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INFLATION. LABOUR 
SHORTAGES. PANDEMIC 

RECOVERY. NATURAL 
DISASTERS. WHAT DOES IT 

ALL MEAN FOR GROWTH AND 
PROSPERITY IN THE NORTH? 

THIS YEAR, WE’RE LETTING 
THE ECONOMISTS DO  

THE TALKING.
BY GRAEME CLINTON  
AND KEITH HALLIDAY

THE STATE OF THE  
NORTHERN ECONOMIES:
THIS YEAR’S MODEL
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THROUGH 2020 AND 2021, the hope 
was that we’d eventually get past the COVID-19 pandemic 
and re-enter a period of  social and economic tranquility. 
The past year delivered on that hope somewhat. The pan-
demic remains a threat to life and livelihoods. But the worst 
appears to be behind us.

We can be thankful that the beleaguered tourism sector 
finally has a little breathing room after nearly being crushed 
by travel restrictions. Lockdowns are over (knock on wood), 
and people have learned to manage the remaining risks. 
With greater confidence, they are returning to restaurants 
and stores. Mining, meanwhile, continues apace.

But that relