activated in either 
dimension but here we 
suggest that it may be 
latent under the objective 
heading and activated by 
subjective aspects
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Whether the latent parts of adaptive capacity are activated or not will have a bear-
ing on how resilient or vulnerable a community is in the face of risks and perturba-
tions. Norway as a country is described as having high adaptive capacity (or low 
vulnerability) to climate change and this has been found to create a level of compla-
cency which may mask the barriers and constraints to adaptation at sectoral or local 
levels (O’Brien et al. 2006). In the cases presented here we explore whether the 
fishers’ narrative of high resilience hinders long-term and needed adaptation. We 
surmise that these structures, internal to individual and community perceptions of 
climate change and adaptation policies, may obstruct the activations of latent adap-
tive capacity. Our exploration into the relationship between narratives and adaptive 
capacity will contribute to the understanding of the complex and interrelated struc-
tures that shape perceptions of risk and the need to adapt to climate change.

10.2.2  Subjective Dimensions of Adaptive Capacity: Local 
Perceptions as a Point of Departure

The underlying assumption of emic perspectives is that beliefs, practices and insti-
tutions can only be understood from the context within which they originate 
(Schmidt 2010). Focusing on narratives allows for an investigation of climate adap-
tation in terms of its meaning to the actors situated in a particular historical, cultural 
and political context. We understand the concept of narrative broadly as referring to 
a social process (Cortazzi 2001:384; Paschen and Ison 2014). “In narrative theory, 
the term ‘narrative’ at its most abstract is used to refer to ‘structures of knowledge 
and storied ways of knowing” (Cortazzi 2001, quoted in Paschen and Ison 
2014:1084).

Narratives are seen as stories reflecting perceptions that in turn are connected to 
wider discourses in society. The way people perceive and rationalize climate change 
and strategies for adaptation is informed, assessed and structured through broader 
discourses that structure and constitute their livelihood and identities. Narratives 
can be seen as both structures and constructs that come into existence through the 
communication of sentient agents. The emic position of narrative analyses takes 
place on the basis of individuals’ or groups’ shared perceptions, embedded in lan-
guage and communication, and not on the basis of true, real-world-observations 
which are found in the literature to be a trigger of climate adaptation (Dannevig 
et al. 2013). Narratives and discourses are rather investigated as communication, 
text, frame, myths, collective memories, stories, scripts, and practice (Hajer 1995; 
Arts and Buizer 2009).

Attention to a duality in narratives allows for discussing and revealing the under-
lying structures through which changing weather and adaptation policies are being 
perceived among local actors. Through narrative analyses, the subjective  dimensions 
of adaptive capacity and the meaning and saliency of changes in climate and poli-
cies can be discovered. Narrative analyses thus enable us to unpack the broader 
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discourse through which the activation of adaptive capacity is taking place. Through 
the ‘vi står han av’ narrative we can increase our understanding of how these sub-
jective dimensions come into play in promoting and constraining the social actors 
and in activating the latent parts of adaptive capacity.

10.3  “We Face Whatever Comes” – the Narrative 
of Northern Coastal Communities

The narrative ‘vi står han av’ “we face whatever comes” conveys “optimism and 
determination in the face of the unpredictable social, economic and climatic condi-
tions that are central features of life in northern, coastal communities” (Hovelsrud 
et al. 2015: 207). As Hovelsrud and others (2015: 202) have noted: “fishers’ narra-
tives [in general] reflect occupational values of freedom and independence, mastery 
of a traditional and time-tested craft, maintenance of local traditions, knowledge 
and identity, providing fresh, local food, creating local employment and income, 
and being resilient and adaptable to unpredictable conditions.” These narratives 
reflect perceived resilience to challenges in both environmental and socio-economic 
conditions, and indicate that climate adaptation is not perceived as urgent or critical 
for fishers, despite the fact that they are engaged in a primary industry that is exposed 
and sensitive to climate change impacts. The expression also refers to a high confi-
dence in their resilience and adaptability, as well as their optimism and determina-
tion to meet future challenges. We suggest that the narrative is situated within a 
broader societal frame and can be structured along four dimensions.

10.3.1  Sociopolitical Context

The first dimension relates to the sociopolitical conditions within which the fishers 
operate as economic actors. The coastal fishers partaking in the research over-
whelmingly emphasize non-climatic issues such as resource management regula-
tions and local socio-economic challenges when describing the overall vulnerability 
of their livelihoods (Hovelsrud et al. 2010; West and Hovelsrud 2010; Hovelsrud 
et al. 2015). They express more concern about the impacts of structural fisheries 
reforms, which have contributed to reduced numbers in fishers and boats, and with 
more locally pressing issues such as outmigration and general employment, than 
climate change (Hovelsrud et al. 2010; West and Hovelsrud 2010). While employ-
ment in the northern Norwegian fisheries has seen a steady decline over the past 
several decades, the industry remains important for the local economies, for cultural 
identity and connection to place in the case of communities (e.g. West and Hovelsrud 
2010; Amundsen 2012). Therefore, the urgency of climate change and adaptation 
policies is perceived as less salient for fishers when compared to the direct impacts 
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of national fisheries management policies, fluctuations in international markets and 
local socio-economic conditions.

10.3.2  Coastal Culture

The second dimension pertains to the identity of fishers and the role of fishing in a 
wider coastal cultural context. Along with Nesse (2008), we contend that the narra-
tive ‘vi står han av’ is motivated and shaped by the collective experience of living 
with highly variable natural climatic variability and challenging weather conditions. 
The plural “we” refers to a collective experience that has been tested throughout 
history (Nesse 2008). Coastal fisheries are an important cornerstone of employment 
and income, and are strongly rooted in the place where fishers live and deliver their 
catch. The reduction in the number of fishers and vessels therefore, has conse-
quences for the culture, traditions and identities of coastal communities. By main-
taining a traditional livelihood, providing fresh clean food, and keeping the houses 
lit along the coast, the fishers see themselves as stewards of their coastal culture. In 
northern Norway, fishers and non-fishers alike invoke the moral justifications for 
fishing and the responsibilities of fishers towards the economic and social welfare 
of their communities (Hovelsrud et al. 2015). This echoes the poetic northerners, 
noted by Nesse (2008), who value their community, and who understate the daily 
hardships with a narrative that at once acknowledges but glosses over the challeng-
ing conditions. This confirms earlier studies showing how climate adaptation is only 
addressed when a risk (for example climate change) is perceived as salient and rel-
evant by those who need to adapt and when such risks are situated within past expe-
riences and existing cultural frames (e.g. Wlezien 2005; Dannevig and Hovelsrud 
2016).

10.3.3  Fishers’ Identity and Knowledge – Freedom 
and Independence

Independence and freedom also emerge as significant identity markers from inter-
views with fishers (Hovelsrud et al. 2015). Fishers generally operate under highly 
variable and uncertain conditions, in weather, management and markets, which 
require an individualistic attitude and a heavy reliance on their own knowledge and 
experiences. Fishing practices, traditions, operations, gear, and crafts are not derived 
from scientific or theoretical expertise, but rather accumulated practical experiences 
that have provided fishers with adaptive capacity and strategies towards challenging 
and variable weather throughout history.

Although climate change is projected to substantially influence livelihood activi-
ties and area planning in northern Norway (Hovelsrud et al. 2010; Øseth 2010), 
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research indicates that local perceptions of risks associated with climate change 
differ from the evidence researchers have found (Hovelsrud et al. 2015). Despite the 
perception that anthropogenic climate change does not affect fishers’ livelihood vul-
nerability, they are well aware that their livelihood is exposed to such changes. But, 
climate variability and change fall within the existing and recognized high natural 
variability in local weather patterns and the resource base (fish stocks). When con-
fronted with information about the possible consequences of climate change for 
their livelihoods, fishers cited similar weather events that happened up to 100 years 
ago, and interpreted the projections as a part of the natural and seasonal variability 
with which they are highly familiar. The fishers framed discussions of the causes of 
past and current fluctuations, particularly in local fish stocks, in terms of wider 
marine ecosystem dynamics and interactions that include the effects of predation 
and the abundance of other fish and marine mammal stocks on survival and feeding 
conditions, the general health of the marine environment, natural fluctuations in 
ocean temperatures and chemistry, and human activities, including illegal fishing, 
the pollution of harbours, and overfishing (West and Hovelsrud 2010).

10.3.4  Fishers’ Knowledge and Science

Although the fishers acknowledge global warming and also observe changing con-
ditions that correlate with scientific observations and modelling of climate change, 
they do not readily view these as salient. The fishers recognize that the substantial 
shift in the distribution of cod and fish stock composition may affect what and where 
they can fish. But whereas marine scientists (e.g. Sundby and Nakken 2008) attri-
bute the substantial shifts in cod distribution and fish stock composition to increas-
ing temperatures, fishers argue that such changes are part of cyclical changes in 
fishing conditions. They do not readily accept that such changes are caused by 
anthropogenic climate change, because their collective memory and experience 
recall that such changes have happened in the past. Instead they frame the changing 
fisheries conditions within a wider marine ecosystem dynamic, impacted by both 
human activities and environmental changes (West and Hovelsrud 2010).

The fishers also contend that the science informing Norwegian marine resource 
management is at odds with their own experiences and knowledge. It may not be too 
farfetched to connect the lack of trust in marine science to that of scientific climate 
change discourse. This is supported by the argument that cognitive and moral sen-
sibilities are shaped by peoples’ discourses, which in turn influence how people 
interpret facts, evidence and the credibility of science (Hajer 1995). The confidence, 
or “humble pride in mastering” as Nesse (2008) notes, captured by the expression 
‘vi står han av’ may explain how the challenges associated with changing natural 
systems are not perceived to be as urgent as those reflected in science and policy. 
However, the ‘vi står han av’ narrative does not necessarily signify a complete 
 disconnect between scientific and local understanding of climate change. The fish-
ers note that they continually make adjustments (either as individual entrepreneurs 
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or in a professional capacity) to deal with climate/weather variability and change, 
and with socio-economic challenges. It nevertheless demonstrates the significance 
of the correspondence between different knowledge systems. Scientific knowledge 
about climate change and its production, framing, communication and uses in pol-
icy processes need to correspond to the wider discourses in coastal communities in 
order to be perceived as salient and urgent (e.g. (Jasanoff 2004; Wlezien 2005; 
Dannevig and Hovelsrud 2016). If the information and knowledge communicated 
by the bureaucracy and policy makers (in this case those involved in fisheries man-
agement or national climate policy) do not fit with how the individual or group 
perceive a concern or problem, it will likely not be acted upon (as is the case with 
the fishers in northern Norway).

10.4  Concluding Discussion

This chapter has explored how narratives such as “we face whatever comes” reflect 
fishers self-reliance, a history of pride in mastering a demanding environment, pro-
fessional independence and freedom, as well as extensive knowledge about the 
marine environment derived from centuries of accumulated experience. The narra-
tive structures we have suggested influence the perceptions of changing weather and 
determine whether and how adaptation is deemed relevant. As earlier studies of 
fishers have shown, anthropogenic climate change may not necessarily be a part of 
their perception of reality, and there is often a discrepancy between community 
perceptions and scientific findings regarding the urgency of climate change adapta-
tion (e.g. Moser 2010). This discrepancy between scientific and fishers’ understand-
ing of climate change, in addition to other socioeconomic stressors, and a collective 
memory of previous successful responses to challenging weather, may impede cli-
mate adaptation. Climate change is not perceived as salient by the fishers, and they 
will therefore not initiate adaptive responses. The filters through which we interpret 
and understand realities, therefore, may create barriers for responding to climate 
change. For policy makers and scientists, it is imperative that the underlying and 
multiple realities within which people operate are addressed for climate adaptation 
to be considered necessary and successful (see Amundsen 2014).

In this chapter we have initiated a discussion of some of the potential reasons 
why latent adaptive capacity is not activated. Our analysis is driven by the idea that 
it is not sufficient to have a high adaptive capacity in terms of financial and social 
capital, infrastructure and resource access if these remain latent, and if there are 
aspects of society which thwart such activations. We suggest that there may be sub-
jective dimensions and internal barriers associated with the questions of whether 
and how adaptive capacities are activated. These subjective dimensions are expressed 
through narratives that structure local perceptions of climate change and adaptation 
needs. The structuring dimensions of particular relevance in this chapter have been 
socioeconomic conditions, cultural and historic context, identity and confidence in 
knowledge systems. Altogether these structures constitute particular world views 
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that, in turn, may either hinder or facilitate local adaptive capacity to reach its full 
potential.

We conclude that a focus on narratives provides a venue for understanding how 
people perceive a potential and somewhat intangible risk such as climate change, 
and a way to analyze multiple realities and the underpinnings for adaptive capacity. 
A better understanding of the apparent inertia in society to accept the need for cli-
mate adaptation, partially explained by the lack of salience of climate change sci-
ence, may thus be gained from studying narratives. The lack of concern that is 
expressed through shared narratives strengthens and validates cultural values and 
world views. This, we conclude, requires the inclusion of narrative research and an 
understanding of differing values, priorities and experiences when addressing cli-
mate change and climate adaptation (Paschen and Ison 2014; West and Hovelsrud 
2010). Conversely we conclude that in order for climate change to be a salient issue 
it “needs to be integrated into the everyday narratives that people tell about them-
selves and their world” (Lejano et al. 2013: 61). This means that there may likely be 
a need to expand the narrative. Fisheries management officials and politicians will 
likely increase their credibility and relevance by being attentive to the local narra-
tives into which their information is incorporated and acted upon.

References

Adger, W. N., Dessai, S., & Goulden, M. (2009). Are there social limits to adaptation to climate 
change? Climatic Change, 93(3–4), 335–354.

Amundsen, H. (2012). Illusions of resilience? An analysis of community responses to change in 
Northern Norway. Ecology and Society, 17(4), 46.

Amundsen, H. (2013). Place attachment as a driver of adaptation in coastal communities in 
Northern Norway. Local Environment, 20(3), 257–276.

Amundsen, H. (2014). Adapting to change – Community resilience in northern Norwegian munici-
palities. PhD Thesis, The Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Oslo, Norway.

Armitage, D., & Plummer, R. (Eds.). (2010). Adaptive capacity: Building environmental gover-
nance in an age of uncertainty. Dordrecht: Springer.

Arts, B., & Buizer, M. (2009). Forests, discourses, institutions: A discursive-institutional analysis 
of global forest governance. Forest Policy and Economics, 11(5–6), 340–347.

Berkes, F., & Ross, H. (2012). Community resilience: Toward an integrated approach. Society & 
Natural Resources, 26(1), 5–20.

Brown, K., & Westaway, E. (2011). Agency, capacity, and resilience to environmental change: 
Lessons from human development, well-being, and disasters. Annual Review of Environment 
and Resources, 36, 321–342.

Bruner, J. (1987). Life as a narrative. Social Research, 54, 12–32.
Buikstra, E., Ross, H., King, C. A., Baker, P. G., Hegney, D., Mclachlan, K., & Rogers-Clark, C. 

(2010). The components of resilience – Perceptions of an Australian rural community. Journal 
of Community Psychology, 38(8), 975–991.

Cortazzi, M. (2001). Narrative analysis in ethnography. In P. Atkinson, A. Coffey, S. Delamont, 
J. Lofland, & L. Lofland (Eds.), Handbook of ethnography (pp. 384–393). London: Sage.

Dannevig, H., & Hovelsrud, G. K. (2016). Understanding the need for adaptation in a natural 
resource dependent community in Northern Norway: Issue salience, knowledge and values. 
Climatic Change, 135, 261–275.

I. Bay-Larsen and G.K. Hovelsrud



133

Dannevig, H., Hovelsrud, G. K., & Husabø, I. A. (2013). Driving the agenda for climate change 
adaptation in Norwegian municipalities. Environment & Planning C: Government & Policy, 
31(3), 490–505.

Drinkwater, K. F. (2005). The response of Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) to future climate change. 
ICES Journal of Marine Science, 62, 1327–1337.

Førland, E. J., Benestad, R. E., Flatøy, F., Hanssen-Bauer, I., Haugen, J. E., Isaksen, K., Sorteberg, 
A., & Ådlandsvik, B. (2009). Climate development in North Norway and the Svalbard region 
during 1900–2100 (Report No. 128). Tromsø, Norway: Norwegian Polar Institute.

Fresque-Baxter, J. A., & Armitage, D. (2012). Place identity and climate change adaptation: A 
synthesis and framework for understanding. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 
3(3), 251–266.

Grothmann, T., & Patt, A. (2005). Adaptive capacity and human cognition: The process of indi-
vidual adaptation to climate change. Global Environmental Change, 15(3), 199–213.

Hajer, M. A. (1995). The politics of environmental discourse -ecological modernization and the 
policy process. New York: Oxford University Press.

Hanssen-Bauer, I., Drange, H., Førland, E. J., Roald, L. A., Børsheim, K. Y., Hisdal, H., Lawrence, 
D., Nesje, A., Sandven, S., Sorteberg, A., Sundby, S., Vasskog, K., & Ådlandsvik, B. (2009). 
Klima i Norge 2100. Bakgrunnsmateriale til NOU Klimatilpasning. Background material for 
the Green Paper on Climate Adaptation. Norsk Klimasenter.

Hovelsrud, G. K., & Smit, B. (2010). Community adaptation and vulnerability in the arctic regions. 
Dordrecht: Springer.

Hovelsrud, G. K., Dannevig, H., West, J., & Amundsen, H. (2010). Adaptation in fisheries and 
municipalities: Three communities in northern Norway. In G. K. Hovelsrud & B. Smit (Eds.), 
Community adaptation and vulnerability in the arctic regions (pp. 23–63). Dordrecht: Springer.

Hovelsrud, G. K., West, J., & Dannevig, H. (2015). Exploring vulnerability and adaptation narra-
tives among fishers, farmers and municipal planners in Northern Norway. In K. O’Brien & 
E. Selboe (Eds.), The adaptive challenge of climate change (pp. 194–212). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Hulme, M. (2008). Governing and adapting to climate. A response to Ian Bailey’s commentary on 
‘geographical work at the boundaries of climate change’. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, 33(3), 424–427.

Jasanoff, S. (2004). States of knowledge: The co-production of science and social order. Oxon: 
Routledge.

Jasanoff, S. (2010). A new climate for society. Theory, Culture & Society, 27(2–3), 233–253.
Kempton, W., Boster, J. S., & Hartley, J. A. (1995). Environmental values in American culture. 

Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
Keskitalo, E. C. H., Dannevig, H., Hovelsrud, G. K., West, J., & Swartling, Å. G. (2011). Local 

vulnerability and adaptive capacity in developed states: Examples from the Nordic countries 
and Russia. Regional Environmental Change, 11(3), 579–592.

Kofinas, G., Clark, D., & Hovelsrud, G. K. (2013). Adaptive and transformative capacity. In 
A. Council (Ed.), Arctic resilience interim report (pp. 73–93). Stockholm: Stockholm 
Environment Institute and Stockholm Resilience Centre.

Kuruppu, N., & Liverman, D. (2011). Mental preparation for climate adaptation: The role of cogni-
tion and culture in enhancing adaptive capacity of water management in Kiribati. Global 
Environmental Change, 21(2), 657–669.

Leichenko, R., & O’Brien, K. (2008). Environmental change and globalization: Double exposures. 
New York: Oxford University Press.

Lejano, R. P., Tavares-Reager, J., & Berkes, F. (2013). Climate and narrative: Environmental 
knowledge in everyday life. Environmental Science & Policy, 31, 61–70.

Lorenzoni, I., Nicholson-Cole, S., & Whitmarsh, L. (2007). Barriers perceived to engaging with 
climate change among the UK public and their policy implications. Global Environmental 
Change, 17(3–4), 445–459.

10 Activating Adaptive Capacities: Fishing Communities in Northern Norway



134

Moser, S. C. (2010). Communicating climate change: History, challenges, process and future 
directions. Wiley Interdisciplinary Review–Climate Change, 1(1), 31–53.

Nesse, A. (2008). Bydialekt, riksmål og identitet: sett fra Bodø [City dialect, official language and 
identity]. Oslo: Novus Publisher.

O’Brien, K. L., & Wolf, J. (2010). A values-based approach to vulnerability and adaptation to 
climate change. Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 1(2), 232–242.

O’Brien, K., Eriksen, S., Sygna, L., et al. (2006). Questioning complacency: Climate change 
impacts, vulnerability, and adaptation in Norway. AMBIO: A Journal of the Human 
Environment, 35(2), 50–56.

Øseth, E. (2010). Klimaendringer i norsk Arktis. Konsekvenser for livet i nord. Report 136 [Climate 
change in the Norwegian Arctic. Consequences for life in the North]. Norsk Polarinstitutt. 
Tromsø.

Ostrom, E. (1998). A behavioral approach to the rational choice theory of collective action: 
Presidential address, American political science association, 1997. The American Political 
Science Review, 92(1), 1–22.

Ostrom, E. (2011). Background on the institutional analysis and development framework. Policy 
Studies Journal, 39(1), 7–27.

Paschen, J.-A., & Ison, R. (2014). Narrative research in climate change adaptation – Exploring a 
complementary paradigm for research and governance. Research Policy, 43, 1083–1092.

Schmidt, V. (2010). Taking ideas and discourse seriously: Explaining change through discursive 
institutionalims as the fourth ‘new institutionalism’. European Political Science Review, 2(1), 
1–25.

Sundby, S., & Nakken, O. (2008). Spatial shifts in spawning habitats of Arcto-Norwegian cod 
related to multi decadal climate oscillations and climate change. ICES Journal of Marine 
Science, 65, 953–962.

West, J., & Hovelsrud, G. K. (2010). Cross-scale adaptation challenges in the coastal fisheries: 
Findings from Lebesby, Northern Norway. Arctic, 63(3), 338–354.

Wlezien, C. (2005). On the salience of political issues: The problem with “most important prob-
lem.” Electoral Studies, 24(4), 555–579.

Wolf, J., Allice, I., & Bell, T. (2013). Values, climate change, and implications for adaptation: 
Evidence from two communities in Labrador, Canada. Global Environmental Change, 23(2), 
548–562.

I. Bay-Larsen and G.K. Hovelsrud



135© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2017 
G. Fondahl, G.N. Wilson (eds.), Northern Sustainabilities: Understanding  
and Addressing Change in the Circumpolar World, Springer Polar Sciences, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-46150-2_11

Chapter 11
Signs of Non-recognition: Colonized Linguistic 
Landscapes and Indigenous Peoples 
in Chersky, Northeastern Siberia

Lena Sidorova, Jenanne Ferguson, and Laur Vallikivi

Abstract This paper analyses the presence and absence of local languages in the 
visual sphere of Chersky, a small settlement located in the Nizhnekolymsk Rayon 
(Lower Kolyma County) in the far northeast of the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) in 
the Russian Federation. The linguistic landscape—the elements of language present 
in public space—can be seen as a reflection of the sustainability of a language and 
indeed the cultural identity of a group. An assessment of Chersky’s linguistic land-
scape reveals that despite the region being home to Russian, Sakha, Eveny, Chukchi, 
and Yukaghir speakers, not all of these languages have a presence within the land-
scape. We analyze the ways in which the indigenous Eveny, Chukchi and Yukaghir 
languages are excluded from the linguistic landscape in favour of Russian, Sakha, 
and even English; these local languages are subsumed within a discourse that high-
lights the region’s belonging not only to the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), but to the 
Russian Federation as a whole.
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11.1  Introduction

The social and cultural attitudes of a population form in various ways. One process 
of formation involves the visual and linguistic elements—or linguistic landscape—
that are created and replicated by different agents within a particular socio-cultural 
field. This landscape is easily accessible for observation and analysis, but its conve-
nience is not the only point of interest to researchers. A most important facet of the 
linguistic landscape is what it can say—what evidence it can provide—about deeper 
processes transpiring within a society that are not as visually apparent. The daily 
“consumption” of these elements of the landscape may be somewhat non-reflexive, 
but do both reflect and affect the cultural consciousness and values of the local 
population. The linguistic landscape also signals the sustainability of a particular 
language, and culture. We posit that the state of indigenous languages can be an 
indicator of a sustainable culture. Just as in nature, when deep tectonic processes 
become apparent through changes in the landscape, cultural changes may also 
become visible through language usage. If the languages of indigenous people in 
the linguistic landscape are diminished or absent, it can be indicative of the erosion 
or growing instability of a particular culture. An increased presence of an indige-
nous language in the landscape then would speak to the greater vitality of that lan-
guage and culture.

This article is based on field research undertaken in April 2014 in Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon (Lower Kolyma County) in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia), Russian 
Federation, and focuses on what can be revealed by the linguistic landscape of 
Chersky, a small northern settlement. Our objective is to give a short overview of the 
linguistic situation in the town, in particular focusing on the scopes and spheres of 
the usage of the languages among indigenous peoples of the Lower Kolyma—
Eveny, Chukchi, and Yukaghir. The extent to which a language is used in society, 
and how it is officially represented, are some of the criteria recommended by 
UNESCO for assessing the viability of a given language and its likelihood for con-
tinued usage. Studying linguistic landscapes not only provides the means to analyze 
the scope of language use and other semiotic systems in the public space, but it also 
allows us to access ideas and values of the local population, and understand how 
these values are transmitted through both language and image.

11.2  Linguistic Landscape

The term “linguistic landscape” was first used in an article by Canadian sociologists 
Rodrigue Landry and Richard Bourhis in 1997. In their definition this notion “refers 
to the visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs in a given 
territory or region” (1997:23). Visual linguistic elements such as “public road signs, 
advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and pub-
lic signs on government buildings combine to form the linguistic landscape of a 
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given territory, region, or urban agglomeration” (Landry and Bourhis 1997:25). 
Pennycook (2009) and Shohamy (2006) believe that graffiti and other informal 
signs are equally important components of the linguistic landscape. We have 
included all the aforementioned elements in our analysis of the linguistic landscape 
of Chersky. As Gorter (2006) notes, the linguistic landscape should be broadly con-
sidered as all types of linguistic objects present in the public space.

Exploring linguistic landscapes should not be limited solely to the task of con-
sidering the use of natural human languages, but goes beyond the scope of linguis-
tics into “the multiple semiotic systems which together form the meanings that we 
call place” (Scollon and Scollon 2003:12). According to Ben-Rafael et al. (2006:8) 
the presence of languages in the public space has a “socio-symbolic significance.” 
Through the analysis of the linguistic landscape, one can see which languages in the 
community are the most prestigious and significant. Considering signs used in 
advertising, Hult (2009) and Shohamy (2006) identify popular ideas of multilin-
gualism and how these are represented through the social and political roles of dif-
ferent languages. As noted by Sloboda (2009), the value of linguistic elements of 
the landscape is that signs are objects in which worldview and history are material-
ized; like monuments, they are sites of memory and history. We investigated the use 
of languages and images on various signs in Chersky in order to analyze how the 
linguistic landscape reflects the current linguistic situation of Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon. In addition we also considered the presence of Soviet imagery in the official 
signs, to understand better how the linguistic landscape or index reflects such ide-
ologies and thus can influence the cultural values of the local population (Sloboda 
2009).

11.3  Why Chersky?

In Soviet historiography, the official history of what is now Nizhnekolymsk Rayon 
is presented as a story of constant positive “development” (osvoenie). The region 
has been geographically strategic for Russia since the time when Cossacks first 
arrived there in the 1640s to collect the fur tribute from the indigenous population. 
In the middle of the twentieth century, deposits of tin and gold were discovered, for 
which Nizhnekolymsk Rayon became an important transit hub. A seaport was built 
to the north of Chersky, and the local airport became a center for polar aviation, 
dispatching aircraft to Soviet drifting stations in the Arctic Ocean.

As the Soviet Union was particularly active in the exploration and exploitation of 
the Arctic, Chersky attracted civilian and military experts of different ethnic back-
grounds from all parts of the country. Nizhnekolymsk Rayon was part of a vast 
system of Gulag camps until the 1950s, when it ceased to serve as the Ambarchik 
seaport and transit camp on the banks of the East Siberian Sea (see Samoylova 
1993). Located three kilometres from Chersky, the seaport Zelenyi Mys also housed 
political prisoners from the 1930s to early 1950s. Later, in the 1960s, large amounts 
of goods and provisions passed through Zelenyi Mys on the way to Magadan, 
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Chukotka, and the Kolyma-Indigirka group of regions. In the late Soviet period 
(1970s), it became a thriving settlement with a relatively good infrastructure and 
direct flights to cities in central Russia. While a food and consumer goods deficit 
plagued Soviet society as a whole, Chersky (like some other arctic settlements) 
received special provisions. The older indigenous reindeer herders we spoke with 
recalled that time as the “golden age” for Nizhnekolymsk Rayon, as heavily subsi-
dized reindeer herding enabled inhabitants to earn a decent living in the region.

11.3.1  The Indigenous Population of Nizhnekolysmk Rayon

Before the Cossacks arrived in the seventeenth century, what is now Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon had been long inhabited by the ancestors of the Yukaghir and Chukchi 
(Shishlo 2000). By the early period of Russian colonization, cultural and linguistic 
diversity had further developed due to the growing number of Tungus (Evenki, 
Eveny), Sakha (also known as Yakut), and Russians (Old Settlers, or starozhili). By 
the early twentieth century, cultural contact and particularly intermarriages between 
these groups had led to the development of widespread multilingualism. While 
there had been mutual linguistic knowledge and occasional shifts between lan-
guages among Yukaghir, Eveny, and Chukchi for a long time, the Sakha and the 
Russian languages became dominant among the indigenous population in the twen-
tieth century. However, the cultural influence of these newcomers has varied in dif-
ferent parts of the Kolyma basin.1

During the Soviet period, the rapid industrial development of Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon transformed Chersky into a significant settlement in the Russian Arctic. 
Founded in 1931 as Nizhnye Kresty, the village soon grew into an urban-type settle-
ment. In 1963, it was renamed Chersky after Polish geographer Jan Czerski, who 
had explored the region in the nineteenth century. By the 1960s, Russian and Sakha 
were both widely spoken in the town. Though Russian became the most important 
language of interethnic communication, over the last 70 years there was also a 
period of significant “Yakutization”. The Sakha language spread through the board-
ing school system set up for the children of reindeer herders and hunters. As a result, 
for most Yukaghirs, Chukchis, and Eveny, the Sakha language became the main 
instructional language at school (Forsyth 1992). Nevertheless, in the so-called 
national villages where numerically-small indigenous peoples predominated, such 
as Andryushkino, the curriculum was entirely in Russian from the 1960s onward. 
Only in the 1980s were other languages like Yukaghir, Eveny and Sakha introduced 
in a modest amount (Vakhtin 2001). In Chersky, formal education was in Russian 
and those indigenous persons who settled in this regional center had fewer opportu-
nities to speak or learn their own languages.

1 According to Vakhtin et al. (2004), the Russian population has always been larger than that of the 
Sakha in the Lower Kolyma, and so the influence of Sakha culture has been significantly less pres-
ent there than in the middle Kolyma.
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In October 1992, shortly after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russian and 
Sakha were designated “state” languages (Zakon 1992). The languages of other 
indigenous groups received “official” status only in their “areas of settlement” (i.e. 
villages in which indigenous and numerically small peoples predominate). Some 
measures, such as reincorporating the languages into the school system as subjects 
of study, were put in place to encourage the development of Evenki, Eveny, Tundra 
Yukaghir, and Chukchi (Grenoble 2003), but as we discuss below, these languages 
are not visible in the local linguistic landscape. Since the end of the Soviet period, 
high rates of language attrition have been noted among young indigenous people in 
Nizhnekolymsk (Vakhtin 1991).

11.3.2  Chersky at the Present Time

The local nomadic population of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon was heavily influenced by 
Soviet policies aimed at promoting sedentary life (Kolesov 2003). As a consequence 
of collectivization in the 1930s, many small northern villages were first created and 
then consolidated into larger settlements from the late 1950s on (Yaglovsky 2003). 
As the center of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon, Chersky attracted many indigenous people, 
although the vast majority of the population was Russian. In the 1990s, the former 
Soviet military-industrial complex ground to a halt in the region, followed by the 
breakdown of scientific research in the Arctic, and most recently, the crises among 
civil aviation companies. Many researchers and scientists who came to the region 
have returned to the “mainland” of central Russia. This has been a general tendency 
for the Sakha Republic; the process is particularly conspicuous in Chersky, which 
has seen a population decrease from 11,176 in 1989 to 2,707 in 2010 (FSGS 2010). 
According to the unofficial data of the last census, there were 157 Eveny, 491 Sakha, 
1597 Russians, 134 Chukchi, 128 Yukaghirs, 135 Ukrainians, and 53 Tatars in 
Chersky in 2010 (FSGS 2010). Thus, the ethnic groups belonging to the category of 
the small-numbered indigenous peoples of the North (e.g. korennye malochislennye 
narody Severa, such as Eveny, Chukchi, and Yukaghir) constitute 15.5 % of the 
population of Chersky, while in Nizhnekolymsk Rayon as a whole, 33.1 % of the 
population are representatives of these groups. More than half of the population in 
Chersky is Russian, with significant numbers of Sakha and Ukrainians.

11.4  Analysis of the Linguistic Landscape of Chersky

In our research, we analyzed 57 photographs from Chersky, which contained 101 
linguistic landscape elements. This is essentially the entirety of the public linguistic 
landscape in this small settlement. Most of these items were photographed on the 
main streets, Tavrata and Burnasheva, along which such important and essential 
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sites are located, such as the village administration building, the school, the airport, 
the main-square, and grocery stores.

In our analysis, we have identified the following parameters as critical to our 
study: the use of languages of the peoples of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon; the sequence 
and location of the languages, and font size; and other non-linguistic (semiotic) 
aspects, such as the placement of signs and signage, colours, symbols, images. We 
considered the frequency and content of these examples under the following catego-
ries: political posters; memorial and commemorative posters; names of buildings; 
street names; advertising; informational signs; communicative signs (“Thank you 
for your purchase”, etc.); and graffiti. These data are presented in Table 11.1.

11.4.1  Soviet Images as Indicative of Nostalgia 
for the “Golden Age” of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon?

Eight of the 95 examples we collected in the linguistic landscape bear a strong 
resemblance to the political posters and signs of the Soviet era, due to elements such 
as the prevalence of the colour red, banners celebrating the Red Army’s victory over 
Germany during the Second World War (or Great Patriotic War, as it is popularly 
known in Russia) (Fig. 11.1), and rhetoric (“We are proud of our labour,” see Fig. 
11.2).

One of the key themes of political posters in Chersky is patriotism, which 
involves the creation of a new image of Russia as a homogeneous, uniform cultural 
space, expressed in rhetorical terms by a poster entitled “In a United Family” (Fig. 
11.3). In Fig. 11.3, diversity and unity expressed by the central image that repre-
sents the future: a child in the arms of her mother who is dressed in Sakha traditional 
clothing, alongside a Russian man dressed in a Cossack army uniform. This image 
is similar to that of a well-known statue in Yakutsk commemorating the 1641 union 

Table 11.1 Linguistic landscape examples in the settlement of Chersky, analysed by category 
(from 95 photographs taken in April 2014)

Category
Number of 
examples

Political posters (slogans, signs with party logos, for example, ‘United Russia,’ 
election posters)

11

Memorial and commemorative posters 9
Building names 17
Street names 7
Advertisements 10
Informational signs 20
Communicative signs (‘thank you for your purchase’, etc.) 8
Graffiti 13
Total 95

L. Sidorova et al.



141

of Semën Dezhnev, a Cossack, and his Sakha wife Abakayada Süchü (Fig. 11.4). 
The image also depicts them with their child and can be seen as symbolizing the 
unification of Russia and the Sakha Republic, while also underlining the particular 
degree of tolerance in the relations between the two nations.

However, here it is notable that none of the other indigenous groups are depicted: 
this is unity on the level of the major administrative unit (republic), between Sakha 
as a dominant indigenous group, and Russians, or the Russian state.

In Fig. 11.5, an image of a table laden with foods associated with different cul-
tural groups is presented. The poster is entitled: “380 years since the date of entry 
(sic.) of the Republic of Sakha into structure of the Russian state.” Ethnic cuisine 

Fig. 11.1 This banner 
reads, in Russian, “The 9th 
of May. Happy holiday, 
dear veterans!” May 9th, or 
Victory Day, 
commemorates the Red 
Army’s victory in the 
Second World War over 
Germany (in Russia, 
WWII is known as the 
Great Patriotic War)

Fig. 11.2 To the right of 
the polar bear beneath the 
colours of the Russian 
flag—the logo for the 
United Russia political 
party—the Russian text 
reads “We are proud of our 
labour”
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and representatives of all cultural groups are present, dressed in Russian, Sakha, 
Yukaghir, Eveny and Chukchi costumes.2 Despite the ethnic diversity depicted 
through dress and food, the sole language of the posters is Russian. This unilingual-
ity also carries a symbolic meaning, as during the Soviet period Russian was heav-
ily promoted as the language of interethnic communication, which could bring 
together all cultures and groups. This image of plenty is perhaps also commemorat-
ing the Soviet period, or “golden age” of Chersky in the 1970s, a time seen as one 
of safety and abundance for the village and its inhabitants.

2 In the Soviet historiography that deals with the colonial conquest of Siberia, the trope of the vol-
untary “entry” into the Russian state and friendship between peoples dominated. It was then cus-
tomary to present colonial conquest as beneficial for the local peoples, who were depicted as less 
“developed” compared to the Russians (e.g. Bakhrushin and Tokarev 1953). Although there is 
slightly less explicit paternalism in the current representations, the Soviet language of voluntary 
entry and mutual benefit are strongly present today as well.

Fig. 11.3 Underneath the 
black text, “In a united 
family,” in Russian, a 
woman and young child 
appear dressed in 
Sakha-style garments 
beside a man in Cossack 
army uniform

Fig. 11.4 Statue in 
Yakutsk of Cossack Semën 
Dezhnev and Abakayada 
Süchü, and their child
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11.4.2  Chersky as an Arctic Settlement

Chersky’s image as an arctic village is reflected in the district’s emblem, which 
features a white polar bear. While this image is not a strictly linguistic element, 
Elana Shohamy (2006) reminds us of the importance of not restricting language to 
words alone when analyzing the linguistic landscape, and also examining the ide-
ologies reflected in non-verbal semiotic features. She argues that there are “multiple 
ways of representation that are not limited to words but rather include additional 
ways of expression consisting of a variety of creative devices […] such as languag-
ing through music, clothes, gesture, visuals, food […]” (Shohamy 2006:21) 
Therefore, we analyze this polar bear as “speaking”, or making a statement within 
the linguistic landscape about the region’s connections to the Russian Federation. 
The image of the walking bear represents a strong animal that evokes feelings of 
fear and respect at the same time. This image underscores the geopolitical features 
of Russia; it is a northern country with significant territory in the Arctic. It is critical 
to note, though, that this symbolic bear has also been brought to the region by 
incomers; it is not a local indigenous icon. The polar bear is also an emblem of the 
“Polar Airlines” company, which is one of the carriers in Nizhnekolymsk Rayon; 
thus, the image of the bear is widely used in advertising signs around the Chersky 
airport. Overall, this image reflects the connection to the Arctic, as well as to Russia 
as a whole, and is replicated in public places, such as the primary and secondary 
schools, where the identities of the young students of Chersky are being formed 
(Fig. 11.6). While it is indeed a local animal, it is important to stress that the polar 

Fig. 11.5 The uppermost 
poster of people in 
traditional dress standing 
before a festive feast 
features Russian text 
reading “380 years since 
the entry of the Republic 
of Sakha (Yakutia) into the 
Russian state”. Below it, 
we see a poster introducing 
the four local Communist 
party members underneath 
the image of a large 
ice-breaking ship. The bold 
white text reads, in 
Russian, “For the revival of 
the Arctic!”
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bear image as a symbol of strength and power is not typically used within Chukchi, 
Even, or Yukaghir culture. Rather, this is again a remnant of the legacy of the devel-
opment of the region by outsiders.

11.4.3  Images of the Indigenous Peoples of the North: 
Between Folklore and Exoticism

Images of the indigenous peoples of Chersky also play a central role in political 
advertising. Dressed in national costumes, the people in these posters are a repre-
sentation of the ‘multiethnic family of nations’ of the North. This representation 
leans very much on the old Soviet model, which also carefully delineated the 
spheres in which ethnic identity could be expressed. Images of dancing Yukaghir or 
Chukchi people are heavily folklorized to produce a collective image of Northern 
peoples, and imply that the value of these people lies in their exoticism. This repre-
sentation is stable and unchanging. Further notable is the fact that while the folklor-
ized images are present, the indigenous languages of these peoples are not featured 
on any of our 44 examples. The languages by their very absence, also underscore an 
exotic and unchanging image of indigenous inhabitants. We suggest that their 
absence implies both exoticism and anachronism, inferring that there is no need to 
keep something which has no real value to modern life.

Thus, the scope and spread of the images is restricted to the sphere of folklore; 
this is furthered by the fact that the images of dancing and singing indigenous peo-
ples are concentrated in the center of the building advertising the revival of local 
culture. According to Seitel (2002:6), the process of folklorization involves the “re- 
styling the expressions [of culture] so that they become less complex aesthetically 
and semantically. They thus reify the notion of a dominant culture (the one whose 
knowledge informs and is developed by official administrative and educational 
institutions) [in which] folklore is not as complex or meaningful as the products of 

Fig. 11.6 Below the polar 
bear, the text in Russian 
reads “Chersky 
Comprehensive Primary 
School”
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high, elite, or official cultural processes.” This folklorization of the culture of minor-
ity groups is a phenomenon characteristic of many northern Russian communities 
as well as other regions of the former Soviet Union (see Shay 2002; Foxall 2015), 
and Chersky is no exception. Part of the reason why indigenous languages do not 
appear on signs may also be the common stereotype that these minority languages 
are not written, even though written standards were indeed developed in the early 
Soviet period (Vakhtin 2001; Grenoble 2003) (Fig. 11.7).

11.4.4  The Social Role of the Indigenous Languages 
of Nizhnekolysmk Rayon

Our assessment revealed that the dominant language in the linguistic landscape is 
overwhelmingly Russian. Of the 95 items, 77 appear in Russian, with two being 
bilingual in both Russian and Sakha. Four examples include English, including 
graffiti on the walls and an airport reminder that Chersky is a border zone. Table 11.2 
shows the frequency of use of the different languages.

In terms of bilingual examples, there are only two: one case of Russian-English 
and another of Russian-Sakha. As noted, English is found on an information sign at 
the airport, calling travelers’ attention to the fact that they are entering the border 
zone (Fig. 11.8).

Sakha is a state language of the Sakha Republic alongside Russian and, at pres-
ent, use of the language is high among the indigenous population of Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon. While historically Sakha had been used as a lingua franca prior to the spread 
of Russian in this region, Yakutization did not become a strong trend until much 
more recently. As mentioned earlier, while most of the indigenous population in 
Nizhnekolymsk Rayon speaks some Sakha, the language only became widely dis-
tributed and implemented in the education system in the region during the 1970s. 

Fig. 11.7 This sculptured 
image on the building 
corner depicts a figure with 
a drum. No text is present
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This contributed, alongside Russian, to the formation of a new Soviet-era cultural 
identity in which Sakha was elevated over the other indigenous languages of the 
territory.

One instance of Sakha language use that we observed was on a poster in the 
center of Chersky. It depicts an alaas (a shallow depression in the melted perma-
frost), used by Sakha as a place to establish homesteads, graze animals, and collect 
fish and berries. The poster also features proverbs in Sakha about the alaas, such as 
“doidu surakhtaakh, alaas aattaakh” (every place has its renown, each alaas—its 
name), which are also translated into Russian. The showcasing of this landform 
(which is a natural phenomenon characteristic of the central regions of the Sakha 
Republic but not of its arctic zone)3 can be taken as a reminder of attempts to create 
a unified and symbolic cultural identity of the Sakha Republic (based on Sakha 
language and lifeways) that also erases the distinct and diverse cultural and geo-
graphical characteristics of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon.

11.4.5  Graffiti: A Contemporary Element of the Settlement

Graffiti noted by the authors consisted primarily of names and showcased the use of 
invective language in Russian. Examples are located on walls throughout Chersky, 
but are mainly present in the residential sector of the village. The authors are obvi-
ously young villagers, who seem to use whatever paint is available; the graffiti do not 
stand out with any intensity or brightness, but do add some colour to the living space 
of the village. Most graffiti are in the Latin script, if not in English (see Fig. 11.9).

3 See Footnote 2 in Chap. 19 of this volume.

Table 11.2 Frequency of use of the languages of ethnic groups in the linguistic landscape of 
Chersky (from 101 photographs taken in April 2014)

Russian Sakha English Chukchi Yukaghir Evenki Even

Number of examples 77 6 12 (including 7 
graffiti)

0 0 0 0

Fig. 11.8 The text in 
Russian at the top of the 
sign is similar to that of the 
English presented on the 
bottom: “Attention! Border 
zone! Entry (passage) only 
with passes and identity 
documents”
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The phenomenon of graffiti in Russia is often thought to have been imported 
from Western culture, but it also has Russian roots. Especially common in Russian 
graffiti (as in many cultures, the world over, since ancient times) is the phrase “Zdes’ 
byl ya”, or “I was here.” None of the graffiti we photographed defaced or challenged 
other signage, but rather seemed to function as a way for youth to simply mark their 
presence in the settlement.

11.5  Conclusion

A study of the linguistic landscape of Chersky reveals that the languages of the 
indigenous peoples of Nizhnekolymsk Rayon are absent, despite the fact that a third 
of the population is comprised of Yukaghir, Chukchi and Eveny people. Their lan-
guages are not used on posters, signs or advertising, though folkloric images of 
indigenous northerners are present. Despite the popular idea that Nizhnekolymsk 
Rayon is a highly multilingual community, we see here that linguistic diversity has 
been reduced to only two languages—Russian and Sakha—a situation which 
reflects the hierarchy of languages in the Sakha Republic, and the status of Russian 
and Sakha as state languages. The use of Sakha highlights as well the process of 
Yakutization that has been ongoing over the past century both in education and 
public life, leading to many ethnically Yukaghir, Chukchi and Even individuals 
speaking Sakha but not always their own indigenous languages—which are still 
symbolically marked as “official” in Nizhnekolymsk Rayon. This official status is 
not corroborated by the actual status of these languages as used in the region, which 
speaks to threats to the stability of the cultures of these indigenous minorities.

The dominant language of the linguistic landscape is Russian, and the non- 
linguistic (semiotic) aspects of the characters, colours, and figures indicate a 
 predominance of images that evoke the Soviet period. Many images hearken back 
to a harmonious multiethnic environment evoked through the Soviet rhetoric of 
internationalism, depicted by ethnic groups in Nizhnekolymsk Rayon in national 
costumes. The frequent use of the Russian language again highlights the significant 
socio- political role of Russian as a language of interethnic communication and the 
official language of memory, history and ideology.

Fig. 11.9 Graffiti on the 
side of a building, with the 
English word “Ghost” in 
the center
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Chapter 12
Barriers to Sustainable Health Promotion 
and Injury Prevention in the Northwest 
Territories, Canada

Audrey R. Giles, Lauren A. Brooks-Cleator, and Catherine T.R. Glass

Abstract In this chapter, we examine barriers to providing sustainable health pro-
motion and injury prevention programs in Northwest Territories (NWT), Canada. In 
the context of increasing healthcare costs in Canada, developing sustainable health-
care programs is especially relevant. Using a multiple case study methodology and 
a framework developed by Schell et al. (Implement Sci 8(15): 1–9, 2013), we evalu-
ate the sustainability of two health promotion and injury prevention programs: 
Elders in Motion (EIM) and the NWT Aquatics Program. We apply Schell et al.’s 
(Implement Sci 8(15): 1–9, 2013) nine domains of capacity for sustainability to 
each program to illustrate the challenges of developing health programs in northern 
Canada. Our results suggest that largest barriers to sustainable health promotion and 
injury prevention programs in the NWT relate to program content and delivery, 
financial issues, and staffing. These findings can inform future health promotion and 
injury prevention strategies that are intended to improve health outcomes in north-
ern Canada.

Keywords Health promotion • Injury prevention • Sustainability • Elders • 
Drowning

12.1  Introduction

In studies completed in northern Canada, the term “sustainability” is typically used 
to refer to resource development. Yet, sustainability in reference to public health is 
an area that is also deserving of attention. In this chapter, we examine the capacity 
for sustainability in programs that involve two aspects of public health, health pro-
motion and injury prevention, in Canada’s most populated territory, Northwest 
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Territories (NWT). The World Health Organization (2015) defines health promotion 
as “the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their 
health. It moves beyond a focus on individual behaviour towards a wide range of 
social and environmental interventions” (para 1). Injury prevention on the other 
hand, includes activities to prevent, reduce, treat, and/or ameliorate injury-related 
death and disability (Hemenway et al. 2006). Sustainable health promotion and 
injury prevention efforts are especially necessary given rising healthcare costs that 
are occurring in Canada, and in light of increasing fiscal restraint and the retreat of 
the welfare state. Using a qualitative multiple case study and the framework devel-
oped by Schell et al. (2013), we assess the capacity for the sustainability of two 
NWT programs that involve health promotion and injury prevention components: 
Elders in Motion (EIM) and the NWT Aquatics Program.

12.1.1  Sustainable Public Health in the North

Sustainability within the realm of public health can be understood as a collection of 
contextual and organizational factors that allow for a program to be maintained over 
time (Schell et al. 2013). Scheirer and Dearing (2011) identified sustainability out-
comes as a program’s ability to maintain its activities, benefits to clients, organiza-
tional practices, community level partnerships, and salience of the program’s core 
issue. In order to achieve these outcomes, Schell et al. (2013) developed a new 
framework of public health capacity for sustainability that was based on a compre-
hensive literature review and concept mapping process. This framework identifies 
nine domains of capacity for sustainability:

• Political support: the political environment that impacts program support, activ-
ities, and acceptance

• Funding stability: the ability for long term planning based on stable funding 
sources

• Partnerships: the relationships between the program and target communities
• Organizational capacity: the resources required to manage and run program 

activities
• Program evaluation: collecting data and evaluating program outcomes and 

activities
• Program adaptation: the ability to respond and modify program to ensure 

efficacy
• Communications: the dissemination of program activities and outcomes with 

decision-makers, stakeholders, and the public
• Public health impact: the program’s impact on a target community’s health 

perceptions, attitudes and behaviours
• Strategic planning: the process that dictates program content, delivery, and 

outcomes
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Researchers, funders, and practitioners can apply the nine domains to small, 
community-level projects or larger programs. These domains are important to con-
sider, as programs that are sustainable are more likely to produce healthier commu-
nities and long-lasting effects (Schediac-Rizkallah and Bone 1998).

The development of sustainable health promotion and injury prevention efforts is 
essential for decreasing health care spending in Canada, particularly in the North, 
where health care costs are the highest (Canadian Institute for Health Information 
2013). A study by the Canadian Institute for Health Information (2013) that docu-
mented health expenditures from 1975 to 2013 found that NWT has the second 
highest (behind Nunavut) per capita cost at $10,686 or 9.0 % of the total health 
expenditure-to-territorial GDP ratio. As such, the creation of sustainable public 
health is key for the financial sustainability of the territory.

12.1.2  Elders in Motion

In 2009, the NWT Recreation and Parks Association (NWTRPA) partnered with the 
Canadian Centre for Activity and Aging (CCAA), which is based out of Western 
University in London, Ontario (CCAA n.d.), to establish Elders in Motion (EIM). 
To implement this program in NWT, community members rely on the NWTRPA for 
training, partial funding, and support with program development. Staff members 
from the NWTRPA train program leaders from NWT to deliver EIM in their com-
munities, so that once implemented, the program can be maintained in the commu-
nities with little to no involvement from the NWTRPA (CCAA n.d.).

Typically, program leaders are recreation coordinators, community health repre-
sentatives, Elder coordinators, and/or home support workers. EIM can be led in a 
recreation facility or home-based setting and aims to be inclusive of older adults 
with various ranges of independence and mobility. EIM consists of multiple activi-
ties and programs that are designed to help older adults lead active, healthy lives. A 
significant part of EIM is the Active Living Exercise Program that was adapted from 
the CCAA’s Home Support Exercise Program for older adults in southern Canada, 
and which consists of 10 easy, but effective exercises for older adults (CCAA n.d). 
To adapt the Home Support Exercise Program for EIM, the NWTRPA modified the 
CCAA’s program documents, materials, and audio/visual material to include north-
ern people, images, voices, music, and themes. Other activities included in EIM are 
Balls and Balance Exercises, band exercises, Nordic walking, and walking bingo.

The NWTRPA’s Active Communities Coordinator visits the communities 
involved with EIM throughout the year to help program leaders plan events; to give 
them ideas on motivating Elders to attend and on new activities to include; and to 
provide continuous support to the program leaders (NWTRPA n.d.). There is also an 
annual Training Gathering for EIM that includes training opportunities, best prac-
tices tips, Active Elder Awards, and discussions among participants (NWTRPA 
2009). To help finance EIM program costs, program leaders can apply for a $2500 
grant from the NWTRPA. EIM is supported financially by the Government of NWT 
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Departments of Health and Social Services, and Municipal and Community Affairs. 
EIM can be considered both a health promotion and injury prevention program 
because it helps Elders to become more physically active or maintain physical activ-
ity, which can play an important role in decreasing the risk of injuries.

12.1.3  NWT Aquatics Program

People have used NWT’s bodies of water for recreation, transportation, and subsis-
tence since time immemorial. The NWT Above Ground Pool Program (now NWT 
Aquatics Program) began in 1967 when the territory’s first above ground pool was 
constructed in Fort Simpson. The program grew a great deal and soon seasonal 
swimming pools were constructed in municipal garages, arenas, and curling rinks 
across the North during summer months and seasonal waterfronts began operating 
in communities without pools. The NWT Aquatics Program quickly became a pop-
ular and prominent part of NWT’s recreation programming. Originally a NWT gov-
ernment initiative, each summer, hundreds of southerners, typically college and 
university students, would apply for positions to run pools and waterfronts across 
the North (for further history, see Giles et al. 2007).

The program’s initial goal was to have southern-based lifeguards and swimming 
instructors train local Aboriginal people to eventually run pools and waterfronts 
themselves, which would provide northern youth with the opportunity to learn and 
practice leadership skills. Shortly after the program’s inception, drowning preven-
tion was added as an additional goal (Giles et al. 2007). In its peak year of operation, 
1997, the Program operated 41 aquatics programs in NWT (including what is now 
Nunavut): 21 pools, eight seasonal waterfronts, seven short-term waterfronts (where 
staff would visit the community to offer lessons rather than staying there), and five 
programs where people were bussed to neighbouring communities to access aquat-
ics activities (Szabo 2002).

Despite its long duration in NWT, the program has struggled to produce northern 
aquatic leaders, and the number of aquatic facilities and programs has decreased 
dramatically since the program’s peak years. Additionally, the drowning rate in 
NWT still remains six to ten times the national average in any given year (Canadian 
Red Cross 2013). The NWT Aquatics Program’s focus on water, boat, and ice safety 
renders it an injury prevention program, while the non-structured activities offered 
at aquatic facilities provide NWT residents with opportunities for physical activity 
and thus health promotion.

12.2  Methodology

We used a multiple case study approach to understand issues related to sustainabil-
ity in Elders in Motion and the NWT Aquatics Program. A case study is “both a 
process of inquiry about the case and the product of that inquiry” (Stake 2005:444). 
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A multiple case study approach is used to jointly examine a number of cases to 
understand a population, phenomenon, or general condition (Stake 2005). This 
approach is useful when the chosen cases will lead to better understanding about a 
larger collection of cases (Stake 2005); in this instance two public health programs 
in the North.

12.3  Methods

To investigate the capacity for sustainability of the programs, we employed a variety 
of qualitative research methods. For EIM, we used semi-structured interviews and 
archival research. For the NWT Aquatics Program, we used semi-structured inter-
views, focus groups, and archival research. The data that we gathered for this chap-
ter were originally gathered for larger research projects by A. R. Giles (2006–2014) 
and L. A. Brooks-Cleator (2012–2014).

12.3.1  EIM

To examine EIM, Brooks-Cleator conducted nine semi-structured interviews: two 
with NWTRPA staff (Executive Director and Active Communities Coordinator), 
and seven with EIM program leaders from five different NWT communities, for a 
total of nine interviews. The program leaders included two Community Health 
Representatives, one Home Support Worker, and four Recreation/Health Promotion 
workers. The interview questions focused on the challenges and successes program 
leaders faced when implementing and sustaining EIM, the cultural relevancy of the 
program, the effectiveness of EIM, and their experiences with EIM training and 
activities. She also conducted archival research that included reviews of NWTRPA 
annual reports from 2009 to 2013, an evaluation of EIM that occurred in 2010, 
booklets about the Balls and Balance exercises and the Active Living Exercise 
Program, and training manuals for program leaders (Caseñas and Kalsbeek 2006).

12.3.2  NWT Aquatics Program

To examine the NWT Aquatics Program, Giles and her research assistants con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with 120 residents from seven NWT and Nunavut 
communities (formerly part of NWT). Interview participants included past and cur-
rent program staff, as well as community youth, adults, and Elders. Giles also con-
ducted archival research with newspapers, territorial government documents, and 
municipal government documents. For both research projects, participants were 
given the option for their own names to be used or to remain anonymous.
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12.3.3  Analysis

To analyze the data we used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analy-
sis. Braun and Clarke (2006) described a six-step approach to thematic analysis. 
Giles analyzed the data related to the NWT Aquatics Program and Brooks-Cleator 
analyzed the data related to EIM. First, we familiarized ourselves with the tran-
scribed interview data by (re)reading it and taking note of initial ideas. Second, we 
generated initial codes to systematically identify and organize all the data. We 
developed these codes by searching for ideas and quotes that related to the sustain-
ability of the programs, such as funding, motivation of participants, community 
support, etc. Third, we arranged the codes into potential themes and reviewed the 
results to ensure that they fit in both their original context as well as the generated 
theme. Fifth, we concisely labelled the themes to reflect the message that we wanted 
the analysis to deliver. Finally, in the sixth step, we selected the most appropriate 
and compelling quotations from the data that supported the generated themes and 
that related to the research questions and literature reviewed, including Schell et al.’s 
(2013) nine domains of capacity for sustainability. To support the rigour of the 
study, the authors consulted each other on the results for this chapter and selected 
those with the greatest overlap.

12.4  Results and Discussion

After using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six stage approach to thematic analysis, we 
then identified three main themes in the data that were found to affect the sustain-
ability of both EIM and the NWT Aquatics program: program content and delivery, 
financial issues, and staffing. All of these factors are especially relevant to the sus-
tainability of programs in the NWT as they each relate to Schell et al.’s (2013) core 
domains that affect a program’s capacity for sustainability. Below, we discuss how 
each theme pertains to each program and the key core domains that relate to each 
theme.

12.4.1  Program Content and Delivery

EIM Many of the program leaders discussed how the content of the EIM program 
is not relevant, in terms of the activities, language, etc., for all of the Elders in their 
communities. The leaders thought this irrelevance may have resulted in Elders being 
less likely to attend the program. One of the program leaders, Roslyn Firth, men-
tioned how “the culture makes people a little bit reluctant to join in to something 
that is like a standardized series of exercises. It’s a bit difficult to engage those 
people” (personal communication, 19 June 2013). Another program leader noted, 

A.R. Giles et al.



157

“we had to really try hard to encourage most of them…A lot of them lead traditional 
lives too, so they are out on the land and hunting and fishing and whatever” 
(Anonymous, personal communication, 19 June 2013).

With the delivery of the program, it seems that a significant factor for the sustain-
ability of the program is dependent on where the program can be held. In most of 
the communities, the program can only be held if a recreation or community centre 
space is donated or if there is another common area for Elders to meet. One program 
leader discussed how it is difficult to sustain the program because the community 
centre for the older adults was closed down: “actually, we used to have it here at the 
[seniors centre], the old folks home, but now they closed the centre down…That’s 
one of the reasons why we quit too because we don’t have any space to do it and 
everybody just lost interest” (Anonymous, personal communication, 19 June 2013).

NWT Aquatics Program The NWT Aquatics Program’s content is largely dic-
tated by the curriculum produced by organizations that offer nation-wide water 
safety programs (such as the Canadian Red Cross Society and the Lifesaving Society 
of Canada) and by federal boating regulations produced by Transport Canada. The 
content of these programs and regulations are typically developed by and for those 
who live in the Canadian South, and taught by those who work in NWT on a sea-
sonal basis.

We found that programs and regulations often do not reflect content that many 
northerners deem important, and those who offer the programs often have little or 
no knowledge of water, boat, and ice safety in a northern context or of traditional 
knowledge. For example, residents of Pangnirtung, Nunavut, noted that Transport 
Canada’s pre-departure checklist does not include a harpoon, ammunition, or a 
knife, all of which they deem crucial for safety (Giles et al. 2013). Similarly, resi-
dents of Fort Simpson, NWT, described the importance of the Dene practice of 
making an offering of tobacco to the water prior to using it, which also is not 
included in water safety curricula. Community members in Taloyoak, Nunavut, 
detailed traditional Inuit knowledge that they have about resuscitation of a drowning 
victim that refers to the practice of not wiping away bubbles that form around a 
person’s mouth, and noted that this practice is not included in water safety instruc-
tional materials (Giles et al. 2007). In all of the communities in which we conducted 
research, members noted that swimming lessons are often too similar to school in 
their structure and that this is a deterrent to local children’s participation.

The issues associated with program content and delivery for both programs relate 
to three of Schell et al.’s (2013) core domains that affect a program’s capacity for 
sustainability: organizational capacity, which relates to the resources required to 
deliver the program; program adaptation, which is how the program is adapted to 
ensure effectiveness; and partnerships, which involve the connections between the 
program and the community in which it is offered. NWT is unique with its 11 offi-
cial languages, and because each community in NWT differs significantly in terms 
of its resources, infrastructure, size, geography, and demographics (Education, 
Culture, and Employment 2015; Municipal and Community Affairs n.d.). Not every 
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community has the same organizational capacity or adaptability needed to run a 
program; the consequent variations in activity success rates can lead to challenges 
in territory-wide program sustainability. As a result, it is difficult to organize pro-
grams and adapt resources in ways that address diverse languages, cultures, and 
local capacity in the territory. To support greater sustainability, both EIM and the 
NWT Aquatics Program need to form stronger partnerships with communities and 
need to adapt to address each community’s specific needs.

12.4.2  Financial Issues

EIM The most common factor that was identified to be affecting the sustainability 
of EIM in NWT communities was financial constraints. A lack of finances to rent 
facilities, to transport Elders to facilities, and financial instability were all con-
straints highlighted by the majority of program leaders. One program leader dis-
cussed the importance of a program like EIM but she noted that “the main [challenge] 
was just having to seek funding and that the funding was you know, just enough for 
a few classes. The challenge part was the financial part. The program itself was 
awesome” (Anonymous, personal communication, 24 June 2013). The finances to 
sustain the program over the long term are just not available. One program leader 
mentioned that the community was just “starting to get a little more Elders coming 
up in the spring, until we ran out of funding” (Anonymous, personal communica-
tion, 24 June 2013). The sustainability of EIM is also significantly influenced by the 
funding for staff positions. The contract positions that are funded by grants end once 
the grant is finished, resulting in program termination. One program leader dis-
cussed his frustration with the unpredictability of funding: “it’s kind of always up in 
the air with the funding and stuff like that. They say it’s a term position from now 
until March 31st and they say we’ll have to see if we get our funding again” 
(Anonymous, personal communication, 12 July 2013).

NWT Aquatics Program Originally, the NWT Aquatics Program was delivered 
by the Government of NWT. In the late 1990s, the program was transferred to the 
NWT Recreation and Parks Association, which is a not for profit, non-governmental 
organization. At the same time, the government devolved increasing financial power 
to communities. As a result, rather than communities applying for funding 
 specifically for aquatics programming, communities were instead given blocks of 
funding for which they determined their own priorities (Giles et al. 2007). While 
increased local control has tremendous benefits for communities, it also creates a 
situation whereby funding for aquatics programs enters into direct competition for 
funding with items like roads, water, and sewers.

Participants noted the prohibitive costs of running aquatics programs, particu-
larly swimming pools, which are especially expensive to operate due to the high 
levels of maintenance. Further, due to a shortage of qualified northern residents, 
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pools are typically staffed by seasonal workers from the South. Jessie, a former pool 
employee and Geoff, the NWTRPA’s Executive Director noted that it would be 
more cost effective to hire northerners, as that would eliminate the customary prac-
tice of northern communities paying for a southern pool supervisor’s flights and 
accommodations in the North (Jessie, personal communication, 27 June 2006; 
G. Ray, personal communication, 10 December 2014).

Receiving enough funding to run programs in a way that would meet residents’ 
needs and not result in deficits to other community programs was found to be a 
significant challenge to sustaining both EIM and the NWT Aquatics Program. This 
relates directly to three of Schell et al.’s (2013) core domains: funding stability, 
which involves the stable funding required to make long-term plans; political sup-
port, which includes strong relationships between the program’s umbrella organiza-
tion and all levels of government; and partnerships within each community. To 
sustain the programs and to allow for long-term planning and program develop-
ment, stable funding sources are necessary and require strong political support. 
Since aquatics programming is controlled by local community governments, part-
nerships between local governments could play an important role in reducing costs 
(for instance, through sharing the cost of bringing in an individual to train northern-
ers). The same is true for EIM, but support would need to be coordinated at all levels 
of government.

12.4.3  Staffing

EIM Participants reported that not only was funding for staff to run EIM an issue; 
acquiring and maintaining knowledgeable staff was also a challenge for program 
sustainability. If the staff were not trained in delivering EIM due to a lack of knowl-
edge or lack of training opportunities during short-term contracts, there would be no 
one to run the program. One program leader mentioned, “the regular girl that did 
the Elder Day Program, she wasn’t hired the second year and the girl that got it the 
second year didn’t really do much exercises” (Anonymous, personal communica-
tion, 12 July 2013). Another common issue across many of the communities in 
NWT is that there are usually only a few individuals who look after delivering rec-
reation and physical activity programs in communities. There is not enough staffing 
capacity to maintain the programs, especially if they are not a priority in the 
 communities. Roslyn identified this issues when she explained that the challenge of 
sustaining the EIM program:

is having a staff person who can dedicate their time to delivering the program, ‘cause you 
know we have all of the usual social issues that the communities in the North have…So the 
people who took the training, myself and the others, we already have full time jobs, so I 
think where everything broke down was, or one of the big reasons was, we were already 
working and so it’s hard to add another responsibility into our day…There are so many 
ideas and great programs that come from the NWTRPA…but they don’t always work 
because we don’t have the capacity (R. Firth, personal communication, 19 June 2013).
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Retaining staff and having adequate human resources available to begin with is a 
common challenge. One program leader mentioned that the community “did have 
an Elders coordinator, but she’s going back to school” (Anonymous, personal com-
munication, 12 July 2013). While attending school is important, it meant that there 
was no longer a trained individual available to run EIM, which resulted in the com-
munity program’s cessation; this demonstrated how important key individuals are in 
the small, northern communities for sustaining health promotion programs.

NWT Aquatics Program In its early years and until the early 1990s, the NWT 
Aquatics Program had little trouble attracting southern seasonal staff to work for the 
program. As a government employee who used to be affiliated with the program 
stated:

I think [it] was an allure, you know, the northern frontier…Canada’s Arctic…and to a cer-
tain extent you were able to entice university students…to come up North, and, and to get 
free housing: come work in the land of the midnight sun and play in a pool all summer and 
we will pay you…and you don’t have any expenses (Anonymous, personal communication, 
11 February 2007).

Nevertheless, as wages for aquatics staff in southern Canada became more competi-
tive and as travel to the Arctic became more common, it became harder to attract 
qualified southerners to work in the North. While perhaps the most straightforward 
solution would be to train northerners to run the pools and waterfronts, especially 
given their knowledge of northern cultures and waterways, such initiatives have 
proven to be extremely difficult to achieve. The certification process to become a 
lifeguard, swimming instructor, and pool operator is costly and time intensive. It is 
made all the more difficult by the fact that most pools in NWT are only three feet 
deep and the skills that lifeguards are required to learn and perfect require deep 
water. As a government employee noted:

aquatics is a very responsible position when you are 17, 18, 19, 20, you know, the lives of 
people are in your hands, you’re responsible for them. You can make the same money in 
pumping gas or mowing lawns or maybe do labour. Sometimes it’s not a hard choice for 
people to do that (anonymous, personal communication, 18 June 2006).

Further, as a former government employee pointed out, “it’s really hard to retain 
any local people that you have recruited because of the huge job market in the 
NWT” (Anonymous, personal communication, 11 February 2007).

While many residents we interviewed stated that they would like to see local 
people hired to work at the pool because they would be familiar with the commu-
nity, its culture, and its residents, most felt that the most important issue was that the 
employee was adequately trained. As Mary, a resident of Taloyoak stated, “[i]t 
doesn’t bother me whether it is a person who comes from this community or if the 
person comes from the South. The most important thing is that the person knows 
what they’re doing about safety instruction and the person is certified about the 
pool” (Mary, personal communication, 25 June 2006).

Both programs demonstrate that even when the funding is available, if qualified 
staff are not hired and/or retained, it becomes challenging if not impossible for the 
programs to be sustained. Staffing is directly related to Schell et al.’s (2013) core 

A.R. Giles et al.



161

domains of funding stability and partnerships, but also to organizational capacity. 
Recruiting and hiring appropriate staff are issues across many sectors, especially 
healthcare, in NWT (Health and Social Services 2014). Having stable funds to hire 
long-term staff not only attracts suitable applicants, but also increases the likelihood 
of staff retention and program sustainability. For both EIM and the NWT Aquatics 
Program, hiring local staff is important for improving the communities’ economies, 
incorporating community culture, and developing skills in community members. 
However, this can only be done through the development of meaningful partner-
ships between the parent organization of the program and the communities in which 
the programs are offered. The programs need to be seen as important and worth-
while by community members in order to encourage local people to work with and 
sustain them. This also directly relates to the core domain of organizational capac-
ity, as appropriate staff with knowledge of the community members and their tradi-
tions and cultures are those who are best situated to successfully deliver sustainable 
programs.

12.5  Conclusion

As we have demonstrated throughout this chapter, discussions of sustainability in a 
northern context must include public health, specifically health promotion and 
injury prevention programs. Given the diversity of NWT and the potential impact of 
these programs to improve the health of northern residents and address the rising 
costs of healthcare provision in the North, understanding how these programs can 
be sustained over the long-term is crucial. By examining EIM and the NWT 
Aquatics Program, we have shown that there are three main factors to consider for 
improving the sustainability of public health programs in the North: program con-
tent and delivery, financial stability, and staffing. We demonstrated through our case 
analysis and discussion of Schell et al.’s (2013) core domains that northern health 
and injury prevention programs are susceptible to various sustainability issues. 
While all of the domains are linked, EIM and the NWT Aquatics Program are spe-
cifically affected by organizational capacity, program adaptation, political support, 
funding stability, and partnerships. Analyzing these two programs allows us to con-
sider how other public health programs in Canada’s North can be established, 
advanced, and maintained to improve northerners’ overall health, quality of life, and 
self-determination in community specific contexts.
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Chapter 13
Foreign Bodies in the Russian North: 
On the Physiological and Psychological 
Adaptation of Soviet Settlers and ‘Oil Nomads’ 
to the Oil-Rich Arctic

Rémy Rouillard

Abstract Based on more than a year of ethnographic field research in the Nenets 
Autonomous Okrug (NAO) in the Barents Sea region, as well as on a review of the 
literature existing in the field of Arctic medicine in Russia, this chapter focuses on 
the various discourses regarding adaptation to the Arctic of two groups who share 
the same ethnic background: the Russian settlers who arrived in the NAO to be 
involved in oil and gas prospecting, and the shift-workers – described as “oil 
nomads” in the chapter – who have been coming to the district since the mid-2000s 
from southern and central Russia to extract the oil discovered by their predecessors. 
This chapter examines the evolution of medical knowledge on adaptation to the 
Arctic from the Soviet period to the current day. I show that depictions of the bodies 
of settlers and oil nomads in both recent medical knowledge and popular discourses 
support the changes taking place in the organization of the workforce in the NAO, 
changes which appear to favor the oil nomads.

Keywords Russian Arctic • Oil industry • Medical sciences • Adaptation • 
Shift-work

13.1  Introduction

In the winter of 2009, I was invited by a group of oil workers employed by a com-
pany operating in the arctic region of the Nenets Autonomous Okrug1 (NAO; Fig. 
13.1) to go for shashlyki (barbeque) “in nature” outside of the okrug’s capital, 

1 “Okrug” translates into “district” in English.
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Naryan-Mar.2 As I was putting meat on the metal skewers, I made several small cuts 
on my fingers, which stubbornly refused to coagulate. Not understanding this, I 
showed my hands to one of the guests who had arrived a few months earlier from 
central Russia. “The level of oxygen is different here, you haven’t been here long 
enough. It’s like that for everyone who is not from here”, he remarked. This was one 
of several events which led me to wonder about what arriving in an arctic region 
such as the NAO does to the bodies of those who are not from there, especially as 
the circumpolar world witnesses the growing presence of extractive industries and 
their workers.

In this chapter, I will examine medical knowledge as well as popular discourses 
commonly heard in the okrug regarding the health consequences of the arrival of 
outsiders to the Russian Arctic, discourses in which the notion of adaptation is cen-
tral. More precisely, I will discuss the evolution of medical knowledge on the topic 
of adaptation to the Arctic from the Soviet period to the present day concerning two 
groups who most often share the same ethnic background, yet have come to the 
region in two different political, economic and ideological eras: the predominantly- 
Russian settlers who arrived in the NAO between the 1960s and 1980s to take part 
in oil and gas prospecting, and who now comprise the majority of the okrug’s 48,000 
inhabitants; and the “oil nomads”, those 10,000 people who, since the mid-2000s, 

2 Naryan-Mar was founded in 1929 and means“Red Town” in the language of indigenous Nenets.

Fig. 13.1 Nenets autonomous Okrug, Reference map (Ahlenius and UNEP/GRID-Arendal 2012)
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have arrived in the district as shift-workers from southern and central Russia to 
extract the oil discovered by their predecessors (Stammler and Peskov 2008).3

In the post-Soviet context, these discourses on adaptation bear on some of the 
issues associated with the colonial concept of “acclimatization”, namely its prob-
lematic differentiation. Contrary to the colonial period, where differentiation was 
based on the various origins of the colonizers and the colonized – which served to 
justify their respective position in the political and socioeconomic hierarchies – in 
today’s NAO, such differentiation is based on the ancestry of arrival to the okrug, in 
different political, economic and ideological contexts.

The data supporting this chapter stems from 14 months of ethnographic field 
research between 2008 and 2013 in two regions of the NAO where Nenets reindeer 
herders share the territory they migrate on with oil workers (Fig. 13.2). The first site 
is the island of Kolguev where nearly four hundred Nenets herders and villagers 
have as their “neighbours” two alternating shifts of 200 workers employed by 
Arktikmorneftegazrazvedka4 (AMNGR). The other region is the Bolshezemelskaya 
Tundra (“Big Land Tundra”) where seven herding brigades of the Kharp (“Northern 
Lights” in Nenets) agricultural cooperative migrate. It is also the site of one of the 
okrug’s largest extraction sites, the Yuzhnoe-Khylchuyu5 site where some 600 
workers are based. This extraction site has been developed by both Lukoil and 

3 In this chapter I will not discuss the health issues nor the depiction in medical literature or popular 
discourses of the Nenets people, who are indigenous to the region and who represent 7000 of the 
okrug’s residents. I discuss these matters and, more generally, the consequences of the Soviet and 
post-Soviet projects of oil-related developments on the Nenets way of life elsewhere (see Rouillard 
2013).
4 “Arctic and Sea Oil and Gas Exploration”.
5 “Southern-Khylchuyu,” named after the river called by the Nenets “Khylchuyu”.

Fig. 13.2 Nenets autonomous Okrug: physical geography (Source: Dallmann 2009)
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ConocoPhillips’ joint-venture company, Naryanmarneftegaz.6 During my visits, 
which lasted between one and two weeks each at the AMNGR and 
Naryanmarfneftegaz sites, I conducted semi-structured interviews with the oil 
workers. I also encountered several oil workers and settlers during stays in Naryan-
Mar, with whom I conducted participant observation as well as semi-structured 
interviews. Finally, this chapter is also based on archival sources and discussions 
with medical scientists and health care specialists in Naryan-Mar, at the Arkhangelsk 
Northern State Medical University, and in Moscow.

13.2  The Roots of Adaptation

The history of the concept of adaptation can be traced back to the notion of acclima-
tization born in the colonial period. Questions concerning the ability of humans to 
adapt to various natural environments and the effects of these environments on 
human constitutions first emerged in the eighteenth century, in the context of colo-
nization (Osborne 2000). Different opinions circulated as to whether it was possible 
for human bodies to acclimatize to other climates, namely to those of the colonized 
countries, or if such changes were too drastic for bodies – specifically those of the 
colonizers – to be transplanted into other climates. Livingstone (1991:417) relates 
the words of British assistant surgeon A. Thomson, who, in the middle of the nine-
teenth century and following his experience in colonial India, suggested that “no 
length of seasoning7 will diminish the deleterious influence of a tropical climate on 
the European constitution”. In Victorian Britain, acclimatization came to be a part 
of medical discussions regarding disease and hygiene. In 1897, Dr. L. Westenra 
Sambon suggested that “the difficulties in the way of colonisation are not due to 
climate, but to parasitism” and that acclimatization “is, to a great extent, a mere 
question of hygiene” (cited in Livingstone 1999:97).

Lock and Nguyen (2010:150) remark that “[a]cclimatization was a powerful idea 
that linked climate, environment, constitution, and temperament through the trope 
of ‘adaptation.’” The problematic aspect of the notion of acclimatization in the colo-
nial context is that it implied differentiation: the bodies of those who were acclima-
tizing – the colonizers – were to be taken care of differently than those who were 
considered as well adapted, that is, the natives and the colonized.

I will now examine the roots of the widely used notion of adaptation in Soviet 
and post-Soviet medicine to explain the health challenges experienced by those who 
live and/or work in the Arctic, at a time where the concept has largely fallen out of 

6 Naryanmarneftegaz (“Naryan-Mar Oil and Gas” in Russian). In 2010, ConocoPhillips sold back 
its shares in Lukoil to the Russian company. As a result, the assets and production sites owned by 
Naryanmarneftegaz were absorbed by Lukoil.
7 The notion of “seasoning” referred to the idea that Europeans should adapt their bodies gradually 
to the tropical regions they were colonizing in order to avoid falling victim to tropical fevers (Lock 
and Nguyen 2010:43).
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favor in Western medical science and in the social sciences. In this discussion, my 
goal is not to engage in a critical manner with the knowledge produced by Russian 
medical scientists by trying to prove or disprove the findings they have produced, 
although I will point to findings stemming from Western medical sciences to indi-
cate where they diverge from Soviet and post-Soviet medical sciences. Rather, I 
propose to reiterate the view of Lock and Nguyen (2010:108), who argue that “[…] 
biology is inevitably a snapshot, one situated in the time and space of a complex and 
shifting material reality, historically patterned by society, culture, economics, and 
politics.”

13.3  The Soviet Conquest of the Arctic and the Body

As early as the late 1920s, the Soviet state had embarked on projects that demon-
strated its capacity to conquer one of the harshest regions of the world: the Arctic. 
The Arctic thus became a mythical region over which the Soviet state and people 
would be able to demonstrate their mastery. Polar stations were established through-
out the North, staffed by model citizens who had access to film collections and 
libraries so that they could replicate their “civilized” Soviet socialist way of life, 
even in the Arctic (McCannon 1998:46). Soviet leaders also possessed a long- 
standing and strong belief that the technologies developed by Soviet scientists 
would allow the state and its citizens to exploit nature rationally through conscious 
planning.

In the following decades, the North became a key source of natural resources for 
the Soviet state which had, until then, been extracted by prisoners in the infamous 
gulags. Following the death of Joseph Stalin, the new Soviet authorities under the 
leadership of Nikita Krushchev believed, instead, that the resources of the North 
should be extracted by workers who would be compensated for difficult working 
conditions (Thompson 2008). From then on, the state started relying on young, 
enthusiastic, and loyal workers who, in exchange, were to be given access to new 
privileges. These “northern benefits” (severnye l’goty) included faster access to an 
apartment, early retirement, longer vacations, and yearly trips to resorts in the 
“South”, amongst other privileges. As Thompson (2008:44) remarks, “[i]f, earlier 
in the decade [in the 1950s], the North was still largely a destination for the regime’s 
enemies, by the end a northern posting was considered a reward reserved for the 
Soviet labour elite.”

Between 1955 and 1975, 800 new towns were created in the Russian North and 
Far East, most often for industrial purposes (Stammler and Eilmsteiner-Saxinger 
2010). In the NAO, the last All-Soviet census conducted in 1989 revealed that 52.9 % 
of the okrug’s inhabitants were not born in the region (Heleniak 2009a). Even today, 
Russia’s northern regions are inhabited by 11.7 million people, a number that bears 
witness to the grandiosity of the Soviet development project in the North (Gudkov 
et al. 2012). The inhabitants of arctic and northern regions of Russia are still eligible 
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for many of the northern benefits that have their roots in the Soviet period (Wengle 
and Rasell 2008).

Another means by which Soviet authorities expressed concern for northern set-
tlers was the growing number of research projects focused on their health. With the 
increasing number of people arriving to the North, the study of adaptation became 
a key topic in Soviet medical research. In the mid-1950s, Aleksandr Bakulev, then 
President of the Academy of Medical Sciences, suggested that “the Academy has an 
obligation to the country to study the problem of acclimatization of humans to the 
North” (quoted in Danishevskii 1968:21). To illustrate the importance of this 
research agenda for the Soviet Union, by the late 1970s, 1500 researchers were 
studying the issue of human adaptation in 138 research or government institutions 
(Kaznatcheev and Strigin 1978).

One of the pioneers in the Soviet research on adaptation is physiologist 
G. Danishevskii. Based on his observations in Kolyma and in the Pechora regions, 
Danishevskii (1968) was convinced that the particular pathologies he observed 
among the inhabitants of the North were related to the process of acclimatization, 
and should therefore be treated accordingly. What he referred to as “meteorapathic 
reactions” (meteorapaticheskie reaktsii) were most commonly ones caused by envi-
ronmental changes that disturbed a person’s general condition, causing health prob-
lems such as general fatigability, somnolence and a loss of appetite, or various 
pains. Danishevskii’s research in Russia’s northwestern Pechora region nonetheless 
revealed that 54 % of healthy people investigated had experienced acclimatization- 
related problems during the first six months following their arrival to the area. The 
number decreased to 17 % for those who had been there between six and twelve 
months, and to 5 % after more than three years of living in the North.

Danishevskii (1968) remarked that in the process of adaptation, working condi-
tions, the quality of housing, clothing, and most especially nutrition were decisive 
in a person’s acclimatization. This belief in the possibility of improving the health 
of the settlers to the Arctic through better living and working infrastructures and 
services persisted through the following decade. In the late 1970s Kaznacheev and 
Strigin (1978:36) suggested that “without a doubt, on the basis of medical- biological 
data gathered and domestic norms, the working conditions and life in the Far North 
will guarantee the preservation of health to the same extent as in lower latitudes”.

Kaznacheev (1986) also introduced a concept which is still commonly referred 
to today by medical researchers in Russia as “polar tension syndrome” (sindrom 
polyarnogo napryazhenia). As he remarks, this syndrome causes a vulnerability of 
the organism for those living in the Far North, a vulnerability which may manifest 
itself in infectious and inflammatory processes in the lungs and other vital organs, 
or in ischemic diseases of the heart (Kaznacheev 1986). This, according to him, 
concerned most especially the early stages of the adaptation cycle. However, 
Kaznacheev and Strigin (1978:36) also observed that working in the Arctic at cer-
tain periods of life may have a positive prophylactic impact on a person’s life: 
“many of the processes involved in adaptation which are associated with tension, 
possible depletion and breakdowns (polomki), may provide an opportunity for train-
ing and perfecting if subject to rational and hygienic rectifications.”

R. Rouillard



169

One of the ways in which the Soviet authorities monitored the health of their citi-
zens, with the support of health care specialists, was through a widespread reliance 
on a system of southern resorts (kurorty). Stays in the South were said to have 
helped the new northerners to restore their physical energy in most cases. However, 
as Danishevskii (1968:368) remarks, “experience shows that the drastic change 
(perestroika) to the organism related to the significant climatic contrasts provokes 
among certain people a more or less strong and prolonged deterioration of their 
health”. It was even observed that, upon experiencing such trouble acclimatizing to 
the southern climate, some of the relatively new “northerners” had been forced to go 
back to the North where their condition receded rapidly back to normal (Danishevskii 
1968).

The medical research on the adaptation to the Arctic in the Soviet period thus 
generally conveyed the idea that, if monitored appropriately by health specialists, 
and if given access to appropriate living and working conditions, Soviet citizens 
could overcome the challenges associated with life in a rigorous environment and 
climate to such an extent that it could even become easier for them to live there than 
in their regions of origin.

Contrary to the view held by Soviet researchers, according to which living in the 
Arctic had produced important physiological changes, Western medical scientists 
studying the effects of the arctic climate and environment on the body tended to 
attribute less importance to physiological changes in the process of adaptation. For 
example, based on his research comparating the role played by nutrition for Inuit, 
American Indians and people of European descent in the North, Rodahl (1963: 112) 
concluded the following: “At any rate, any general physiological changes resulting 
from cold exposures may be small compared with the importance of factors, such as 
habituation, experience, training, fitness, etc.”8 Similarly, though later in time, 
Moran (1981:20), who studied the adaptation of indigenous peoples to arctic regions 
of the Western world, claimed that “[t]he bulk of the mechanisms for human adapta-
tion to arctic areas are social and cultural rather than acclimatory, developmental or 
genetic”.

13.4  The Roots of Shift-Work

Before examining the changes in the analysis of health problems of the workers 
involved in extractive industries in the North in the post-Soviet period, I briefly 
relate the roots of shift-work (vakhtovyy metod in Russian) in the NAO. The organi-
zation of the workforce along the principles of shift-work is not a new modus ope-
randi for extractive industries. It can be traced back to the exploration and production 
operations of the oil reserves found in the Gulf of Mexico, starting in the 1950s. 

8 This text was published in Medicine and Public Health in the Arctic and Antarctic (1963), the 
report stemming from the first conference organized by the World Health Organization on the 
Arctic and Antarctic in 1962.
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Since the 1970s shift-work or “fly in/fly out” was largely adopted by mining com-
panies operating in remote regions of Canada and Australia (Storey 2010). One of 
the motivations leading to the adoption of shift-work was the state’s reluctance to 
build new infrastructure to support more or less permanent communities in remote 
regions where the natural resources are often found. As Storey (2010:1162) remarks, 
[…] “labour shortages and strong and rapid growth in demand for labour in the 
construction, mining and petroleum production sectors have further encouraged fly-
 in/fly-out as a solution to delivering labour to remote locations.”

During the development of the Russian North, the Soviet authorities also relied 
on a form of shift-work referred to as “near shifts” (blizhnye vakhty) by Kvashnina 
and Krivoshekov (1998:7). With these types of shifts, the workers came from, or 
resided in, the same “natural-climatic zone” as their work environment, and arrived 
there by terrestrial or air transportation over relatively short distances. The oil 
industry in the NAO was organized in this way during the Soviet period: workers 
arrived from various regions of the Soviet Union and settled down in Naryan-Mar 
or in Murmansk, and from there would go on their shifts.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, northern regions such as the NAO 
experienced dramatic socioeconomic hardships. The two main economic sectors, 
the oil industry which employed a predominantly-Russian workforce and collective 
farms where Nenets reindeer herders worked, began to experience severe financial 
difficulties since the state reduced or stopped subsidizing their activities, often forc-
ing them to cease operations. Struggling to find employment or sources of subsis-
tence, 27.6 % of the population, most especially settlers, emigrated from the Okrug 
between 1989 and 2006 (Heleniak 2009b).

In the 1990s, a discourse which suggested that maintaining a large population in 
the Russian North and Siberia was too costly for post-socialist Russia gained influ-
ence among international and Russian analysts: this situation was referred to as the 
“Siberian curse” (Hill and Gaddy 2003). It was believed that the resources of the 
Russian North had to be extracted by a new, more flexible organization of labor that 
could limit costs and adjust more easily to the fluctuating prices of natural resources 
on the global market, thus requiring a high degree of mobility from the workers 
involved.

In the early 2000s, a drastic increase in the price of oil along with improvements 
in oil-extraction technologies made the NAO an attractive extraction site again – 
this time for both Russian and foreign oil companies. In 2006, the NAO had the 
most rapid increase in its oil production of any region in Russia, growing 61 % 
between 2003 and 2005 (Stammler and Peskov 2008). The main company respon-
sible for the increase in oil-related projects was the private Russian company Lukoil.

The oil industry now relies on 10,000 workers who work as long-distance com-
muters, arriving at their work-sites from neighbouring Arkhangelsk or Murmansk 
Oblasts (Provinces), from other oil-producing regions such as Tatarstan, Bashkiria, 
and Perm Kray (Territory), and even from former Soviet republics such as 
Kazakhstan and Ukraine. The organization of this workforce resembles what 
Kvashnina and Krivoshekov (1998:7) refer to as “expedition type” (ekspeditsion-
nye) shifts. According to this labor organization, workers often come from distant 
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regions of the country, from different climatic zones, and may travel over distances 
of two to three thousand kilometers or more to work for periods lasting most often 
between 2 and 4 weeks. Borrowing from Vaguet (2007:8), who conducted research 
among the workers of the oil and gas-rich regions of Western Siberia, I refer to these 
workers as “oil nomads” (nomades du pétrole) in contrast to their predecessors who 
settled in the NAO.

As the recent oil boom began in the NAO, many settlers began to feel anxious 
about the possibility of being replaced by shift-workers, even in economic sectors 
which were more or less directly associated with the oil industry. Acquaintances of 
mine, technicians and mechanics, mentioned rumours concerning the potential pur-
chase of the Naryan-Mar Airline’s helicopter fleet by Moscow-based YuTAir. One 
rumour suggested that if YuTAir bought the airline, it would bring its own workers 
and send employees living in Naryan-Mar to work in the South in order to avoid 
paying the Soviet-inherited northern benefits.9 A somewhat similar story was related 
by one of the owners of a popular restaurant among transiting oil workers where 
food from the Arctic is served year-round. I asked the owner, who had come from 
Moldova, why all their employees were shift-workers from Moldova, the Caucasus, 
or other regions of Russia. “You know, the level of oxygen is different here,” he told 
me. “Those who settled here, they have had to adapt to this. As a result, they are 
unable to work quickly, they do things more slowly. I am telling you from 
experience.”

13.5  Adapting to the Post-Soviet North

With the growth of shift-work in the recent decades, more research has been con-
ducted among shift-workers in Russia and elsewhere. In Canada and Australia, the 
research has focused predominantly on the political and socioeconomic conse-
quences of fly in/fly out on the resource-rich regions in which they work and on 
their home regions, as well as on the challenges and opportunities associated with 
shift-work for the workers themselves and for their families (e.g., Carson 2011; 
Ferguson 2011; McIntosh 2012; Misan and Rudnik 2015; Storey 2010). Research 
focusing on similar aspects of shift-work in Russia has also been conducted (e.g., 
Stammler and Eilmsteiner-Saxinger 2010). However, most of the research con-
ducted by Russian scientists studying shift-work is unique due to the centrality of 
the health-related consequences of adaptation to the arctic environment and 
climate.

9 The Russian law “On government guarantees and compensation for persons working and residing 
in the regions of the Far North and equivalent areas” provides a range of benefits to the residents 
of regions situated in the Far North, such as the NAO (Federal Law RF 1993 [2014]). They are 
eligible to housing benefits, such as a subsidy to acquire a house or apartment, early retirement, 
longer vacations, and free transportation to any region of Russia every second year.
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The most commonly used definition of adaptation today derives from the work of 
Anokhin (1969, 1975), whose approach came to be termed “the theory of functional 
systems”. Inspired by his work, psychologist Simonova (2011:26) summarizes the 
recent conception of adaptation as a “return of the parameters of the adapting sys-
tem to the previous level or as their stabilization to the new level”. Another key 
characteristic of research on adaptation which has its roots in the late Soviet period 
is the idea of stages of adaptation, as identified by Avtsyn et al. (1985). The first 
stage, that of “adaptive tension” (stadya adaptativnogo napryazhenya), lasts from 
the first 2– 6 months; the second stage is the “stabilisation of functions” (stabilizat-
sii funktsii), from the sixth or eighth month up to 2 or 3 years; the third phase, that 
of “adaptativeness” (adaptirovannosti), begins in the third or fourth year of life in 
the North. Gudkov and Popova (2011:1) suggest that the “success or failure of the 
whole process of adaptation to the conditions of the North is determined in a deci-
sive way by the character and outcome of the adaptive reactions of the migrant dur-
ing the first and most difficult stage: that of adaptive tension”. Considering the 
significance of this stage, I relate some of the aspects characterizing it.

During the initial phase of adaptation, individuals arriving in the North are said 
to experience changes affecting the cardio-respiratory system as well as cerebral 
activity. Sarychev (2006:62) suggests that the cardio-respiratory system is the first 
to be involved in the process of adaptation to unfavorable climatic conditions. 
According to his research, it is the central nervous system that initially stimulates 
changes to the heart rate. Another important element of change is the reduction of 
Vital Lung Capacity (zhiznennaya emkost’ legkikh), most likely due to an increase 
in blood flow to the lungs. Interestingly, Gudkov et al. (2012) identified the higher 
blood supply to the lungs as a characteristic of northerners, in contrast to inhabitants 
of central regions of Russia. During the first two months following arrival in the 
North, there tends to be increased pressure on the newcomer’s cardio-respiratory 
system, leading to a reduction in its efficiency and thus requiring a greater energy- 
expenditure for each vascular and respiratory cycle (Gudkov and Popova 2011). 
During the fourth and fifth months, the system begins to adapt to the new climatic 
and environmental conditions. Russian settlers tend to have lower losses of energy 
due to more efficient gas exchange systems as well as hypometabolism, thought to 
be developed through their time spent in the North (Grishin and Ustyuzhaninova 
2010).

The intensity of the first phase of adaptation is apparently so strong that it 
prompts changes in the brain, affecting memory and emotions as well as activity in 
both cerebral hemispheres. Krivoshschekov et al. (2009) suggest that adaptive ten-
sion experienced in extreme conditions, such as those of the Arctic, induces what is 
termed a functional asymmetry of the brain (funktsional’naya asimmetriya mozga) 
as one response mechanism. They even report the existence of a “polar metabolic 
type”; that is, a type which has already adapted to the North, characterized by levels 
of insulin and cortisol that are evidence of differing degrees of activity in the brain 
(Krivoshshekov et al. 2009:207).

Depicted this way, adapting to the North seems to be a highly demanding pro-
cess, not only physically, but also mentally. Simonova (2010:89) suggests that in 
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cases when a person requires treatment, “negative changes experienced which regu-
larly happen in the organism and psyche of the person are compensated for much 
faster, and the working capacity re-established if the person experiences recovery 
[…] in his familiar middle latitudes where there is no negative influence of the 
‘northern tension.’” Some researchers argue that the length of shifts should be lim-
ited. Having conducted medical research with oil workers on the island of Kolguev, 
where shifts last 52 days, Sarychev (2006) recommends to reduce shifts to a period 
lasting between 30 and 35 days in order to reduce the “physiological costs” of the 
adjustment reactions.10

According to Kvashnina and Krivoschekov (1998:14), the scientific and medical 
research conducted on adaptation of the shift-workers should have three main goals:

 – the increase of efficiency of work
 – the preservation of human health
 – an all-encompassing (vsestoronnyy) development of the person (lichnost’).

The question of efficiency and productivity is inextricably linked to that of prof-
its. One of the ways in which both the oil companies and state administrations gen-
erate savings is by reducing the amount of infrastructure and number of installations, 
and by reducing the number of potential recipients of northern benefits (see footnote 
9). In relation to the second goal mentioned by Kvashnina and Krivoschekov – the 
preservation of human health – the health costs appear to be quite high for those 
individuals who have to adapt to the region. It is recommended that they adapt 
gradually, that they work in shifts lasting periods not exceeding about one month, 
and that they then go home for the equivalent period of time. Thus, the question of 
adaptation can be compared to that of “acclimatization” or the “seasoning” of colo-
nial days.

In relation to the third goal of medical research on adaptation – the development 
of the person – the workers I have encountered generally agree to work in the Arctic 
because they believe that by doing so they are helping the country to flourish, and/
or because they see this as an opportunity for higher salaries and the possibility of 
career advancement within the industry. They could choose to find a job elsewhere, 
in another region where capital is flowing, as investments are made in other oil 
fields. Borrowing loosely from Deleuze and Guattari (1987), one could potentially 
see the oil nomads as “deterritorialized biologies”, available to follow different 
flows of capital if they are more advantageous in terms of salaries or more promis-
ing in terms of career advancement.

I mention above that after a number of years living in the Arctic, one mechanism 
of adaptation described by Russian medical scientists is that of hypometabolism and 
the emergence of a “polar metabolic type”. One wonders how it would be for those 

10 I happened to stay at the main extraction site on Kolguev – that of Arktikmorneftegazrazvedka – 
in the winter of 2009, that is, at the lowest point of the global financial crisis. Due to the difficult 
financial situation, the company had asked its workers to remain on the island for 75–80 days 
instead of 52 in order to reduce the costs of transportation. This indicates that even companies 
which have served as the sites for research promoting shorter shifts may favor reducing the costs 
of their operations, at the expense of the health-related consequences on their workers.
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people who have settled in the NAO to resettle back in the South. There now seems 
to be some degree of direct pressure from the job market for them to do so. In his 
research on the Russian settlers in Chukotka, Thompson (2008) heard settlers 
express the belief that resettling in the South after having adapted to the North could 
be fatal. However, as he relates it, the “actual causes of mortality, as some northern-
ers reflected, might rather be linked to the psychological stress of displacement and 
the practical consequences of losing family and community support” (Thompson 
2008:232). During a discussion, a local doctor mentioned that Russian settlers, 
especially those who are older, would have great difficulties re-adapting to the 
South physically. One could thus say that the Russian settlers seem to have reterri-
torialized in the North, both biologically and socially, and feel they can hardly 
deterritorialize their bodies to another climate.

13.6  Conclusion

In Russia, the conception of adaptation has been the key lens through which to 
explain the health issues of those arriving in the Arctic to extract natural resources, 
in both the Soviet and post-Soviet periods. Even though recent research has relied 
on concepts developed in the Soviet period, the consequences of adaptation to the 
Arctic on a person’s health are described differently. In the Soviet period, it was 
believed that the provision of decent living and working conditions would allow for 
settlers to adapt to the Arctic to such an extent that moving back to central or south-
ern regions could put their health at risk. Since the 2000s, Russia has been relying 
largely on its oil and gas industry to support its economy, thus requiring a large 
number of workers in these regions. The descriptions of the oil nomads’ bodies in 
recent medical science are associated with recommendations to limit their stays in 
the Arctic in order to avoid putting their health at risk. One might wonder to what 
extent these recommendations could be seen as a fear that oil nomads will adapt too 
well to the Arctic, adding to the burden of the state and companies to provide them 
with benefits and build necessary infrastructure. It thus appears that the issue associ-
ated with the concept of acclimatization in colonial days – that of creating differen-
tiation – is still present today in the NAO, this time based not on the geographical 
and climatic origins of people, but on the socioeconomic and ideological context in 
which they arrived in the North.
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Chapter 14
Rights and Responsibilities: Sustainability 
and Stakeholder Relations in the Russian Oil 
and Gas Sector
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Abstract Oil and gas industry expansion into arctic waters is a high-profile con-
cern for global sustainability, although factors such as the price of oil and the pros-
pects for gas marketization have slowed the rate of expansion in recent years. Less 
attention is currently paid to some of the major onshore oil and gas developments in 
the Russian North, where production is ongoing, often since Soviet times, and in 
many cases with significant impacts on fragile arctic ecosystems. Such projects also 
have considerable (positive and negative) social impacts for Russia’s indigenous 
and local populations, many of whom depend on the land and waters of oil-bearing 
regions for their livelihoods. Thus, the sustainability of Russia’s arctic oil and gas 
industry is of critical importance whether or not the activities are taking place off-
shore in the glare of international scrutiny. Usinsk Rayon (county) in Russia’s Komi 
Republic grabbed international headlines in 1994 with one of the world’s biggest oil 
spill disasters, but today is much less well known internationally, despite continuing 
to suffer regular spills. This article explores the current situation in Usinsk Rayon, 
comparing global sustainability standards and companies’ understandings of their 
own responsibilities to society with the ways that ‘corporate social responsibility’ in 
practice is perceived locally. The paper concludes that there is a need for local peo-
ple to redefine the ‘social licence’ that determines relations between communities, 
government and industry, so as to break the expectation that environmental pollu-
tion can be traded off for social benefits.

Keywords Corporate responsibility • Community engagement • Indigenous peo-
ples • Oil and gas • Komi Republic

E. Wilson (*) 
Scott Polar Research Institute, Cambridge, UK
e-mail: emma.wilson@ecwenergy.com

mailto:emma.wilson@ecwenergy.com


178

14.1  Introduction

Despite uncertainty around oil prices and gas markets, the potential of the oil and 
gas industry to expand into arctic waters remains highly significant to global sus-
tainability debates. Protests against such expansion can make headlines in this era 
of concern over climate change and fossil fuel dependency. Less international atten-
tion is currently paid to some of the major onshore oil and gas developments in the 
Russian North, where production has been ongoing, often since Soviet times, and in 
many cases with significant impacts on fragile arctic ecosystems. In the north of 
Russia’s Komi Republic, to the west of the Ural Mountains, the oil industry has 
been operating on a large scale since the 1960s. Annual oil production in Komi 
Republic increased from nine million tons in 2000 to 13.7 million in 2012 (Staalesen 
2014). In 1994, Usinsk Rayon (county) suffered the third largest oil spill in history 
(eight times the size of Exxon Valdez), with over 100,000 tons of oil spilled across 
the tundra and rivers (Jernelov 2010). Karjalainen and Habeck (2004) observed that 
the 1994 spill was a landmark event in local environmental consciousness. The 
global reaction to the disaster had given local residents ‘the feeling that all of a sud-
den their concerns were receiving attention in many other parts of the world’ 
(Karjalainen and Habeck 2004:177). Yet the region has enjoyed comparatively little 
international scrutiny since, although the environmental situation remains poor. 
Despite largely successful efforts to clean up the aftermath of the 1994 spill, much 
of the old pipeline infrastructure is still in place and in need of replacement, so spills 
remain a daily hazard. This is particularly serious for the rural communities of 
mostly indigenous Komi, whose livelihoods are based on a combination of fishing, 
small-scale agriculture, reindeer herding, civil service employment and oil industry 
service jobs (see Chap. 19 by Crate in this volume).

This article explores the interaction between local communities and the oil 
industry. It considers international sustainability standards and companies’ under-
standings of their own responsibilities to society, with a focus on public reporting 
and stakeholder engagement. The article explores how ‘corporate social responsi-
bility’ is perceived locally and how relations between industry, government and 
communities are negotiated and played out. The article draws on fieldwork carried 
out in November 2013, March 2014, and June 2015. This included 32 formal and 
informal interviews in villages of Usinsk Rayon and neighbouring Izhma Rayon, in 
the rayon capitals, Usinsk and Izhma, and in Syktyvkar and Moscow. These inter-
views were supplemented by participant observation, including a meeting of 14 
villagers in a local library (Novik Bezh village) to discuss the research questions; 
observation of a meeting in Usinsk to approve environmental permits; and informal 
discussions with fellow hotel residents – including oil workers and researchers – in 
Usinsk and Izhma. The field material was supplemented by analysis of publicly 
available materials from company, government and civil society websites, academic 
journals and local newspapers.
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14.2  Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility 
and Stakeholder Relations

Sustainability means different things to different people. The diversity of definitions 
of sustainability in oil company policy and public reporting is a case in point. For 
example, Statoil, which is a partner in the Kharyaga onshore oil project located to 
the north of Usinsk in Nenets Autonomous Okrug (District), states in its 2014 
Sustainability Report that it “aims to be recognised as the most carbon-efficient oil 
and gas producer, committed to creating lasting value for communities” (Statoil 
2014: 3). In its integrated Sustainable Growth report, Total, the operator of the 
Kharyaga project, states its aim as being to deliver “clean, safe and competitive 
energy for as many people as possible” (Total 2014: 8). The company’s specific 
commitment to society and the environment is “to respect the environment, protect 
human health, ensure product and facility safety, and promote social and economic 
development in our host countries” (Total 2015). In its 2014 Annual Report, Lukoil, 
the main company operating (as Lukoil-Komi) in Usinsk Rayon), boasts “over 20 
years of sustainable growth”, using the term “sustainable” to indicate the durability 
of the business itself (Lukoil 2014). In its 2011–2012 Sustainability Report, Lukoil 
uses the terms “responsible business practice” and “social responsibility” to refer to 
environmental and social sustainability (Lukoil 2012).

The origin of the modern notion of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is 
attributed to Howard Bowen and his 1953 book, Social responsibilities of the busi-
nessman. Rooted in the US business context of the time, it defined CSR as the align-
ing of company policies and decisions to the objectives and values of society, while 
also emphasising that government and others also have a key role to play in ensuring 
responsible industrial practice (Bowen 1953). Academic and organisational think-
ing around CSR evolved throughout the 1960s to the 1980s, incorporating more 
analysis of practice and consideration of related concepts such as corporate citizen-
ship (Carroll 1999). Milton Friedman’s 1970 essay, The social responsibility of 
business is to increase its profits, set the foundation for the ‘shareholder model’ of 
business, which maintains that the primary responsibility of business is towards its 
shareholders (Friedman 1970). Stakeholder theory subsequently emerged to chal-
lenge the intellectual foundation of the shareholder model, focusing on the relation-
ship between the business itself and the groups or individuals who could affect it or 
be affected by it, and underpinned by the moral argument that companies should 
share their value not only with shareholders, but with all their normative stakehold-
ers (Hasnas 2013; Freeman 1984). In company reporting, the tension between these 
models has yet to be resolved. For example, in its 2012 Sustainability Report, Lukoil 
states that “the Company’s key goal for the next decade will be to increase share-
holder value” (Lukoil 2012: 6). However, Rosneft, which also operates in Komi 
Republic, states in its 2013 Sustainability Report that: “Stakeholder engagement is 
the foundation of the company’s sustainable development” (Rosneft 2013: 38).

Over the years, CSR has been challenged as being misleading as a term (Morrison 
2014) or ineffective as a practice (Blowfield and Frynas 2005). Corporate 

14 Rights and Responsibilities: Sustainability and Stakeholder Relations…



180

 responsibility has been re-framed by business in other ways, such as ‘shared value’ 
(Porter and Kramer 2011) and ‘social licence to operate’ – a term used by businesses 
to refer to the broad acceptance of their activities within the local community and 
wider society (Thomson and Boutilier 2012; Morrison 2014). A ‘social licence’ may 
exist in various forms, from informal relations to more formal ‘impact-benefit 
agreements’, and its negotiation is based on rights and responsibilities defined by 
international standards of good practice, national and sub-national laws, and local 
social norms and expectations (Black 2013; Novikova and Wilson 2015). The notion 
of the stakeholder remains central to these concepts, and there is increasing interest 
among researchers, non-governmental organisations and policymakers in how 
‘meaningful’ stakeholder engagement processes are – i.e. to what extent they enable 
trust to be built between government, industry and communities, and result in posi-
tive outcomes for local society (BIC 2014; OECD 2015).

A major recent influence on perceptions and understanding of corporate responsi-
bility was the UN Human Rights Council’s endorsement of the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights or UNGPs (United Nations 2011), which 
were supported by Russia. The UNGP calls for governments to protect human rights, 
for business to respect those rights, and for adequate forms of remedy in cases of 
human rights violations. This emphasis on the relative responsibilities of government 
and industry re-focuses attention on the roles and responsibilities of governments in 
ensuring the sustainability of industrial operations. The legal framework and regula-
tory institutions in a country and/or region of operations may or may not be adequate 
to support the implementation of international standards. The Russian Federation 
law framing environmental and social issues in an industrial context plays out differ-
ently in different Russian regions, with some regional legislation supporting com-
pany-community relations and protecting local rights more than others (Wilson and 
Stammler 2006; Sirina et al. 2008; Martynova and Novikova 2012; Novikova 2014). 
For example, the 1999 Russian Federation law “On guaranteeing the rights of small-
numbered indigenous peoples of the North” allows peoples who meet the necessary 
criteria to “possess and use their lands, free of charge, in places of traditional habita-
tion and economic activities in the pursuit of traditional economic activities” through 
establishing an obschina (roughly translatable as ‘commune’) and receiving a land 
allotment for the obshchina.. Technically, this could allow the land user to negotiate 
with an oil industry operation over use of that land. However, the Komi people are 
not recognised by Russian Federation law as ‘small-numbered indigenous peoples of 
the North’ (malochislennie korennyie narody Severa). To be recognized as such, a 
people needs to have a population of less than 50,000, while the Komi number 
300,000. The northern Komi (the Izhma Komi or Izvatas) number just 40,000 and see 
themselves as distinct from the southern Komi; for instance, they practice reindeer 
herding, which the southern Komi do not. They have been trying to become legally 
recognised as a small-numbered indigenous people of the North for many years 
(Donahoe et al. 2008; Kim et al. 2015). Without being granted that status they cannot 
benefit from the right to set up tax-free obschinas to establish their legal rights to 
lands that they use in a traditional manner. Nor can the Komi call for a process of 
free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) prior to industrial operations taking place on 
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their lands. FPIC is an indigenous peoples’ right, established in the 1989 ILO 
Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples and the 2007 UN Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (see, e.g., Buxton and Wilson 2013). Russia has not 
ratified ILO 169, and abstained from voting on the adoption of the UN Declaration. 
The only tool the indigenous Komi have to leverage influence with the oil industry is 
the mandatory public consultation required as part of an environmental expert review 
of an environmental impact assessment prior to starting an industrial project. The 
Russian Federation law “On environmental expert review” (1995) and the 
“Environmental impact assessment regulations for proposed business and other 
activities” (2000) require public consultation prior to commencement of an industrial 
project. However, this does not apply to all industrial activities, such as seismic test-
ing, for instance, which can damage local hunting or berry-picking grounds.

In light of inconsistencies in the legal framework in Russia, the so-called ‘volun-
tary’ sustainability standards – introduced via certification schemes, or project 
finance conditionalities, or through the implementation of corporate policies (which 
might be introduced by a multinational joint venture partner, for instance) – are 
becoming increasingly significant in shaping company practice in Russia (Novikova 
and Wilson 2015). Most practitioners see the benchmark for sustainable industry 
operations as being the Environmental and Social Performance Standards of the 
International Finance Corporation (IFC), the private sector arm of the World Bank. 
The IFC Performance Standards are applied to the companies to which it lends 
money. Other international financial institutions, such as the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD 2014) or the Asia Development Bank 
(ADB 2009) have their own performance standards, while the IFC standards have 
also been adopted by the 80 Equator Principles Financial Institutions (Equator 
Principles 2013). The IFC Performance Standard 7 (PS7) requires companies to 
seek the free, prior and informed consent of indigenous peoples in cases of resettle-
ment from their lands, and to draw up an indigenous people’s development plan 
(IFC 2012). Yet while there are examples from elsewhere in Russia where project 
finance conditionalities have had a considerable effect on the way that companies 
engage with indigenous communities (e.g., EBRD involvement in financing the 
Sakhalin-2 project in the Russian Far East), Lukoil-Komi is not using project finance 
from international financial institutions. Nonetheless, the parent company, Lukoil, 
is registered on the London and Frankfurt stock exchanges; it reports to its share-
holders and investors on environmental and social issues, and it cares about its 
global image. Key questions, then, are to what extent the company’s reporting 
reflects the reality on the ground in its regions of operations, and whether its volun-
tary policies and initiatives are effective at ensuring the sustainability of its local 
operations.
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14.3  Usinsk Rayon

Usinsk Rayon is located in the far north of Komi Republic. The villages of this 
rayon lie on the Kolva and Usa rivers, which flow into the great Pechora River that 
winds its way northwards and westwards through Komi Republic, then through 
Nenets Autonomous Okrug to the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean. Traditionally 
the Pechora River has supported fishing and commerce, and the lands around the 
Pechora and its tributaries were important as agricultural land for Soviet collective 
and state farms. Villagers, who are mostly ethnic Komi, yearn back to the days of 
the collective farm system. In recent decades agriculture has declined in the oil- 
producing north of the Republic, due to the lack of competitiveness and the loss of 
government support for market protection and local enterprise development. While 
some people have managed to set up their own small trading businesses, or work in 
the public sector, the oil industry is now one of a relatively small range of employ-
ment options available to local people. Even local environmental activists might 
also work for the industry.

By contrast with the villages, the rayon’s capital Usinsk appears much better off, 
with malls and supermarkets, cafes, and expensive clothes shops. Lukoil-Komi’s 
modern head office building towers over the Usinsk administration building in the 
centre of town. Usinsk’s citizens – who include many incomers from Azerbaijan, 
Uzbekistan, Bashkiriya, and Ukraine who came for oil jobs – seem to be happy with 
the benefits brought by the oil industry, though some complain about the cost of 
housing. There is a distinct difference between the village communities – mostly 
ethnic Komi – and the mixed, largely incomer (and possibly temporary) population 
of the city, where most of the decisions are made. An exception is the village of 
Kolva, which is close enough to Usinsk for people to commute there, and whose 
population is more mixed than those of the other villages in the rayon. Yet the con-
trast between the rural and urban lifestyles is considerable, in particular due to the 
villagers’ close relationship to the land and the Kolva River.

Lukoil-Komi is the dominant – but by no means the only – oil and gas company 
operating in Usinsk Rayon. Others include Severnaya Neft’ (Rosneft’), Rusvietpetro 
(a Russian-Vietnamese joint venture), and Kolvaneft’ (Nobel Oil). In an interview 
with me, Lukoil’s Moscow representatives came across as well versed in CSR the-
ory, based on the notion of three pillars: economic, social, and environmental. 
Lukoil has signed up to the Social Charter of Russian Business, has adopted a cor-
porate Social Code (Lukoil 2002), and is one of only three oil company members of 
the Global Compact in Russia. It sees itself (and is perceived externally) as progres-
sive on social welfare, sustainability reporting, and environmental management 
(Hudina 2010). Lukoil publishes a Sustainability Report once every two years, fol-
lowing the global sustainability reporting standard, the Global Reporting Initiative. 
The report includes an interesting feedback mechanism, based on regional stake-
holder dialogues (see, e.g., Lukoil 2012). To date, the company has not held a dia-
logue in Komi Republic but, in any case, the purpose of the dialogues is to comment on 

E. Wilson



183

the Sustainability Report, rather than address and resolve specific local issues or 
engage with host communities.

Lukoil’s Moscow representatives told me that engagement with local Komi 
Republic NGOs is the responsibility of Lukoil-Komi. A statement in Lukoil’s 2011–
2012 Sustainability Report provides some insight into the company’s perception of 
local-level corporate responsibility, and the relative responsibilities of government 
and business: “We consider it to be our duty to pay our taxes in a timely manner, 
which helps the state to solve social challenges in the regions of our company’s 
presence” (Lukoil 2012:2). The company also negotiates an annual agreement with 
the government of Komi Republic to provide support to the region (Poussenkova 
2014), and with the host rayon administrations, including Usinsk, as well as with 
Komi Voityr, the official republic-wide association of Komi people.

Lukoil-Komi faces particular sustainability challenges in Komi Republic. In 
1999, Lukoil bought up the old state enterprise Komineft and, since then, has been 
trying to clean up the effects of the 1994 spill and replace the aging network of 
pipelines. Indeed, in its 2006 Sustainability Report, the company reported that it had 
eliminated the inherited consequences of the 1994 spill and the status of ‘ecological 
disaster zone’ had been removed from several parts of the rayon (Lukoil 2006). Yet 
the region continues to suffer from spills, largely related to the age of the existing 
infrastructure, which is being replaced at a slow pace and, according to local respon-
dents, due to the less than responsible practices associated with that replacement 
(corrupt deals and use of poor quality pipe were mentioned more than once). In May 
2013 another large spill of between 20 and 200 tonnes was discovered. It actually 
happened in November 2012 but was kept quiet until the oil came down the Kolva 
River with the ice during the spring thaw. Rusvietpetro eventually took responsibil-
ity for the spill (Staalesen 2014).

The Kolva River is particularly vulnerable to oil and gas industry operations. 
From its source in Nenets Autonomous Okrug, it passes about 1 km from the 
Kharyaga field (where the Russian company Lukoil, Total (France), and Statoil 
(Norway) operate), then past two further major fields in Usinsk Rayon – Vozeiskoye 
and Usinskoye – before flowing into the Usa River which in turn flows into the 
Pechora River. The main Usinsk-Kharyaga highway, which is the major road trans-
port route for equipment, chemicals, and personnel heading to the oil sites, crosses 
the meandering Kolva several times on its way north. Herders from the reindeer 
herding enterprise ‘Severnyi’, based in the village of Mutnyi Materik, pointed out 
that the reindeer of two of their reindeer brigades use the forest land close to the 
Usinsk-Kharyaga highway on their migration routes. Thus it is a zone of extremely 
high ecological and social risk for all the companies operating along this corridor.

I visited four villages located in this corridor or farther along the shores of the 
Usa and Pechora Rivers – Kolva, Novik Bezh, Ust’ Usa and Mutnyi Materik. Local 
people reported how they suffered directly from the 2013 spill (and indeed had suf-
fered from the 1994 spill, too). Like Karjalainen and Habeck (2004), I observed that 
environmental concern often referred back to the experience of 1994, even 20 years 
on. Villagers were divided among those who do not want the oil industry to be pres-
ent at all in their region and those who accept its presence, but do not tolerate the 
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sloppy practices and what they see as a lack of respect shown to them by the indus-
try over the past decades. A local entrepreneur stated: ‘We don’t oppose the oil 
industry as such, we just wish they would operate more cleanly. We know it is pos-
sible elsewhere in the world, why not here?’ Local residents complained about the 
negligence of oil operators who allow spills to happen. They also faulted the slow 
pace of official emergency response efforts in 2013, which meant that they had to do 
their own cleanup with shovels and plastic bags. The residents also complained of 
delays in receiving any official information following the 2013 spill. They felt that 
rayon officials and regulators, companies and the local media had failed to take the 
incident seriously; indeed they believed that individuals from the companies and 
from government organs had suppressed the information. Given the lack of official 
information, the NGO Save Pechora Committee and their Ecological Bulletin, the 
association of northern Komi Izvatas, the Izhma Komi newspaper Veskhyd Syornyi 
and the 7 × 7 internet journal and blogging site played a key role in disseminating 
information about the 2013 spill. The Save Pechora Committee and Izvatas have 
volunteers in all the villages around the Pechora Basin, and those who do not have 
a reliable internet connection can be contacted by phone. Sometimes international 
attention is brought to bear through Greenpeace and the online journal The Barents 
Observer. For example, Greenpeace was instrumental in providing information to 
the public prosecutor which led to Lukoil-Komi being fined 614 million roubles 
($18.5 million US) for oil spill damage in September 2013, though Lukoil appealed 
the fine, which was then dropped (Ottery 2014).

There is a distinct lack of trust towards the officials based in the Usinsk Rayon 
Administration and regulatory agencies, who local people feel do not provide them 
enough information or defend their interests sufficiently well. Partly this is due to a 
simple lack of communication. The villagers claimed that the rayon officials and 
regulators ignore the photos and other evidence that they provide. To some extent 
this reflects the conclusions of Karjalainen and Habeck (2004:179) who observed 
that that while local concerns were expressed by referring to ‘personal experiences 
and observations’, the knowledge of officials failed to ‘link up with local people’s 
reality’. However, the one official who was willing to talk to me in Usinsk argued 
that the villagers’ evidence is in fact used, but in negotiations with the company 
around social investment payments to the region, thus implying that more pollution 
can result in more social payments. This tendency is a cause for concern among 
environmentalists, along with the fact that payments from environmental fines cur-
rently go straight into the rayon budget, rather than into a separate environmental 
fund (which used to be the case). One environmentalist, for instance, criticised the 
rayon officials in Usinsk for ‘closing their eyes to the environmental issues and 
focusing on the social benefits’.

In 2014, between my second and third visits to Komi Republic, there was a 
remarkable turn of events. In Izhma Rayon, which neighbours Usinsk Rayon to the 
west, Lukoil-Komi’s failure to carry out the legally required public consultation 
prior to starting work on four new wells close to the village of Krasnobor led to 
protest action. Local activists called for Lukoil-Komi to be banned from operating 
in Izhma Rayon until a number of grievances had been resolved, from adequate 
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consultation to pipeline maintenance, and they demanded more social support for 
local communities (Greenpeace 2014). At the time, an environmentalist criticised 
the protest: ‘They are being conservative in arguing for more money for social proj-
ects. They should demand “no more spills” and proper consultation and respect for 
local communities.’ Nonetheless, the campaign against Lukoil-Komi – including its 
strong environmental message – gained global resonance. The protests were picked 
up by Greenpeace and the international 350.org climate campaign, and – in an echo 
of 1994 – people from around the world sent messages of support to the Izhma 
Komi. The wave of protest quickly spread from Izhma Rayon to Usinsk Rayon, with 
protest meetings held in Novik Bezh relating to the siting of a drilling tower in a 
marshy area prone to floods. However, the oil industry itself and the scale of its 
problems in Usinsk Rayon are much more extensive and deep rooted than in Izhma 
Rayon. Activists do not have the leverage to halt well-established ongoing opera-
tions or force pipelines to be replaced in Usinsk Rayon. As a result of the Izhma 
protest, Izvatas has now secured a direct agreement with Lukoil-Komi, which 
includes support for the training of local young people in a range of professional 
skills, as well as support for the running costs of the association. This will also be of 
benefit to the Komi living in Usinsk Rayon. Nonetheless, not all the protestors’ 
demands have been met (notably the pipeline repair). It remains to be seen whether 
the Izhma Komi can maintain the balance between negotiation of benefits and a 
continued hard line on environmental and social responsibility following the sign-
ing of this agreement.

14.4  Conclusions

Despite Lukoil’s reputation as a socially responsible company, the practical experi-
ence of its regional branch, Lukoil-Komi, in community engagement has failed to 
build trust with local residents outside of Usinsk. This could be a major risk for 
Lukoil-Komi, which has been suffering an above-average amount of negative press 
since early 2014. The Usinsk Rayon government also bears responsibility for mak-
ing community engagement meaningful. At a basic level, providing information to 
local communities about spills when they happen and consulting on proposed con-
struction and exploration activities before they start would increase local people’s 
trust in both government and industry. A respectful relationship established through 
timely dialogue (whether required by law or not), could have reduced or avoided 
damage to resources and lessened the intensity of the conflict in Izhma Rayon. Yet 
the pattern currently being played out is familiar: negligence followed by protest 
leading to the signing of a benefit-sharing agreement. This is against a backdrop of 
environmental fines being used to top up rayon budgets. This research suggests the 
need for local rayon officials and civil society groups alike to redefine the oil 
 industry’s ‘social licence to operate’ in northern Komi Republic, starting with a 
demand for greater environmental responsibility (‘no more spills’), greater respect 
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for local needs and livelihoods, and more meaningful engagement between govern-
ment, industry and local communities.
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Chapter 15
When Municipalities Met Goliat on the Coast 
of Finnmark: Collaborative Dynamics 
Between Local Authorities 
and an International Oil and Gas Company

Toril Ringholm

Abstract A meeting between a multinational oil and gas company and small 
municipal organisations appears an uneven match. The company has years of expe-
rience entering new localities, from all over the world, whereas for the local authori-
ties this will most often be a once in a lifetime experience. Norwegian municipalities 
traditionally have a central position in local development. Collaboration is a crucial 
asset, and the question is to what degree this experience works in a new setting. 
How do the local authorities act in ensuring that the area benefits from development, 
and how does the company respond to this? What collaborative arenas are estab-
lished and how do they work? What means are used to encourage collaboration, and 
what actions do they activate? In what way is power and trust employed in collabo-
ration? The analysis in this chapter is based on a four year research project examin-
ing the interaction between four municipalities and a multinational resource 
company during the development of the Goliat off-shore oil-field near the western 
part of Finnmark in Northern Norway. The study reveals a process where both par-
ties make use of power, and where trust is developed. This is also described as a 
process of mutual learning. The data contains repeated interviews with key actors, 
observations of meetings and mapping of outcomes.
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15.1  Introduction

The oil and gas industry holds a prominent position in the Norwegian economy, and 
has done so for decades. The northern part of Norway, though, has only recently 
gained experience with having geographical proximity to oil and gas installations. 
The local authorities, local industry and other local actors are, in general, inexperi-
enced in dealing with the big, multinational companies that operate the production 
licenses. This situation, however, is changing. New technology and promising find-
ings have made the northernmost part of Norway increasingly relevant for the oil 
and gas industry. Stavanger, in the south-western part of the country, has developed 
into a growth-pole, based on petroleum-activity, and there certainly exists a desire 
for the northern part of the country to experience a similar development.

The “institutional infrastructure” in the northernmost part of Norway however, is 
not the best to make such dreams come true. Small businesses and small municipali-
ties1 characterise the area. Granted, the municipalities do hold a prominent position 
in the development of local business, welfare and culture. There are historical rea-
sons for this, as the municipalities have carried out local development in a broad 
spectrum of areas since the 1830s (see Bukve 2001; Finstad and Aarsæther 2003; 
Teigen et al. 2013). In the present day, the important position of municipalities in 
Norway also makes them a relevant actor for the licence holder to interact with, in 
order to carry out corporate social responsibility on the local and regional level. 
Collaboration is an institutionalised procedure for the municipalities in local devel-
opment. Mayors, in particular, have been the driving force, and their orientation 
towards local industrial and societal development seems to have become stronger 
over the years (Rose and Ståhlberg 2005; Sandberg and Ståhlberg 2001).

That said, licenses for drilling are granted by the state, and the local authorities 
in the affected area have no decision-making authority on this matter. They, there-
fore, need to make their voices heard in other arenas, like the consultation rounds, 
through the party system and in the media. The license normally comes with terms. 
The terms are ways of ensuring the operators’ commitment to social responsibility 
and of allocating resources to strengthen the development of the local communities 
and the region.

In this paper, I examine the relationship between the four municipalities located 
near the Goliat oil-field in the Barents Sea and Eni, a multinational, Italian-based 
company that operates the field, with a specific focus on the question of how the 
interaction between the local authorities and the license holder unfolds. The munici-
palities in this area are Hasvik, Måsøy, Nordkapp and Hammerfest; they are most 
likely to be affected by an oil spill from the Goliat off-shore installation and the term 
“influence-area” is often used for this particular group of municipalities. For all of 
these municipalities, with the exception of Hammerfest, the petroleum industry is 
entirely new. The question is how the local authorities act to ensure that the area 
benefits from the resource development, and how the operator responds to local 
demands.

1 Small in terms of population, but often large in terms of geographical area.
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The interaction between local authorities and the petroleum industry is a new 
field of research. Thus far, Norwegian research has not addressed this particular 
aspect of the impact of the petroleum industry. Nordic municipalities, and Norwegian 
ones in particular, have a long tradition of being the driving force of local develop-
ment, in collaboration with business actors and others. Is their experience also rel-
evant when faced with this new actor, of a calibre hitherto unseen in this region?

15.2  Collaboration, Trust and Power

Norwegian municipalities engage in all kinds of local development: industrial and 
business development; infrastructure; public service; democracy; culture; and lei-
sure activities. The first general mapping of their efforts in this area showed that 
even very small municipalities, with a population of less than 2000, engaged in up 
to ten projects simultaneously (Ringholm et al. 2009). Mostly the projects are car-
ried out in collaboration with other municipalities, regional and state authorities, 
local businesses and voluntary organisations (Teigen 2000; Ringholm et al. 2009). 
Hence, municipalities have decades of experience with network governance as a 
tool for local and regional development (Bukve 2001; Andersen and Røiseland 
2008; Hall et al. 2009). Norwegian legislation allows municipalities to take on what 
responsibilities they desire, as long as these responsibilities are not delegated to 
another institution.

Definitions of network governance emphasise horizontality, interdependency, 
stability, autonomy of the actors, and negotiation as the way solutions are achieved 
(Rhodes 1997; Torfing 2007). This does not rule out hierarchical structures (Scharpf 
1997), but the significance of such structures would need to be downplayed for the 
sake of an optimal solution. When confronted with a big, multinational company 
that gets its drilling licence from the state, the small municipality is the junior part-
ner. What interdependency exists between the two? Is there a chance that a process 
of network governance can emerge between them? This depends on whether they 
have a common interest in particular policy solutions and to what degree each of 
them has resources that the other needs in order to implement the policy.

Hence, the following research questions: Are collaborative arenas established in 
order to develop common solutions? What resources do the two parties possess and 
how are these activated in order to reach a desired policy? How does communica-
tion and possible collaboration between the municipalities and the company develop 
over a period of time? Is there a mutual understanding of roles, challenges and solu-
tions developed?

These questions explore the relationship between power and trust in the interac-
tion between a multinational company and municipalities. The way resources are 
activated show “the positioned practice” of power (Flyvbjerg 1991; Reed 2001). 
Rather than merely mapping the means of power, this perspective of power 
 emphasises the importance of studying how the means are actually used in policy 
making interaction. Trust is regarded by several scholars, however, as equally 
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important as power in identifying how resources are distributed between organisa-
tions (Bachmann 2001). Trust is often described a “lubricant” for collaboration 
(Coleman 1988), and as an essential ingredient of the decision making process. The 
knowledge of how trust and power relations develop and interact in the relationship 
between the company and the municipality will deepen our understanding of the 
creation of ripple effects in the form of local community development.

15.3  Methods

The data for this paper consist of three types: Interviews; observation of meetings; 
and mapping of competence enhancing and local development projects financed by 
the operator, Eni Norway.

The data were collected within the framework of a trailing research project 
(Schwebs 2003; Olsen and Lindøe 2004; Stensaker 2013) over a period of nearly 
four years, from early 2010 to the second half of 2013. This means that we have 
gathered data and carried out analyses since the start of the development, in order to 
assess the dynamics of the impact that the project has on local and regional develop-
ment and the possible ripple effects to emerge from it. A pilot study was carried out 
in 2009–2010 (Eikeland et al. 2010) and interview data from the pilot study are 
included in the analysis.

15.3.1  Interviews

The interviewees fell into three categories: municipal representatives; representa-
tives from Eni Norway; and leaders of the projects that Eni Norway has funded. 
Most of the interviewees were interviewed several times. Table 15.1 gives an over-
view of the different informants and the year they were interviewed.

The municipalities were mostly represented by their mayors and project leaders. 
Interviews with Eni Norway included the regional director, the manager of 
competence- building projects and local development projects, and two administra-
tive officers at the company’s Hammerfest office.

Table 15.1 Overview of informants

Type of informant 2009a 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
Total # 
interviews

Total # 
interviewees

Mayor of 
municipality

4 4 4 4 16 4

Municipal 
administrator

2 1 3 3

Eni representative 4 2 2 2 10 4
Project coordinator 1 7 7 16 15
Sum 4 9 2 6 12 6 29 19

aInterviews from the pilot-study

T. Ringholm



193

In addition to interviews, the researchers attended three meetings involving 
Cooperation-group Goliat (see Sect. 4.1). The two researchers who were present at 
each meeting made detailed notes from the presentations and discussions. Eni 
Norway also provided data on the funds it allocated to finance and co-finance proj-
ects for local development, culture and capacity-building. The project leaders con-
firmed the amounts provided by the company.

15.4  The Process of Shaping Cooperative Relations

Over the life of the research project, we observed a process of mutual learning in 
which arenas were established for collaboration and problem solving, actions were 
taken, power relations were in use and trust was developed. The following sections 
will elaborate each of these areas in more detail.

15.4.1  Arenas for Collaboration and Problem Solving

As soon as the decision for developing the Goliat oil field was made, the mayor of 
Hammerfest took the initiative to establish “Cooperation-group Goliat” (CGG), as 
a forum for the exchange of mutual information between Eni Norway and the local 
authorities (Ringholm and Nilsen 2011, 2014). The initiative was inspired by 
Hammerfest’s previous experiences with a similar forum between Statoil, the 
license holder for the Snøhvit gas-field, established a few years earlier on Melkøya 
island near Hammerfest.

At the outset of the process, Eni Norway was reluctant to participate, not being 
used to this form of collaboration with local authorities. The main reason that the 
company eventually decided to participate was that the arena provided an opportu-
nity to keep the local authorities informed about the oil-field development and about 
the oil-spill protection system that the company was establishing. Regular meetings 
would make it possible to answer questions on the spot and avoid misunderstand-
ings. The CGG mainly became a forum for the mutual exchange of information; it 
is important to note that the idea for one larger capacity-building project, the “vir-
tual classroom” in Hasvik and Måsøy municipality, was also launched there.

The CGG also became an arena for reconciliation, at least with regard to one 
difficult conflict. In 2009–2010, there arose a particularly strong and lasting dis-
agreement between Hasvik municipality and Eni Norway about what the municipal-
ity could expect from the company in terms of general local development and 
oil-industry installations. Both Hasvik and Måsøy municipalities held up what they 
had interpreted as promises from the operator in the months preceding the drilling 
decision, a time when Eni Norway was meeting with different kinds of actors to 
gain support for a drilling decision. The company’s response to Hasvik’s and 
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Måsøy’s contention was that these were not promises, but rather possibilities that 
had not been prioritised at such an early stage.

During the first year, it became clear that the ripple effects in the form of employ-
ment and local purchases would be marginal. The company would build storing 
facilities for oil-spill protection equipment in both Hasvik and Måsøy, but these 
would bring few, if any, jobs. This was far from what the mayors had interpreted 
from the initial meetings. The situation became especially tense, causing the local 
council of Hasvik to terminate a meeting with Eni, in June 2010, on the grounds that 
there was nothing to discuss. The controversy received quite a lot of attention in the 
local and regional media, and prompted Eni’s top management from Italy to come 
to Norway for a meeting with the local council. After this meeting, bilateral rela-
tions between Hasvik and Eni took a positive turn. One informant from the munici-
pality commented:

After this meeting we had a more concrete dialogue between us and Eni in the sense that 
they have behaved more tidily with regard to what they have said and what plans they have.
[…]We feel that the dialogue has become more concretely directed at what Eni can offer 
Hasvik and what Goliat can mean for our municipality.2

One outcome of this meeting was financial support from Eni Norway for a slow- 
food3 centre in Hasvik. While the ongoing controversy caused a halt in the CGG 
meetings for a few months, the fact that such an arena existed eventually urged all 
the members back into meeting, and gradually the dialogue improved.

Other meetings also took place, though not with the same regularity as the 
CGG. Eni Norway also met with each of the municipalities separately in bilateral 
negotiations about particular development projects that the municipalities wanted 
the company to support. The four municipalities did not inform each other about the 
content of these meetings, but it was common knowledge that they took place. There 
was clearly competition between them for the limited number of onshore installa-
tions that came with the development, and for other local development projects. 
Hammerfest, where Eni Norway’s regional office is located, had more of these 
meetings, because of the need to determine the impact that locating the company’s 
regional office there would have on local housing and public services.

15.4.2  Means and Actions

As the decision in favour of opening the Goliat field appeared inevitable, local 
actors were determined to get as much out of it as possible (Eikeland et al. 2010). 
One way was to influence the licence terms. This was done mainly by making use 
of political contacts with the central government. These contacts were good. The 
Minister of Fisheries at the time came from Finnmark County, where the four 

2 Translation by the author.
3 The ambition is to achieve certification from the slow-food movement for local food.
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municipalities are located. She also held a high position in the Social Democratic 
Party, the leading party in the coalition government. Moreover, the former mayor of 
Hasvik municipality was a member of the National Assembly. The mayor of 
Hammerfest was a veteran of the Social Democratic Party, and carried a great deal 
of influence within party circles. The interviews reveal that these connections helped 
local political actors to influence the license terms (St. Prp. nr 64 2008–2009) that 
were made. As one mayor noted:

We have political contacts with central decision making actors and we are willing to use 
them. That way we are in a position to make noise about unreasonable decisions. In that 
connection we have control of the opinion and parts of the political apparatus, especially the 
Social Democratic Party.4

This quote reveals a solid self-consciousness regarding the impact of the local 
actors, and even if slightly exaggerated, the bulk of the interviews supported the 
notion that local actors had good connections to decision-making institutions.

Eventually it turned out that although the main part of the terms concerned 
energy supply and environmental issues, in particular the oil-spill protection sys-
tem, they also turned out to be unusually detailed5 in terms of outlining the compa-
ny’s social responsibility and the expected benefits for the region. It is unusual for 
such terms to outline particular benefits for specific municipalities, but in this case 
the four municipalities are mentioned in the terms. For example, the terms demand 
the company to establish a regional office in Hammerfest, a contract regime that 
allows local and regional businesses to compete for projects associated with the 
development,6 particular capacity-building programs and support for industrial 
development in Finnmark County as a whole and in the four municipalities; in par-
ticular in the fishery and tourist industries, the two most important industries in 
these municipalities.

The oil-spill protection system was a major issue in several of the CGG meet-
ings, as oil spills can cause severe damage to the fisheries. Eni Norway made a 
significant effort both with regard to actually developing the protection system and 
to presenting and explaining the steps in its development to the municipalities. Both 
parties participated in the process of identifying local development projects. There 
was not always agreement about the definition of a “good project”. Eni Norway 
needed to ensure that the project served the purpose of fulfilling the licence terms 
and the defined areas of the company’s corporate social responsibility policy, and 
that the company should not be suspected of corruption. The project also needed to 
be viable and stand a good chance of achieving the planned outcomes, which was 
naturally in the interest of the municipalities.

4 Translation by the author. The quote in Norwegian is to be found in Ringholm and Nilsen 2011: 
21–22.
5 This is, compared to other drilling licences.
6 In essence this means that the tenders for contracts should be set up in as small units as possible 
and not in large clusters of technology and/or other services. This would at least allow small busi-
nesses to compete even if it would not guarantee them a contract.
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15.4.3  Trust and Power

The collaboration process demonstrated both the use of power and the process of 
trust building in the relationships between the municipal authorities and the oil com-
pany. Specifically, power relations are evident in:

• The municipalities’ use of their political network to define the licence terms;
• Eni Norway’s control over what development purposes it wanted to support;
• The possibility of the municipalities’ opinion of the company reaching the media 

and influencing the reputation of the company.

This can somewhat crudely be summed up as follows. While the company holds the 
power over the desired goods – funding of local development projects and an oil 
spill protection system, the municipalities’ power is based on: (1) their ability to 
influence the reputation of the company by the media and through political chan-
nels: and (2) their knowledge of what projects will encourage local development, 
and how to realise these projects. Reputation is an important asset for the company, 
as it affects its relationship with both central authorities and local actors. Cultivating 
a reputation of being a supporter of local development can help a company gain 
access to new oil fields and, in general, build trust with government and communi-
ties, a view that is confirmed in the interviews with Eni representatives. For the 
municipalities, almost any kind of local development is an asset in the perpetual 
struggle of keeping and recruiting businesses and inhabitants. In summary, the rela-
tionship between the municipalities and Eni Norway can be described as an 
exchange relation, as both parties possess resources that are of interest to the other.

There is certainly power involved in the cooperation process, but to leave it at 
that would present us with a rather one-dimensional impression of the cooperation 
that took place. Cooperation also requires the building of trust. Trust comes in many 
shapes. A typology of trust is offered by Mari Sako (1998), who describes it as a 
continuum, and distinguishes between three types. Contractual trust is the trust that 
the contract partner will fulfil the obligations described in the contract. Goodwill 
trust describes a situation where one is confident that the partner will put mutual 
benefit before its own profit. Competence-based trust lies between these two, and 
describes the trust that the partner is capable and willing to fulfil what has been 
agreed upon.

The general impression from the interviews, both with the municipal and com-
pany informants, is that the relations between the two parties developed into a 
competence- based trust over the four years covered by the study. The starting point 
was different for the four municipalities. Whereas distrust characterised the relation-
ship between the two smallest municipalities, Hasvik and Måsøy, and Eni Norway, 
this was not the case for Hammerfest and Nordkapp. In latter two municipalities’ 
relations to Eni Norway, the starting point was more of a contract-based trust. The 
“contract” in this case refers to the licence terms. This trust, however, developed 
into competence-based trust over the course of the negotiations. Two developments 
in particular supported the transition from contract-based to competence- based 
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trust: (1) the municipalities’ experience of Eni Norway taking the oil spill protection 
seriously; and (2) the recognition by the company of the municpalities’ important 
role in local development. The trust, in other words, went both ways.

The dialogue with the municipalities gained importance as the company learned 
that the municipalities were often a key actor with regard to finding local develop-
ment projects that could actually help it meet the licence terms. Therefore, effort 
was put into filling leading positions in the company with people who possessed 
communication skills appropriate for the particular setting.

For the municipal actors, and especially for those in the small municipalities, the 
trust building process followed certain “stages”. Firstly, there were the high expec-
tations in the run up to the license decision. This was followed by disappointment, 
when municipal actors realised that their expectations would not be met. After this 
was a phase of reconciliation as they found a new basis for the dialogue which iden-
tified what was realistic to expect from the Goliat development.

On the whole, this was also a process of learning. In the interviews carried out in 
2014, all the mayors agreed that what they had learned from this process would be 
an asset in similar situations in the future; the knowledge of both how to communi-
cate with a multi-national company and how to establish a trust-building institu-
tional framework for such dialogue. This quote, from one of the mayors, expresses 
the general impression from interviews with both the municipal informants and 
those from the company:

I would describe it in the way that Eni Norway and we have worked us closer to each other, 
in the way that we understand more of how the other thinks and the framework that each of 
us works within.7

15.5  What Local Development?

Table 15.2 presents an overview of the projects and events that Eni Norway funded 
or co-funded in the four municipalities. As many of these projects are still in an 
early phase, and the implementation of some of them have been delayed, it is impos-
sible at this stage to calculate what the ripple effects will be with regard to employ-
ment or other economic indicators.

In the years from 2008 to 2012, Eni Norway allocated nine million Norwegian 
kroner (NOK) for local development projects in the municipalities. The municipali-
ties were involved in securing these funds. Moreover the company also sponsored 
cultural events such as concerts and festivals, to a level of close to 900,000 NOK. The 
degree that the municipal actors were involved in securing this funding is not known, 
as these events are basically run by local voluntary organisations.

There are not many education or research institutions located in this region; this 
is most likely the reason why only a small proportion of the funding for educational 

7 Translation by the author. The quote in Norwegian can be viewed in Ringholm and Nilsen 
2014:32.
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and research and development purposes stayed in these municipalities. Around 35 
million NOK for research and development and education was allocated to 
 institutions and businesses in northern Norway. Around 4.5 million NOK went to 
such purposes in the four municipalities.8 In addition to the projects listed in Table 
15.2, some of the secondary schools in the county (among them, the one in 
Hammerfest) have cooperation agreements with Eni Norway. In one such agree-
ment, funding is provided for students to make field visits to the company, and to 
support chemistry activities and other relevant arrangements in the school.

All these projects were initiated by the local politicians in the municipalities and, 
in particular, by the mayors. They also fit well into the license terms for the Goliat 
field. However, so would many other projects. When we asked Eni Norway why it 
chose to support these particular projects, the answers pointed to two different ratio-
nales. Firstly, the terms stated that the support was supposed to go to the region that 
was taking the bulk of the risk with regard to oil spills. Secondly, the company 

8 These sums are estimated from material in Ringholm et al. (2015).

Table 15.2 Local development projects in the influence municipalities with funding from Eni 
Norway 2008–2012

Project Municipality Norwegian kroner

“Live Here” (recruiting initiative) Hasvik 100.000
Course, knitting factory Hasvik 75.000
Certification of Slow Food competence Hasvik 450.000
Products from knitting factory Hasvik 130.000
Seabird counting Hasvik 400.000
Seabird centre Nordkapp 2.499.000a

“Newton-room” – for educating school-children in 
physics

Hammerfest 504.450

EnergyCampus North Hammerfest 598.500
Course oil-spill protection Måsøy 453.150
Arctic Slow Food Centre Hasvik 2.496.600a

Digital classrooms for secondary an higher education 
purposes

Hasvik/Måsøy 2.000.000

Course, welding Måsøy 196.650
Slow food festival Hasvik 196.650
Ingøy-days (Local festival) Måsøy 50.000
Sørøya-days (Fishing festival) Hasvik 442.500
Nordkapp Filmfestival Nordkapp 100.000
North Cape Simulators for oil spill protection 
education

Nordkapp 250.000

Design of multiservice vessel Hasvik 750.000
Sum 11.692.500

Source: Ringholm and Nilsen (2014)
aProjects that were not implemented by June 2014
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claimed that there were not that many good projects to choose between and those 
that got funded were the ones most likely to produce the desired outcomes.

15.6  An On-going Process

The experiences of the Goliat-development process show how Eni Norway worked 
in a local context with institutionalised practices for local development. Collaboration 
is the modus operandi of local development in Norway. Therefore, the company 
was invited, and actually expected, to join in such collaboration. Although this was 
not its usual approach, the company adjusted to the situation in various ways and, as 
a result, both parties have benefitted. The trust between the municipalities and the 
company increased and important local development projects received financing.

It would be naive, though, to overestimate the importance of trust. The trust was 
mixed with power: the local actors had an impact on the company’s reputation, and 
the company had the power to decide both which oil-related installations should be 
built and what local development projects to support.

The mix of trust and power is not a stable alloy. In this analysis two aspects in 
particular stand out as important for the future intrinsic value of trust and power in 
these situations: the realisation of the projects and the functioning of the oil-spill 
protection system. Some of the funded projects have so far not been realised accord-
ing to plan; the most significant ones being those that involve the most monetary 
funding and possible employment in the smallest of the affected municipalities. If 
they are not realised, a matter that relies on the municipal effort put into the projects, 
it is possible that Eni’s confidence in the municipality will weaken. On the other 
hand, if the oil-spill protection system should fail, despite the effort put into it, this 
can cause severe damage to the competence-based trust that the municipalities have 
in the company.

This paper has shown that the collaborative tradition and political capacity of 
local actors can have a clear impact on how companies exercise their corporate 
social responsibility in northern and arctic settings. The role and power of the local 
authorities varies among the arctic countries, and among different industries. The 
Norwegian case demonstrates that a great diversity of cooperation models may 
evolve from collaboration between industry and municipalities, and a deeper knowl-
edge of their institutional framing and actions within it could represent a source for 
learning and development in other parts of the Arctic.
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Chapter 16
Human Capital and Sustainable Development 
in the Arctic: Towards Intellectual 
and Empirical Framing

Andrey N. Petrov

Abstract One of the aspects of sustainable development in the Arctic is shifting the 
region’s reliance from non-renewable resources and the public sector to economies 
increasingly based on knowledge and innovation. Knowledge, creative, and cultural 
economies represent economic sectors heavily embedded into internal community 
capacities and intangible competitive advantages. This chapter extends the discus-
sion of the relevance of formal and informal education and knowledge to sustain-
able development in the Arctic. It discusses patterns and trends in post- secondary 
educational attainment and attendance in the last decade and provides an assess-
ment of human capital and knowledge production in the Arctic. It also identifies and 
discusses persistent and emerging human formal education gaps in the Arctic (spa-
tial, gender, Indigenous/non-Indigenous, formal/informal and entrepreneurial). The 
chapter offers conceptual and qualitative links between human capital accumula-
tion, the knowledge economy and sustainable regional development.

Keywords Human capital • Economy • Education • Sustainable development • 
Arctic

16.1  Introduction

Although natural resources are typically conceived as the main driver of the arctic 
economy, the true treasure of the Arctic is its people, or, in other terms, its human 
capital. Since pre-historic times arctic residents have developed skills and knowl-
edge that enabled them to live in harsh conditions. At the same time, the ability of 
arctic societies to benefit from standardized codified knowledge and formal educa-
tion so far has been rather limited. The first and second Arctic Human Development 
Report (AHDR 2004, 2014) highlighted a shift from viewing knowledge as a 
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standardized commodity to seeing it as a distributed resource for decision making, 
local adaptations, and increased use of technology to access knowledge. The attain-
ment of education (whether formal or not) is an investment in human capital. The 
outcome of this investment is knowledge production and transfer that ensures the 
livelihoods and prosperity of arctic communities. This chapter builds upon the 
author’s contribution to the second (AHDR 2014), extending the discussion of the 
relevance of formal and informal education and knowledge to human wellbeing and 
sustainable development in the Arctic.

The following analysis and discussion pertain to human capital largely described 
in terms of formal education (received in formalized settings at educational institu-
tions). Certainly, economic development in the Arctic also benefits from informal 
education and knowledge transfer, whether it is a part of traditional culture and 
activities, or related to skills and knowledge earned from living in communities and 
on the land or sea (AHDR 2014). Here my analysis mostly focuses on formal educa-
tion because informal skills attainment is difficult to measure, and the data are 
insufficient.

16.2  Human Capital in Sustainable Development 
in the Arctic: General Considerations

16.2.1  Defining Human Capital

Human capital can be defined as the stock of knowledge and skills embodied in a 
human population that has economic value (OECD 2009). Most generally, it refers 
to formal and tacit knowledge and skills, which can be deployed for general eco-
nomic returns. Human capital incorporates three components: general skills (liter-
acy), specific skills (related to particulate technologies and operations), and technical 
and scientific knowledge (mastery of specific bodies of knowledge at an advanced 
level). There is a broad agreement in the literature that human capital is closely 
related to both individual and aggregated labor outcomes: higher individual wages 
and enhanced employability on the one hand and greater productivity and acceler-
ated technological progress on the other (De la Fuente and Ciccone 2002).

All three components of human capital are closely tied to schooling. General 
skills are typically acquired at the primary education level. Specific skills are 
acquired during secondary education and advanced scientific and technical knowl-
edge is obtained through higher education. However, formal education is not a sole 
source of human capital. In fact, recent studies suggest that in the arctic human capi-
tal is less related to formal levels of schooling than it is in the south (Petrov and 
Cavin 2013). This difference is very important and is attributable to the human capi-
tal associated with skills and knowledge, not obtained through attending educa-
tional institutions.
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Human capital is necessary to maintain a stable or expanding economic base and 
ensure human well-being. Education is an integral part of human development and 
well-being as identified both by the UN Human Development Reports (UN 
Development Program 2014) and the Arctic Social Indicators project (ASI 2010). 
These studies emphasize the role of education in ensuring economic well-being, 
fate control (empowerment), and cultural continuity, especially if standard school-
ing practices are intertwined with local and traditional contexts. Arctic Social 
Indicators (2010) named education as one of the six key domains of human devel-
opment in the Arctic.

16.2.2  Human Capital and Sustainable Economic 
Development

Human capital is a crucial factor of regional economic growth and development and 
a key attribute of a modern post-industrial economy. First, human capital is the most 
important ingredient in the “knowledge sector,” which includes technologically 
advanced industries and services (e.g. information technology, high tech manufac-
turing, financial services, etc.), the most intensively growing elements of modern 
economy that define the overall success and competitiveness of regional economic 
systems in a globalizing world. Second, knowledge underpins ‘old’ industries, 
including the whole array of primary (e.g., extractive industries, agriculture), sec-
ondary (manufacturing), and tertiary (services) sectors. In other words, the modern 
economy is an economy heavily based on knowledge (Bell 1973).

Studies show that in the European Union, for each additional year of schooling, 
an individual gains 6.5 % in wages. The same is true in North America (De la 
Fuente and Ciccone 2002; Psacharopoulos and Patrinos 2004). This figure is even 
higher for Indigenous residents: in Saskatchewan, Canada, the lifetime earnings of 
an Indigenous male were found to increase by 38 % and for female by 59 % if a 
university degree was completed (Howe 2011). Higher education levels are also 
associated with greater labor force participation and lower unemployment. 
Schooling has a role in reducing poverty and providing the means for economically 
disadvantaged groups to improve their standard of living (ASI 2010). In Canada, 
studies show that the completion of university education is the most financially 
rewarding in terms of improving the earnings of Aboriginal Canadians, followed by 
the completion of non-university postsecondary education (Hossain and Lamb 
2012). In addition to benefitting an individual, investment in education also increases 
overall productivity by as much as 5 % per additional year of schooling (De la 
Fuente and Ciccone 2002) and, thus, improves the competitiveness of national and 
regional economies. Other positive outcomes of education are felt both in house-
holds and society at large, such as the increased ability of educated women to man-
age their lives and financial situations through reproductive control (Oxaal 1997).
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16.2.3  Human Capital and Sustainable Economic 
Development in the Arctic

While the reliance of arctic economies on the resource and public sectors is persis-
tent, globalization has brought new opportunities and challenges for arctic commu-
nities in the new knowledge-driven global economy. Northern regions can become 
“learning” regions (Morgan 1997) that adopt and adapt innovations while develop-
ing their own body of economically relevant knowledge and skills based on local 
experiences and traditions. In this respect, a development strategy based on enabling 
local human capacities to advance economic development is appealing. However, 
the Arctic faces formidable challenges to becoming such a region: internally- 
generated growth is inhibited by limited local capacities (institutional, financial and 
infrastructural) and, most importantly, by the shortage of human capital (Petrov 
2011).

There is a conceptual argument about why human capital is central to ensuring 
sustainable economic development in the Arctic and other peripheral regions around 
the world (see Petrov 2014). It is typical for peripheral regions, which rely heavily 
on resources or the public sector to: develop a culture of dependency that discour-
ages local entrepreneurship and innovativeness (Polèse et al. 2002; Suorsa 2009); be 
disconnected from communities and networks of practice (Lagendijk and Lorentzen 
2007); be forced to follow rigid techno-economic trajectories (Clark et al. 2001). 
All these structural conditions impede the acquisition of the knowledge and capaci-
ties necessary to achieve sustainable development in the face of the knowledge- 
based, ultracompetitive, globalized economy of the present (and future).

Human agency is a key transformative factor of the economy: agents of transfor-
mation are critical and necessary components of development. These agents can be 
political institutions, firms, or non-governmental organizations. However, in the 
end, the agents of change are individuals and their groups who ‘write’ the economic 
history of the region. In other words, human capital, and particularly creative capi-
tal (a stock of creative abilities and knowledge that has economic value), effectively 
define the region’s future in a modern (and future) economy.

The importance of human and creative capital in transforming remote regions 
has been demonstrated in a number of studies (Aarsæther 2004; Copus and Skuras 
2006; Jauhiainen and Suorsa 2008; Hall and Donald 2009; Petrov 2007; Petrov 
and Cavin 2013). Some researchers have even observed that less favorable busi-
ness and social environments amplify the importance of creativity and human 
capital (Aarsæther 2004; North and Smallbone 2000). Evidence from northern 
success stories suggests that the economic returns of human capital tend to be 
more connected to local economies. This connectedness is partially determined 
by the nature of the knowledge-based economy in general, but also by the tight 
relationship between human capital and other forms of societal capital in the 
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periphery (Petrov 2011). In addition, communities can capitalize on Indigenous 
knowledge and tradition, and facilitate institution building and the formation of 
civic society.

16.2.4  Human Capital and Fate Control

The link between education and empowerment is another important element of 
achieving sustainability in arctic communities. One aspect is the empowerment of 
individuals to pursue education (whether western or traditional) and develop an 
ability to make informed decisions about various aspects of their lives. These indi-
viduals may be empowered to fulfill important functions in the community. Arctic 
Social Indicators I (2010) offered a new way to conceptualize empowerment 
through the notion of fate control (i.e. the ability of individuals and communities to 
define their own destiny). Education is an integral part of fate control. Stronger fate 
control may strengthen communities, making them more resilient and adaptable. It 
may, however, eventually result in unexpected and unwanted out-migration pat-
terns, and thus the loss of the new human capital gained, for example, through the 
expansion of educational opportunities (Rasmussen 2011). Another possible conse-
quence of formal education is the erosion of cultural identity and loss of contact 
with nature (ASI II 2014; Battiste 2000).

16.2.5  Sustaining Human Capital

A common problem of non-metropolitan, peripheral regions is the ‘flight’ of human 
capital. With an increased level of education the ability (and desire) of local resi-
dents to find new job or educational opportunities elsewhere also increases. Many 
arctic residents, particularly women, move away from the Arctic to pursue or use 
their education. At the same time, many arctic regions are attracting human capital 
from the south as skilled professionals take advantage of high earnings in certain 
industries (mining, oil, etc.). Unfortunately, however, most of them stay in the 
Arctic only for a limited time. Departing educated Indigenous northerners and 
returning ‘newcomers’ create a ‘brain drain’ from the Arctic (Handland 2004; 
Petrov and Vlasova 2010). In many regions this coincides with a ‘brain turnover’ 
(intensive in- and out-migration of human capital) and ‘brain waves’ (surges and 
dips of human capital associated with the boom-and-bust economic cycle) (Heleniak 
2010). The study of human capital mobility may illuminate the ways in which 
human capital can be retained in place and/or attracted (back) to the Arctic. With the 
growing access to education for arctic residents in their regions and elsewhere, the 
issue of retention becomes even more critical (Rasmussen 2011).
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16.3  Human Capital and Post-secondary Education 
in the Arctic: Patterns, Trends and Gaps

16.3.1  Higher Education Opportunities in the Arctic

Access to post-secondary education is a key component in harnessing human capi-
tal. Today, there are more educated people in the Arctic than a decade ago, and 
options for post-secondary training in the regions have increased. In recent decades, 
arctic regions have seen an increase in the number and capacity of post-secondary 
institutions. Colleges and universities exist in all major arctic jurisdictions, although 
there are more in the Russian and Nordic sectors (Fig. 16.1). Umeå University, the 
University of Alaska system, Lulea University, University of Oulu, University of 
Iceland, University of Tromsø, and Murmansk State Technical University are the 
leading arctic institutions in terms of enrollment.1 All of these universities are 
located in larger cities, although some have branch campuses in rural areas. Remote 
regions are served to a much lesser degree. In most arctic colleges and universities, 
female students constitute the majority of enrollment. Higher education institutions 
serving indigenous populations exist in various jurisdictions, e.g., Sámi University 
College (Norway), Taimyr College (Russia), Nunavut Arctic College (Canada), and 
Ilisagvik College (Alaska). In addition to national systems of post-secondary educa-
tion, an international and inter-institutional higher education framework has been 
built by the University of the Arctic.

However, regional differences within the Arctic persist: post-secondary educa-
tional opportunities are still more extensive in northern Europe and Russia than in 
northern Canada and Alaska. In addition, the ability of Indigenous people to access 
institutions of higher learning albeit improving, is still problematic (Rasmussen 
2011). Many arctic residents are still compelled to pursue education elsewhere, and 
their return to their home region after completing their education is far from 
guaranteed.

16.3.2  The Geography of Arctic Human Capital

Educational attainment (a level of education achieved by a person or a group) is a 
traditional proxy measure of human capital. The differences in post-secondary edu-
cational policies and the legacies of national systems make it difficult to compare 
jurisdictions. However, we can see emerging patterns that supersede national 
 boundaries and historical legacies. High levels of education are often observed in 

1 For this particular assessment we only included colleges and universities in cities located in the 
Canadian territories, Alaska, Greenland, northern Norway, Sweden and Finland, as well as in 
Murmansk Oblast’, and Nenets, Yamal-Nenets, Taimyr and Chukchi autonomous okrugs of 
Russia. We also considered only institutions with publically available enrollment data.
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booming resource regions, such as the Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug (District) 
in Russia, and in more diversified regional economies, such as Yukon Territory in 
Canada. Higher levels of educational attainment are also seen in the more urbanized 
parts of the Arctic, e.g., Murmansk Oblast' (region) of Russia, northern Scandinavia, 
and Iceland. Studies indicate that the bulk of educated professionals are “newcom-
ers” or non-Indigenous residents (although there are some exceptions) mostly work-
ing in the resource sectors and public administration (Rasmussen 2011; Voswinkel 
2012). Human capital is also heavily concentrated in urban settlements, such as 
Tromsø in northern Norway, Rovaniemi in Finland, Murmansk, Salekhard, Magadan 
and Noril’sk in northern Russia, Whitehorse and Yellowknife in Canada, and 
Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau in Alaska.

Fig. 16.1 Selected arctic colleges and universities: Enrollment and gender balance (Source: insti-
tutional websites)
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Tertiary education (beyond the first post-secondary degree) is skewed by the dif-
ferences in educational systems. North American jurisdictions have high levels of 
post-baccalaureate education, while the Scandinavian and Russian North demon-
strate a lower prevalence of tertiary degrees because post-secondary education fre-
quently ends with a masters-equivalent degree.2 Important differences are found 
within countries: for instance, the gap between Yukon, NWT on one hand and 
Nunavut, Nunavik and Labrador on the other, or between affluent regions of west-
ern Siberia and the rest of the Russian North.

To provide a more revealing picture of post-secondary education attainment in 
the Arctic and avoid definitional and historical discrepancies among arctic regions, 
we can analyze the location quotient (LQ) of people with a university degree (Fig. 
16.2), sometimes referred to as the Talent Index (TI)3 (Florida 2002). Since TI 
 measures relative proportion of educated people in the total population, it allows for 
the comparison of regional figures in the Arctic with a baseline, which in this case 
is represented by a respective country, illustrating human capital accumulation rela-
tive to the country’s average (Fig. 16.2).

More urbanized Yukon, northern Norway, Yamal-Nenets and Murmansk regions 
have higher proportion of residents with post-secondary education compared to the rest 
of Russia, as do several Alaskan boroughs and Nuuk in Greenland. In fact, some arctic 
regions demonstrate a relatively high TI of people with university education. High TI 
is also observed in other regional (and national) capital regions as well as booming 
resource frontiers (e.g., in Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug of Russia). At the same 
time, the majority of arctic territories lag behind their southern metropoles with  

2 In Russia and Scandinavia undergraduate university degrees historically require more time than 
in North America and may lead to roughly the same qualification as North American masters 
degree. However, according to the definition, these degrees are not considered tertiary since they 
represent a first post-secondary degree for students.
3 Location quotient (LQ) refers to a relative proportion of adults in a certain occupation or educa-
tion group compared to a baseline (national level). It is an advantageous measure, because it com-
pares all regions (communities) with a single common denominator (their country’s baseline), 
whether a national benchmark or some other chosen indicator. Most measures are computed for the 
labour force of 15 years and over.

LQi
n

C

=
λ
λ

,

where LQi is a location quotient of i (occupation, education, etc.), λn is the share of population 
having the measured characteristic i in region n and λC is the share of population having the same 
characteristic in the reference region (nation).

The following indices are utilized in this study:

Talent Index (TI) – is a LQ of adult population who have a university degree.
Bohemian Index (BI) – is a LQ of people with artistic and creative occupations.
Leadership Index (LI) – a LQ of people with leadership and managerial occupations.
Entrepreneurship Index (EI) – a LQ of people with business occupations.
Applied Science Index (ASI) – a LQ of people with occupations in applied and natural science, 

computer science and engineering (not used in this study due to data constraints).
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respect to formal education levels. This gap is especially evident in areas with relatively 
high Indigenous populations, such as Nunavut, rural Alaska, and the Nenets, Koryak 
and Taimyr Okrugs of Russia. Small remote urban communities, such as Iqaluit, 
Dudinka, Tura, and Susuman also demonstrate low levels of educational attainment 
(Fig. 16.3). A slightly higher, but still relatively low Talent Index is observed in the ‘old’ 
industrial cities of the Russian North: e.g. Noril’sk, Apatity, Olenegorsk, Monchegorsk, 
and Vorkuta.

16.3.3  Beyond Regions: A Municipal-Level Analysis

If human capital metrics are well documented at the regional level, data constraints 
limit our ability to measure human capital at the municipal level. For larger settle-
ments, however, the educational attainment data required for computing Talent 
Index are mostly accessible. At the city-level, analysis includes arctic cities selected 
based on population (generally exceeding 20,000) and “regional importance” (all 
regional capitals, if available, are included).

Fig. 16.2 Talent Index: Location quotient of people with university degree in arctic regions 
(Source: compiled by author from U.S. Census Bureau, Statistics Canada, Statistics Norway, 
Statistics Greenland, Rosstat, Eurostat; various years)
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As seen in Fig. 16.3, arctic cities demonstrate varying degrees of ‘talent’ concen-
tration in comparison to the national level. Some are certainly ‘creative hot spots’: 
for example, Anadyr’s TI (1.72) is comparable to Moscow’s (1.79). Very high TIs 
are also recorded in other regional (and national) capitals both in Russia and across 
the Arctic, including in Salekhard, Yakutsk, Umeå, Magadan, Juneau, Yellowknife, 
Tromsø, and Reykjavik. Another large, highly educated labor force cluster is 
observed in the Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, where Salekhard, Novy Urengoy 
and Nadym have TIs above 1.4. This may reflect the influx of educated labor 
migrants in the last decade as TIs in these cities exhibited substantial growth 
between 2002 and 2010.

These observations should not disguise a wide gap in educational attainment 
(and thus TI) between urban and rural areas in the Arctic. For example, in the most 
urbanized part of the Arctic, the Russian North, the percent of formally educated 
individuals with a post-secondary degree varies from region to region, from 5 to 20 
%. Many other northern cities and towns, however, have low levels of educational 
attainment, especially compared to the South.

Fig. 16.3 Talent Index (TI) in selected arctic cities (Source: compiled by author from U.S. Census 
Bureau, Statistics Canada, Statistics Norway, Statistics Greenland, Rosstat, Eurostat; various 
years)
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16.3.4  Gaps and Trends in Arctic Human Capital

16.3.4.1  A Double Spatial Gap

A simple geographic analysis demonstrates two spatial gaps in arctic post- secondary 
education: the gap between the Arctic and southern regions and the gap between 
urban/industrial arctic regions and the rest of the Arctic. Generally, a pattern of low 
post-secondary education levels in the North is prevalent. However, such a general-
ization fails to reflect the variability and diversity of arctic regions. Recent research 
demonstrates substantial levels of creativity based on non-codified informal knowl-
edge, which might not conform the conventional notion of human capital (Aarsæther 
2004; Petrov 2007; Petrov and Cavin 2013). As argued above, creative human capi-
tal is critical for economic development and socio-economic transformation in the 
Arctic, as it often becomes the engine of the economic reinvention and revitalization 
of a region.

16.3.4.2  A Gender Gap

Considerable changes in gender patterns of education took place during the last 
10–15 years. Although the gender gap in education still persists in many regions, 
women tend to be increasingly more educated as a group compared to men. By the 
1990s, women had become the majority group in relation to higher education in 
several countries, and by the late 1990s, this occurred throughout most regions in 
the Arctic. Alaska is one region where the feminization of human capital over the 
last decade has led to an increase in women with post-secondary education (52.3 % 
as compared to 47.7 % among men). Alaskan women are also more highly edu-
cated: 29.8 % of female Alaskans have post-secondary education as opposed to 25.2 
% of males. At the same time, men lead among adult residents with post- 
baccalaureate degrees (especially in professional and doctoral degrees, where the 
male to female ratio is 1.5:1) (U.S. Census Bureau 2012).

Data from Northwest Territories (NWT) show that while there are still more men 
with post-secondary education, women experienced steady gains in the last ten 
years and by 2009 constituted 46 % of post-secondary educated population over the 
age of 15 (NWTBS 2009). In Yukon, as many women as men have post-secondary 
certificates (YBS 2008). In recent decades women also gained considerable ground 
in some male-dominated fields such as engineering, applied sciences, mathematics, 
computer sciences and physical sciences. In the Russian Arctic, women dominate 
among residents with higher (post-secondary) education. The gap between men and 
women is fairly substantial: for example, 24.5 % of adult female residents of 
Murmansk Oblast’ have completed a post-secondary degree, compared to 20.8 % of 
male residents. In Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug, a region with quite a different 
population structure and settlement history, the gender gap is even more pronounced: 
post-secondary education is attained by 31.1 % of women and 22.8 % of men.
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16.3.4.3  An Indigenous/Non-indigenous Gap

The levels of engagement in post-secondary education among Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous people illustrate another ‘education gap.’ Closing this gap is not only 
beneficial for Indigenous individuals in terms of lifetime earnings (Howe 2011; 
Hull 2005), but will likely to inject considerable revenues into the economy (Sharpe 
et al. 2007). The gap is dramatic in some regions, and less evident (but still present) 
in others. NWT is a case in point as a region with a drastic education differential: 
only 4.9 % of NWT Aboriginal residents held a university degree in 2009 compared 
to 32.3 % of non-Aboriginal residents (NWTBS 2009). Although Indigenous peo-
ple in NWT made formidable gains in the last decades (only 1.8 % had university 
degree in 1999), the educational gap is still wide (NWTBS 2009).

In Russia, the discrepancy between Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations 
can be approximated using statistics for urban (predominantly non-Indigenous) and 
rural (heavily Indigenous) areas. The gap in percent of formally educated individu-
als with a post-secondary degree varies from region to region between 5 and 20 %. 
For example, only 14.3 % of rural residents in Yamal-Nenets Okrug have attained 
the post-secondary level compared to 29.2 % of urban dwellers. Similarly, in 
Chukotka 7.6 % of adults living in rural areas reported having higher education in 
contrast to 28.4 % of adults living in urban settings. Only 5.9 % of rural men (mostly 
Indigenous) in Chukotka had a post-secondary degree, reflecting both the urban/
rural and Indigenous/non-Indigenous education gaps (Rosstat 2012).

16.3.4.4  A Formal/Informal Education Gap

Recent studies revealed that human capital in the Arctic is not always associated 
with the western educational paradigm (e.g., Petrov 2007). This is especially true 
for cultural capital, a form of human capital based on the economic engagement of 
cultural activities and practices. Another strong economic endowment associated 
with informal knowledge transfer is the social economy, which is based on long- 
lived traditions of cooperation, sharing, and community-building to sustain prosper-
ity. This knowledge is useful in the growing social economy of the Arctic (AHDR 
2014).

The gap between formal and informal education in the Arctic is problematic for 
a region’s sustainable development. Arctic communities have informal, highly 
adaptive traditional knowledge systems (Cruikshank 2005). These systems include 
a unique combination of human, social and civic capital that provides opportunities 
for enhancing material well-being while simultaneously ensuring cultural vitality 
and sustaining traditional livelihoods and the natural environment. The minimal 
role of traditional knowledge in formal education and the lack of recognition given 
to it as a component of human capital of the arctic regions continues to limit sustain-
able development options in northern communities. Integrating traditional knowl-
edge transfer into the formal educational system, incorporating informal education 
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in human capital metrics and establishing an improved understanding of its role in 
economic developments are all required to close the gap.

16.3.5  Beyond Education: Arctic’s Creative Capital 
and the ‘Entrepreneurial Gap’

The centrality of human capital in regional reinvention in the periphery appears to 
be especially important in respect to breaking with resource path-dependency and 
facilitating a sustainable economic future for remote regions. Community-level 
research conducted in peripheral areas, although mostly outside the Arctic, squarely 
points to a pivotal role of creativity (spanning beyond education, experience or tech-
nical expertise or any other “traditional” attributes of human capital) in local eco-
nomic success. For example, a study of local innovation in northern Scandinavia 
stressed “the importance of key local actors in innovative processes that take place 
in remote regions” (Aarsæther 2004: 244). The authors concluded, “almost every 
innovation has had a clear core agent to manage the process. Very often this agent, 
initiator and ‘engine’ of the process has been a local person, who has committed 
him/herself to the development of a new idea” (Aarsæther 2004:244). Similar evi-
dence has been cited in other marginal regions (e.g., Stöhr 2000; Petrov 2011), 
where entrepreneurs and inventors have been credited with revitalizing economies 
in their communities. All these studies suggest that human capital in general, and 
creative capital in particular, are important and organic ingredients of local devel-
opment in the periphery.

Figure 16.4 presents Leadership Index (LI), Entrepreneurial Index (EI) and 
Bohemia Index (BI) maps for the circumpolar region. Similarly to TI, these indices 
are calculated as location quotients of residents in leadership, entrepreneurial and 
artistic occupations respectively. Since these are occupational measures, the indices 
not only reflect formal education, but occupational skills, and thus are more inclu-
sive of various forms of human capital. To some extent they capture skills based on 
traditional knowledge (mostly in terms of artisanship and leadership); however, 
admittedly, the Census occupation categories do not always adequately encapsulate 
high-skilled traditional activities.

Taken together with Fig. 16.2 (TI), it is evident that there are regions that have 
high TI, LI and BI (and they are not necessarily the same ones). As mentioned ear-
lier, Yukon, certain parts of Russia (e.g., Murmansk and Yamal-Nenets), and north-
ern Scandinavia demonstrate levels of TI near or exceeding respective national 
averages. Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug and Kamchatka Oblast’ were ranked 
9th and 10th among top Russian regions in 2002. At the same time, some arctic 
regions register a remarkably high LI; a pattern observed in other studies, (e.g., 
Petrov and Cavin 2013). The highest indices are associated either with larger urban 
and administrative centers or with very remote and sparsely populated regions. The 
geographic distribution of BI largely reflects the prevalence of an Indigenous 
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Fig. 16.4 Bohemia (BI), Leadership Index (LI), and Entrepreneurial Index (EI) Index in the arctic 
regions (Source: compiled by author from U.S. Census Bureau, Statistics Canada, Statistics 
Norway, Statistics Greenland, Rosstat, Eurostat; various years)
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 population. Most arctic regions exceed national baselines in relative proportion of 
residents with occupations in arts and culture suggesting a presence of cultural capi-
tal and a considerable potential of an arctic cultural economy. In Russia, the Taimyr, 
Koryak, Chukotka Autonomous Okrugs and Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) ranked 
among top 10 regions in terms of BI in 2002.

In contrast, the Entrepreneurship Index in the Arctic is generally low. The entre-
preneurial class in most of the circumpolar regions is rather weak, and demonstrates 
a gap versus other forms of creative capital. This fact presents an additional chal-
lenge for sustainable economic development, because the lack of entrepreneurial 
activity becomes an impediment for engaging other types of human capital in the 
production of economic wealth. Other studies also point to the “peripheral discon-
nect” or lack of synergy between the entrepreneurial capital and other forms of 
human creativity (Petrov and Cavin 2013). Investing in all forms of local human 
capital is one of the elements of a successful economic development strategy in the 
northern frontier.

16.4  Discussion and Concluding Remarks

This brief analysis demonstrates that although the educational opportunities and 
educational attainment of arctic residents has increased, there are still serious short-
ages of human capital in circumpolar regions. We are able to observe a variety of 

Fig. 16.4 (continued)
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‘gaps’ (some of them persistent, and others emerging) among arctic regions and 
populations. The spatial gaps represent the difference in educational attainment 
(and opportunities) between arctic and southern regions, and between urban and 
rural Arctic places. The gender gap reflects the tendency of arctic women to achieve 
higher levels of educational attainment than men, but also the continuing male pre-
dominance in post-baccalaureate education and technical fields of knowledge. The 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous gap illustrates a persistent discrepancy between 
Indigenous people and other northerners in respect to formal education. The lack of 
integration between formal and informal education is also a continuing problem that 
marginalizes arctic populations. Finally, the entrepreneurial gap points to a shortage 
of local entrepreneurs compared to other types of creative capital (e.g., cultural). All 
of these gaps impede sustainable social and economic development in the Arctic.

The internal differences illuminate a few successful regions (and mostly urban 
communities that serve as administrative and resource centers) against the backdrop 
of regions with limited human capital, brain drain and brain turnover. However, the 
“formal education-only” view of human capital does not adequately present the full 
picture of human capital. Other forms of human creativity that correspond with 
knowledge and skills within or beyond those attained through formalized education 
must be considered. This consideration makes the palette of human capital more 
complete and changes the overall understanding of the geography of human capital 
in the Arctic. This is most important in respect to cultural capital that is least tied to 
formal education, but may not be less vital for sustainable community 
development.

Engaging human capital and the knowledge economy must be an integral part of 
a larger sustainable development strategy for the Arctic. Addressing human capital 
gaps provides a new opportunity for northern communities to achieve the diversifi-
cation of their economic base, break away from the boom-bust cycles, reduce 
dependency on external economic and political actors and ultimately improve the 
quality of life for local residents. As we start to quantify and understand human 
capital in the Arctic, it is evident that some arctic regions have considerable concen-
trations of highly educated workers and creative professionals. These individuals 
are predominantly located in administrative and economic centers, such as 
Yellowknife, Juneau, Salekhard and Anadyr. Some of these cities rival their much 
larger southern counterparts such as Moscow, St. Petersburg and Krasnoyarsk. On 
the other hand, remote communities still have very limited human capital. While 
unavoidable, the leakage of students and highly educated professionals from the 
North is a problem that can be partially alleviated if cities, regions and national 
actors introduce meaningful efforts to attract and retain human capital in the North. 
Without such actions even the most highly ranked arctic regions and communities 
may lose their potential in times of economic difficulties (as has been demonstrated 
in the Russian and Canadian Norths in the 1990s). Investment in education is impor-
tant, but it should come hand-in-hand with policies targeting human capital that are 
based on a better understanding of its needs and behavior in the Arctic. This pertains 
both to professionals and to local artisans and crafters (the pillars of Arctic cultural 
economy). Although not all arctic regions can strongly benefit from building a 
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knowledge economy, it is certainly a key ingredient necessary for achieving sustain-
able development in northern communities that will also allow for the partial recon-
ciliation of traditional economies and cultures with modern capitalism. In other 
words, by sustaining creativity cities will be able to create sustainability.
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Chapter 17
From Lone Wolves to Relational Reindeer: 
Revealing Anthropological Myths 
and Methods in the Arctic

Stacy Rasmus and Olga Ulturgasheva

Abstract This chapter examines how a new methodological approach, peer obser-
vation of research, was used as part of a comparative, ethnographic study of social 
resilience in Alaska and Siberia. The approach evolved through the collaboration of 
two indigenous researchers working in two different regions of the Arctic. Breaking 
from what has become a standard auto-ethnographic or self-reflexive enterprise in 
anthropology, our study aimed to document the collaborative ethnographic interac-
tion from multiple perspectives and positions. We present two fieldwork episodes 
demonstrating the process and potential utility of a peer observation method for 
social researchers working in collaboration with indigenous communities and peo-
ple in the Arctic. Peer observation of research reveals: (1) the ways in which our 
methods and models of collaborative research are relational and negotiated within 
an indigenous community and cultural context and (2) the degree to which our own 
indigenous kinship and association influences our ethnographic outcomes in a field-
work setting leading to productive points of orientation and disorientation.

Keywords Collaborative ethnography • Indigenous research methodologies • 
Arctic indigenous engagement in research • Peer observation of research • Arctic 
social science
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A Malemut shaman from Kotzebue sound near Selawik lake told 
me that a great chief lives in the moon who is visited now and 
then by shamans who always go to him two at a time, as one 
man is ashamed to go alone… (Nelson 1900: 515)
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17.1  Introduction

Contrary to popular belief, no one is every truly alone in the arctic and activities 
seldom go unseen or unobserved whether it be by another human being, or by an 
animal or spirit. There is a Yup’ik saying that it is always good where there are two, 
two hunters or two Elders speaking together, as each will keep the other true. The 
quote above is a from an oral tradition recounted in an early ethnography of Yup’ik1 
groups living on the Bering Sea Coast and speaks to this cultural value in traveling 
and presenting oneself with another of similar status and background. When the 
story claims it would shame a man to go alone to a new place and meet a chief, the 
implication is that one man alone will have trouble establishing his claims and prov-
ing himself to be who he says he is. We extend the local value and metaphor in this 
story and in broader Yup’ik tradition from two shamans, two hunters or two Elders 
and apply it to ourselves as two anthropologists.

The starting point for this study was our joint involvement in an international 
circumpolar study of youth resilience in five arctic indigenous communities (Rasmus 
et al. 2014a; Ulturgasheva et al. 2010, 2011; Ulturgasheva 2013, 2014; Ulturgasheva 
et al.2014). During the course of the study, our perspectives and experiences in 
conducting collaborative and community-based research came to align with our 
shared background as social anthropologists of indigenous2 descent. We found our-
selves critically examining the notion of community collaboration, de-colonization 
and participation in arctic research (Ulturgasheva et al. 2015). Our examination of 
the concept of collaboration in research prompted us to develop strategies to more 
thoroughly analyze and describe community-based and participatory approaches in 
arctic indigenous communities.

Too often the story of the Arctic is told from the single perspective of a typically 
European or American male in the form of a hero/explorer monograph that, as 
recent evidence shows, often leaves much of the story missing (see Pálsson 2001 
and Nagy 2008 for critical discussions of the missing stories). Recent  methodological 
and epistemic trends are moving this discourse more towards dialogic and multi- 
level perspectives (e.g., Akpik and Bodenhorn 2000; Williamson 2011; Ulturgasheva 
2012). This shift towards the production of multi-faceted and multi-voiced research 
in the Arctic is an important step away from the trope of the polar explorer/hero or 
“lone wolf” that has characterized many contributions to circumpolar ethnology 
(e.g., Krupnik 2012; Muller-Wille and Barr 1998; Stefansson 1971).

1 Yup’ik (pl. Yupiit) are the indigenous inhabitants of southwest and southcentral Alaska and parts 
of eastern Siberia. Yup’ik is part of the Inuit language family and the Yup’ik speaking peoples are 
traditional hunters and gatherers who would move on a seasonal round with a primary focus on 
salmon, sea mammals and tundra flora and fauna.
2 The term ‘indigenous’ has been widely used in reference to all sorts of people, including domi-
nant European nations interchangeably and has no straightforward and clear-cut definition. Here, 
we use the term ‘indigenous’ in reference to the endogenous populations of a particular geographic 
region, such as the Arctic, who have experienced colonial and de-colonial occupation and oppres-
sion by a dominant population.
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The power dynamics and singularity of the “lone wolf” mentality in anthropol-
ogy have been thoroughly deconstructed and critiqued by many researchers work-
ing in the field (Galman 2007; LeCompte and Schensul 2010; Nagy 2008). 
Collaborative and participatory ethnography has emerged over the past two decades, 
and many current anthropological approaches take into account community mem-
ber observations and perspectives as a critical part of the co-production of knowl-
edge in social research (Fluehr-Lobban 2003; Lassiter 2005; Bodenhorn 2012; 
Fienup-Riordan 2007; Sumsion 2014; Ulturgasheva et al. 2015). Yet, in arctic social 
science, the lone wolf myth and mentality seems to persist; perhaps aided by the 
collective efforts to preserve the North as our global “last frontier.” The harsh cli-
mates and remote conditions of the North make the research endeavor, in many 
ways, more challenging than it might be in other areas of the world; researchers that 
brave these conditions are often heralded for their strength and durability, given the 
nature of the environment (e.g. Cole 1986). We learn about the indigenous inhabit-
ants of these regions through the voice of the hero researcher who lived to tell the 
tale of the Arctic and its people (Brown 2015).

There remains a certain mystique given to arctic researchers who “survive” their 
fieldwork in the North, particularly for those spending long durations in the remote 
settlements. Aspects of this exoticism persist (e.g. Brody 2001) even with increas-
ing numbers of indigenous scholars emerging from arctic communities (Fast 2002; 
Ulturgasheva 2012; Williamson 2011).

Historically, for a non-indigenous scholar, acclimatizing to the Arctic was one of 
the most primary and often highlighted process steps in the ethnographic inquiry 
(Briggs 1970; Stefansson 1971). Although the Arctic has changed significantly in 
the past 40 years and has become more hospitable and accommodating for those 
unfamiliar with arctic climates, there remains an emphasis on non-indigenous adap-
tations to arctic indigenous settings in contemporary ethnographic works (e.g. 
Collings 2014). In comparison, scholars native to the Arctic may be more able to 
skip a step in the research process or may experience a different kind of ‘acclimatiz-
ing’ experience.

All of the above raise questions about the ethics and accountability of the anthro-
pological endeavor in the Arctic, and prompt us to examine the periphery in the 
construction of an anthropological accounting of arctic social life and culture. 
Although we do not deny the general physical challenges presented by arctic envi-
ronmental conditions, we argue that the anthropological endeavor presents no less 
of a journey or challenge for researchers from the region who themselves must 
attend to both the professional and personal demands of indigenous arctic commu-
nity life. Demonstrating and validating anthropological methods and practices has 
long been a weakness to our field (LeCompte and Schensul 2010). When it is only 
the anthropologist out alone in remote regions conducting research, indigenous or 
not, the production of knowledge is limited to a single perspective. Even when we 
attempt to address this limitation through approaches such as community-based par-
ticipatory research (CBPR), participatory action research (PAR), and indigenous 
research methodologies (IRM), collaboration, writing, and research is still most 
often conducted through the perspective of a single PhD-level researcher engaging 
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in research activities with indigenous community collaborators or co-researchers as 
opposed to the older and outdated “key informants” or “subjects.”

Yet even in the more collaborative enterprises in anthropology it is still mainly 
the academic co-researcher in CBPR/PAR who writes the story representing the 
process and findings from the research (Rasmus 2014). This is one of the reasons 
that anthropologists, and social and cultural anthropologists in particular, are often 
criticized for being “anti-scientific” in their methods and have the validity of their 
research findings questioned (Kuznar 1996). Recent steps have been taken within 
the field to address this limitation, with an increased emphasis on inter-subjectivity 
as the basis for objectivity in ethnographic research (e.g. Duranti 2010). There is a 
need for methods that can capture the multi-layered and rapidly changing complex-
ity of contemporary indigenous lives and knowledge.

In this chapter, we propose a new type of research engagement that involves 
multiple ethnographers engaged in research within settings, both new and accus-
tomed in the Arctic, with the goals of observing and gathering knowledge while 
attending to the subtle details of engagement in fieldwork. By employing a new 
method in research practice, we attempt to respond to cutting-edge epistemological 
shifts in the growth of global contexts for research and co-learning that calls for 
revising old colonial narratives and developing new and decolonizing research 
methods (Konrad 2012; Bodenhorn 2012). The latter ultimately requires us to attend 
to the ways our subjectivities and positionalities (being at times both Native and 
non-Native, insider and outsider, observer and observed, the subject and object of 
research) are unfolding in a joint, collaborative effort of knowledge production. 
Here, we also refer to the latest scientific trend that invests in the ethos of collabora-
tion. The practice of collaborative ethnography (Humphrey and Onon 1996; Lowe 
2012; Marcus and Mascarenhas 2005; Strathern 2012) that challenges the ‘lone 
wolf’ narrative can potentially generate new understandings, especially given its 
emphasis on and recognition of shared intellectual ‘returns’ between equal knowl-
edge producers. However, the methods and practices of collaborative ethnography 
remain unclear, and new methodologies that seek to decolonize and indigenize 
community- based research processes are beginning to emerge (e.g. Denzin et al. 
2008; Kovach 2009; Medicine and Jacobs 2001; Smith 1999; Wilson 2008).

In a joint effort to achieve greater transparency in our collaborative ethnographic 
approach we combined two elements, namely the classical anthropological method 
of participant observation and borrowing from our Eveny3 co-researchers. The latter 
framework of collaboration and mutual accountability between humans and rein-
deer, called nyamnin4, can be translated into English as ‘coordination of movement’, 
‘coordination of rhythm’ and ‘joint or collective effort’ to move with a purpose. Our 
approach involves a particular kind of nyamnin, focused on coordination and col-

3 The Eveny are an Asiatic numerically-small people that number around 17,000 and speak a 
Tungus-Manchu language. Most Eveny live in northern Siberia and engage in a double economy 
that combines reindeer herding and hunting.
4 We thank our knowledgable Eveny elder, Vasilii Spiridonovich Keimetinov-Bargachan for 
informing us on the concept of nyamnin.
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laboration that we have back-translated into peer observation of research. We use 
the term peer observation of research to refer to our team of two anthropologists 
engaged simultaneously in social research activities with community members as 
well as with each other. In turning the anthropological gaze back on ourselves as the 
collaborative interlocutors, we illuminate the participant observation method as it is 
in practice, rather than as it should or could be in theory. Using an illustrative case 
example, we show how our peer observation of research methods were applied dur-
ing our fieldwork and how the practice led to productive points of orientation and 
disorientation in the ethnographic encounter. Following the case example we dis-
cuss how our peer observation of research approach is useful in opening-up and 
demystifying the research process not only for other social scientists but also for 
community members and participants who may come to understand and appreciate 
research and see a future for themselves in the field.

17.2  Methods

The peer observation of research component is based on established “peer observa-
tion of teaching (PoT)” methods traditionally used in classroom and educational 
settings (Fullerton 1999; Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond 2005). In education, 
peer observation is a novel expansion of the more classical participant observation 
method developed within the discipline of anthropology. By having everyone 
involved in the experience take up both subject and object roles, peer observation of 
research levels the field. For indigenous researchers working in their own or other 
indigenous community contexts, peer observation of research has the potential to 
play a particularly important role in establishing the validity and ethics of the 
research. In our experience, indigenous researchers must manage their own con-
stantly shifting personal and professional roles in the community while also balanc-
ing social expectations with research standards and ethics.

As stated earlier (see footnote 2) the term “indigenous” is itself problematic, 
complex and unclearly defined. Here though, we use ‘indigenous’ to refer to a 
shared status or descent from a group of people who, as traditional inhabitants of a 
geographic region, have been subject to colonization and subjugation by outside 
groups or forces. While the very broad term ‘indigenous’ has some clear utility con-
necting vastly different peoples and regions together in a shared cause for equity 
and social justice on a global level, it brings the potential for essentializing and 
politicizing peoples and cultures.

The complexity of contemporary indigeneity is demonstrated within our own 
research team, with one of us being native Eveny while the other is of mixed-blood 
American Indian background. Our shared indigenous descent may accelerate our 
acceptance in other indigenous community contexts and provide initial trust that 
would take much longer for a non-indigenous researcher to gain. It may also move 
us into the potentially problematic conditions in an indigenous community context 
that have been associated negatively in anthropology with “going Native” (Tresch 
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2001). The more closely a researcher is perceived as related or indigenous “like us” 
the more important it is to create or establish a method to allow for a productive 
distance as part of the research study.

While conducting research in Alaska and Siberia we have observed that our 
appearance and our ethnic affiliation and background would instantly inspire people 
from both sites to look for a kinship connection. Both Eveny and Yup’ik were trying 
to figure out how we are related through time and distance to one another. And we 
have realized that by making an attempt to figure out the kinship relationship we are 
acknowledging each other as extended family in a way that invokes mutual and 
reciprocal obligation and accountability. Hence, it is important in these cases of 
close relational research collaborations to have a way for placing checks in the pro-
cess that reduce potential for bias and increase peripheral perspective, illuminating 
possible “blind-spots” that can develop within long-term relationships, research or 
otherwise. One of the main goals of this study is to illuminate those details that 
remain unchecked and unnoticed by a single researcher. The fieldwork in Alaska 
and Siberia which involved our participation in the social lives of both communities 
was aimed at illustrating how the practice of peer observation of research helped us 
in shedding new light on seemingly obvious things and reflecting relations from a 
different angle.

As a starting point, we take the main parameters of indigenous research method-
ologies (Denzin et al. 2008; Mutua and Swaderner 2004; Seale et al. 2004; Smith 
1999, 2005; Wilson 2008), and redefine them to revolve around the relational 
accountability of nyamnin. In Eveny terms, indigenous research methodologies 
would mirror the coordination and negotiation of roles and relationships within 
reindeer herding to reflect the research engagement. The process would involve a 
coordination of movement and awareness of each other at all times in an effort to 
prevent procedural crisis from occurring that would disallow both humans and rein-
deer, or in this case indigenous researcher and interlocutor, to get to their desired 
outcome.

For our study, we traveled first to Alaska, where Rasmus has been working with 
Yup’ik communities to develop community-level, cultural interventions to reduce 
suicide and alcohol use disorder for over a decade (Mohatt et al. 2004; Rasmus et al. 
2014b). We went next to northeast Siberia, where Ulturgasheva has been studying 
Eveny adolescence and social resilience for the past 15 years (Ulturgasheva 2012, 
2013, 2014, 2016; Ulturgasheva et al. 2010). We spent a month at each site engaging 
in ethnographic fieldwork together as members of a team. As part of an exploratory 
methods study we sought to understand how both our own positions and perspec-
tives and those of the community could be deployed in a process of shared  knowledge 
production; specifically, in identification of ‘blind-spots’ from different and multi-
ple angles.

We present results in the form of fieldwork episodes that represent how peer 
observation of research can increase our peripheral vision and allow us to see what 
may not have been observable to us based on our positionalities and subjectivities. 
Anthropologists have noted the potential for events and encounters to be observed 
and represented in many different ways, even by the same researcher returning to 
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observe the same event or practice (e.g. Bateson 1958). Peer observation of research 
has the potential to expand the anthropological gaze in a way that shrinks the reflec-
tion to a single fieldwork experience but involves multiple simultaneous perspec-
tives of the same event or encounter to occur. We present two encounters from our 
fieldwork in Alaska and Siberia in a dialogic fashion, beginning with Ulturgasheva’s 
perspectives drawn from fieldnotes of her first day in an Alaskan Yup’ik commu-
nity, followed by Rasmus’ observations and initial interactions in a Siberian Eveny 
community. The two episodes demonstrate productive points of orientation and dis-
orientation in our fieldwork and provide a glimpse into our collaborative ethno-
graphic process. We conclude with a critical discussion of the role of peer observation 
in demystifying and describing more empirically the anthropological endeavor.

17.3  Results

17.3.1  Fieldwork Episode 1: Washing-Up

17.3.1.1  Ulturgasheva’s Perspective

My very first day in a Yup’ik community ended up with me washing up after all 
guests/relatives have left the house of our local collaborator. Somehow it was 
assumed that I would take on this responsibility unquestioningly. To my Siberian 
understanding of hospitality this gesture would have been read as an expression of 
disrespect and even hostility towards myself as a guest. But I felt strongly that, just 
like Jean Briggs (1970), I should take my dismay as the first step in learning about 
contemporary Yup’ik sociality with its ebbs and flows.

In that particular situation, I thought it was perhaps expected that a newly arrived 
female guest must take this duty on her shoulders because, first, she is a university 
researcher (who will disappear as soon as the study is over) and, second, she is an 
indigenous, non-white woman who is “just like us”— expected to wash up after the 
dinner with other outsiders/guests is over. In contrast, no one assumed or offered 
this task to my indigenous Siberian collaborator, Sayan, who arrives as a male guest. 
As per my observations from the very start, there was a marked contrast of inter- 
gender behavior within the household structure, with males seeming to have more 
dominance and a preferred position. From our informal exchanges prior to our field-
work, I learned that Stacy, as a woman, was also subject to gendered expectations of 
behavior, especially, when she was in the community with other male, non- 
indigenous university researchers.

In my initial observation, our assigned roles in the household as women from 
similar ethnic backgrounds and university researchers reflected the perspective of 
the community members affording males, and those perceived as academic males of 
non-indigenous background in particular, higher status with full guest privileges. In 
this regard, upon initial entry in the community, non-indigenous male researchers 
would experience less hassled and troubled relations with community members, 
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particularly as this asymmetrical model has become more ubiquitous and entrenched 
since the colonial era. Asymmetrical relations and gendered norms have the poten-
tial to profoundly impact us and our capacities as indigenous female researchers 
working in the Arctic. For both of us, this study is also an attempt to contest a well- 
established, asymmetrical, ‘top down’ model of relations that we have experienced, 
not only within academia but also within the indigenous communities themselves.

17.3.1.2  Rasmus’ Perspective

At the same time that Olga is documenting her experience in a Yup’ik community, 
I am observing a Yup’ik community as they encounter and share experiences with 
Olga. What I observe with the initial washing-up interaction was the immediate 
acceptance of Olga as a member of the household and kinship unit. Sayan, too, is 
immediately obliged to take a steambath with the men. Olga, since she enters the 
community with me and is experiencing the community initially through my estab-
lished connections, is conferred a status adjacent to mine (which is something like 
a daughter-in-law) and is treated as returning family rather than as new-coming 
guest or visitor. While I am only conferred this type of family association in this 
particular Yup’ik household in the community, Olga is frequently assigned kinship 
status in other interactions with community members and often as part of the formal 
research process as well.

I witness with Olga something I have never yet witnessed in conducting inter-
views with my non-indigenous research colleagues in the same community: com-
munity members listen much more attentively to Olga’s questions and respond 
much more thoroughly and thoughtfully. Community members clearly want to 
share more of themselves and their lives with Olga. They are very eager to speak to 
Olga about their way of life and culture and often say “well you must have this too” 
or “you must have heard about that in your community.” Interestingly, this associa-
tion occurs much less frequently with Sayan, also an indigenous person from 
Siberia, but from a different region. In observational contexts, Yup’ik community 
members are much more likely to say that Olga looks more Yup’ik and that Sayan 
looks perhaps more “like an (American) Indian.” The community’s perception of 
Sayan’s appearance as “not Yup’ik” appears to give him more of an outsider status 
akin to my own in a Yup’ik community. And, in this way, Sayan receives the “ben-
efit” of being perceived as guest or visitor at first entry into the village.

17.3.2  Fieldwork Episode 2: Finding Geronimo

17.3.2.1  Rasmus’ Perspective

We arrive in an Eveny village after two days of long travel by caravan over vast 
fields, mountains, rivers. It is very late and we are immediately given rest in the 
homes of our host families. The next day is full of many meetings and greetings 
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with the people of the community, but one interaction stands out. Among the first 
questions that I am asked after introductions are made and my background as 
“Native American” is disclosed, is whether or not I have yet met with Geronimo. At 
first I am confused by the question, and ask if they mean whether I know who 
Geronimo was. I confirm through Olga as an interpreter, that yes I do know of 
Geronimo as an important American Indian figure. Olga clarifies for me that no, that 
is not what they mean. Rather, the community members are wondering if I had met 
the Eveny man ‘Geromino’ who lives in the village and carries the great Apache 
leader’s name. I have not yet met this Geronimo but am asked several more times if 
I have and am encouraged to meet him and hear the story of how he got his name.

When I do come to meet with Geronimo it is at the reindeer herders’ celebration 
and we are all warming up in one of the tents set up for the participants. Olga intro-
duces me to Geronimo and tells him that I am Native American too but from a dif-
ferent tribe. The man called Geronimo is quite tall and stately and looks at me with 
an intensity to his gaze as he searches my face for what I assume to be signs of 
likeness to his namesake. He turns to Olga and states that he does not think that I 
look very much Apache, and rather thinks I look instead more “Mexican.” Initially, 
I feel a bit upset. My immediate response is to point out the connection between 
indigenous populations of southwest United States and Mexico, to defend my posi-
tion as indeed related, but yet not really, to the American Indian of Geronimo’s 
imagination. But I do not have the chance as he turns to walk away. In the days fol-
lowing, Olga explains to me why I am so suddenly disowned by Geronimo and 
perhaps other Eveny, who do not see in me their own struggles against power and 
colonization, and ideals and longing for a glorious past. I realize then too that while 
the questions and comparisons to American Indian idealizations and national ste-
reotypes might be a disorienting factor for me, just listening to a story of a familiar 
and much respected hero in a remote community in northeast Siberia makes me also 
feel a little less far from home, and I am glad to have found Geronimo.

17.3.2.2  Ulturgasheva’s Perspective

During our first days in the village I was utterly surprised by the local Eveny’s 
response to my introduction of Stacy. The first thing I mentioned during the intro-
duction is that she comes from the United States, she is an anthropologist working 
for the University of Alaska Fairbanks and is also an American Indian. They would 
completely skip over my mention of her professional profile and would instead 
focus with great excitement and fascination on her ethnic affiliation. Suddenly, after 
hearing about her being one of the American Indians everyone would start speaking 
to her about Apache and Huron people for whom they have had special respect and 
admiration. One of the local women, Nadezhda, mentioned a research project that 
took place in early 1980s in the village when Soviet geneticists arrived, took blood 
samples and few years later discovered a genetic connection between Athabascan 
groups (like Apache) and Siberian Eveny. Nadezhda suggested that Stacy was not 
randomly visiting the village as any other foreign visitor or researcher would, but 
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she was there because of her special (genetic) connection. That was Stacy’s destiny! 
According to Nadezhda, Stacy was there as a distant relative of all Eveny people. 
Indeed, everyone viewed her as some distant relative who travelled through time 
and space from a distant land of the Apache because there was a unique kinship 
connection that powerfully pulled her there. They wanted to acknowledge that con-
nection in various ways: some hosted a generous meal as a tribute for their special 
and rare guest, others literally showered her with gifts made out of reindeer skin and 
fur, some insistently offered to share their home and vodka, in case she needed to be 
entertained.

Only one, ‘Geronimo,’ received Stacy with surprising skepticism, as apparently 
she failed to meet his own ‘standards’ and ‘parameters’ of real and honorable 
Apache people, who he had never met in his life. It was at the Reindeer Herders’ 
Day, celebrated on a flat surface of the frozen river where we met ‘Geronimo’. He 
looked at her and to my own shock pronounced: “No, she doesn’t look properly 
Apache! She looks more like Mexican Pueblo.” He turned away and left. My sur-
prise came from an understanding that local Geronimo’s imagery of American 
Indians could have only come from the socialist/Soviet 1970s movies in a genre of 
‘western’ that he saw in his childhood, which would have depicted Apache and 
Huron in a particularly romantic, ‘noble savage’ style. Those movies would portray 
noble warriors, brilliant hunters and gracious friends who would always defeat the 
pale-skinned, canny and insidious colonizers. There was no chance for Stacy to 
meet such expectations, as she did not look like that cinematic, noble Apache, a 
daughter of the historic Geronimo. That was an extremely funny moment. Three of 
us were caught in our own understandings of the situation, completely different 
from each other. Stacy was upset, ‘Geronimo’ was disappointed and I was com-
pletely amused. The three of us shared a moment of sheer disorientation.

17.4  Discussion

The addition of peer observation into our ethnographic fieldwork process brought 
certain aspects of the research into higher resolution. Despite the tensions inherent 
in negotiating our relational accountabilities, or nyamnin, in the communities as 
indigenous researchers, the fact that we are both indigenous turned out to be quite 
an important point for creating a productive context for social bonding at both sites. 
That we share not only cultural connections but also greater potential for familial 
connections with our hosts made us welcome in many homes and social circles. At 
the same time we understood that, depending on the situation, people, including 
ourselves, would manipulate a line between relatedness and unrelatedness. This 
manipulation, in some cases, would lead to what we term ‘productive points of dis-
orientation’ in our ethnographic encounters. Productive points of disorientation can 
occur when indigenous people from different parts of the Arctic or different parts of 
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the world, with different socio-economic, political and cultural contexts have dis-
crepant or divergent views of a similar or shared social practice or norm. We use this 
term as a parallel to the experience of “culture shock” often described by non- 
Native, non-indigenous anthropologists coming to know a new and exotic commu-
nity and cultural setting for the first time. We have both been questioned in our 
careers about our decision to conduct our anthropological research “at home” or 
with “our own” people. Results from our peer observation of research demonstrate 
how we too, as indigenous researchers, can go through similar processes of discov-
ery and negotiation as non-indigenous scholars.

The points of disorientation emerged as our disagreements, puzzlement, dismay 
and vulnerability became productive and interlocking in unpredictable ways. The 
fact that we have had different perspectives on what happened to us in Alaska and 
Siberia brought up the need to attend to differences in our perceptions of the same 
social situations. The differences in researchers’ perspectives can be deployed as an 
analytical and social resource for understanding how access to the local knowledge 
can be gained methodologically. In this sense, while speaking differently about our 
experience in Alaska and Siberia neither of us is incorrect or disingenuous. Peer 
observation can serve productively to capture the complexity and multi-faceted 
nature of indigenous social and cultural contexts while also verifying the process 
through which indigenous knowledge is accessed and produced. But our starting 
point has always been our acceptance of the premise that we shall endeavor to dis-
cover multiple viewpoints that enrich our attempts to develop a complex and coher-
ent picture, something impossible, or ill-advised, to do alone.

The examples above show how a multi-faceted perspective emerged as part of 
the peer observation process, where you see one side, but then have to consider all 
of the other sides of the event/episode. One person alone has more limited range for 
viewing all the angles, but two people together can achieve greater distance and 
range in view and illuminate blind-spots.

Our peer observation of research method brings into full relief our collaborative 
ethnographic methods and practices, and reveals a research process that histori-
cally has been hidden in lone wolf and arctic hero narratives of the North. Peer 
observation also has potential to de-essentialize the indigenous person or commu-
nity, by moving us beyond representing the dual-perspective (or insider-outsider 
debate) to register, with more complexity and acuity, indigenous peoples’ realities. 
We are only able here to share two short moments from a much longer sequence of 
events and interactions. More work is needed to understand the utility and practice 
of peer observation of research and its relationship to the production of knowledge 
within indigenous communities. What we can propose here based on our prelimi-
nary findings is that the lone wolf approach, no longer sustainable in a new Arctic, 
will give way to the model of the relational reindeer, working together in con-
scious collaboration to move towards new places, new practices and new knowl-
edge in the North.
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Chapter 18
Building Relationships in the Arctic: 
Indigenous Communities and Scientists

Heather Sauyaq Jean Gordon

Abstract Climate change, pollution, and resource extraction have heightened 
interest in arctic research, and communities now encounter scientists more often. 
This chapter addresses how to build sustainable research relationships through the 
perspectives of Indigenous Greenlanders and arctic researchers. Collaborative 
research, community-based participatory research, and Indigenous methodologies 
provide examples of research partnerships but do not explain the initial steps of 
building relationships. I examined results from fifteen interviews with arctic 
researchers, nineteen interviews with Inuit Greenlanders, and four focus groups—
working with fourteen of the original Greenlandic interviewees. Through a grounded 
theory approach, I found the central theme to a sustainable relationship was trust, 
surrounded by eight prominent actions necessary to create, build, and sustain trust. 
The actions for trust include: knowing extensive community history; developing 
strong local contacts; communicating openly about the project; treating the com-
munity members as equals; displaying manners and etiquette through honesty and 
reciprocity; acting ethically in Indigenous cultures outside of the academic world; 
exchanging knowledge to build social capital; and giving project results to the com-
munity so they can be put to practical use.
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18.1  Introduction

Climate change dramatically affects built and social environments, heightening 
interest in arctic research. Cemeteries are eroding into the ocean, subsistence spe-
cies’ migration routes are changing, and entire arctic communities are relocating 
(Bronen 2008). In Greenland, natural resources become accessible as the ice melts, 
bringing people seeking profits in oil, gas, and minerals (Rosenthal 2012). Drawing 
on data from North American arctic researchers and Inuit Greenlanders, I focus this 
chapter on how social, natural, and physical scientists can create collaborative rela-
tionships in research that are in the interest of both communities and scientists.

Arctic communities are becoming a part of the global economy. While conduct-
ing research in the Arctic is not new, scientists need to recognize that people live in 
the communities, their land is private (owned by individuals or tribes), and they do 
not accept continued “helicopter” research (flying in, taking data, and leaving) 
(Berkes 2002). Ethical research practices point toward community collaboration, 
regardless of whether the project involves interviewing people or measuring ice 
depth. The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment states: “Further development of the 
collaborative model, from small projects to large research programs and extending 
from identifying research needs to designing response strategies, is an urgent need” 
(Huntington and Fox 2005: 94). My project addresses this directly by first analyzing 
existing literature on different methods of researching with Indigenous people 
through collaboration, community based participatory research, and Indigenous 
methodology. Next, I explain the historic interactions between outsiders and Inuit 
Greenlanders. I then explain how using a grounded theory methodology led to 
researcher interviews further deepening my research question. Finally, I turn to my 
interviews and focus groups to explore the dynamics of relationship building and 
develop an eight-part thematic model. I began the project asking, how can research-
ers and arctic Indigenous communities partner in social, natural, and physical sci-
ence research for mutual benefit? This chapter will illuminate the process through 
which arctic Indigenous communities and researchers can engage in sustainable 
research relationships.

18.2  Researching with Indigenous Peoples

Researchers working in and around arctic communities can promote contention or 
collaboration. Contention often leaves the community inaccessible to future research 
due to researchers or outsiders committing ethical abuses or cultural mishaps and 
ignoring historical traumas. This has included colonizing research, forced boarding 
schools with reprehensible treatment (Hirshberg and Sharp 2005); radioactivity 
studies conducted on people without consent (Hodge 2012); and helicopter research 
(Berkes 2002). Collaboration, on the other hand, can develop into sustainable work-
ing relationships. Community-based participatory research (CBPR) is a key type of 
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research conducted in partnership with the community and researcher or university/
campus. This literature review first explains how well arctic collaborative research 
and CBPR address relationship building in research projects. Second, it addresses 
how Indigenous methodologies provide additional necessary information on build-
ing relationships with Indigenous people.

18.2.1  Collaborative Research

Collaborative projects range from minimal community involvement in a project, to 
CBPR, to the community initiating the project (Huntington and Fox 2005). 
Huntington and Fox (2005) declare that the collaborative model is the most promis-
ing model for involving arctic Indigenous people in research. First, the model offers 
the opportunity to engage community knowledge,1 bring communities and research-
ers together, and build a project based on the needs of each community. Second, 
without collaboration and Indigenous participation, traditional knowledge is not 
accessible to scientists and scientific knowledge is not accessible to the community 
in other types of research. Third, doing collaborative research empowers communi-
ties and enables community development and capacity building (Berkes 2002).

However, articles on arctic collaborative work focus on the challenges of col-
laboration rather than on a model of collaboration and/or successful relationship 
building (Weatherhead et al. 2010; Huntington and Fox 2005). Collaboration in arc-
tic research varies and lacks a larger framework for researchers to begin building 
research relationships. If articles do talk of a relationship building application and 
methodology, the process is widely varied and is seen as a unique experience in each 
project (Gearheard et al. 2010). Huntington et al. (2011: 437) emphasize that build-
ing “strong personal relationships, can increase the likelihood that collaborative 
fieldwork will be productive, enjoyable, and rewarding.” Although collaboration in 
arctic research varies by each project, it lacks a larger framework for the researchers 
to begin building trusting relationships for research.

18.2.2  Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) seeks to address and move 
beyond colonizing research by recognizing the relevance of knowledge outside of 
traditional academic research. CBPR is collaborative but also establishes a frame-
work for the research process that includes community and researcher input in the 

1 Community knowledge, traditional knowledge, Indigenous knowledge, traditional ecological 
knowledge, and local knowledge are used interchangeably within this paper, without judgment, 
malintent, Westernization, or any disrespect, even though some of these terms were contended by 
Ray (2012).
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project. CBPR is built on eight principles: (1) recognize the community is the unit 
of identity; (2) build on community strengths; (3) facilitate equitable partnerships; 
(4) engage in co-learning and capacity building; (5) achieve mutual benefit; (6) use 
locally relevant issues for research; (7) conduct cyclical and iterative research; and 
(8) disseminate the findings back to the community (Israel et al. 1998).

CBPR is partnership based, so the first step in a project is building relationships. 
When CBPR articles specifically talk about relationship building, they identify what 
ideal partnerships include. These studies come from the researcher perspective 
(Fisher and Ball 2003), community perspective (Leiderman et al. 2003), or perspec-
tives of both communities and researchers (Fondahl et al. 2009). All three types of 
studies accentuate the elements of relationships, most paying particular attention to 
trust and relationship building. They all look back at what went well in the project, 
or what needed to happen, rather than analyzing the relationship process.

The CBPR Conceptual Logic Model walks the reader through a CBPR project 
visually from ‘Contexts to Consider’, ‘Group Dynamics & Equitable Partnerships’, 
‘Intervention & Research’, and lastly ‘Outcomes’ (Wallerstein et al. 2008). The 
context section points to culture and historic trust as the outside influences that may 
affect the partnership. The Relational Dynamics section under Group Dynamics 
lists values, personal beliefs, power dynamics, trust, and self-reflection as impor-
tant. However, an important aspect of CBPR is the relationship building between 
researchers and community members. This model assumes a relationship already 
exits.

The CBPR literature that does examine the relationship process focuses on orga-
nized communities ready to co-manage a research project (Examining ... 2006). 
These perspectives do not capture how to build relationships with people who are 
not part of a highly organized community with high levels of capacity and social 
capital. People not prepared for research and meeting researchers for the first time 
do not build relationships with researchers in the same way; the relationships are 
individual and not always group-oriented when a project does not follow a full 
CBPR methodology. When explaining how to build a research relationship, explain-
ing how to build it between individuals and across cultures is vital.

18.2.3  Indigenous Methodology

Indigenous methodologies add to the importance of collaborative relationships and 
the framework outlined by CBPR. Indigenous people often experience the research 
relationship as unequal collaborators. Current ethical research relationships are 
defined by Institutional Review Boards and research funders, emphasizing profes-
sional codes of conduct and minimizing the needs of “marginalized and vulnerable 
communities” (Smith 2005: 96). The United Nations Declaration of the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UN General Assembly 2007) made official the rights of 
Indigenous peoples to practice self-determination and to protect and own their 
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knowledge. Many Indigenous groups worldwide protect themselves in research by 
developing their own ethical views of research and requirements (e.g. Alaska 
Federation of Natives 1993). There are no such guidelines in Greenland (Holm et al. 
2010).

The most prominent research principles in working with Indigenous peoples are: 
respecting Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination; benefiting the researched 
community by building capacity and determining the research agenda with the com-
munity; valuing Indigenous culture and people as researchers by acknowledging, 
respecting, and advocating non-Western worldviews; and protecting Indigenous 
knowledge and sharing all knowledge (Kennedy and Wehipeihana 2006). In addi-
tion, defining respect through a “community-up” format, instead of a “top-down” 
researcher definition, brings community definition of ethical behaviors to the fore-
front (Smith 2005). Burnette and Sanders (2014) explored cultural sensitivity from 
a researcher perspective. They found many important themes in trust building 
between researchers and Indigenous people in the United States, similar to those 
identified by Smith (2005), Kennedy and Wehipeihana (2006), and this study. The 
authors emphasize the importance of asking the Indigenous members of the com-
munity their opinions. That is where my study adds to the understanding of trust in 
relationship building. I ask community members how to build lasting research 
relationships.

18.3  Historical Context

I turned to Greenland to explore sustainable relationship building because its history 
of contact with outsiders differs from the research abuses experienced by North 
American Indigenous people (Hodge 2012; Hirshberg and Sharp 2005). The current 
Indigenous people in Greenland, the Inuit, arrived to Greenland around 
1000CE. Except for minimal trade with the Norse, contact between Inuit 
Greenlanders and outsiders began in 1720 with missionary ships coming from 
Denmark. Moravian and Lutheran missionaries established colonies, learned 
Greenlandic, and converted Greenlanders who then spread the gospel (Gad 1973). 
Greenland became a good resource for Denmark once the fisheries were opened; 
this led to Greenland becoming a permanent interest of the Danish crown (Gad 
1973). Greenland officially became a Danish colony in 1814. From 1817 to 1917, 
the Inuit interacted with English and Scottish whalers and arctic explorers, many of 
whom did not treat Greenlanders as equals (Vaughan 1991). Explorers established 
trading posts, which made outsider contact more regular. Yet, even with increased 
formal contact, Greenlanders expressed feelings of a lack of equal treatment from 
whites (Rasmussen 1908).

The Danish “civilized” the Greenlandic people by colonizing them both physi-
cally and mentally (Lynge 2011). After years of being a Danish colony, colonialism 
ended in 1953 and, by 1979, Greenland had achieved Home Rule. Home Rule came 
about as Greenlanders cultivated increased pride in their ethnicity (Dahl 1988). 
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However, Home Rule did not change the economic relationships between Greenland 
and Denmark, and on June 21, 2009, Greenland and Denmark passed the Self Rule 
Act. Under Self Rule, Greenlandic became the official language of Greenland, the 
Greenlandic government gained additional autonomy, the Danish froze their yearly 
block grant, and Greenland gained some rights to their mineral, oil, and natural gas 
resources (Embassy of the United States 2012).

With the ice cap receding, many outsiders are interested in Greenland’s exposed 
resources. In response to foreign interest in oil, gas, and minerals, Jens Fredericksen, 
the Vice Premier of Greenland, said: “We are treated so differently than just a few 
years ago…We are aware that is because we now have something to offer [natural 
resources], not because they’ve [outside actors] suddenly discovered that Inuit are 
nice people” (Rosenthal 2012: 1–2).

As such, the feeling of unequal treatment by outsiders is a part of Greenlandic 
history that has been perpetuated over the last few 100 years. Additionally, with 
Greenland beginning to take charge of their government and mining permits, 
research is becoming a shared endeavor between Greenland and outside 
researchers.

18.4  Methods

This study asks how researchers and arctic Indigenous communities partner in 
social, natural, and physical science research for mutual benefit. I used theoretical 
sampling to choose participants through a grounded theory research design (Glaser 
1978; Coyne 1997; Strauss and Corbin 1990). I also used an interview guide with 
specific questions asking participants about how to build a relationship between 
researchers and Indigenous people. I conducted 15 individual interviews with North 
American arctic researchers who worked with Indigenous people. Out of the 15 
arctic researchers, 14 interviewees had PhDs and one did not. One of the fifteen 
researchers was an Alaska Native and the other fourteen were whites from the U.S. 
and Canada; five were men and ten were women; twelve were social scientists and 
three were biophysical scientists. I asked questions from an interview guide to get 
comparative answers on some questions, but I also let the interviewee tell long sto-
ries and elaborate.

Using grounded theory, I found that researchers were most concerned with build-
ing trusting relationships so that the research relationship would be mutually benefi-
cial. I used this finding to further develop my original question: How can researchers 
and arctic Indigenous communities partner in social, natural, and physical science 
research for mutual benefit? This question became: how can researchers and arctic 
Indigenous communities build trusting relationships in order to partner in social, 
natural, and physical science research for mutual benefit? After the researcher 
interviews, I conducted 19 individual interviews with Greenlanders through a trans-
lator. I met my translator through a series of contacts in the community. In addition 
to specifically addressing trust, I adjusted the cultural elements of the survey by 
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talking with community members during an exploratory trip to the community, 
working with my translator, talking to Greenlandic officials in Nuuk, and address-
ing revisions by academic professionals. The interview had 12 main open-ended 
questions and some of the questions had set follow-ups.

My translator in Greenland handed out the interview guides to potential inter-
viewees ahead of time to familiarize them with materials so they could determine if 
they were comfortable participating. During the interviews, my translator led the 
questioning with some back translation to me so I could answer questions from the 
interviewees. We recruited self-identified Inuit Greenlanders with experience in 
relationships with outsiders (nine women, ten men; many were retired). The women 
were from 32 to 73 years old and the men from 44 to 83 years old. Most had never 
left Greenland; some had traveled to Denmark and a few to other countries in 
Europe. The retired women were involved in sewing, playing bingo, working on 
sealskins, and entertaining friends, while retired men hunted and fished for their 
families, but not commercially. The younger women I talked to were involved in 
raising families and had jobs in small shops in the town while the young men were 
hunters and fishermen by trade. All participants were longtime residents of the 
community.

On a later trip to Greenland, I met again with my translator and we conducted 
four, one-hour focus groups with fourteen of the original nineteen Greenlanders 
interviewed. We used focus group guides to ensure that the issues in need of clarifi-
cation from the individual interviews were addressed, and so we had guiding topics 
for expansion. My translator led the focus groups while I observed facial expres-
sions and the order of conversation. I conducted focus groups to give the interview-
ees the opportunity to construct knowledge together and lead the discussion (Madriz 
2000). Additionally, the focus groups clarified the English translations of the 
Greenlandic individual interviews, ensuring respect for the Greenlandic culture and 
allowing me to “member check”2 for information accuracy and validity.

18.5  Results

Asking questions about how to build research relationships revealed that trust is 
paramount and eight important actions are needed to build a trusting relationship: 
(1) Knowing community history; (2) Having local contacts; (3) Communicating 
openly; (4) Respecting each other; (5) Having good manners; (6) Following institu-
tional ethics; (7) Exchanging knowledge; and (8) Giving back. Researchers 
addressed actions they felt contributed to relationship and trust building while 
Greenlanders confirmed some of those ideas and added others (such as good man-
ners). The interviews revealed that trust is paramount if a relationship is to be 

2 Member checks are a way to get feedback from the interviewee about the validity and accuracy of 
researcher interpretations of the interviewee’s responses (Morse et al. 2002).
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sustainable, and that trust is accessible through the eight actions.3 One researcher 
explained how to approach a community:

People are not interested in my credentials. They are interested in why I am there, about my 
family, if I am married, where I come from. People will see through you if you are

fake…Listen, look, observe much longer than you think, before you start asking for or pro-
posing things, but be honest with who you are and what you want to do from the start but 
do not pursue until there is a relationship.

18.5.1  Knowing Community History

Three Greenlanders elaborated on the importance of researchers knowing the his-
tory of the community before arriving, so they know how to treat people and know 
about cultural differences and ways-of-life. Five researchers mentioned how know-
ing community history not only helps in terms of interacting with the community 
members, but it also supports the research process. By being in the community prior 
to writing a research proposal, the researcher can work toward gaining community 
trust, learn about community needs, and get community input for the proposal and 
research methodology. Issues arise when researchers do not want to put in the time 
to work with communities. It hurts the research and the process of relationship 
building with communities. As one researcher commented:

Social, natural, and physical science projects are able to involve communities. Some 
researchers who have been around a long time still do not take the community into consid-
eration. They do not put in time to find out about the community makeup and the social and 
political structure, which will ultimately help the research.

18.5.2  Having Local Contacts

All of the researchers and the Greenlander focus groups highlighted the importance 
of having a local contact prior to entering the community. This action facilitates 
communication and introduces the researcher to community members, thus giving 
the researchers some credibility from an introduction by a member of the commu-
nity. Researchers talked about the local contact in a variety of ways. Some called 
this person a local contact, advisor, a gatekeeper, or a key informant. As one 
Greenlander explained: “It is better to have prior knowledge before they [the 
researchers] come here, and that they know who to contact before coming to town, 

3 Interviews and focus groups with Greenlanders were conducted in Greenlandic and were trans-
lated into English. The quotations are English translations of Greenlandic, seeking to translate the 
meaning instead of just words. The interviews with researchers were typed into a laptop as the 
interviewee spoke. As I did not use a tape recorder with the researchers, the quotes should be con-
sidered a close approximation.
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to give a heads up to the people they want to talk to, so the people know in advance 
and are not surprised.”

18.5.3  Communicating Openly

There are various reasons why it is important to foster open communication. Every 
Greenlander and researcher emphasized that, to conduct a research project, there 
must be communication flowing between the researcher and community. Both 
researchers and community members found communication important and talked 
about face-to-face interaction as the best form of communication. The researchers 
tended to worry about communicating along the proper channels, starting with the 
tribal or community government, the elders, the informal leaders, etc. Although this 
is both important and necessary for research approval, community members want 
researchers to interact with regular people, build relationships with, and get infor-
mation from those who have firsthand experience with the research topic. A 
Greenlander explained the importance of communicating with locals: “It is impor-
tant to ask the right group of people. All have importance. My opinion is, if one 
wants to know something, getting close to the local people is where one gets better 
results.”

18.5.4  Respecting Each Other

In all four of the Greenlandic focus groups, respondents underlined how Greenlanders 
immediately give respect to outsiders. However, the Greenlanders said that research-
ers should be careful not to take advantage of this immediate respect. The research-
ers also need to reciprocate the respect. They can demonstrate this by acting 
non-offensively in their behavior or speech. Researchers can learn these behaviors 
through learning about community history, working with their contact person, and 
communicating openly. Researchers and Greenlanders can demonstrate respect by 
treating each other as equals. One Greenlander explained respect towards foreign-
ers: “Greenlanders are polite but are modest and have huge respect for foreigners 
who come here. It is because most Greenlanders think that the foreigner knows best 
or has better qualifications, then therefore is to be respected.”

Five researchers recognized the need to respect the communities they worked 
with by not using people and just leaving with data through the traditional research 
model of “helicopter research.” One researcher summed this up by saying:

The key is ageing with the communities in a way that you are not doing research on the 
community but WITH them. This is a subtle difference but one in which people can quickly 
make a distinction when hearing about a research project…There is a history of people 
coming in and gathering data and running off with it and not coming back to the community 
or misrepresenting it in their reports.
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18.5.5  Having Good Manners

Ultimately, actions shape trust. Acting with good manners by community standards 
is very important for people to feel comfortable around outsiders. Greenlanders 
spoke of themselves as if they inherently had good manners, learning it in their 
upbringing. Good manners are tied to food and hosting someone, where the goal is 
to build a strong reciprocal relationship. One Greenlander explains that good man-
ners are tied to communication: “Good manners are intertwined with communica-
tion. It is the how of communication. It involves smiling and greeting, language, 
behavior, and the body. One also can have good manners through language, behav-
ior and body.”

Three researchers emphasized that even if someone in the community is not 
explicitly involved in the project, the research team can say hello and engage in a 
brief conversation to maintain a positive presence in the community. A researcher 
explained how to have good manners:

You have to be constantly vigilant about nurturing relationships. Always go say hi, even if 
you are not working directly with administration people, etc. It gets people to be more 
responsive when they see you as a person. It is vital to build person relationships… Being 
an objective observer is not as important when you need to demonstrate to the community 
you are involved with them.

18.5.6  Following Institutional Ethics

Institutional ethics,4 also called contractual ethics, are the legal provisions universi-
ties and funders require in research involving human subjects (Brydon-Miller 2009). 
Two researchers mentioned how institutions, such as universities and funders, are 
changing; they expect more than traditional research and require dialogue with the 
communities. One researcher explained:

A lot of scientists get outraged since they used to be able to do what they wanted and now 
have to get permission for their work or talk to local people about their projects. The scien-
tists just want to walk in and do whatever they want regardless of the effects on the 
community.

The four Greenlandic focus groups and all fifteen researchers all spoke of the 
importance of involving the community from the beginning of the project concep-
tion. One Greenlander explained:

At the beginning, local people who are interested in the project should be invited to learn 
about the research; what is the goal? By the midway, there should be an evaluation and an 
explanation of the upcoming work process. In the end, the results need to be explained to 
people who were involved.

4 Scientists and researchers often use the term ethics to talk about how to treat people in research. 
This term does not easily translate into Greenlandic, and the translator had to use Danish for “eth-
ics” and the words respect and good manners in Greenlandic.
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18.5.7  Exchanging Knowledge

Exchanging local knowledge with the knowledge brought in by outside researchers 
results in both co-created knowledge and new knowledge for each side. The com-
munity provides a long history of knowledge about the area and year-round obser-
vation. Over half of the 19 Greenlanders interviewed advocated for exchanging 
knowledge and outlined the benefits available for both researchers and the commu-
nity. A Greenlander explained:

We should give our knowledge to these people. It is when this happens that we will develop 
and our knowledge will grow. They won’t learn anything if we don’t talk to them – like 
now – and we won’t learn anything if we don’t talk to them. That is an exchange of 
knowledge.

A researcher emphasized the value of traditional knowledge from a community: 
“By utilizing traditional knowledge, talking to, and partnering with communities 
existing for centuries, much depth and context can be added to the data where sci-
entists usually only collect field data for a few months.”

One Greenlander had trouble with climate researchers coming in with their own 
data and not listening to local observations. This person emphasized the importance 
of getting to know someone and their experiences, beyond just gathering climate 
observations from them:

I have met many researchers. For example, I have spoken to German, Russian, or Danish 
climate researchers. They already have presumptions about how Greenland has never been 
this warm. When they have these opinions, it is hard to explain things to them – of course; 
they want evidence, as they are researchers. When they have presumptions, it creates barri-
ers. I have problems with that. And as we have lived here for many years, our knowledge 
should be greater than theirs. This interview is the first time that someone has asked how 
we are experiencing things; how we experience things can be hard to explain. And this 
search for the background information, which should be included in most research, is often 
missing.

18.5.8  Giving Back

At the end of the project, nothing is more important than bringing the data, project 
findings, and results back to the community. All 19 Greenlanders spoke about this 
issue. One Greenlander summed up their experience with Danish researchers:

A lot of other Danish researchers come and leave, without further notice; they find what 
they are interested in, buy it, take it, and never come back. They took so many rocks with 
them, without returning them. These belong to Greenland…That is the behavior of Danish 
and Europeans. They come here, take things and leave, without saying anything. So many 
Danish professors get their degrees writing about Greenland. They never thank us; they 
never give any information to the Greenlanders, after making research in Greenland.

Researchers talked about different ways to give back data: presentations, face-to- 
face interactions, and conferences. However, while the researcher stays in the 
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 community, Greenlanders would like them to be involved in the schools, teaching 
an activity, or helping out with something possibly completely unrelated to their 
research project. Over half of the 15 researchers interviewed talked about this as 
well. They make the point that not giving back may close the community to further 
research relationships. One researcher explained that: “Research cannot be done for 
a random research argument. It needs to matter and be understood and important 
to the community…What the researcher is doing actually needs to be helpful for the 
community.”

18.6  Coming Full Circle to Trust

Building trust as a researcher is like working towards becoming a member of the 
community (Fig. 18.1). Actions taken by both researchers and Indigenous commu-
nity members lead to a trusting relationship, but a trusting relationship takes time to 
develop. Lucero (2013) links the CBPR framework with ethics and trust building. 
She defines trust through her project results as, “trust is having an emotionally safe 
and respectful environment based on shared values to promote a sense of responsi-
bility to the partnership while working toward shared goals” (Lucero 2013: 120). 
While Lucero defines trust, I sought how to arrive at trust. I started out by wondering 
how to collaborate equitably; researcher interviews demonstrated that trust is neces-
sary. When turning to previous collaborative research, I found that, yes, collabora-
tion is best (Huntington and Fox 2005), but how do researchers do it? I then turned 
to CBPR literature and found a model showing what relationships need to consider, 
and Lucero’s (2013) definition of trust (Wallerstein et al. 2008). Finally, I turned to 
Indigenous methodologies for guidance in working with Indigenous people, which 
revealed unique types of collaboration (Smith 2005). After I examined the litera-
ture, I still wondered about how to arrive at the trust needed for mutually beneficial 
relationships.

Knowing
Community History

Having
Local Contacts

Giving Back Communicating Openly

Respecting Each Other

Having Good Manners

Exchanging
Knowledge

Following Institutional Ethics

Trust

Fig. 18.1 Trust
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From the interview data, I found that maintaining open communication with the 
community, being transparent about the project, and being accountable to commu-
nity issues goes a long way to building trust. To help manage this issue of trust, 
researchers cannot just show up with their project money and start doing their work. 
They need to first learn about the community and develop local contacts. Fondahl 
et al. (2009) suggest scheduling time for socializing so that the community and 
researchers can get to know one another. Additionally, it is important for researchers 
to consider their exit from the community before even arriving; continuity in 
research projects builds long-term relationships and trust with communities through 
personal friendships. A principal investigator who maintains long-time ties with the 
community and even lives there year-round develops strong bonds with people in 
the community. This year-round contact helps maintain interest in the project 
(Gearheard and Illauq 2009).

Researchers who do not follow community cultural norms can cause confusion, 
discomfort, and distrust among community members. When working in Indigenous 
communities, researchers need to remember the historical trauma people endured 
and how this is passed down between generations (Minkler 2004; Fondahl et al. 
2009). In all types of relationships and projects the researcher needs to remember to 
be honest about who they are and reflexive on their position in the community. This 
does not mean the researcher assumes they are a part of the community. They do not 
share the same history, trauma of colonization, or experiences as community mem-
bers. Making the commitment to act according to how community members treat 
one another is a respectful and ethical way to conduct research, observing defini-
tions of behavior established at the community level. This includes researchers 
meeting people face-to-face; paying attention and listening; sharing and hosting; 
being reflexive and non-judgmental; being respectful of dignity; demonstrating 
reciprocity and responsibility; and avoiding flaunting knowledge (Smith 2005; Hart 
2010). Researchers must be humble and responsible.

Many ethical guidelines that are designed specifically for research with 
Indigenous people articulate these responsibilities. However, Greenland is a unique 
case in that it currently lacks ethical guidelines for research specific to Greenland 
and its Indigenous peoples (Holm et al. 2010). There are guidelines for research in 
Denmark based on Danish laws. These guidelines, however, are not followed or 
enforced in Greenland, as it has different laws (Olsen et al. 2004). There is a need 
to develop ethical guidelines for Greenland. Holm et al. (2010) recommend that the 
Greenlandic government begin to develop guidelines through consultation with arc-
tic agencies that already have guidelines and with Greenlanders that would be 
involved in the research. It is important to take into account the history of Greenland 
as a colony, a country with Home Rule, and as an Inuit community connected to 
other Inuit communities by the Inuit Circumpolar Council.

Exchanging knowledge by collaborating to gather information creates trust and 
a feeling of shared community between researchers and community members 
(Huntington et al. 2002). Greenlanders and researchers interviewed in this study 
emphasized this point. Additionally, the researchers cannot just take the data they 
gather. The researcher “has a debt to the communities in which he or she works and 
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must spend a certain amount of time doing practical work at the behest of the com-
munity in addition to carrying out fieldwork to meet his or her personal goals” 
(Penfield et al. 2008: 189). Perhaps researchers can think about what type of project 
the community may want and from there take on the role of grant writing and data 
analysis to build community capacity and ultimately complete the work.

CBPR and the literature on Indigenous methodology often identifies trust- 
building aspects during or after the project. This paper demonstrates that trust is an 
active process built prior to and during the research process. It also shows that 
researchers have a lot expected of them when they work with Indigenous peoples in 
the Arctic. However natural it is, relationships take work. Oetzel (2005: 366) 
explains, “Many people believe that good communication skills are “common 
sense”…the problem with common sense is that it is not all that common…” As this 
study demonstrates, relationship building is not common sense, and the eight actions 
identified are vital to creating, building, and sustaining a trusting research 
relationship.
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Chapter 19
Beginnings of a Rural Sustainability 
Paradigm: The Arctic as Case in Point

Susan A. Crate

Abstract Developing sociocultural, economic, and environmental strategies for 
sustainability is a major challenge facing the world’s rural and urban populations 
alike. Rural areas lag severely behind their urban counterparts in addressing sustain-
ability milestones yet, as nexuses of biological, cultural and ethnic diversity, they 
play a crucial role in planetary sustainability. Therefore, there is great need for rig-
orous research with rural communities to define issues, exchange necessary knowl-
edge and synthesize nascent initiatives exploring rural sustainability. This paper 
lays a framework for one possible research approach by reflecting on insights from 
a comparative case, involving long-term research in two arctic contexts: Viliui 
Sakha settlements of northeastern Siberia, Russia and Nunatsiavut settlements in 
Labrador Canada. Despite their location on opposite sides of the Arctic, communi-
ties in both regions struggle with contemporary issues of a changing climate, an 
unpredictable economic basis, outmigration of their young people to the urban areas 
and issues of environmental contamination from past and projected resource 
extraction.

Keywords Rural sustainability • Complexity of change • Sakha Republic, Russia • 
Nunatsiavut, Labrador, Canada • Climate change

19.1  Introduction

Developing sociocultural, economic, and environmental strategies for sustainability 
is a major challenge facing the world’s rural and urban populations alike. Rural 
areas severely lag behind their urban counterparts in addressing sustainability mile-
stones yet, as nexuses of biological, cultural, and ethnic diversity, they play a crucial 
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role in planetary sustainability. Therefore, there is great need for rigorous research 
with rural communities to define issues, exchange necessary knowledge and synthe-
size nascent initiatives exploring rural sustainability. This article lays a framework 
for one possible research approach by reflecting on insights from a comparative 
case, involving long-term research in two arctic contexts: Viliui Sakha settlements 
of northeastern Siberia, Russia and Nunatsiavut settlements in Labrador Canada. 
Despite their location on opposite sides of the Arctic, communities in both areas 
struggle with contemporary issues of a changing climate, an unpredictable eco-
nomic basis, outmigration of their young people to the urban areas, and issues of 
environmental contamination from past and projected resource extraction.

This article begins by laying a foundation of the larger rural sustainability litera-
ture and a focus on sustainability efforts in the Arctic. It then introduces a model of 
the complexity of change, based on two arctic cases. Although varying in specific 
human-environment relationships, socio-cultural particularities, and historical and 
economic trajectories, the two cases are challenged by at least three similar drivers 
of change that work to undermine sustainability at the local level. These three driv-
ers, in turn, make up the foundation of a hypothetical model of the complexity of 
change. The complexity of change model can then be used as an adaptable model 
for broader use in other global rural contexts. The article emphasizes the need to 
bolster rural sustainability via community-collaborative efforts, highlighting two 
approaches, to not only inform research but also local understandings of the com-
plexity of change in order to facilitate self-empowerment for those communities 
into the future.

19.2  The Larger Case for Rural Sustainability

Since the mid-twentieth century, the diversity of earth’s ecological and social sys-
tems has been declining due to climate alterations and multiple socio-economic 
forces of change (c.f. Andersson 2010). This decline, in turn, threatens planetary 
sustainability (Díaz et al. 2006; Dietz et al. 2003; Hooper et al. 2012; Turner et al. 
2003). Most amelioration efforts focus on technological approaches, urbanization, 
and ecologically sound industrialization (Raven 2002; Stokstad 2005; Steffen et al. 
2007). However, “for millions of people around the world, there are issues more 
immediate, more urgent, than addressing political economic equity or designing 
some new social or technological utopia” (Rajan and Duncan 2013: 70). Rural areas 
(regions that are both low in population and have most land in agriculture and/or 
subsistence production) are nexuses of biocultural diversity and are thereby critical 
to planetary health. They are also undergoing socio-cultural, economic, and envi-
ronmental crises (Tilman 1999; Tilman et al. 2006; Zavaleta et al. 2010; Kay et al. 
2012; Bradshaw et al. 2007; Stedman et al. 2012; IPCC 2012). The drivers of change 
in the global diversity of rural contexts are socio-cultural, environmental, and eco-
nomic, and referred to from here on as the ‘complexity of change’ (Crate 2014). 
Research approaches that are local, and designed to identify how the complexity of 
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change interacts with local communities, are bringing solutions in local contexts 
(Rasmussen 2009; Burke and Shear 2014; Rajan and Duncan 2013; Muldonado 
2014; West 2013) and they do so by understanding those drivers within the ‘bottom-
 up complexity,’ or the specific ecosystem and sociocultural interactions in the locale 
(Hastrup 2009). Because rural communities’ perceptions, understandings and 
responses to the complexity of change are critical to facilitating sustainable futures, 
rural areas and the communities inhabiting them are a needed focus of comprehen-
sive efforts to understand and address global sustainability.

Rural communities represent complex adaptive systems, a dynamic interplay of 
‘biophysical systems’ (e.g. mechanisms of change and communication) and com-
patible key features of social systems: “the holistic nature of culture, knowledge 
sharing through the senses, and the formative power of traditions, structures/materi-
als, strategies and habits of mind’ (Crumley 2012: 305). Diversity is a generative 
feature of complex adaptive systems (Gregory 2006). Through the continued use of 
local plant, animal, and natural resources, rural community inhabitants manage and 
steward biological diversity. Additionally, by maintaining a diversity of languages 
and dialects, basing use and management of local resources on situated local knowl-
edge, utilizing a variety of effective and robust institutional arrangements for 
community- based resource management (Ostrom 1990, 2009), and practicing 
historically- founded and place-based cultural and spiritual practices, rural commu-
nity inhabitants support biocultural diversity (Maffi and Woodley 2010). In this 
way, many researchers argue that rural areas are ‘biocultural refugia,’ that safeguard 
not only biodiversity towards global food security, but also the culture-specific prac-
tices that maintain that biodiversity (Barthel et al. 2013).

The Arctic represents one region of the world where these rural community char-
acteristics are readily apparent and where the complexity of change is clear: “For 
the Arctic, social, political and economic drivers of change may be of equal or 
greater importance, bringing about thresholds whether or not there are changes in 
the climate” (Arctic Council 2013: 56). Rural arctic communities continue, to a 
greater or lesser extent, to rely on community/extended kin networks of interdepen-
dence, labor, and resource reciprocation as well as on informal economies and bar-
ter. While all societies are vulnerable to significant perturbations in the equilibrium 
of their socio-ecological systems (Smith and Wishnie 2000), rural arctic inhabitants 
have long utilized biocultural diversity to ensure their adaptability and resilience to 
a changing world (Berkes et al. 2007; Sveiby 2011).

However, the larger mix of changes present in contemporary rural arctic com-
munities is increasingly threatening to diversity and necessitates approaches with 
the analytical power to discern between them. The local and regional effects of cli-
mate change result in a ‘cascade’ of other ecological changes within the ecosystem. 
Once identified, the cascading ecosystem effects need to be considered within the 
context of other changes, not climate related. For example, O’Brien and Leichenko 
(2000) demonstrated how the synergisms between two global processes, climate 
change and globalization, which the authors coined as “double exposure”, need to 
be reconsidered together because their joint impact in analysis creates different 
results than each taken alone. Others term the host of impacts ‘multiple-stressors’ in 
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determining the vulnerability of arctic peoples and ecosystems to potentially harm-
ful impacts (McCarthy and Martello 2005); this interdisciplinary climate science 
often engages ecologists, climatologists, modelers, and social scientists to discern 
multi-stressors (Stenseth et al. 2002). Using the frameworks of adaptation and resil-
ience, interdisciplinary groups working in the Arctic have emphasized the need to 
investigate this larger mix: from the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment, which 
argued that understanding the impact of climate change “requires a holistic under-
standing of multiple drivers of change and their interactions” (McCarthy and 
Martello 2005: 947) to the Arctic Resilience Interim Report which states “[t]he need 
for ‘integrative concepts and models’ that can aid systemic understanding of the 
Arctic, including the cumulative impacts of a diverse suite of interconnected 
changes, is critical in the current period of rapid ecological, social, and economic 
change” (Arctic Council 2013: 4).

Attempts to account for the complexity of change using modeling (Pielke et al. 
2012) often fall short in terms of integrating human aspects, despite the fact that the 
“development and testing of interactive models that can simulate the evolving nature 
of interactions among social and environmental states is a major research priority” 
(Dearing et al. 2010). Research efforts need to contribute to this priority by focusing 
on social science approaches that are holistic and that investigate epistemology in 
its most basic form: the ways humans know. They can take an inter-epistemological 
approach and contemplate the “upstream” questions related to understanding the 
foundations of the knowledge system(s) being considered, and focus on how things 
are known rather than what is known (Murphy 2011: 492). In addition to other con-
siderations, these are key components of the holistic approach needed to bring cli-
mate science and other socio-ecological analyses to full realization.

19.2.1  The Need for a Holistic Approach

Efforts to integrate a ‘human dimension’ in climate science, although having made 
some progress in recent years, remain lacking (IPCC 2001, 2007, 2012; Hovelsrud 
et al. 2011; Krupnik et al. 2005; ACIA 2005; AHDR 2004). There is a need for a 
systematic understanding of the social science of climate change because, “studies 
of the functioning of social systems generally take more diverse perspectives, rec-
ognize the contingency of social change, and seek to respect and reflect the specific-
ity of local concerns” (Arctic Council 2013: 56). What is needed is a holistic 
approach, an appreciation and accommodation for how indigenous/ local knowl-
edges are synthetic and holistic (Agrawal 1995, 2002; Berkes 2008; Cajete 1999; 
Sillitoe 1998; Aporta 2010).

Arctic research is one arena that increasingly uses a holistic and human-inclusive 
approach by down-scaling to the community level and engaging communities in the 
documentation and monitoring process to understand change (Berkes et al. 2007; 
Pearce et al. 2009). The last decade has seen a significant increase in community 
engagement in and ownership of communicating local change (Hovelsrud et al. 
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2011). Such efforts in arctic climate change research began with community-based 
research discerning how the global phenomenon of climate change was affecting 
long-standing human adaptive strategies (Krupnik and Jolly 2002). These types of 
investigations led towards efforts to substantiate local knowledge by corroborating 
it with scientific data, to integrate the two knowledge systems towards new under-
standings (Danielsen et al. 2009; Crate and Fedorov 2013a) and to build community 
capacity (Krupnik et al. 2010; Gearheard et al. 2011).

One major hurdle to adopting holistic approaches that comprehensively integrate 
qualitative and quantitative data that are scaled down to the local level where effects 
on humans and ecosystems are occurring (Arctic Council 2013:4) is that such 
approaches require significant time and resources. Qualitative approaches require 
in-depth and often multiple local studies, fulfillment of proper ethical consider-
ations, additional time to gain entry, time to learn local protocols, the accommoda-
tion of community expectations, and sensitivity to political alliances (Heikkilä and 
Fondahl 2012: 62). Research can address these issues by working in communities 
with well-established research relationships, and by planning for the time and 
resources required to accomplish tasks. Multiple levels of society benefit when 
researchers use such a holistic approach. Most obviously, there are immediate ben-
efits to the affected communities and the researchers collaborating with them. Less 
apparent are the more latent benefits, since the effects of such an approach gradually 
transform ways of thinking among larger groups of stakeholders associated with the 
project, and eventually, “the dominant society that suffers a shortage of wisdom” 
(Herman 2008: 77). Critical to the effectiveness of holistic approaches is engaging 
the next generation of stakeholders, the youth.

19.2.2  Working Across the Generations by Engaging Youth

One of the key challenges of retaining the next generation and reversing the trends 
of young people’s out-migration is countering external forces of change. These 
include economic globalization and the impacts of consumer culture that work to 
disrupt local economies and increase unemployment thus setting youth sights away 
from home prospects. Adolescents and youth are poised to play a pivotal role in 
rural contexts, despite finding themselves at the center of major transformations 
observed indistinctively throughout the world that include depopulation, de- 
agrarianization, and the loss of the previous generations’ knowledge (Virtanen 
2012; Steward 2007; Bryceson 1996). There are also internal forces at work such as 
the older generations’ limited acceptance of youth’s abilities and interests which 
lead to high unemployment rates and overall lack of future perspectives within rural 
communities (Rasmussen 2009; Lundholm and Malmberg 2006; Hamilton and 
Seyfrit 1993; Garcia and Gonzalez 2004). The severity of this situation is further 
exacerbated by youth’s lack of skills and qualifications and the lack of adequate 
educational resources to respond to new demands in rural areas (Rasmussen et al. 
2010; Carson et al. 2011; Virtanen 2012). Most prominent is the breakdown in 
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knowledge transmission from elders to youth because knowledge is not being trans-
mitted in pace with social change in rural areas. This is further complicated by the 
fact that knowledge has moved from being local and activities-based to being global 
and virtually-based.

Promoting opportunities for the upcoming generations to actively participate in 
their culture and livelihood while at the same time guaranteeing access to high- 
quality educational and training opportunities are key elements to the development 
of human resources in rural areas (NORDEN 2006). Although youth out-migration 
from rural areas is highly variable, with some areas experiencing one-way move-
ment (rural to urban) and others demonstrating patterns of rural-urban circulation 
(Hansen et al. 2012), the global trend is an overall decrease of youth populations in 
rural areas (McGranahan et al. 2010; Argent and Walmsley 2008; Stockdale 2006). 
There are also wide divergences in local, regional and state efforts to retain youth 
with a pattern of developed countries having retention programs, while less devel-
oped countries do not have programs (Wyn and Harris 2004; Glendinning et al. 
2003). Because youth play a pivotal role in shaping the future of rural communities, 
understanding and enacting rural youth’s values, aspirations, and future perspec-
tives in addressing short- and long-term effects of change is key to the global trans-
formation towards sustainability. Research efforts need to place youth at the 
forefront with questions such as: How can knowledge systems be best integrated? 
What and where are the disconnections between youth and elders’ different ways of 
knowing, understanding, and communicating? And where are the disconnections 
within the varied understandings of the usefulness of knowledge? The article now 
considers these aspects of rural sustainability and the challenges to it in the context 
of two cases in the Arctic that informed a hypothetical model of the complexity of 
change.

19.3  Understanding Rural Sustainability via the Cases

The two cases are Viliui Sakha communities (horse and cattle-breeding agropasto-
ralist communities) of northeastern Siberia, Russia and in Inuit, Settler, and Métis 
communities of Labrador, Canada. The Viliui Sakha inhabit the Viliui River regions 
of western Sakha Republic (Yakutia), an area twice the size of Alaska, which is 
landlocked except for its northern border on the Arctic Ocean. The region has an 
extreme continental climate with annual temperatures ranging from −60 °C in the 
winter to +40 °C in summer. The Sakha’s Turkic ancestors transmigrated to the 
Viliui and Lena regions of the area in the eleventh and twelfth centuries from south-
ern Siberia. They adapted their horse and cattle breeding to the extreme environ-
ment mostly by protecting their cattle in barns in the cold seasons and harvesting 
copious amounts of hay in the brief summer for their fodder. The area is one of 
continuous permafrost, with over 25 types of permafrost within its borders.

Similarly, the inhabitants of coastal Labrador communities have adapted their 
lifestyle to an extreme environment; albeit in a coastal context, relying upon the 
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annual establishment of sea-ice for sealing and fishing. Although Inuit had already 
inhabited and thrived in these areas for centuries, Moravian missionaries began 
establishing communities in the mid-1700s. The cod industry became the nexus of 
economic growth and development followed by salmon fisheries. Beginning in the 
1970s, Inuit founded the Labrador Inuit Association and worked the next 35 years 
to settle land claims and establish the Nunatsiavut Government. Today communities 
practice mixed economies, continuing to depend on subsistence hunting and fishing 
and also working jobs in wage economy.

Both cases illustrate how sustainability is affected at the local level. The project’s 
methodological foundation was grounded theory, an inductive approach to collect-
ing and analyzing data in order to induce theory from the data (Mayan 2009: 47). 
This approach was the best fit for a project that intended to make the efforts 
community- owned because, “[t]o generate theory … we suggest as the best approach 
an initial systematic discovery of the theory from the data of social research. Then 
one can be relatively sure that the theory will fit the work. And since categories are 
discovered by examination of the data, laymen involved in the area to which the 
theory applies will usually be able to understand it …” (Berg and Lune 2012: 358).

The research used qualitative methods of field study with components such as 
interviews, focus groups, participatory action research, community modeling, 
grounded theory, and secondary data analysis. The main objective of these methods 
was to discern the communities’ perceptions, and understandings of and responses 
to the changes and their opinions about the causes of change. The translation of 
those change components was used to test and refine a hypothetical model and a 
knowledge exchange process, utilizing a variety of ‘tools’ to integrate understand-
ings and refine the model. The project worked with several communities in each of 
the two research sites.

Although situated in very different geopolitical contexts, the communities face 
similar challenges of being ‘ice-dependent’; with the local effects of global climate 
change being shorter ice seasons in Nunatsiavut and degrading permafrost in Sakha 
(Crate 2012). The longer ethnographic picture in Sakha shows how inhabitants have 
been impacted and have responded to these changes in land-ice conditions and, at 
the same time, how other drivers of change are at work that are more urgent to life 
on a daily basis (Crate 2014). In the process of tracking the local effects of climate/
seasonal change, local change beyond climate and seasonality, including socio- 
cultural, economic, demographic, historical and geopolitical change, were per-
ceived as more immediate and urgent to the affected communities (Crate 2015, 
2014). Indeed although climate and phenological change are clearly affecting local 
contexts – most notably by the absence of important resources for major parts of the 
year and the ‘wrong timings’ of the seasons – communities perceive the other driv-
ers of change to have a more immediate and urgent impact on daily life. The main 
concerns are the effects of economic globalization that undermine the local subsis-
tence economy by increasing the demand for imported products and encouraging 
the one-way out-migration of youth to regional and urban centers for education and 
employment (see Fig. 19.1).
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Furthermore, in a similar way that ice dependence was a consistent issue across 
arctic communities (Crate 2012), the complexity of change affecting rural commu-
nities has broad similarities between regions. However, the sociocultural responses 
and the ways in which the communities perceive, interpret, and respond to complex 
social changes are highly variable. For example, in the Viliui Sakha context, middle- 
aged and older inhabitants view success for their youth as being able to leave the 
home village to get a higher education and make it elsewhere. Conversely, the 
majority of the same age group in the Nunatsiavut communities considered their 
young people’s success as their ability to get a higher education and return to their 
home village to work. Much of that variation is due to geopolitical, ethno-historical, 
socio-cultural, and economic differences. This understanding is represented in a 
hypothetical model seen in Fig. 19.2. This model demonstrates how climate change 
and its accompanying phenological alterations act as one of several main drivers of 
change affecting and interacting with local communities.

These contrasting contexts not only clarify the various drivers of local change 
and their effects, but also the biocultural particularities that shape how communities 
perceive, understand, and respond to changes. The juxtaposed contexts also illumi-
nate the extent that knowledge exchange can inform all relevant stakeholders, the 
best ‘tools’ to promote communication and information exchange, and the ways in 
which cross-generational interaction can proceed.

Fig. 19.1 Key drivers of change
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19.3.1  Effective Tools for Grounding Rural Sustainability 
Work in the Affected Communities

This research created two effective tools for community collaborative sustainability 
efforts: a knowledge exchange process and an online atlas project. Alexander 
Fedorov, permafrost scientist with the Melnikov Institute in Yakutsk, and I, devel-
oped a methodology for exchanging knowledge across stakeholder groups in north-
eastern Siberia (Crate and Fedorov 2013a). Although the project was aimed at 
informing two main stakeholder groups (regional scientists and local communities) 
about the local effects of climate change, the knowledge exchange activities worked 
to bridge greater understandings across the diversity of stakeholders involved, 
including regional administrators, policymakers, and environmental protection rep-
resentatives. Evaluations and direct feedback from the eight knowledge exchanges 
in the summer of 2010 showed that participants wanted the process to reach a wider 
audience, preferably all inhabitants of the Viliui watershed regions. The research 
team’s first thought was to create an interactive website that replicated as much as 
possible the knowledge exchange process. However, considering that the internet is 
not the chosen vehicle of communication and information access for the majority of 
the inhabitants of this region, the team developed a booklet in a community- 
collaborative writing process. Although it took 3 years, this iterative process 

Fig. 19.2 Hypothetical model of the complexity of change
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produced 3000 copies which were distributed throughout the regions with the par-
ticipation of the Sakha Republic’s Ministry of Ecology (Crate and Fedorov 2013b). 
Similarly, other research efforts could implement the knowledge exchange process 
during both workshops in order to inform understandings amongst and between all 
relevant stakeholder groups.

The research also initiated two prototype online atlases. Work began in Makkovik, 
one of the Nunatsiavut, Labrador communities with whom we collaborated, where 
the community quickly settled on the idea of a map-based display of information 
about fishing stages and locations historically associated with local families and 
subsistence fishing activities. The community wanted to associate each fishing stage 
with audio and video interviews, images, and performances to capture information 
about their heritage/culture. These aspects included information about people, 
important events, and artifacts both from the local museum and found locally. Based 
on community decisions about what additional information should be captured 
about each type of object, a draft suite of schema was created and a few points were 
populated in order to provide community members with a product to critique. One 
of the outcomes of that critique was the desire by the community to have a timeline 
added to the atlas such that only items that overlapped the time range selected would 
be displayed. This would require the custom programming of the atlas and was 
accomplished with ELOKA (Exchange of Local Observations and Knowledge in 
the Arctic)1 funding. The community nominated a local school teacher to facilitate 
entries into the atlas to ensure that they were suitable, and to demonstrate how to 
add information to the atlas and involve other members of the community, espe-
cially students. A month after the initiation of the project, I demonstrated the pilot 
atlas to inhabitants of Kutana, one of the Sakha communities where we worked. 
Here the community gravitated towards emulating the schema defined by the part-
ner community of Makkovik. However, instead of fishing stages, the relevant unit of 
subsistence historically had been the alaas,2 an ecosystem complex historically 
used by extended families in pre-Soviet times. A Sakha-specific atlas was developed 
based on the fields defined by the community. One major technical difference 
between Makkovik and Kutana was that Kutana preferred to host the atlas locally 
and manage a local copy of the atlas. In the meantime, the community has added 
several items to the atlas, most notably using the Cyrillic alphabet. Both demonstra-
tion atlases remain in community use today.

Such research efforts can set up ways for communities to share findings via an 
independent website, in both academic and popular publications and also at confer-
ences. The project will reach at least four other populations: the immediate stake-
holder groups that have direct relationships with the local communities, including 
policymakers; the wider social science community to more fully integrate qualita-
tive information into global change science; the climate science community to 

1 See https://eloka-arctic.org/ for more information on ELOKA.
2 Alaas are shallow thermokarst lakes, surrounded by hayfields that transition to taiga. They are a 
unique ecosystem type characterized by large areas of subsided ground surface resulting from 
thawing permafrostf, found in the permafrost regions of Sakha Republic (Yakutia).
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understand how social science approaches such as this can complement climate/
seasonal change understandings; and that part of the global community eager to 
gain a better understanding of how climate and other change is understood, 
responded to, and how local inhabitants are finding ways to adapt and thrive.

19.4  Conclusion

This article drew upon insights from two arctic contexts, Viliui Sakha settlements in 
northeastern Siberia, Russia and Nunatsiavut settlements in Labrador Canada. Both 
of these contexts are challenged by a complexity of change involving not only issues 
of a rapidly changing climate and loss of ice and permafrost, but also of an unpre-
dictable local economic basis and of out-migration of young people to urban areas. 
This paper lays a framework for a rural sustainabiity paradigm, using an under-
standing of these three key drivers of change in the context of the investigation of 
local cultural, geopolitical, historical, economic and geographical particularities. 
Considering the extent to which rural communities and their biocultural diversity 
are threatened in our rapidly changing world, this paradigm has the potential to 
contribute to the identification of pathways towards amelioration.
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Chapter 20
Urbanisation and Land Use Management 
in the Arctic: An Investigative Overview

Ryan Weber, Rasmus Ole Rasmussen, Lyudmila Zalkind, Anna Karlsdottir, 
Sámal T.F. Johansen, Jukka Terräs, and Kjell Nilsson

Abstract This chapter investigates the role of land use planning in the context of 
arctic urban development through six city-profiles. Urbanisation in the Arctic is 
driven by a range of socio-economic and political factors. Not least, these include 
political processes to concentrate public services and a withdrawal from state-led 
socio-economic planning, economic processes that have led to the development of 
labour markets and new social institutions that are needed for reproducing the 
labour force. While these processes create development opportunities, they also 
have a wide range of spatial impacts and these require increased attention toward 
urban land-use planning. Through the city-profiles, we suggest that effective urban 
land use planning in the Arctic is highly context dependent. Significant issues 
appear to include: the importance of preserving relationships between society and 
the natural environment; the necessity in some cases for planning measures in 
response to significant urban sprawl; the recognition of complex governance struc-
tures that influence development strategies; and even the necessity for planning 
responses to suburban sprawl.
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20.1  Introduction

Land use is a heavily researched planning topic in the context of sustainable urban 
development, where diverse challenges and responses associated with urban sprawl 
dominate many discussions. Problems include the loss of productive land for agri-
culture, the disruption of ecosystems services, pollution associated with car depen-
dency, and reduced quality of life due to increased commuting distances (Nilsson 
et al. 2014). Solutions often include densification strategies such as the compact 
city, brownfield development, infilling, or transport oriented development. However, 
most of the discussion continues to take place within continental European and 
North American perspectives, bound to the territorial contexts of mid-latitude, 
developed countries. In reality however, the interplay between growth and land use 
impacts requires an understanding of the local context to create resilient, attractive, 
and sustainable urban settlements. Local factors include issues of scale, environ-
ment, society and culture, politics, and economy – each of which engrain both 
explicit and hidden agendas into the development discourse.

This chapter focuses on the urbanisation of arctic settlements. It uses historical 
planning documents and the situated perspectives of the authors to investigate how 
socio-economic development has impacted urban land use processes in selected 
arctic urban areas. The main focus is on urban morphology within settlements, and, 
vis-à-vis the hinterland, governance factors associated with urban land manage-
ment. The chapter begins by briefly examining the main socio-economic factors 
influencing urbanisation in the Arctic, and follows up with an analysis of land use 
development in six different urban settings. Each city profile was developed in a 
semi-structured way, where individual authors used general guidelines to present 
key trends in the historical development and current land use management of each 
city.

20.2  Urbanisation in the Arctic

By 2010, over 50 % of the world’s population was living in urban areas (EC 2011) 
and Fig. 20.1 shows that the Arctic is no exception to this trend. With the exception 
of Russia (depopulation) and Alaska (high birth rate), larger urban centres in the 
Arctic are growing compared to the stagnation or depopulation being experienced 
in smaller settlements. This pattern is particularly clear in Anchorage, Whitehorse, 
Nuuk, Reykjavik, Akureyri, Tromsø, Bodø, Luleå, and Rovaniemi.

While urbanisation is a complex phenomenon, some common drivers in the 
Arctic include:

• Urbanisation as a political process: Changes in the payments of transfers, con-
centrated public service provision, and the withdrawal of the state from social 
and economic planning have led to the continued concentration of populations in 
larger settlements (Southcott 2010).
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• Urbanisation as an economic shift: Traditional arctic resource dependencies 
required a dispersed and flexible settlement structure. However, as a result of 
modernisation and industrialisation, it became necessary to create labour mar-
kets. This especially includes economic development via natural resource exploi-
tation in the post-war period, which has coincided with the increased influence 
of national and international institutions in terms of political and economic 

Fig. 20.1 Change in settlement structure in the Arctic 
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 management (Hansen and Rasmussen 2013). This growth has continued to 
evolve to the present day. Arctic urban economic expenditure tends to be domi-
nated by administrative and educational activities.

• Urbanisation as opportunity: Alongside new labour structures, new social insti-
tutions are needed for reproducing the labour force. For instance, young people 
are attracted to urban centres for educational purposes and are less likely to 
return to small villages after they complete their education (Rasmussen 2011).

20.3  City Profiles

This section provides a short synthesis of land use development in six arctic cities: 
Reykjavik, Iceland; Rovaniemi, Finland; Nuuk, Greenland; Kirovsk, Russia; 
Thorshavn, Faroe Islands; and Kiruna, Sweden.1

20.3.1  Reykjavik, Iceland

With a current population of 201,000, greater Reykjavik consists of seven munici-
palities and covers 1062 km2 – a territory that is ten times larger than the size of 
Paris. Since the Icelandic Republic gained independence from Denmark in 1944, 
the capital has incrementally grown in several different phases. Between 1945 and 
1965, growth was driven mainly by the region’s role as the commercial and admin-
istrative centre of the country. Spatially, greater Reykjavik’s population grew by 70 
% and the built landmass increased by 700 %, and thus experienced typical North 
American notions of urban sprawl and automobile dependence (Bjarnason and 
Gylfadóttir 2004).

In the 1970s and 1980s, modernisation and the expansion of Reykjavik towards 
neighbouring municipalities further contributed to urban sprawl. By the 1980s, the 
neighbouring municipalities surrounding Reykjavik were hardly discernible as sep-
arate towns. Development over the past two decades has reinforced urban sprawl 
even further. Average population development by municipality in Fig. 20.2 shows 
little or no growth in Reykjavik proper, whereas populations are increasing in many 
of the municipalities surrounding the city. Public housing has had very limited or no 
impact on development. After the 1970s, favourable mortgage conditions made 
home buying realistic and, by the early 1980s, upwards of 91 % of people in suburb 
municipalities “owned” their own home (Sveinsson 2007).

Alongside the acceptance of long commutes and the private car as a way of life 
in Reykjavik, urban sprawl seems to be predominantly driven by inter-municipal 
competition for growth through land bids and residential growth. This challenge is 

1 More detailed presentations of each city profile are presented in an elaborated version of this 
paper: www.nordregio.se/publications
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well understood by local authorities and it raises questions about the need for a 
regional and/or national policy on urban growth boundaries and sustainable land 
use, including the question of regional allocation of new housing units between the 
different municipalities (Theodórsdóttir et al. 2012).

20.3.2  Rovaniemi, Finland

The municipality of Rovaniemi has 61,000 residents, making it the 13th most popu-
lous municipality in Finland. However, it also covers an area of 8016 km2, making 
it the largest municipality in Europe by area. Rovaniemi has a relatively balanced 
economy based on its role as the political and administrative capital of Lapland, 
alongside contributions from the education, tourism, and energy (hydro) sectors. 
Slow and stable population growth between 1985 and the late 1990s led to a short 
downturn, but steady growth has returned since 2003 and trends suggest a continu-
ation of slow and steady growth in the future (Rovaniemi Municipality 2012).

The town suffered near complete destruction during the Second World War, and 
redevelopment was based on a town plan conceptualised by the Finnish architect 
Alvar Aalto (Fig. 20.3). The implementation of the plan resulted in extensive, low 
density development and current planning documents regard this development as 
limiting the ability for improving Rovaniemi’s resource efficiency through compact 

Fig. 20.2 Population development (%) in municipalities around the capital 2000–2010 (Source: 
Ryan Weber)
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city planning principles of density, mixed land use and accessibility (Rovaniemi 
Municipality 2012).

In Finland, land use planning is integrated through multiple levels of govern-
ment. For instance, Rovaniemi’s Local Land Use Strategy must comply with 
Lapland’s Regional Land Use Plan, which presents the general principles of land 
use and the community structure that guide development for the region. As such, 
regional councils in Rovaniemi have greater planning authority than regional gov-
ernments in other Nordic countries (Smas et al. 2012).

Rovaniemi’s Climate Adaptation Strategy (Järviluoma and Suopajärvi 2009) 
concentrates on three themes: (1) tourism; (2) energy and waste management; and 
(3) urban planning and traffic. The third theme highlights how Aalto’s plan resulted 
in a sprawled urban form, and how smaller villages around Rovaniemi have grown 
since they were consolidated into one municipality. This has put further strain on 
services and infrastructure, increased private car use and raised questions regarding 
urban sustainability (Järviluoma and Suopajärvi 2009). As a result, the strategy 
describes the importance of integrating the community structure through the strate-
gic densification of already built-up areas and the promotion of more eco-friendly 
means of travel, including public transport, walking and cycling.

Yet, public opinion is divided regarding the priority for city-centre development. 
Some people favour densification around the existing urban centre, while others are 
concerned over the loss of urban green space and the preservation of the current 
building qualities near the city centre (Järviluoma and Suopajärvi 2009). Residents 
of outer villages also fear that strategic densification will mean a prioritisation of the 
town centre over their non-central neighbourhoods, forcing residents to seek basic 

Fig. 20.3 Alvar Aalto’s 
“Antler Like” city plan 
(Used with permission, 
Arkkitehti – Finnish 
Architectural Review 
11-12/1945)
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services in distant locations. As such, existing villages face the dual challenge of a 
lack of services and effective public transport to Rovaniemi city centre. While these 
villages may not be large enough to sustain a comprehensive public transportation 
network, there does seem to be the need for improved local bus service as well as 
some concentrated, mixed-use development within these suburban communities.

20.3.3  Nuuk, Greenland

Founded in 1728 as a Danish-Norwegian colony, Nuuk’s current population is 
approximately 16,000 residents (29 % of Greenland’s population). Its role as the 
political and administrative centre was supported by the G50 and G60 socio- 
economic development plans2 (Petersen and Rasmussen 2007; Rasmussen 1998; 
Kjær-Sørensen 1983) which included the modernisation and growth of the fishing 
industry. The establishment of Home Rule in 1979 brought another wave of urban 
growth in Nuuk, as many decision-making and management duties were transferred 
from Denmark to Greenland.

Figure 20.4 shows the evolution of Nuuk since 1945. The settlement was first 
concentrated around the original western harbour, but the harbour’s limited growth 
capacity led to the construction of a new harbour to the southeast. By 1965, devel-
opment evolved to include power facilities, a hospital, a fish processing plant and, 
in particular, new housing. However, private investment sought by the G50 and G60 
plans did not materialise and the Danish Government assumed responsibility for 
large-scale housing investments. This resulted in rapidly built, industrial-style con-
crete housing blocks built close to today’s city centre.

The population growth through 1975 coupled with the low quality of existing 
housing led to the construction of higher quality apartment blocks and colonial- 
style detached houses with bright colours. Three new schools, two churches and 
extended central administration buildings were also built. By 1985 a new airport 
was built, along with 45 km of roadways and three bus routes, and by 1995 rock 
blasting helped development move into previously unsuitable areas. Since 2000, the 
concrete apartment blocks built in the 1970s have been incrementally demolished 
and replaced by smaller-scale and higher quality apartment buildings. Furthermore, 

2 The G50 and G60 (the report of the Greenland Commission of 1950 and Greenland Commission 
of 1960 respectively) were long-term development plans for Greenland and its people under the 
direction of the Danish Government. G50 had the ambition to establish a similar economic system, 
the same civil rights and the same standard of living as in Denmark. The G60 aimed at continuing 
the plans of G50 and furthermore improve the health conditions and living conditions to standards 
comparable to those in Denmark by improving the health care, the education system, the electrifi-
cation of the country and increasing the concentration of housing and job creation in the major 
towns along the west coast of Greenland close to the major fishing opportunities. Furthermore, the 
G60 had the ambition to raise the political, social and cultural status of the Greenlandic people and 
improve their standard of living.
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Fig. 20.4 Territorial development of Nuuk since 1945. Maps for 1945 to 1995 based on Berthelsen 
et al. (1993). 2015 plans based on kommuneqarfik sermersooq (2015) (Design: Rasmus Ole 
Rasmussen)
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a main focus of growth is currently to the southeast in Qinngorput, a completely 
new urban district east of Malene Bay.

In 2009, Greenland’s 18 municipalities were amalgamated into four municipali-
ties, a move which has strengthened land use planning by concentrating and formal-
ising urban planning competencies. In Sermersooq (which includes Nuuk), this 
includes development of the new “Digital Municipal Plan” promoting “robust and 
sustainable” development. “Robust” largely refers to growth driven development by 
a planned airport expansion to enable access by trans-Atlantic flights, development 
possibilities in the raw materials sector and the development of the harbour. 
“Sustainable” reflects Nuuk’s goal to strengthen the special qualities of the com-
munity in an environmentally and economically sound manner.

In the new municipal plan “open countryside” is a collective term for all areas 
not zoned for settlement. In the past, the development of open space was undertaken 
on a case-by-case basis by the national government (i.e. no comprehensive strategy) 
because of the impression that there would always be plenty of room available. 
Reflecting important social and economic connections to nature, however, the open 
countryside can no longer be considered an area where there are no potential land 
use conflicts as a wide range of actors (and their associated interests) are increas-
ingly vying for space. For example, a number of abandoned settlements surrounding 
Nuuk have been re-born with important new land use functions and these settle-
ments need to be planned and managed accordingly. When these are considered in 
relation to national decisions on further large-scale natural resource exploitation 
there appears to be a need for further revisions of the open land planning strategy, 
toward more consistent and integrated approaches to spatial planning, reflecting the 
socio-economic interests of various different stakeholders.

20.3.4  Kirovsk, Russia

Kirovsk, in Murmansk Oblast’ (region) in northwestern Russia, was founded as a 
natural resource town based on apatite-nepheline deposits in the Khibiny moun-
tains. Initial mining operations started in 1929 and by 1931 Kirovsk had a popula-
tion of 32,000. While this grew to nearly 44,000 by 1990, the city has declined in 
population in a similar manner to other towns in arctic Russia and currently has a 
population of roughly 28,000 (Fig. 20.5).

Strategic land use planning was initiated in 1938, but was challenged from the 
outset. A plan for a new main street was developed that did not consider local topog-
raphy, making it impossible to use the street during the winter. In the meantime, new 
buildings had been constructed along the previous route so it was impossible to 
restore it. A new master plan was developed, but this too was only partially imple-
mented due to poor coordination and a lack of funding. Nevertheless, successful 
mining operations resulted in a strong population profile between the late 1950s and 
1990. As a result, 93 % of the current residential building stock was constructed in 
the 1970s and 1980s.
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Until the 1990s, the state was the sole land owner, and it granted rights to indi-
viduals as land users. In 1991, rights of individuals increased and by 2001, a new 
Land Code had legalized private ownership and set general zoning. This included 
the development of new municipal master plans, local land use acts and multipur-
pose investment plans, iterations of which are still in place today. Thus, the munici-
pality is the main authority for land use matters and it currently promotes two 
directions of development: industrial growth via mineral extraction and tourism 
growth, particularly skiing.

Reflecting the attachment to nature, the town’s population actively uses the for-
ests and foothills surrounding Kirovsk for recreation and production of agricultural 
goods in private plots. During the overall socio-economic crisis and food shortage 
in the early 1980s, the local government started a gradual allocation of land to 
employees for dachas and gardens. Nowadays, people continue to actively use these 
plots for holiday stays and for growing produce for home consumption or informal 
market sale.

Yet, the main land use conflict is in regards to mining development versus the 
formation of a national park. Proposed mining development around Kirovsk con-
flicts with the national government’s plan to create the Khibiny National Park. 
Establishing the park would mean that a considerable portion of land currently 
owned by the Kirovsk municipality would be transferred to national control. While 
the municipality understands that both local residents and domestic tourists use the 
surrounding landscape for recreation, they are against plans for the park because of 
the impact it would have on mining expansion. The municipality prefers a balanced 
approach where nature preservation and the development of tourist infrastructure 
coincide with additional mining activities in the area, which they view as critical to 
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sustaining the livelihoods of the current population. We see, therefore, a clear power 
struggle between local and national planning authorities, each of which is 
 interpreting a different best course of action due to the different stakeholder and 
development perspectives they favour.

20.3.5  Tórshavn, Faroe Islands

The abolishment of the Danish Trade Monopoly by the mid-nineteenth century pre-
sented new growth opportunities in the Faroe Islands, at the time a colony of 
Denmark, especially in fisheries. As a result, villages where fish trade houses were 
located bloomed, including Tórshavn. Shifts towards a modern economy took place 
in the immediate post-war period, mainly resulting in a more productive fishing fleet 
and fish processing industry. In parallel, infrastructure was developed throughout 
the country as roads were paved and the first tunnel that began connecting the 18 
islands opened in 1963. By 1975, more than 11,000 people lived in Tórshavn (28 % 
of the Faroese population) and development over the next 15 years expanded out 
toward Hoyvík and Argir, which were originally small settlements in the vicinity of 
Tórshavn. Today, Tórshavn has a population of more than 12,600.

During the 1960s and 1970s ‘village-development’ was the main focus of public 
policy that steered spatial development. This policy supported the fishing industry 
in smaller settlements in an effort to prevent migration away from these settlements. 
It was kept alive through different forms of financial transfers until it collapsed in 
the early 1990s, leading to outmigration toward the larger towns. However, as part 
of the village development policy, investments were made in roads, tunnels, bridges 
and other infrastructure components to reduce travel time from small settlements to 
Tórshavn (Fig. 20.6). While the intention was to improve village accessibility to 
services in larger cities (thus maintaining the attractiveness of small settlements) the 
opposite happened – people moved within commuting distance to Tórshavn.

Today, 72 % of the total land area and 86 % of the population in the Faroe Islands 
are linked to a fixed road. The new traffic plan for the Faroe Islands (2008–2020) is 
the spatial backbone of the Faroe Islands; enabled by the main transportation net-
work linking various regions of the country to Torshavn.

20.3.6  Kiruna, Sweden

Sweden’s most northern municipality was established following the Swedish 
Parliament’s decision to extend the railway to exploit iron ore in the Kirunavaara 
and Luosavaara mountains. Greater Kiruna has more than 23,000 inhabitants, 
18,000 of whom live in the town itself. The population peaked during the 1970s, but 
after a long period of decline, it has begun to increase again with the development 
of additional mining opportunities.
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Kiruna represents an extraordinary case of land use planning. Plans to extend and 
expand existing mining activity until at least 2030 have forced the relocation of the 
city centre due to ground level deformations (Fig. 20.7).

The first phase of the construction of the new city centre started in 2014, and by 
2033, approximately 3000 apartments, 750 beds in hotels and hostels, and nearly 
200,000 m2 of retail and service offerings will be relocated (Zackrisson and Cars 
2013). Kiruna’s residents also realise the necessity of moving the city, and have 
contributed to the planning and design of the new city centre. Zackrisson and Cars 
(2013) summarise the residents’ four main demands:

• Accessibility to the centre by car, but a centre that promotes walking, cycling and 
public transportation.

• Mixed land use with retail shopping on the ground floor of residential houses and 
good accessibility to work-places and public services.

• High quality public space and meeting places, including parks, squares, streets, 
libraries, art galleries, cafés and restaurants.

Fig. 20.6 Development of transport time from 1950 to 2006. The colours show how long time it 
would take to move from Tórshavn to other towns/villages and islands (Source: Steinhólm 2007, 
used with permission)
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• High architectural quality, including the preservation of cultural buildings. This 
includes the Church of Kiruna, which was recently voted as the most beautiful 
building in Sweden. As a result, it will be taken down and reassembled in the 
new city centre.

Kiruna has thus managed to turn a threating situation into an opportunity through 
open and transparent dialogue with its residents. Although many issues are still 
unresolved – primarily those of an economic nature since the costs for new home 
construction is much higher than the market values of existing single-family houses 
or apartments – Kiruna is facing the future with optimism. Therefore, the process of 
building a completely new, mixed-use city centre with high architectural quality 
might serve as a model for a new kind of sustainable urban development in the arctic 
region.

20.4  Conclusions

Based on this presentation of land use planning and development strategies in 
diverse arctic contexts, some key findings are identified. First, in many cases, arctic 
urbanisation is a new phenomenon and in communities such as Nuuk and Kirovsk 
it was shown how connections to nature are a critical component of the arctic 

Fig. 20.7 Moving of the city centre Of Kiruna (Design: Ryan Weber)
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culture in many regions, both through informal economic activities and for leisure. 
For instance, hunting, fishing, berry and mushroom picking, hiking and camping, 
sailing, skiing and even farming are all activities that are included as an integral part 
of living in the Arctic; not only as leisure time activities, but also in some cases as a 
means of subsistence, related to dietary needs and informal distribution mecha-
nisms. As a result, arctic cities have unique and strong societal relationships to their 
natural surroundings and providing opportunities for regular interaction with nature 
constitutes an important dimension of human development, which can be met 
through proactive land use planning measures. This includes improved accessibility 
through green-space infrastructure investment and the preservation of natural assets 
within the built environment.

Second, some arctic cities face challenges associated with urban sprawl and stra-
tegic densification is a necessary planning response. In Reykjavik and Rovaniemi, 
the impacts of urban sprawl are clearly evident. In Reykjavik’s case, the 
“Americanisation” of the city’s buildings was perhaps an inherited outcome of the 
U.S. military presence and the main period of development took place while the car 
was seen as an ideal form of personal mobility. In both cases, the challenges associ-
ated with urban sprawl and the pursuit of urban sustainability is well understood by 
local planners.

Third, each case highlights how the division of roles and responsibilities between 
different levels of government has impacted land use planning in unique ways. In 
Kirovsk, the municipality’s vision of what entails sustainable development is funda-
mentally different from that of the national government. In Reykjavik, the impor-
tance of governance scale was evident as a factor contributing to urban sprawl, 
where intense competition for investment between municipalities in the city-region 
has extended development away from the city centre. Planners acknowledge the 
need for a city-regional approach to comprehensive land use planning, but negotiat-
ing within the entrenched municipal barriers is a major hurdle. However, the 
Rovaniemi case demonstrated how urban sprawl increased following municipal 
consolidation. Seemingly counter intuitive to the necessary policy response for 
Reykjavik, it shows the unique, situational context of urban land use planning, 
regardless of where in the Arctic it is taking place.

Fourth, in Nuuk, Tórshavn, Kirovsk and Kiruna, urban development was founded 
upon the presence of a single natural resource based industry. In these cases, initial 
settlement structure hinged exclusively on maximising labour force accessibility to 
work locales. As a result, it seems that each city has maintained a relatively dense 
settlement structure considering that none of the existing planning documents 
describe challenges associated with sprawl. However, while primary sector interests 
continue their dominant economic role in Kirovsk and Kiruna, public sector roles 
such as administration and education are now key drivers of the economy in Nuuk 
and Tórshavn. In contrast, the lack of a single industrial presence in Reykjavik and 
Rovaniemi, coupled with larger overall population growth has coincided with the 
urban sustainability challenges associated with sprawl. This supports further inves-
tigation on the sustainability potentials associated with urban development 
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 surrounding single sector activities, along with more insight on how to resolve 
existing land use challenges in dispersed arctic settlements.
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Chapter 21
“You Need to Be a Well-Rounded Cultural 
Person”: Youth Mentorship Programs 
for Cultural Preservation, Promotion, 
and Sustainability in the Nunatsiavut Region 
of Labrador

Ashlee Cunsolo, Inez Shiwak, Michele Wood,  
and The IlikKuset-Ilingannet Team

Abstract Sustainability issues are an increasing concern across the Circumpolar 
North. The often-intense social, health, and cultural stressors from multiple path-
ways—including climate change, resource extraction, socio-economic shifts, and 
the enduring legacies of colonization—affect social cohesion, community wellness, 
sense of place and heritage, livelihoods, and many cultural structures. Indigenous 
peoples are at the frontline of these changes and, as a result, a priority of many com-
munities is to develop strategies to support community wellness, foster livelihoods, 
maintain cultural values, enhance resilience, and preserve and promote cultural con-
tinuity. Responding to these stressors and needs, and building from previous 
research conducted in the region that indicated a desire to ensure cultural continuity, 
the Inuit Community Governments of Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville, in the 
Nunatsiavut region of Labrador, designed and piloted the IlikKuset-Ilingannet 
(Culture-Connect!) Program. This program was premised on the Inuit relational 
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epistemology of piliriqatigiinniq (‘working in a collaborative way for the common 
good’), and united five youth with five adult mentors per community (n = 30) to 
learn cultural skills, including trapping, snowshoe-making, carving, art, and sewing. 
This research found that participating in the program supported hands-on knowl-
edge transmission, created new or enhanced relationships between and among the 
youth and mentors; revitalized cultural pride and wellbeing; promoted cultural pres-
ervation and promotion; and showed promise as a strategy for supporting cultural 
sustainability and resilience to change. This resonates with growing emphasis on 
Indigenous-led programs supporting cultural preservation, promotion, reclamation, 
and resurgence, and contributes to a wholistic understanding of, and strategies for, 
Northern sustainabilities.

Keywords Inuit • Cultural mentorship • Cultural sustainability • Resilience • Youth

21.1  Introduction

Recent and dramatic changes in culture, governance structures, economies, and 
environments across the Circumpolar North have left many Indigenous communi-
ties living with often-intense social, health, and cultural stresses as a result of the 
effects of climate change (Cunsolo Willox et al. 2012, 2013a, b; Ford et al. 2014; 
Ford 2012; IPCC 2013, 2014); resource extraction and industrial development (Ford 
et al. 2010a, b; McDowell and Ford 2014); economic development (Prowse et al. 
2009); rapid urbanization and associated issues such as homelessness (Christensen 
2013; Dybbroe et al. 2010); and the ongoing intergenerational impacts of colonial-
ism on community well-being, with roots in the establishment of settlements result-
ing in changes in subsistence practices, the enduring legacies from residential 
schools, and continuing neo-colonial relations (Kirmayer et al. 2009; Lehti et al. 
2009; Allen et al. 2014). These rapid and often-imposed social, political, economic 
and environmental transitions affect social cohesion, community wellness, sense of 
place and heritage, livelihoods, and many cultural structures (Allen et al. 2014; 
Cunsolo Willox et al. 2012; Kral et al. 2011; Kral and Idlout 2012; Wexler 2009). 
Indigenous peoples are at the frontline of these changes, and a major priority of 
many communities is to find ways to foster livelihoods, maintain cultural values, 
and promote resilience in people and culture (Kirmayer et al. 2011; Petrasek 
MacDonald et al. 2013a, b; Wexler 2014; Wexler et al. 2014).

These transitions have also created new and unfamiliar challenges not faced by 
previous generations that often affect young people most acutely. Indeed, these dis-
ruptions have compromised traditional knowledge exchange, traditional rites of 
passage, and intergenerational knowledge continuity for many Arctic Indigenous 
youth (Collings 2014; Ford et al. 2010a, b; Pearce et al. 2011), thus making it more 
difficult for some young people to develop positive personal and cultural identities. 
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These identity attributes have been identified as protective factors for youth devel-
opment (Petrasek MacDonald et al. 2013a, b, 2015), and are essential to cultural 
continuity and sustainability. This underscores the importance of finding ways to 
engage youth in positive cultural experiences by building on the strengths of shared 
heritage and culture, and connecting youth with positive adult role models to under-
stand present-day struggles, discover coping strategies, and foster hope for a posi-
tive and productive future that is connected to cultural continuity and new cultural 
expressions (Wexler 2014; Wexler et al. 2014). Furthermore, there is increasing 
evidence emerging that indicates the need for the creation of Indigenous-led pro-
grams and strategies to promote the reclamation, revitalization, and renewal of 
Indigenous cultural skills and knowledge in order to foster a resurgence in tradi-
tions, skills, and wisdom among the generations (Alfred 2014; Freeland Ballantyne 
2014; Radu et al. 2014). These understandings can support Indigenous youth well-
being, resilience, and cultural strength in the context of rapid, unpredictable changes 
affecting the Arctic and, increasingly, other Northern or remote communities to 
build sustainability in culture, which, we contend, can support and enrich other 
forms of sustainability in the North.

Responding to this need for fostering cultural-based strengths and resiliencies, in 
2013–2014, the Inuit Community Governments of Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville 
in the Nunatsiavut region of Labrador created and evaluated the IlikKuset-Ilingannet 
(Culture-Connect!) program. This was a pilot, culturally-based mentorship strategy 
that linked youth with positive adult role models and mentors in each community to 
learn cultural skills identified by the community as important to Inuit culture, heri-
tage, and present-day subsistence living. The strategy was also designed to posi-
tively support mental health for resilience and to increase adaptive capacities to 
socio-cultural and environmental changes by drawing on the strengths of Inuit cul-
ture. This program was created to discover if culturally-based youth mentorship 
strategies and intercultural and intergenerational knowledge exchanges can foster, 
enhance, and expand resilience and support cultural continuity and cultural 
sustainability.

21.2  Research and Programming Location: The Nunatsiavut 
Region, Labrador, Canada

Nunatsiavut (‘Our Beautiful Land’ in Labrador Inuttitut) is the homeland of the 
Labrador Inuit, and is one of four Inuit regions in Canada that comprise the Inuit 
Nunangat (Inuit Homelands) (Fig. 21.1). Home to 4 % of Canada’s Inuit population, 
the Nunatsiavut land claims settlement region was formed and achieved self- 
government in 2005, and encompasses five communities (North to South): Nain, 
Hopedale, Postville, Makkovik, and Rigolet.

Labrador Inuit and their ancestors have been living in the Nunatsiavut region for 
thousands of years, surviving through an intimate knowledge of and relationship to 
the land, and through cultural skills and wisdom developed over hundreds of years 
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and passed down through intergenerational knowledge exchange (Natcher et al. 
2012). Skills such as hunting, trapping, wild meat butchering and preserving, skin 
and fur preparation, sewing fur clothing, and Inuit arts and music have sustained the 
Labrador Inuit for generations. These skills are essential not only to culture and 
heritage, but for overall community wellbeing, sustainability, and life in the region. 
Labrador Inuit continue to lead semi-subsistence livelihoods, and harvest animals 
and plants from the abundant land and sea, including caribou (when available), seal, 
salmon, trout, ducks, geese, red berries and bake apples.

Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville are all remote and coastal, and there is no road 
access to any of the communities. Travel options to the communities are weather- 
dependent, with year-round plane service, seasonal ferry service, and via personal 
transportation such as skidoos when ice forms and boats during the summer months.

As with other Indigenous communities in Canada, the Labrador Inuit have expe-
rienced a long history of colonization. Their history has included forced relocation 
from traditional homelands into settled communities, forced attendance of children 
in residential schools, ongoing acculturation and loss of language, and disruptions 
to knowledge transmission and cultural continuity (Lehti et al. 2009; Richmond and 
Ross 2009; Natcher et al. 2012). These processes have ongoing impacts on indi-
vidual and community wellbeing. Impacts range from food insecurity, housing 
overcrowding, increased rates of chronic and infectious diseases, high rates of 
addiction and mental health issues, decreased life expectancy, and high suicide rates 
when compared to non-Inuit Canadian populations (Cunsolo Willox et al. 2014; 
Lehti et al. 2009; Natcher et al. 2012).

Fig. 21.1 A map of Nunatsiavut, Labrador, indicating all five communities

A. Cunsolo et al.
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Over the last decade, these socio-economic, health, and cultural stressors have 
been compounded by rapid climate changes. The Inuit have faced loss of sea and 
freshwater ice, changes in freezing and melting seasons, increased seasonal tem-
peratures, and changes to flora and fauna in the region. In recent years, some mea-
surements indicate that the region has experienced increases in surface air 
temperature, with a projected temperature change of up to 8 °C compared to the 
twentieth century average if carbon emissions continue unabated (Way and Viau 
2014). These changes are putting increased pressure on Inuit livelihoods, food sys-
tems, and travel safety; all of which are impacting Inuit culture in the region and 
adding increased challenges to the sharing of cultural practices (Cunsolo Willox 
et al. 2012, 2013a, b; Petrasek MacDonald 2013b, 2015).

Given these overlapping and intersecting challenges, Inuit communities in 
Nunatsiavut have been proactively conducting research and creating evidence-based 
programming to support resilience, sustainability, and wellbeing that is connected 
to Inuit culture by strengthening cultural opportunities to share knowledge between 
generations.

21.2.1  Community Leads and Partners

The Inuit Community Governments of Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville, working 
in close collaboration with the Nunatsiavut Government’s Department of Health 
and Social Development, led this research and program implementation. Rigolet 
(population 306, 95 % identify as Indigenous) is the Southern-most Inuit commu-
nity in Nunatsiavut. In recent years, Rigolet has been proactive with research proj-
ects, and established the Inuit-run ‘My Word:’ Storytelling and Digital Media Lab, 
which has become a leader in Northern participatory research, with a particular 
focus on health and wellness. Makkovik (population 361, 90 % identify as 
Indigenous) is located between Rigolet in the South and Postville in the North. 
Makkovik is also home to the only available marine center on the North Coast of 
Labrador operated by the Torngat Fish Producers. Postville (population 206, 91 % 
identify as Indigenous) is the smallest community in Nunatsiavut, and has a long 
history as a Hudson Bay trading post, established in 1837 (Statistics Canada 2014). 
All three communities have been active in a wide range of research activities related 
to changing socio-cultural, climatic, and environmental conditions, and all three 
communities are working to support individual and community wellness through a 
variety of activities and supports, with an emphasis on continually strengthening 
cultural connectivity and continuity.1

1 While there was interest from all Nunatsiavut communities in this program, during a regional 
meeting with all five community leaders and stakeholders from Nunatsiavut, it was collaboratively 
decided that Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville were ideally suited to try a pilot program of this 
nature, as other youth-adult mentorship programming did not exist in the communities. At the time 
of publication, and based on the success of the program, funding opportunities are being explored 
to expand this program to all five communities as part of core funding through the Department of 
Health and Social Development.
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21.3  The IlikKuset-Ilingannet Program

Conceptually, this program was developed based on Healey and Tagak’s (2014) 
Inuit relational epistemology of piliriqatigiinniq (‘working in a collaborative way 
for the common good’), which gives primacy to the relationships that people develop 
with each other, the environment, and their culture. Through piliriqatigiinniq, 
knowledge and understanding are located in relationships, not just within individu-
als, and knowledge construction accumulates over time through lived experiences 
and occurs through sharing, dialogue, trust-building, relationship-development, and 
connections with others. This program understands the epistemological power of 
‘making’ or ‘crafting’, and supports the development of knowledge, skills, and 
ways of knowing that come from learning with others.

Operationally, this project was developed based on community ideas to support 
mental wellness and cultural continuity in Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville in order 
to develop community resilience. From research conducted in Rigolet from 2009–
20122 and in Rigolet, Makkovik, Postville, Hopedale, and Nain from 2012–2013,3 
residents reported that observed changes in precipitation, ice coverage and stability, 
storm patterns, temperature fluctuations, and changes in wildlife and vegetation 
related to climate change were negatively affecting mental and emotional health and 
wellbeing due to decreased access to the land and land-based activities (Cunsolo 
Willox et al. 2012, 2013a, b). This research also indicated that changes in climate 
and environment interacted with other mental health stressors, including loss of 
livelihoods, sense of self, connection to culture along with addictions, family stress, 
previous trauma, and already-present mental health challenges (Cunsolo Willox 
et al. 2012, 2013a, b). Finding ways to support mental wellness that reflect and cel-
ebrate Inuit culture has been a key priority identified by communities. As a result, 
finding ways to support more opportunities to learn cultural skills and participate in 
cultural activities was requested by the communities.

21.3.1  How It Worked

The IlikKuset-Ilingannet (Culture-Connect!) youth mentorship and cultural pro-
gram united five youth (ages 15–25) in each community (n = 15) with five adult 
mentors/cultural role models (ages 35+) in each community (n = 15). The pairings 
aimed to teach the youth a wide range of cultural skills, including trapping, Inuttitut 
language skills, traditional music, sewing with fur and skins, snowshoe-making, 
Inuit art, carving, and traditional cooking and wild food preparation (Table 21.1). 
These skills were chosen by the communities based on their importance to Labrador 
Inuit culture, history, and heritage, their abilities to support subsistence living, their 

2 The Changing Climate, Changing Health, Changing Stories project.
3 The Inuit Mental Health Adaptation to Climate Change project.
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links to preserving, promoting, and sustaining Inuit culture, their continuing rele-
vance to present-day life in the communities, and the expertise of available mentors 
in each community.

The program ran for 8 months from October, 2013 to May, 2014, with a 3-week 
break in December for holidays. During this time, each youth spent approximately 
5–7 h a week for 4–5 weeks with each mentor in their home community, learning 
skills and participating in activities that support the transition of knowledge (each 
mentor was hired to provide mentorship in one skill to all five youth in the commu-
nity). Once an activity was completed, youth would work with a different mentor 
for the same duration on a different skill or activity, until each youth had the oppor-
tunity to learn from each mentor in their community. Some sessions were conducted 
one-on-one, and some were done in small groups. The program was coordinated by 
an Inuit Local Research Coordinator (LRC) in each of the communities, with over-
all administrative oversight for all three communities situated in Rigolet. The LRCs 
worked to recruit youth and mentor participants, introduce and highlight the pro-
gram to the community, create schedules, order supplies, and organize regular youth 
gatherings and mentor supports.

All necessary materials were provided, free of charge, to complete the activities 
and support the learning. Mentors were paid an honorarium in recognition of their 
valuable wisdom, knowledge, skills, and expertise they were sharing with the youth, 
and to honour the importance of their contributions to the program, their commu-
nity, and to cultural preservation and promotion.

By the end of the program, each youth had spent approximately 30 h with each 
mentor, for a total of roughly 150 h of cultural programming for each youth. Across 
all three communities, the program provided an approximate total of 2250 youth- 
mentor contact hours and supported positive, healthy opportunities to fulfil the con-
ceptual understanding of piliriqatigiinniq within youth and the community.

In addition to the youth-mentor activities, the youth in each community also had 
regular meetings to talk about their experiences, share their learning, and showcase 
what they made. Each community also had at least one ‘on the land’ trip, bringing 

Cultural Skill Rigolet Makkovik Postville
Drawing & Art
Inuttitut Language Learning
Outdoor Living
Skin & Fur Sewing
Snowshoe Making
Stone Carving
Traditional Music
Trapping & Fur Preparation
Wild Food Preparation & Cooking
Wood Carving

Table 21.1 A list of cultural skills by community from the IlikKuset-Ilingannet Program
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youth together to learn land skills or ‘field test’ items made, such as snowshoes, 
mitts, and parkas. The mentors also got together as a group in each community, 
sharing tips and techniques for working with youth and sharing cultural skills.

During the activities, the youth and LRCs also took photographs and videos to 
document their experiences. With the editing support of Jordan Konek of Konek 
Productions in Iqaluit, Nunavut, these photos and videos were combined together to 
create a group-edited project video during a youth gathering in Rigolet to celebrate 
the end of the project and to share their experiences with others.4

Finally, each community also held an Open House and program celebration to 
share what the youth had made and learned, and to demonstrate some of the skills 
they developed with their communities. These Open Houses featured musical per-
formances, wild food, sewing and snowshoe demonstrations, and screenings of the 
project film. They drew large crowds, with over 250 people attending across all 
three communities (Fig. 21.2).

21.4  Methods

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of this type of cultural mentorship program-
ming for youth, mentors, communities, and cultural resilience and sustainability, 
semi-structured interviews with the youth, mentors, and key informants (n = 37: 
Postville = 12; Makkovik = 15; Rigolet = 10) were conducted in April and May 
2014. The interview guide was broken into two sections: (1) an evaluation section 
that focused on strengths and weaknesses, benefits and concerns, areas for improve-
ment, and locally-defined indicators of project success or impact; and (2) a research 
section aimed at understanding knowledge sharing, cultural continuity, and local 
ways of learning and teaching.5

Interviews were conducted in a conversational style (Kvale 1996), allowing the 
sharing of stories and ideas to flow freely and unencumbered by a rigid question 
guide. All interviews were conducted by the Local Research Coordinators (LRCs) 
in English, by participant choice, although Inuttitut translators were available if 
requested. Interviews ranged between 30 and 60 min, and were audio-recorded and 
transcribed by the LRCs.

Data were analyzed through an iterative and immersive constant-comparative 
process (Miles and Huberman 1994) that included reading through transcripts while 
listening to the audio-recording, and creating interview summaries that include key 
themes and ideas from each transcript. Preliminary themes were identified by the 
LRCs, who played an active role throughout the data analysis phase. These codes 
and themes were combined together within and among communities, until a final 
list of overarching themes was created. This list was continually checked with local 
researchers and key stakeholders to ensure accuracy of interpretations and ideas and 
to verify results with community members and participants.

4 The video can be found at https://youtu.be/EAulcH3uXnc
5 For more information about the knowledge transmission or formalization of knowledge sharing 
aspects of this program, please see Stephenson et al. (under review).
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Fig. 21.2 A collage of photos from the IlikKuset-Ilingannet program. From left to right, top to 
bottom: (i) Kerry Pottle learning to carve soapstone (Rigolet); (ii) David Wolfrey teaching Anita 
Rich to tie a snare (Rigolet); (iii) Dillon Pottle constructing a marten box in trapping lessons 
(Rigolet); (iv) Cassie Jararuse learning Inuttitut from Katie Hayes (Makkovik); (v) Henry Jacque 
teaching Ocean Lane to make snowshoes (Makkovik); (vi) Megan Andersen displaying finished 
snowshoes (Makkovik); (vii) Kerry Pottle designing a pattern for Inuit art (Rigolet); (viii) Greg 
Jacque and Jordan Sheppard learning small engine repair from Bryce Gear (Postville); (xiv) Grant 
Gear showing off his new moccasins (Postville); (x) Pam Campbell with her finished art on moose-
hide (Rigolet); (xi) finished sealskin and rabbit fur mitts made by Anita Rich from sewing lessons 
(Rigolet); (xii) Inuttitut lessons (Makkovik)
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21.5  Results

From all accounts, this program was a strong success, with interviewees indicating 
very positive changes: new understandings from hands-on learning; new and 
enhanced relationships created between and among youth and mentors; revitalized 
cultural pride among youth and mentors; and increased cultural preservation, pro-
motion and sustainability.

21.5.1  Epistemologies of Making and Doing: “Make Sure 
You Do More Hands on Work”

The majority of people interviewed emphasized the importance of participating in a 
program that not only promoted cultural knowledge and skills, but did so in a hands-
 on way that resonated with Inuit knowledge and historical forms of knowledge- 
sharing. Many of the mentors expressed concern over the ways in which the younger 
generations were being educated within formal educational settings and were losing 
connections to ‘learning by doing’. As one mentor explained:

Everything they done, they learned something from it. They had to do hands on, and that 
was real good, so they could really learn what to do, instead of just looking at it, and not 
really remember it, ‘cause when you just look at something, it’s easier to forget, but when 
you do hands on, then you’ll have…you’ll make it like a… good memory. Something that’ll 
come easily to you.

The youth echoed this statement, with many of the youth sharing their excite-
ment for being able to participate in hands-on learning, and to “be a well-rounded 
cultural person” by taking part in the activities. As one youth participant 
articulated:

I learned a whole lot more and I did things that I didn’t think I’d ever be able to do in my 
life, and it did make me feel better, because it was more than just an accomplishment, and I 
did learn about some like older ways and traditional things and it’s good to be able to know 
and hopefully carry on.

21.5.2  Strengthening Relationships Through Culture: “It 
Strengthened Some Relationships in the Program. 
Maybe Even in the Community”

Building on the importance of creating a hands-on learning environment that 
brought generations together, many of the youth and mentor interviewees discussed 
the ways in which the IlikKuset-Ilingannet program supported the development or 
the deepening of relationships. As one youth participant described: “it was a good 
opportunity to get to know people on a different level than you’re used to seeing 
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them within the community.” Another youth commented on the importance of con-
necting with the mentors to learn new skills and share experiences:

I was able to share the experience with someone else who was very knowledgeable in that 
area and it was a chance to share different perspectives and learn new things, share ideas, 
laugh, and it was a fun time, and I think one of the things that was underrated about the 
project, was getting the chance to know our mentors better than we knew them before, even 
though they are members of our community.

Another interviewee commented on the level of trust that developed among the 
participants:

I noticed that there were youth coming to me and telling me all kinds of things that I don’t 
think they would have ever come to me specifically about. It was kind of like a trust relation-
ship there, where… it was almost like… I don’t want to say like a priest, but it was almost 
like you had that confidentiality aspect there. Like what I say to you here is not gonna leave 
here. And there was trust built through this program that would never have been built any 
other way.

Many people also discussed the positive benefits for the mentors as well, who were 
experiencing new and often-unexpected relationships with the youth, leading to 
feelings of pride and confidence, and to a new level of cultural sharing between 
generations. As one LRC described:

There was a relationship formed there [between the youth and mentors], where you kind of 
didn’t expect it, and you really couldn’t force it, it was just something that happened. They 
[the mentors] opened up and they shared things, they told stories, and they shared things 
about their pasts and about how they learned their skills and they were really proud, telling 
them how I had to do this all my life, and, you know, they became really open and I think it 
gave them some validity that what they had to share was important.

21.5.3  Revitalized Cultural Pride: “Now That You Have a Skill 
that’s Closely Tied with Your Culture, You Feel a Little 
More Pride and a Little More Confident in Who 
You Are”

The majority of youth participants and mentors commented that participating in this 
program revitalized or enhanced a sense of cultural pride. As one of the mentors 
commented: “For me, the best part was the youth taking an interest in our local 
traditions or cultural connections, and seeing them get excited about accomplishing 
a craft or skill.” Echoing this, one of the LRCs explained that after sessions: “the 
youth were coming out, they were saying things, like you know, they were proud. 
They were talking about how proud they were of their stuff and of each other.”

The youth all commented on the respect they felt for the mentors when they 
learned about their cultural skills and connections, and about the time, effort, atten-
tion, and skill it takes to create a craft. An interviewee explained that for mentors, 
being able to pass on skills and knowledge to the youth “gave them a lot of pride. It 

21 “You Need to Be a Well-Rounded Cultural Person”: Youth Mentorship Programs…



296

was someone stopping and taking notice that ‘hey you can do this’, and we respect 
you for what you can do, we’re grateful you can teach us, we think a lot of your skill, 
and we’re glad you’re taking the time out of your day to teach us.”

Finally, both youth and mentors identified that participating in the IlikKuset- 
Ilingannet gave a deep sense of connection to culture. As one of the LRCs explained:

It’s a sense of self, it’s important, it’s a part of your cultural identity. It makes you proud to 
be an Inuit person and it makes you proud to be from Labrador. It makes you proud, and 
shows pride and hard work and it shows that you’re dedicated to sustaining your life in the 
North.

21.5.4  Cultural Preservation, Promotion, and Sustainability: 
“Making Them Understand How Important Making 
Crafts Is and Keeping Our Traditions Alive”

Connected to cultural pride was the strong theme of cultural preservation and pro-
motion. For all participants in the IlikKuset-Ilingannet program, one of the motivat-
ing factors to initially get involved in the program was a desire to both preserve and 
promote Labrador Inuit culture through the passing on of crafts and skills. There 
was a strong concern among all interviewees about the potential loss of culture in 
Nunatsiavut. As one youth articulated: “a lot of our Elders are passing away, and 
this is a good way for the youth and younger generations to learn other stuff, 
because not often you get to see families going off and doing things like hunting and 
trapping.”

Another youth expressed similar concerns, worried that without the older gen-
erations to teach the traditional skills, Labrador Inuit culture may begin to erode as 
fewer and fewer people maintain the cultural skills: “So like once that person is 
gone, it’s gone. …Once one person is gone, the next generation is not gonna know 
how to do it.” For most participants, these skills are essential for life in Nunatsiavut 
because, as one youth participant described: “It’s just survival. It just learns you to 
get ready for the world.”

Mentors were equally as concerned as youth about the loss of knowledge-sharing 
and skills-transmission in the region. As a mentor in the program described, “That’s 
why you share, so it’s always passed down. Or it’ll be lost, like people lose interest, 
‘cause they’re not doing it…It’s not important to them, ‘cause they don’t know about 
it.” Another mentor agreed, and expanded this idea:

I think that there’s a loss of a connection to your culture when there’s a gap as there has 
been, I feel, here between a generation who has knowledge and has wisdom and is able to 
teach, and a generation much younger that is perhaps intimidated, doesn’t know who to 
ask, what to ask, what kinds of things people can do. There seems to be a gap, and this 
program that we had kind of bridged the gap between the culture and the connection that it 
needed, to be passed down between elders and youth.

Despite this gap in knowledge-sharing and intergenerational knowledge transmis-
sion, many participants in the program explained that for youth, keeping these 
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traditions alive and learning these skills is an important part of being Inuit, and is a 
natural and necessary skill for many people: “I think people still need it. They just 
don’t realize they need it.”

Many mentors also expressed hope and excitement about passing on the skills to 
the younger generation. As a result, the mentors were inspired to continue to hone 
their abilities and start to teach others, expanding the reach of not only the program, 
but also of the knowledge and experiences. As one mentor explained: “when this 
program is over, those five students that I taught, I hope that they can go out and still 
do it and make money and produce and teach when they get older.”

Finally, beyond being necessary for survival and life in the region, one LRC 
explained the inherent connection that Inuit have to these skills and crafts:

I think it’s kind of an innate thing [to do cultural activities]…I think it’s kind of an inborn 
thing, something that’s just in you to do…I saw in everybody a real connection to a certain 
thing, and it was just magic to watch it unfold and to watch the youth and mentor connect 
over this one thing. …They realized what was absent and what almost they were destined to 
do.

21.5.5  Suggestions for Improvement and Expansion

While participants spoke in overwhelmingly positive terms about this program, 
they also had valuable suggestions for improvement if it was to run again or repli-
cated in other Northern Indigenous contexts.

 1. Increase the length of time to September to May for seasonal variations and to 
give more time for each skill. Both the youth and the mentors all indicated that 
they would have liked more time to go deeper into the skills-sharing and the 
relationship-building. Expanding the time period of the program would also 
allow for greater access to seasonal variation in hunting, trapping, land-based 
activities, and outdoor learning.

 2. Increase the number of youth in each community from five to at least eight to ten, 
to provide more youth with the opportunity to participate. Once the program 
began, there was increased demand in each community from additional youth 
who wanted to participate in the activities and learn the skills. It was widely sug-
gested that, should this program run again, more spaces be opened to allow 
increased numbers of youth to be accommodated.

 3. Consider adding an additional mentor if the program is lengthened to encourage 
more skills learning. As the program progressed, many youth suggested addi-
tional skills they would like to learn, many mentors shared that they had other 
skills they would like to also teach, and several new adults came forward in the 
communities to indicate they would like to participate as a mentor if the program 
were expanded.

 4. Have more small-group sessions (rather than one-on-one sessions). When this 
program was originally designed, emphasis was placed on developing opportu-
nities for the youth and mentors to develop relationships. Yet, as the program 
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went on, both the youth and the mentors naturally gravitated to small-group ses-
sions, with one mentor and more than one youth. The group setting allowed for 
greater camaraderie and relationship-building to occur, and removed any awk-
wardness or pressure that some participants felt when trying one-on-one ses-
sions. Small-group settings would also allow for the inclusion of more youth 
should the program be expanded.

 5. Incorporate opportunities to gain specific accreditation or certificates. As the 
program progressed, several youth expressed interest in having specific certifica-
tion opportunities through the program, such as taking a Bear Safety course or 
taking the trapping course, in order to encourage increased learning and enhance 
depth of skills and knowledge, while also providing accreditations that are trans-
ferable to other contexts.

 6. Add hunting to the skills in each community (especially if the program is length-
ened). There was a resounding request from youth and mentors to have hunting 
skills and safety added to the program, provided that the program was length-
ened to allow for seasonal differences in wildlife. This was seen as essential for 
Inuit culture, food security, individual and family resilience, and for overall 
health and wellness.

 7. Have a dedicated space for some of the activities in each community, rather than 
mentors’ homes. Since this was a pilot project, most mentors ended up inviting 
youth into their homes or their sheds to learn the skills. Several participants sug-
gested that, were this program to continue, securing dedicated spaces in the com-
munities where people could gather to learn some of the activities would increase 
comfort levels of participants, while simultaneously creating a hub of activity for 
the program.

Despite these suggestions for improvement, all participants recommended that this 
program be continued, because it was an essential component of ensuring that Inuit 
cultural skills and knowledge could be passed on, learned, and flourish, while sup-
porting individual and community betterment. As one Local Research Coordinator 
explained:

when somebody learns how to do something, it only betters them. And they were people who 
had a place to go, who maybe never had one before, never had a place where they were 
respected and admired and people were proud of them and they were put to hard work. I’m 
sure there were times where they came to do something, you know, to build them up, instead 
of to go somewhere where someone might have torn them down.

21.6  Discussion and Conclusion: Supporting Cultural 
Sustainability

Sustainability issues are becoming an ever-increasing concern and focus across the 
Circumpolar North. With increasing stressors from multiple pathways, including 
climate change, resource extraction and development, and socio-economic shifts 
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(Cunsolo Willox et al. 2014; Ford et al. 2014), communities and regions across the 
North are developing strategies to support community wellness, enhance individual 
and community resilience, and preserve and promote cultural heritage, cultural 
knowledge, and cultural continuity from within Inuit culture itself. Programs such 
as IlikKuset-Ilingannet have the potential to assist both youth and adults in connect-
ing together in positive environments dedicated to knowledge transmission and 
skills development, which, as this research indicates, can create strong cohesion 
among generations and develop and enhance relationships based on cultural pride.

Connected to culturally-based pride and relationships, this research indicates 
that this program also contributed to preserving and promoting Inuit cultural skills 
and knowledge, supporting the continuation of skills and knowledge in the region, 
enhancing health and wellness, and promoting cultural sustainability via an empha-
sis on cultural promotion and resurgence. These findings resonate with the increas-
ing emphasis on community-based and community-led cultural reclamation 
programming in other Northern and Indigenous contexts in Canada. For example: 
the Aullak, Sangilivallianginnatuk (Going Off, Growing Strong), program, which 
provides Inuit youth with the opportunity to learn hunting skills and participate in 
food-sharing activities in Nain, Nunatsiavut; the Piqqusilirivvik Inuit Cultural 
School in Clyde River, Nunavut that provides opportunities for participants to learn 
various Inuit cultural skills through traditional teachings and practices; the Dechinta 
Bush University in Dene Territory in the Northwest Territories, a land-based educa-
tional program, premised on decolonizing approaches and aimed at creating learn-
ing environments to promote cultural resurgence (Freeland Ballantyne 2014); the 
Akwaesasne Cultural Restoration program in Québec that links Mohawk youth with 
mentors and knowledge-holders to learn land-based skills and revitalize cultural 
wisdom (Alfred 2014); and the Chisasibi land-based healing program in Cree 
Territory in Québec that fosters healing and wellness through the promotion of Cree 
traditions and cultural knowledge (Radu et al. 2014). All of these programs, includ-
ing the IlikKuset-Ilingannet program, have, at their core, a commitment to ensuring 
that traditional and cultural knowledge, wisdom, and skills are not only passed on to 
younger generations, but are also reclaimed, revitalized, and renewed, thus support-
ing Indigenous cultural resurgence through intergenerational knowledge exchange 
(Stephenson et al. under review).

Another important aspect of the IlikKuset-Ilingannet program was providing the 
spaces and opportunities for youth and mentors to connect with culture through 
‘making and doing’. This approach to knowledge transmission resonates with Inuit 
culture, epistemologies, and ontologies (Healey and Tagak 2014; c.f. Stephenson 
et al. under review). Returning to the concept of piliriqatigiinniq (‘working in a col-
laborative way for the common good’) (Healey and Tagak 2014), programs such as 
IlikKuset-Ilingannet not only promote cultural knowledge and preservation, but 
they also promote Inuit ways of knowing and reflect Inuit values and socio-cultural 
organization. By bringing together different generations, and creating a collabora-
tive learning environment, IlikKuset-Ilingannet highlighted the need for people to 
work collaboratively for the common good of preserving and promoting Labrador 

21 “You Need to Be a Well-Rounded Cultural Person”: Youth Mentorship Programs…



300

Inuit culture and heritage and, proudly “wearing their teachings” (Simpson 2014: 
11) or displaying their learnings for all to see, appreciate, and connect with.

This approach to cultural programming also connects to other epistemological 
concepts that Healey and Tagak (2014) outlined: Inuuqatigiittiarniq (being respect-
ful of all people), which was fostered through the development of mutual respect 
between the youth and mentors as they learned together; unikkaaqatigiinniq (story-
telling), which developed naturally as mentors shared stories from the past with 
youth—stories containing wisdom of survival, resilience, heritage, and adaptation; 
pittiarniq (being kind and good), which was encouraged through working together 
individually and in small groups for cultural knowledge sharing and with a desire 
and drive to preserve and promote Labrador Inuit culture; and iqqaumaqatigiinniq 
(all things coming into one), which was experienced by the youth and mentors as 
they worked together to discover and highlight the interconnected nature of Inuit 
knowledge, cultural skills, survival, and adaptation in the twenty-first century.

Through this research and the voices shared, we contend that issues and notions 
of sustainability across the North must encompass, incorporate, and integrate under-
standings of cultural sustainability. In the holistic Inuit worldview, where all things 
are tied together, connected, and relational, separating cultural sustainability from 
environmental or infrastructural sustainability would be artificial at best, and could 
serve to undermine other efforts for creating sustainable futures or for adaptation. 
Indeed, this program emerged from research that was initially examining climate 
change, mental health, and adaptive capacities in Nunatsiavut, and quickly grew 
beyond this focus—and, with requests and input from over 100 people in the region, 
a focus on (re)connecting with culture was considered not only desirable to support 
intergenerational knowledge sharing and celebrate Inuit heritage, but also essential 
for fostering resilience and supporting adaptation to multiple stressors and to any 
change by building from the strength, wisdom, and power of Inuit culture.

This research, then, underscores the importance not only of focusing on preserv-
ing, promoting, and supporting cultural knowledge and skills for wellbeing, but also 
creating stronger, more robust, more sustainable individuals and communities who 
and that are more resilient to any type of change. Indeed, revitalizing connections to 
culture and fostering cultural sustainability may be a key to adaptation across the 
North through this type of programming because it draws from the strengths and 
innovations of Inuit knowledge, wisdom, and culture. In so doing, “the old ways are 
coming to the new generation, and maybe the younger generation can adapt 
somehow.”
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Chapter 22
Practicing Sustainable Art in the Arctic: Two 
Case Studies

Herminia Din

Abstract The environment is a global concern, evidenced both by global warming 
and pollution caused by human activity. Global warming has become increasingly 
evident, particularly in Alaska. Art can contribute to an increased awareness of 
these concerns. This paper makes a case for more creative programs related to con-
ceptualizing and creating sustainable art activities and displays. It describes a col-
laborative learning model by focusing on two case studies: Junk to Funk and Winter 
Design Project. These projects benefitted from participation in the University of the 
Arctic’s Arctic Sustainable Art and Design (ASAD) Thematic Network. They dem-
onstrate how recycled materials can be used to create functional artwork and also 
examine “ice and snow” from a new perspective. The outcome of these efforts is to 
encourage further artistically inspired solutions using sustainable media.

Keywords Art • Art education • Sustainable art • Community engagement

22.1  Introduction

Global warming and pollution are caused by human activity and are environmental 
issues that are global concerns; these issues are especially important in the Arctic. 
Art can contribute to increased awareness of these concerns, especially given wide-
spread interest in connections with the Arctic. Responding to the recycled-based art 
movement, Junk to Funk was created in 2008. The premise was that reducing con-
sumption and reusing waste materials could be an essential link in the recycling 
effort to save and repurpose valuable resources, especially in the Arctic region. In 
2013, the Winter Design Project was developed in Anchorage, Alaska to strengthen 
our collaboration with the University of the Arctic (UA) Thematic Network on 
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Arctic Sustainable Arts & Design (ASAD).1 This project provided University of 
Alaska Anchorage (UAA) faculty and students with an opportunity to explore and 
create an outdoor winter space, and to look at “ice and snow”—a truly sustainable 
medium—from a new perspective. These programs highlight the importance of 
projects conceptualizing and creating sustainable activities to inspire further artistic 
creation and/or creative solutions to global problems. The purpose of this paper is to 
describe the collaborative learning experiences of University of Alaska Anchorage 
(UAA) faculty and students from diverse disciplines in the context of practicing 
sustainable art.

22.2  Junk to Funk: An Overview

In Anchorage, community efforts for conservation traditionally have been directed 
toward the separation of recyclable materials. Few conservation opportunities and 
activities existed for the community to participate in ways that both “reduce and 
reuse” waste products. After a review of available recycling programs in the com-
munity, it was determined that there were no art classes or art programs for adults, 
families, or even college students that utilized waste materials or recyclables to sup-
port recycling efforts.

The recycled-based art movement offers a new perspective on looking at waste 
materials; this movement emphasizes that artistic elements can be applied to cre-
ative process for all ages while also raising awareness of human relationships to the 
environment. The art educator Jarvis Ulbricht (1998: 34) observes: “We cannot help 
but develop a socially responsible environmental art education curriculum in which 
values and aesthetic are combined in an instrumental manner for the benefit of all.” 
Hicks and King (2007: 334) write: “Art education is well situated to address envi-
ronmental problems that emerge at the point of contact between nature and social 
life.” By following the current directions of eco-art, sustainable art, and environ-
mental art, greenmuseum.org (2010) has summarized a clear paradigm of this art 
practice.2 This paradigm:

• Informs and interprets nature and its processes, or educates about environmental 
problems;

• Is concerned with environmental forces and materials, creating artworks affected 
or powered by wind, water, lightning, and even earthquakes;

1 More detailed information about the University of Arctic ASAD Thematic Network, http://www.
uarctic.org/organization/thematic-networks/arctic-sustainable-arts-and-design/, and http://www.
asadnetwork.org
2 Read more about this topic in “Interview: Patricia Watts On the Eco-Art Movement” by Moe 
Beitiks, May 23, 2011, from Inhabitat.com, a weblog devoted to the future of design, tracking the 
innovations in technology, practices and materials that are pushing architecture and home design 
towards a smarter and more sustainable future. http://inhabitat.com/
interview-a-cop15-arts-wrap-up-with-patricia-watts/
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• Re-envisions our relationship to nature, proposing new ways for us to co-exist 
with our environment; and

• Reclaims and remediates damaged environments, restoring ecosystems in artis-
tic and often aesthetic ways

It is within this context that Junk to Funk was created in 2008. It began as a com-
munity engagement project that used recycled materials to create beautiful and fin-
ished functional artworks. The UAA Center for Community Engagement & 
Learning (CCEL), and a UAA Faculty Development Grant supported this 
initiative.

The goals and objectives of the art education program at UAA are to help stu-
dents develop an understanding of the principles and foundations of art education, 
particularly within Alaska. The Junk to Funk project was informed by Dewey’s 
(1934) principle of hands-on experience-based learning and Petersen’s (2008) advo-
cacy on green curriculum.

Today’s college graduates confront the first, truly worldwide environmental chal-
lenge of balancing the carbon budget — the stocks and flow of carbon through the 
biosphere — in order to ameliorate the negative consequences of global climate 
change. Colleges and universities have an obligation to ensure that they provide 
students with the knowledge and experience necessary to accomplish this challeng-
ing task.

In order to transform waste and/or recycled materials into functional artworks, 
the Junk to Funk art program used a hands-on, creative method to create awareness 
of the environment. Two approaches were applied. First, when working with art 
education students, art lessons were designed to develop the artistic skills and tech-
niques necessary to create finished and quality products; no prior art skills and/or 
experiences were required from the participants. Each hands-on project utilized 
common household recyclables such as cereal boxes, plastic grocery bags, t-shirts, 
papers, notecards, catalogues, and magazines that participants could bring from 
home. The workshop utilized an open studio art environment to promote creativity 
and exploration, and participants were encouraged to experiment with different 
materials and ideas. Six Junk to Funk art projects were developed, including a 
“plarn” (plastic yarn) shopping tote, a magazine/wrapping paper bowl, an old maga-
zine notecard, a recycled paper book using traditional sewing bookbinding tech-
niques, a t-shirt scarf, and telephone wire and paper-bead eco-jewelry (Fig. 22.1). A 
transformation was observed as the participants began looking at “waste” materials 
differently. Perhaps the most rewarding aspect was the participants’ awareness of 
the quality of art that could be created from recycled products.

The project also organized two major events during the academic year. In the fall 
semester, it worked with the UAA Bookstore to offer a First Friday fundraising 
event to raise money for Kids’ Kitchen, a non-profit organization whose purpose is 
to provide nutritional meals for children at no cost. In the spring, an event and auc-
tion sale of the recycled products was organized in collaboration with the Grassroots: 
A Fair Trade Store in midtown Anchorage, and the UAA Office of Sustainability, as 
part of the “Earth Day” celebration.

22 Practicing Sustainable Art in the Arctic: Two Case Studies
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Throughout the project, participating students were asked to keep a weekly jour-
nal to document their perceptions. One student quoted Suzi Gablik, an artist and art 
historian: “Art is an instrument. It can be used to make a difference to the welfare of 
communities, the welfare of societies, and to our relationship with nature.” Another 
student reflected:

I both enjoyed and learned a great deal by taking this course, which incorporated learning, 
participation, community involvement, and practical experience. …. We learned different 
lessons from each experience about the various aspects and relationships between art edu-
cation, community service, and event organization.

What was surprising to me was the unfolding of a larger network of community connections 
and the involvement of people, which occurs as the result of an art event. It is remarkable 
how art can bring together and motivate so many. It was an intense experience in learning 
by doing and pushing your creativity when under the clock of the opening date of the show.

Another wrote:

Art education has favorably progressed since Modernism’s emphasis on self-sufficiency, 
autonomy, and ‘art for art’s sake’. We now see art integrated in the community as evidence 
of a growing sense of social responsibility. “Art for society’s sake” has developed in many 
forms through the education of elementary and adolescent students.

Community-based art education encourages the social responsibility of the artist 
and educator. When students learn how they can play a vital role in the health of 
their community through the arts, an integrated perspective is gained. Students find 
self-expression in relation to the world around them and the community is strength-
ened in the process.

Fig. 22.1 Junk to Funk Art Projects including magazine note card, recycled notebook, magazine 
bowl, “plarn” bag, telephone wire & paper bead eco-jewelry, and t-shirt scarf
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The Junk to Funk project also gained broader attention within the Anchorage 
community. In the summer of 2008, a news article documenting the effort, Recycling 
into Art – Green-minded Alaskans by Dawnell Smith, was published in the 
Anchorage Daily News. In the article, Jerelyn Miyashiro, a former UAA art educa-
tion student, was recognized for her contribution to the project. With this encour-
agement, further collaborations were undertaken working with other community 
agencies to promote the recycling effort. These included: the Homeward Bound/Rural 
Alaska Community Action Program that houses homeless people and works to find 
resources to help encourage self-sufficiency; the Alaska Youth for Environmental 
Action Group, a high school environmental education and leadership program of 
the National Wildlife Federation; and the Older Persons Action Group, that pro-
vides statewide advocacy of older persons’ issues through community action pro-
grams. In March, 2014, three 90-min Junk to Funk art series workshops 
(family-friendly workshops teaching visitors how to make treasures from trash) 
were offered at the Anchorage Museum in conjunction with Gyre: The Plastic 
Ocean exhibit. By collaborating and interacting with other community agencies, 
Junk to Funk inspired new ideas and elicited creative action from people who par-
ticipated in the workshops.

Secondly, to encourage non-art major college students to be creative and to look 
at recycled materials differently, the practice of making and creating sustainable 
artwork was incorporated into Art Appreciation, a General Education Requirement 
course, as a major course assignment. The project description follows as listed in 
the syllabus.

Junk to Funk Art Project (15/100 points)
Use library and Web resources for inspiration to help you create an original artwork that 
uses recycled materials only. To complete this project, you need to type or upload one- 
page profile of your artwork in the following sequence: (1) a title of your artwork, (2) a 
picture of your artwork, (3) a list of materials you used for this project, (4) a detailed 
description (200 ± words) of your artwork with a strong emphasis of its functionality and 
purpose, and (5) a short reflection (200 ± words) of the creative process. Remember, one 
piece of junk, with creativity and imagination, can turn into something fun, artistic, beauti-
ful and functional.

During the semester, students explored ideas of using recycled materials to cre-
ate functional artwork, and discussed artwork created by artists Richard Lang, 
Judith Selby Lang, Jean Shin, Derick Melander, Ron Van Der Ende, Steven 
McPherson, among others. The course also studied Fair Trade recycled artwork as 
an inspiration. The following are select comments reflecting creative outcomes 
(Figs. 22.2 and 22.3).

Materials: 2 VGA computer monitor cables, 1 PC power supply cable, 2 
Coaxial Cables (varying length), ≈ 200 zip tie cables
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Description: This is a basket created using various found cables and zip ties. It 
stands about 5 inches from base to rim. The opening is about 8″ in diameter, sloping 
down to an approx. 4″ diameter at the base. The construction resulted in a surpris-
ingly sturdy piece that should be serviceable for many years. It performs all the 
standard functions of a basket including: collecting, containing, and isolating vary-
ing objects of a small to medium size. I will probably use it to hold keys, or in what 
I find a humorous turn, small cables, adapters, and other small electronics. The 
basket is primarily black in color due to the cables from which it was created. The 
cable ends also contribute chrome, blue, and even purple. These colors come from 
the materials themselves and add a nice bit of contrast. These zip tie ends protrude 
around the outside of the basket and give it an interesting studded look. The cable 
ends also protrude from the basket at various points and are incorporated into the 
outside structure.

Reflection: When I saw this project in the syllabus I knew that I wanted to use 
some of the cables I have collected over the years. The idea of introducing order to 
the “snake nest” of random cables in my closet was an amusing thought to me. I 
wanted to use whole cables, not cutting, or modifying them in any way, I think part 
of the fun of this piece is seeing how the ends of the cables peeking out from the 
structure, and trying to see where one cable begins and another ends. I began 
assembly using an old yogurt container as a guide to ensure I got a nice circular 
shape for my first few rows. I was unsure how to proceed initially, however a pattern 
soon emerged and the work went more quickly than I had expected. I have to say this 
project came out much better than I had expected. I am quite proud of this piece. I 
took it to work and had it on my desk briefly; it greatly hampered my productivity as 
people kept asking about how I had made it. It was a real joy to transform everyday 
clutter into something I will appreciate and use for many years. What a fun 
project.

Fig. 22.2 Computer Cable Basket by a non-art major student in Art Appreciation, Spring 2014
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Reflection: My Junk to Funk project started out by chance really. I took some old 
ski poles and cut them up and built a bar stool with an old piece of lumber I had 
laying around from my kitchen remodel project. It was a pretty easy project to com-
plete but I would contribute that to already having all of the tools around. I have 
always been a fan of the repurposed outdoor gear based furniture and as this proj-
ect came along I found myself with the opportunity to build my own. This stool has 
a bigger purpose though and I will not be keeping it. My neighbor who donated the 
ski poles will be getting the stool back as a gift. He can no longer ski and is battling 
cancer, I am hoping that he can use the stool while he enjoys his new hobbies and 
maybe it can remind him of some great memories.

Construction of the stool was pretty simple. I started by beveling the bottom side 
of the seat just to add some character and line to the piece. I then sanded it until my 
heart was content, and then a little extra. All that was left was to bore some ski pole 
sized holes and then hammer the cut lengths of ski pole into the seat. I added a screw 
to each leg (pole) just to be sure they wouldn’t slip out. I then added some of the 
remaining ski handles to create a back.

Junk to Funk has been implemented as an ongoing project in the UAA art educa-
tion program. For the past 6 years, it has inspired over 1000 art majors and students 
who are not art majors to look at recycled materials differently and encourage artis-
tic practices on daily basis using common materials. The goal is a continued aware-
ness of waste consumption and our environment.

Fig. 22.3 Ski Stool by a 
non-art major student in 
Art Appreciation, Spring 
2014
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22.3  Winter Design Project: A Creative Practice 
of Sustainable Art

In the spring of 2011, Professor Timo Jokela from the University of Lapland and 
Professor Glen Coutts from the Institute for Northern Culture in Finland invited the 
UAA Art Department to become one of the founding members of University of the 
Arctic (UArctic) Thematic Network on Arctic Sustainable Arts & Design (ASAD). 
The goal of the thematic network is to promote cooperation and collaboration 
between universities, institutions, and communities focused on northern and arctic 
issues in the disciplines of arts, design, and visual culture. Its objectives are to iden-
tify and share contemporary and innovative practices in teaching, learning, research, 
and knowledge exchange in arts, design and visual culture education.

To continue the promotion of sustainable art on campus, planning for the Winter 
Design Project began in late 2013. It was a pilot project designed to transform a 
winter outdoor space through broad campus participation. To create a “winter 
design” project, UAA faculty members were invited to create a one-course assign-
ment for their students within their discipline to be displayed in Cuddy Quad during 
the UAA Winterfest3 celebration. Cuddy Quad is an open area with two main cross-
wise walking paths connecting classroom buildings from each side. Many student 
activities occur in the Quad during the spring, summer, and fall terms. However, it 
becomes very quiet during the winter months. Consequently, a goal of the project 
was to create a common space in the winter that could be a performance, an instal-
lation, or an interactive or participatory experience.

With administrative support from Facilities & Campus Services, Student Life 
and Leadership, Dining Services, University Advancement, the Office of 
International and Intercultural Affairs, the Office of Sustainability, and the Center 
for Community Engagement and Learning, along with help from individual faculty 
members, staff and students, the project successfully transformed the usually empty 
quad into an interactive winter outdoor playground using a sustainable medium.

There were over 55 staff and faculty and more than 250 students directly involved 
in the creation of the 2014 Winter Design Project (Fig. 22.4). A daily average of 100 
people visited Cuddy Quad to experience the display, either by making a snowman, 
creating graffiti on snow, or taking photos of campus life. It was evident that the 
variety of these educational experiences enabled the faculty and students to partici-
pate in and transform a campus outdoor space (Gonzales 2014, UAA Green & Gold 
News 2014a, b). Many faculty members were able to design and incorporate a class 
assignment within their disciplines and, most importantly, to engage in a participa-
tory experience in an under-utilized winter outdoor space. The Winter Design 
Project required much time and effort, but the collaborative energy produced a 
greater interest among faculty and students about core sustainability issues and 
allowed them to further explore how to create a more participatory experience on 
campus during wintertime.

3 See a list of events and programs of the UAA Winterfest, http://www.uaa.alaska.edu/sll/cpb/win-
terfest.cfm
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In addition, through the UArctic ASAD Thematic Network, international guests 
were invited from Nesna University College in Norway. Three Nesna faculty mem-
bers in natural sciences and art, Mette Gårdvik, Wenche Sørmo and Karin Stoll, 
traveled to UAA with three students, specifically to be a part of the Winter Design 
Project. They presented a public lecture, and organized a snow sculpture workshop 
about the Norwegian education system, the environment, building snow sculptures, 
and student engagement. The students documented their experience though 
ALASKAPOST—Amazing stories being written every day!4

The project has had a number of significant outcomes. On a professional level, it 
strengthened and expanded participation with the UArctic ASAD Thematic Network 
and created opportunities to collaborate with colleagues throughout UAA. On an 
educational level, it enabled UAA students to better understand sustainable, creative 
displays in the broader community. It provided a unique interdisciplinary and inter-
national learning opportunity for students and faculty from other fields. Technically, 
the project demonstrated the use of creative displays to encourage a deeper learning 
and understanding of our own outdoor winter environment. Finally, it provided 
UAA faculty members and students with an opportunity to explore and create an 
outdoor winter space, and to look at “ice and snow” from a new perspective. This 
has inspired further creative solutions using a truly sustainable medium.

22.4  Reflections on Personal Teaching

During the past 6 years, my personal teaching and learning have been impacted by 
my involvement in creating, developing, and implementing the Junk to Funk art 
education program, and the Winter Design Project. By submitting grant applica-
tions, working on new course development, project design and execution, and culti-
vating community partnerships, this process has enhanced my teaching paradigm 
beyond the traditional classroom setting. Most importantly, it has contributed to 
greater community involvement and environmental awareness.

Community engagement projects require time and commitment. Planning began 
at least one semester and in some cases a full year prior to the semester when the 
course was taught. Clear communication with students at the beginning of the 

4 Read blog entries posted by students from Nesna University College in Norway, http://alaska-
posten.blogspot.com/

Fig. 22.4 Variety of ice and snow displays including a small colored igloo, a snow sculpture, and 
a group of dancing snowmen for the 2014 Winter Design Project
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semester about the scope and expectations of the project was critical. In addition, 
the project needed to be aligned with semester scheduling and allow for flexibility, 
since many activities would take place outside regular class meeting times.

Multiple online resources were used for communication, sharing documents, and 
organizing weekly schedules. In 2008, we used Epsilen, a course learning 
 management system, to document the learning experience. We built a public course 
site5 that included an introduction to the project, and its activities and events. Each 
student was assigned one section of the site and they were individually responsible 
for reporting the event, including creating a photo journal. Students could use these 
websites for highlighting their academic accomplishments in the project. Recently, 
we began to use a Facebook page to disseminate information about a Junk to Funk 
fundraising event. Also, the Junk to Funk Project was featured in Northern Light, 
the UAA campus student newsletter (Mauigoa 2012).

In addition, the UAA Community Engaged Student Assistants (CESAs) program 
at the Center for Community Engagement & Learning awarded tuition credit waiv-
ers to assist faculty members involved in community-engaged projects, and com-
munity partnership development at the beginning of the semester. Chelsea 
Klusewitz, a CESA recipient, demonstrated her leadership skills and commitment to 
service learning on campus and in the community through the project. She pre-
sented her work in a poster presentation at the annual Community Engagement 
Forum in the spring semester of 2013. Other coverage of the 2014 Winter Design 
Project was posted on the UAA web site to promote the event (Gonzales 2014) 
(Fig. 22.5).

5 See the Junk to Funk course website, http://www.epsilen.com/crs/8673

Fig. 22.5 Faculty Spotlight on UAA Green and Gold, Feb 26, 2014
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22.5  Conclusion

Grounded in educational theory and practice, the most meaningful outcome of Junk 
to Funk and the Winter Design Project was engaging students in hands-on learning 
experiences focused on a theme of global significance and environmental con-
science. The programs gave students a strong foundation of “best practice” in com-
munity or environmentally based teaching and learning, and cultivated their artistic 
practice for future endeavors. The projects also provided university faculty mem-
bers with an opportunity to fully connect with the Anchorage community, the satis-
faction of serving others through sustainable art, and opportunities to make 
connections with issues related to the North; they reinforced the benefits of collab-
orative effort directly related to artistic expression. Hopefully, these experiences 
will provide students with a lasting foundation in art education that will have a posi-
tive impact in their understanding of and shared responsibility for the 
environment.
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Chapter 23
Meaning and Means of “Sustainability”: 
An Example from the Inuit Settlement Region 
of Nunatsiavut, Northern Labrador
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Abstract A diverse body of literature discusses the importance and application of 
concepts related to sustainability in the Arctic and Subarctic, with a considerable 
portion of scholarship being developed outside of Northern regions. However, rather 
than applying external definitions of sustainability to the Arctic and Subarctic, it is 
important to recognize Northern Indigenous methodologies and epistemologies, 
including inherently sustainable worldviews or philosophies and locally grounded 
tools, processes, or strategies to address sustainability challenges. We present a case 
study that highlights the relevance of Inuit approaches to sustainability transforma-
tion. SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik (the Sustainable Communities initiative, or SCI) is 
located in the autonomous Inuit region of Nunatsiavut, Labrador. The SCI informs 
best practices and provides guidance for community sustainability in the coastal 
Subarctic under changing environmental, social, and economic conditions. Its over-
arching goal is to ensure individual and community well-being in climate adapted 
communities. We discuss the preliminary successes and challenges of the initiative 
and conclude with an outlook on how approaches to meet sustainability challenges 
in the Arctic and Subarctic can contribute to non-Northern sustainability research 
and concepts.
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23.1  Introduction: Sustainability and Sustainable 
Development in the Canadian Subarctic

The SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik (Sustainable Communities) initiative (SCI) is a 
transdisciplinary and community focused initiative aiming to inform best practices 
and to provide guidance for enhancing community sustainability in Nunatsiavut, 
northern Labrador. The SCI aims to improve the quality of life for residents in 
Nunatsiavut through addressing current concerns around housing, food, energy, and 
community development and planning, among other areas. The initiative is grounded 
in indigenous methodologies and epistemologies that support community-based 
tools, processes and strategies to address contemporary sustainability challenges. It 
promotes a holistic approach that takes into account social, cultural, environmental, 
and economic aspects of sustainability.

This paper is written from the perspective of four researchers and administrators 
who are closely involved with the project. We discuss the beginnings of the SCI and 
the early implementation phases of sub-projects currently underway. We give an 
overview of the successes and challenges of the initiative, before concluding with an 
outlook on how the challenges may be overcome, and how the SCI may provide 
guidance for building sustainable communities elsewhere in the North.

Northern regions are subject to significant environmental, social, and cultural 
changes, which are in part are driven by processes and pressures originating else-
where, including climate change, environmental pollution, global economic pro-
cesses, and intense resource competition (Bock 2013). These changes cause various 
challenges. For example, climate change affects individual and community liveli-
hoods through its impact on sanitation and water facilities, food security, transporta-
tion infrastructure, and the prevalence of infectious disease (Parkinson 2010). 
Environmental pollution causes contaminants to accumulate in the Arctic, threaten-
ing the safety of fauna and humans who depend on wildlife for food (Muir and 
deWit 2010). Resource developments cause environmental degradation and pollu-
tion and social stress within some Arctic and Subarctic communities (Parlee and 
Furgal 2012). Other detrimental effects of environmental change are more subtle, 
including social and cultural transformations that increase vulnerability to environ-
mental and economic pressures. Examples include feeling a loss of control, the 
disruption of cultural continuity, a weakening of local knowledge systems, and a 
loss of the social capital necessary to thrive and survive within Arctic and Subarctic 
communities (Ford 2012; see also Crate’s chapter in this volume). Furthermore, 
substance abuse, domestic violence, child abuse, suicide, and unintentional injury 
are associated with rapid cultural and social change (Parkinson 2010).

Most Northern regions are looking for long-term solutions that nurture the well- 
being of humans and their environments, while also placing an emphasis on sus-
tained economic growth (Bock 2013). In sustainability science, a discipline that 
strives towards achieving sustainable societies, such processes pertaining to the 
transition of unsustainable to sustainable states and dynamics are referred to as 
“sustainability transformation” (Komiyama and Takeuchi 2006; Miller et al. 2014). 
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One approach for framing sustainability transformation is through the implementa-
tion of sustainable development, a concept made widely known by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development, also referred to as the “Brundtland 
Commission”. Its report, “Our Common Future,” published in 1987, conceptualized 
sustainable development as development that “seeks to meet the needs and aspira-
tions of the present without compromising the ability to meet those of the future.” 
(Brundtland et al. 1987: 51).

The Brundtland report provides a framework that brings together the natural or 
environmental limits of development and the potential for new directions in social 
development contained within those natural limits (Chance and Andreeva 1995). 
The incorporation of local knowledge, and the participation of local residents in the 
achievement of sustainable development are central tenets of the approach. However, 
at least on a global scale, action on sustainability has consistently lagged behind 
society’s concern over sustainability (Nel and Ward 2015). There is substantial criti-
cism on the implementation of sustainable development, in part alluding to a real-
ization that local engagement or participation may be limited in practice, and thus 
far may have produced little in the way of real change. Instead of providing a means 
for the local pursuit of social and natural well-being, Graf (1992: 553) argued that 
sustainable development, as advocated by the Brundtland Commission, “vindicates 
the hegemony of the classes and interests, which are the present beneficiaries of the 
international economic order”. In other words, those advocating sustainable devel-
opment may not be primarily concerned with the well-being of humans and their 
environment, but with the prolongation of the status quo, which prioritizes eco-
nomic performance and growth. Similarly, Crate (2006: 295) noted that the 
Brundtland report “confirms a dominant, western top-down economic worldview 
that bases ecosystem management on generalized prescription rather than specific 
contexts”. Referring to the top-down problematic of implementing sustainable 
development strategies, Keith and Simon (1987: 209) warned early on that sustain-
able development would be rejected and fail in the Arctic if it allowed the “[e]xclu-
sion of local peoples from the decision-making process for both development and 
conservation initiatives.”

If an important aspect of sustainability pertains to how communities envision 
and pursue social and natural well-being (Miller et al. 2014), then a crucial factor in 
Northern sustainability is to recognize that its inhabitants have a right to drive their 
own sustainable futures. As Hugh Brody succinctly observed: “What must be 
defended is not the traditional as opposed to the modern but, rather, the right of a 
free indigenous people to choose the components of their lives” (cited in McCannon 
2012: 256). Indeed, researchers have demonstrated that Northern sustainability may 
best be expressed through or begin with community goals and visions, and their 
importance for individual and community livelihoods (Kruse et al. 2004; Crate 
2006). Among the enabling factors for accomplishing locally and regionally mean-
ingful sustainability transformation is the increasing political self-organization of 
indigenous communities, which brings capacity and decision-making opportunities 
back to the North, and empowers communities and regions to address sustainability 
challenges first hand (Southcott 2009).
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Importantly, however, Crate (2006) warns that without actions, visioning sus-
tainable futures remains nothing more than a theoretical exercise. Our paper dis-
cusses how sustainability transformation may be fostered by gearing efforts to 
reflect the interests and perspectives of local residents. Using the example of the 
SCI, we reflect upon what is meant by “sustainability” in a particular Northern con-
text, and illustrate how it might be conceived and acted on to achieve well-being. 
Among others, the paper may be of interest to researchers whose primary focus or 
audience relates to policy development and program delivery.

23.2  SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik: The Sustainable 
Communities Initiative

23.2.1  Nunatsiavut: Homeland of the Labrador Inuit

Located within the province of Newfoundland and Labrador, Nunatsiavut is part of 
Inuit Nunangat (Inuit homeland), representing one of the four autonomous Inuit 
regions of Canada. Prehistoric cultures occupied the region for thousands of years, 
while modern Inuit descended from Thule Inuit migrating from Alaska toward 
Greenland in the 1400s (Wenzel 2009). Settlers first arrived in Labrador in the early 
nineteenth century as professional trappers, fishers, and seal-hunters. They did not 
live in organized communities, but instead set up houses along the bays and inlets 
of the Labrador coast. Before then, in the late eighteenth century, the Moravian 
church began establishing missions in the region (Ben-Dor 1966). Prior to the estab-
lishment of Nunatsiavut, the two main governing bodies in the region were the 
Moravian church and the Governments of Newfoundland, which included the sepa-
rate Dominion of Newfoundland until 1927, the British controlled commission gov-
ernment of Newfoundland from 1927 to 1949, and the Province of Newfoundland 
and Labrador from 1949 to 2005 (Anderson 2007). Nunatsiavut achieved the right 
to self-government through the Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement (LILCA) in 
2005. Thirty years of negotiations between the Labrador Inuit Association and the 
federal and provincial governments preceded this outcome (Nunatsiavut Government 
2012).

As a polity, Nunatsiavut operates on two interacting scales. The Nunatsiavut 
Government (NG) is the regional Inuit consensus-based democratic government. In 
addition, municipalities or Inuit Community Governments (ICGs) were established 
for each of the five Nunatsiavut communities: Nain (the administrative capital), 
Hopedale (the legislative capital), Postville, Makkovik, and Rigolet (Fig. 23.1). 
These communities have a total population of about 2500, 90 % of whom are ben-
eficiaries to LILCA (Statistics Canada 2012a, b, c, d, e). Beneficiaries include all 
residents of Inuit descent and the Kablunangajuit of Nunatsiavut. The latter term is 
an Inuktitut word meaning “resembling a white person” and includes non-Inuit resi-
dents formerly referred to as settlers (Natcher et al. 2012). All Kablunangajuit who 
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have lived in the region since before 1940, or who were born before 1990 and have 
ancestors who lived in the region since before 1940 can apply for beneficiary status. 
The term Kablunangajuit is commonly used to encompass all beneficiaries, includ-
ing those who reside outside of Nunatsiavut. As of October 2014, the total number 
of beneficiaries was about 7200 (Nunatsiavut Government). They form the elector-
ate of Nunatsiavut (Felt 2011).

Fig. 23.1 Map of Labrador including Nunatsiavut, which is indicated by the shaded regions on 
this map and comprises Labrador Inuit Settlement Areas (medium gray) and Labrador Inuit Lands 
(dark gray). Map produced by Charles Conway, Department of Geography, Memorial University, 
2014
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23.2.2  Situating SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik Within Provincial 
and Federal Legacies

Before Nunatsiavut came into being in 2005, decision-making for the region largely 
took place outside of Labrador in the provincial and federal capitals of St. John’s 
and Ottawa, respectively (Anderson 2007). As a result, Labrador Inuit had limited 
opportunity for meaningful participation within decision-making processes. 
Provincial and federal legacies also left a mark on Nunatsiavut, as illustrated here 
with three indicative examples related to military contamination, housing pressures, 
and food security.

The Second World War led to a growing militarization of the global Arctic and 
Subarctic, which in North America reached its full extent during the Cold War with 
the installation of the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line and countless air force 
bases and military sites operated by the United States (McCannon 2012). The north 
coast of Labrador was of particular strategic military importance due to its proxim-
ity to Greenland and Europe. Negative environmental and social impacts of these 
sites are still felt today. In Hopedale, the operation of a US air force base (initially 
established in 1953 as part of the Pinetree Line and finally closed in 1968) is linked 
to areas of buried debris and soil contamination (ESG 2012). As a result, certain 
areas within the municipal boundaries remain closed for subsistence activities, such 
as hunting and berry picking, and expensive environmental monitoring and reme-
diation projects are necessary to ensure the safety of residents (Aivek STANTEC 
2014). The exclusion areas have also led to extreme pressure on available building 
land in the community.

Similar to indigenous groups in other parts of the Arctic and Subarctic, Labrador 
Inuit were resettled in the 1950s and 1960s “not exactly by force, but neither with 
their full agreement” (McCannon 2012: 257). The effects of these resettlements on 
Labrador Inuit have been documented by Ben-Dor (1966), Zimmerly (1975) and 
Kennedy (1982), among others. In some communities, such as Makkovik, popula-
tions doubled almost overnight, leading to immense housing, subsistence and social 
pressures. While perhaps not as pronounced today, residential housing shortages 
have remained an on-going concern in the region. Throughout Nunatsiavut, infra-
structure deficits affect housing, as demonstrated by high levels of overcrowding, 
mould, and repair and plumbing problems (NG Regional Housing Needs Assessment 
2012). Contributing variables include expensive yet inappropriate housing design 
that was intended for climates that are not subject to the same intense freeze-thaw 
cycles common in northern coastal environments (Goldhar and Sheldon 2014). 
Finding strategies to provide affordable, durable, and culturally appropriate housing 
is therefore an important contemporary challenge in Nunatsiavut.

Food security is an important component of socio-economic health. Throughout 
Inuit Nunangat, subsistence activities contribute significantly to the food security of 
individuals and communities (Ford 2009). Natcher et al. (2012) note that over 80 % 
of Nunatsiavut residents participate in subsistence activities, both directly (as hunt-
ers and gatherers) and indirectly (as recipients of country foods). Residents 
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 commonly cannot obtain the quantities of food necessary to sustain a household 
(Egeland 2010). An Inuit health survey conducted in 2008 and 2009 found that 
44 % of homes in Nunatsiavut were food insecure. The survey defined food insecu-
rity as an inability to access a sufficient amount of healthy calories. Egeland further 
found that 16 % of households were severely food insecure, as characterized by 
disrupted eating patterns and reduced food intake. This is twice the national average 
for Canada (8 %). Reasons cited by Egeland include households without hunters 
and the prohibitive costs of gasoline and ammunition that are necessary today to “go 
off” on the land and ice, the local term for act of engaging in subsistence activities.

Similar to Southcott’s (2009) observations for other parts of Northern Canada, 
the establishment of the Nunatsiavut Government brought capacity, in the form of 
human and physical capital, and the opportunity for decision-making power in the 
region. The Sustainable Communities Initiative (SCI) is a concrete outcome of this 
capacity. Founded in 2012, the SCI is led by the Nunatsiavut Government and 
rooted in the communities. The Joint Management Committee of the Nunatsiavut 
Government (which includes the AngajukKât – community leaders or mayors from 
each of the communities – among other members) and Nunatsiavut’s Executive 
Council guide the direction of the SCI, thereby fostering local and regional repre-
sentation (Goldhar et al. 2013). At the same time, the SCI is what Trencher et al. 
(2013) identify as a co-creation of a sustainability initiative: a project that involves 
various actors ranging from university to government to the private sector, with the 
aim of transitioning society from unsustainable to sustainable conditions. The SCI 
incorporates all of these stakeholders. Its overarching goal is to inform appropriate 
practices in community planning and development while providing guidance for 
community sustainability under changing climatic, socioeconomic, and environ-
mental conditions. To accomplish this, the SCI seeks to put into practice locally 
developed tools, guides, and strategies that are adapted to the changing climatic and 
socioeconomic realities of Nunatsiavut (Goldhar et al. 2013).

The SCI holds as its foundation the importance of processes that are locally 
appropriate and that reflect Inuit philosophies and epistemologies, which are similar 
to approaches to envisioning sustainability being applied in other parts of the North 
(Healey and Tagak 2014). Specifically, all SCI processes are based upon principles 
that include transparency, respect, accountability, collaboration, and holisticness. 
These guiding principles were decided upon by the Joint Management Committee 
of the Nunatsiavut Government (Table 23.1; Goldhar et al. 2012). Their application 
is also expected from initiative partners, including community planners and archi-
tects, and university researchers. The Nunatsiavut Government Research Advisory 
Committee, chaired by the regional Inuit research advisor, is in charge of evaluating 
their application (Nain Research Centre n.d.).
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23.2.3  Understanding Sustainability Challenges 
of Nunatsiavut

The existence of various sustainability challenges, notably those listed in the previ-
ous section, are no secret to Nunatsiavummiut, the people of Nunatsiavut. To better 
understand the scope and interdependencies of these challenges, however, a series 
of workshops titled “Learning from the Coast” (LfC) invited community members 
to talk about community priorities, challenges, opportunities, and visions for the 
future (Goldhar et al. 2012). The workshops were organized by the AngajukKât and 
facilitated by principal research partner Trevor Bell. Approximately fifty commu-
nity members attended a total of five workshops, from which six themes on sustain-
ability challenges in the region emerged (Table 23.2).

Infrastructure, housing, and community development were among the priority 
concerns for Nunatsiavut communities. In addition to the housing problems 

Table 23.1 Guiding principles of the Nunatsiavut Government’s Sustainable Communities 
Initiative

Transparent to community leaders, decision-makers and community members
Respectful of Inuit values, individual thoughts, community contexts, and priorities
Accountable to all residents of Nunatsiavut communities
Collaborative with community members, regional decision-makers, governments, industry 
stakeholders and university partners.
Holistic in its sustainability approach to consider the impacts of today’s decisions on future 
generations.

Adapted from Goldhar et al. (2012)

Table 23.2 Emerging sustainability challenges in Nunatsiavut

Sustainability challenge Description

(1) Infrastructure, 
housing, development

To enhance design, durability, cultural appropriateness, 
environmental suitability, and life span of the built environment.

(2) Food security To support healthy families through improved access to diverse 
country and market foods that are affordable and high in quality

(3) Energy security To improve access to and reliability of energy (diesel, oil, and wood 
supply) and support alternative/renewable energy and energy 
efficiency

(4) Transportation and 
emergency services

To improve critical transportation and emergency infrastructure, 
including airports and wharfs; establish public transportation in 
larger communities

(5) Safe communities To advance human health and support a healthy environment by 
addressing concerns related to water, dust, contaminated sites, 
diesel generators, quarries and garbage dumps in and around 
communities.

(6) Valued spaces and 
places

To protect natural spaces, important buildings and landmarks, trails
and roads (both traditional and modern), native vegetation and water 
bodies.
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described above, the lack of culturally appropriate housing design, including the 
layout of houses and the size and location of building lots, inhibits well-being and 
quality of life in Nunatsiavut (Goldhar et al. 2012). For example, inadequate design 
limits the ability of Labrador Inuit to prepare, cook and store country foods (for 
similar challenges in Nunavut see Tester 2009).

Nunatsiavummiut also expressed concern about the availability of both country 
and store-bought foods, and promoted the development of community gardens, 
community freezer programs, and local food cooperatives to help support those in 
need and to improve food quality and diversity (Tester 2009).

Energy insecurity was identified as an additional source of stress. Limited energy 
capacity in all Nunatsiavut communities was a significant topic for workshop par-
ticipants (Goldhar et al. 2012). Wood heat is the preferred source in the region (NG 
Regional Housing Needs Assessment 2012) and when access to firewood is com-
promised residents struggle to heat their homes. This is especially the case in mild 
winters when poor snow and ice conditions limit travel (Riedlsperger 2013). 
Firewood can be accessed relatively easily in the southern communities (Rigolet, 
Makkovik, and Postville), but residents in northern communities, where trees 
become less abundant, have to travel further to access wood (Riedlsperger 2013). 
While the use of woodstoves is cause for political debate in some Arctic and subarc-
tic communities and towns due to air pollution (e.g., Fairbanks, Alaska; see Murphey 
2013), such issues have not yet been documented in Nunatsiavut. This may be due 
to low population numbers and the coastal location of the communities. However, 
in the recent past individuals who preferred electric heat sources encountered real 
and perceived barriers because of a lack of electrical capacity in the communities 
(NG Regional Housing Needs Assessment 2012).

Challenges surrounding firewood illustrate transportation and emergency ser-
vices as priority needs, including physical infrastructure such as trails, roads, 
wharfs, and airstrips, but also access to medical transport and medical personnel in 
the communities. Transportation infrastructure is linked to energy security through 
winter trail access to firewood sites (see above), and to food security through trail 
access to subsistence areas (Goldhar et al. 2012).

Safe communities were envisioned as built spaces that support human health and 
foster a healthy environment by addressing inadequacies related to water, dust, con-
taminated sites, diesel generators, quarries and garbage dumps in and around com-
munities. Recreational facilities such as skating rinks, ballparks and playgrounds 
are also included as they offer youth safe spaces to play and grow.

To address some of the sustainability challenges, participants from all communi-
ties wanted to become more involved in community planning to ensure that local 
goals and values were respected and considered during decision-making processes. 
Specifically, residents wanted to preserve valued places, spaces and activities that 
comprised an integral component of quality of life in their communities and that in 
large part depends on outdoor and subsistence activities.
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23.2.4  Towards Sustainable Communities in Nunatsiavut

To address these sustainability challenges, the SCI is implementing various projects 
that explore solutions and establish best practices to foster resilient and sustainable 
coastal Nunatsiavut communities (Table 23.3). A key step in addressing these sus-
tainability challenges was to recognize the complexity and interconnectedness of 
many of the community needs and hence the need to adopt a holistic approach in 
designing multiple projects. For example, the lack of available building land, in 
combination with inadequate housing design, results in overcrowding, which in turn 
may trigger physical and mental health problems (Ford 2012; Bourque and Cunsolo 
Willox 2014). A holistic approach means that sustainability challenges and solu-
tions are evaluated for their environmental, cultural, social, and economic dimen-
sions. An important early impact of the SCI is the adaptation of a framework by the 
Nunatsiavut Government Executive Council that allows government departments to 
effectively support cross-departmental programs and initiatives. The following sec-
tions highlight some of the most prolific projects at the moment, which address 
adaptation planning for food security and climate change, climate change hazard 
assessment and building constraint mapping, the development of an Inuit-based sea- 
ice classification system for on-ice travel, and the development of tools and strate-
gies for sustainable water and wastewater management (Goldhar and Sheldon 
2014).

Table 23.3 Examples of ongoing SCI projects in Nunatsiavut

Project Description

InosiKatigeKagiamik Illumi: Healthy 
homes in Nunatsiavut

Providing appropriate models for sustainable housing 
in Nunatsiavut

DISC: Digital Information System for 
Communities

Community mapping to aid municipal planning and 
craft development regulations

Adaptation planning for food security 
and climate change

Building resilience to ensure food availability, 
accessibility, and quality to positively influence the 
health of Nunatsiavummiut

Aullak, sangilivallianginnatuk: Going 
off, growing strong

Teaching subsistence skills and knowledge to youth

Regional energy strategy Developing a sustainable energy strategy that meets 
changing demands for communities

SmartICE: Sea ice monitoring and real 
time information for coastal 
environments.

Generating observations of changing sea ice 
conditions combined with user-based satellite image 
classification of sea ice conditions

Sustainable water and wastewater 
management

Developing tools and community based strategies for 
water and wastewater management
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23.2.4.1  InosiKatigeKagiamik Illumi: Healthy Homes in Nunatsiavut

Long-term solutions to current housing challenges must be approached through a 
holistic lens in order to be effective, as community development stresses are inher-
ently complex. Examples of current housing problems in the region include poor 
construction, infrastructure failure, increased costs, overcrowding, and negative 
effects on physical and mental health. These challenges have in some cases led to 
outmigration, both somewhat voluntarily (if better housing options arise) and 
through the lack of alternatives (as is the case with senior citizens in need of assis-
tive care). To address the precarious housing situations in the communities, a pro-
gram called InosiKatigeKagiamik Illumi (Healthy homes in Nunatsiavut) aims to 
construct culturally relevant, affordable, climate adapted housing, thereby contrib-
uting positively to the mental and physical health and well-being of residents 
(Goldhar and Sheldon 2014). This program is directly contributing to, and a part of, 
the development of a broader Nunatsiavut housing strategy that aims to provide 
affordable and appropriate housing to all residents of the region.

23.2.4.2  DISC: Digital Information System for Communities

Housing and building land concerns are closely related, as functional houses depend 
on physically and culturally suitable areas of land for construction. The DISC 
(Digital Information System for Communities) component of the SCI addresses 
questions of appropriate building land in communities. At the core of DISC is the 
production of planning constraint maps that identify available, suitable areas for 
residential or commercial development across a range of land uses under current 
and projected future climate states. Each community database compiles digital 
information on community infrastructure and resources, landscape characteristics 
and hazards, regulated land areas, protected and valued spaces and places, climate 
scenarios and environmental modeling (Lee et al. 2014, 2015, also see Baikie et al. 
2013). The planning constraint maps combine existing community information with 
Inuit knowledge gathered through participatory mapping based on map-biography 
methods (see Tobias 2009) and new geoscientific data in a georeferenced informa-
tion database to support community infrastructure planning and development deci-
sions. DISC is providing databases accessible to Inuit Community Governments to 
allow staff to access and update spatial information relevant to their communities.

23.2.4.3  Adaptation Planning for Food Security and Climate Change

Adaptation planning to ensure food security includes: the creation and support of 
community and regional networks of food security actors; the collection, collation, 
and synthesis of existing information on food security in Nunatsiavut; and the docu-
mentation and review of existing food supporting landscapes and seascapes in 
Nunatsiavut (Furgal 2014). Subsistence is about both obtaining country foods and 
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maintaining social relationships (Wenzel 2013). SCI has developed a program that 
addresses the socioeconomic as well as the sociocultural aspects of food security: 
the Aullak, sangilivallianginnatuk (Going off, growing strong) program pairs at-risk 
youth with experienced hunters and elders from the communities to learn about land 
skills and Inuit knowledge. Youth spend time traveling, fishing, hunting, trapping, 
learning about cultural traditions and customs, building komatiks (sleds) and smoke-
houses, and delivering and sharing country foods with elders. There are early indi-
cations that the program is indeed improving the resilience of youth participants 
(Hirsch et al. 2014).

23.2.4.4  SmartICE: Sea Ice Monitoring and Real Time Information 
for Coastal Environments

Sea ice, an integral part of Inuit livelihoods, is fundamental in Nunatsiavut for sub-
sistence, recreational, and commercial or industrial purposes. SmartICE (Sea Ice 
Monitoring And Real Time Information for Coastal Environments) addresses pres-
sures associated with deteriorating snow and ice conditions that affect safe travel-
ling and navigation on the ice through integrating adapted technology, remote 
sensing, and Inuit knowledge to promote safe travel in the region. The three main 
elements of SmartICE include in situ sensors to measure sea ice conditions, satellite 
imagery to map sea-ice conditions, and information technology to integrate infor-
mation and generate outputs useful for various user groups, ranging from ice navi-
gation managers to Inuit ice experts and recreational ice users. SmartICE, represents 
a Nunatsiavut Government-community-university-industry collaboration with a 
vision to provide a sea ice information service for Inuit by Inuit (Briggs et al. 2014; 
Bell et al. 2014).

23.2.4.5  Regional Energy Strategy and Sustainable Water 
and Wastewater Management

Two important aspects of safe communities relate to energy security and water 
safety. SCI is currently in the planning stages of an energy security strategy that 
seeks to ensure all communities have access to a sufficient, affordable source of 
sustainable energy to meet residential and economic development needs. The strat-
egy seeks to: help the region to better project the short and medium term energy 
demand trends and requirements; document the impacts of current energy sources 
and constraints on social, environmental, and economic conditions; and identify 
options for energy demand reductions (Goldhar and Sheldon 2014). To address 
water safety, SCI is undertaking a project to develop tools and methodologies for 
the planning and design of sustainable water and wastewater management systems 
in Nunatsiavut. The underlying rationale is that sustainable community develop-
ment in Nunatsiavut depends on the provision of safe drinking water. In Rigolet the 
cost of servicing a single lot for residential housing has risen to over $200,000 
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(2013 values) due mainly to the requirements for water distribution and wastewater 
collection and disposal. High costs for water and wastewater infrastructure develop-
ment limit the ability of the local and regional governments to adequately provide 
for other needs, such as appropriate wastewater management practices.

The novelty in the approach undertaken by the SCI to address these problems lies 
in the proactive inclusion of community members in the development of adaptation 
strategies. This is achieved through participatory activities that, for example, let 
community members rank and identify locally appropriate infrastructure design cri-
teria. The overall aim is to develop and validate approaches, methodologies and 
tools that can be applied to the planning and design of sustainable water and waste-
water infrastructure in all Nunatsiavut communities (Gordon and Farahbakhsh 
2014). Specific objectives include the evaluation of current opportunities and risks, 
the identification of best management practices in northern communities, the devel-
opment of water management and decision making tools, and the development of 
adaptation strategies and scenarios (Gordon and Farahbakhsh 2014).

23.3  Discussion and Outlook

SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik strives to be an example of sustainability transformation, 
where the notion of “sustainability” is inextricably linked to current local priorities, 
individual and community visions for the future, and Inuit philosophies and world-
views. The SCI shows that meanings of sustainability must not necessarily be 
derived from southern ideas and/or governments that are distant in terms of geogra-
phy and mindset. Instead, the meanings of sustainability as expressed by 
SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik ought to stem from individuals and communities and be 
directly applicable to their immediate environments. Similarly, the means to accom-
plish sustainability transformation should be rooted in local knowledge and local 
skills that result in local strategies with the aim of yielding immediate, applicable, 
and noticeable results.

Within academic circles, the SCI has already received recognition. Plenary and 
individual presentations and panel discussions at arctic conferences including the 
ArcticNet annual science meeting (Vancouver 2012, Halifax 2013, Ottawa 2014) 
and the International Congress of Arctic Social Sciences (Prince George 2014) were 
well received. For its knowledge mobilization and action plan, the SCI was a recipi-
ent of the 2013 Arctic Inspiration Prize (NLEC 2013). The prize is awarded for

multidisciplinary teams who have made a substantial, demonstrated and distinguished con-
tribution to the gathering of Arctic knowledge and who have provided a concrete plan and 
commitment to implement their knowledge into real world application for the benefit of the 
Canadian Arctic, its Peoples and therefore Canada as a whole. (Arctic Inspiration Prize 
n.d.)
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Such recognition is important as it provides a boost in morale for those involved 
with the SCI, and as the Arctic Inspiration Prize involves a sizeable cash award that 
supports their action plan on healthy homes in Nunatsiavut.

Despite its successes on the ground and in more distant academic circles, the SCI 
currently lacks awareness at the community level, as was apparent during a recent 
visit (August 2014) to two Nunatsiavut communities. While turnout and enthusiasm 
for local community mapping sessions contributing to the DISC project were good, 
mapping participants were not necessarily aware of the existence of the SCI or its 
overall goals. Neither were community-based researchers directly involved with 
specific sub-projects aware of the larger context of their important work. To move 
forward with and implement the projects listed above, the SCI currently strongly 
relies on a small group of key leaders from the Inuit Community Governments and 
the regional Nunatsiavut Government. For an initiative that is rooted in local com-
munities this is a serious problem. While the SCI employs a mixed top-down/bot-
tom- up approach, it may be useful to contemplate shifting more strongly towards 
the latter, to ensure the sustainability of the initiative. Scholars in other parts of the 
world have noted that sustainability initiatives do rely strongly on popular support 
or buy-in to ensure their prolonged effectiveness (Fraser et al. 2006).

There are two main additional reasons why it is important to create on-the ground 
awareness of the SCI in Nunatsiavut. First, even residents who may not be actively 
involved with or aware of the SCI at the moment may benefit from the overall initia-
tive or a specific subproject in the future. It is important that residents who experi-
ence sustainability related problems know that an initiative exists that they can 
consult. Second, the guiding principles of the SCI (Table 23.1) imply the obligation 
of the initiative to proactively reach out to the people of Nunatsiavut. In order to 
remain accountable, the SCI must hear about concerns, including those of residents 
who may not be supportive of the initiative or specific subprojects. This can only be 
accomplished through visibility and dialogue. With respect to its guiding principles, 
the integration of Inuit values is indeed crucial for the SCI. However, there is a need 
to gain a better understanding as to how the realities of the SCI reflect local indig-
enous knowledge in action. While some projects, such as “Going off – growing 
strong”, provide positive examples, concerns related to limited engagement with 
community members may indicate that, going forward, local indigenous knowledge 
needs to be more carefully considered and operationalized. Some Inuit regions, 
Nunavut in particular, have captured the importance of specific indigenous philoso-
phies through Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ). IQ can be understood as a reflection of 
Inuit cultural expectations arising after the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, tak-
ing the form of guiding principles for the Government of Nunavut (Wenzel 2004). 
IQ is a concept in progress. It emerged as an attempt to move beyond the narrower 
concept of traditional ecological knowledge. Tester and Irniq argue that

IQ can bring together generations of Inuit in a common challenge. That challenge is to hold 
in check relations that seriously threaten Inuit culture and, in so doing, put before us rela-
tionships between and among people, animals, and landscapes relevant to all of us that 
might otherwise be absorbed by a very different, totalizing logic. (2008: 59)
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Similar to approaches taken in other parts of Inuit Nunangat, Nunatsiavut and the 
SCI may benefit from making their conceptualization of Inuit values more explicit. 
It is important to acknowledge that, despite its intentions, the research methods the 
SCI employs have their inherent biases and worldviews, which may not always be 
in line with Inuit values the region may wish to promote. To prevent research myo-
pia, the actual levels of engagement with community members and the integration 
of Inuit values need to be evaluated on an ongoing basis.

These challenges prompt several key questions for the SCI to address going for-
ward. How can we assess or track the direction of the SCI and its sub-projects, and 
evaluate the rate of change and success? How can we ensure responsiveness to the 
priorities, needs, visions, concerns, and values of community members? And how 
can we continue to explore complex, interrelated questions in an integrative, inter-
active manner?

One approach to address current challenges is through the implementation of a 
sustainability indicator framework. Such frameworks could help to measure phe-
nomena important to the SCI and its sub-projects (for example, the number of single 
unit dwellings; proficiency in Inuktitut; subsistence harvesting characteristics), 
thereby gathering valuable data (Larsen et al. 2010). Indicators also aid in tracking 
the direction and rate of change (for example: how many youth engage in subsis-
tence activities in any given year?), and they can become tools in informing policy 
and guiding decision-making (Fraser et al. 2006).

Sustainability indicators have been developed in local contexts, albeit at this 
point mostly outside of the Arctic (for example see Holden 2006). Exceptions 
include the Arctic Social Indicators project (ASI), which aimed at crafting sound 
indicators that allowed the tracking of trends in human development (Larsen et al. 
2010). The ASI made use of domains such as health and population, cultural well- 
being and cultural vitality, contact with nature, and fate control, among others. 
These domains were populated with indicators in order to detect trends of develop-
ment. As Rydin et al. (2003) noted, creating successful indicators relies on their 
integration into processes of governance. In other words, indicators have to be rel-
evant for policy making. Hence, the intent of a second ASI project is to allow for the 
integration or implementation of arctic social indicators in community based moni-
toring programs (Larsen et al. 2015).

Sustainability indicator programs can enhance our overall understanding of envi-
ronmental and societal problems in Nunatsiavut and can facilitate capacity building 
through the concerted engagement of community members with community chal-
lenges that goes beyond the collection of anecdotal evidence. These programs 
would benefit the SCI greatly in terms of staying on track and being able to feel the 
pulse of local residents. In other words, using sustainability indicator programs 
would benefit the balance between community level and regional governmental 
level steering of the initiative, which in turn may translate into policy and the devel-
opment of purposeful projects. Not least, a sustainability indicator framework may 
open up the SCI for a more formal or rigorous comparison with sustainability trans-
formation projects in other regions. While the specifics of such a program as part of 
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the SCI are being worked out, initial feedback from the Inuit Community 
Governments is positive.

23.4  Concluding Remarks

From a global perspective, “sustainability” may be described primarily as a reaction 
to the negative effects of western industrialized capitalism, going back as far as the 
Industrial Revolutions of Western Europe and North America in the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries respectively. We note that this period was characterized by 
the reorganization of manufacturing and labour to allow for the mass production 
and shipment of goods, and accompanied by population increases and the growth of 
towns. The era also observed public reactions, spurred by intellectuals of the time, 
to the deterioration of living conditions, the destruction of the environment, and 
social ills detrimental to individual health and well-being, including increasing 
alcoholism and the suppression of leisure (de Vries 1994). The inherent tensions 
between “economic efficiency criteria, social justice and the equitable distribution 
of wealth, and environmental conservation in perpetuity” were well identified then 
(Lumley and Armstrong 2004: 71). “Sustainable development” as proposed by the 
Brundtland Commission in the late 1980s and promoted by the “Earth Summit” in 
Rio in the early 1990s continues to grapple with these constant tensions. As outlined 
above, some question the effectiveness of a philosophy rooted in the same processes 
that cause the problems it is trying to solve. The sustainability initiative discussed in 
this paper offers a fresh perspective on sustainability and sustainable development 
in a specific northern setting. We hope that those working towards sustainability 
transformation outside of the Arctic and Subarctic may benefit from lessons learned 
in northern communities through initiatives such as SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik, 
where local approaches are being used to address problems that extend far beyond 
their locality.
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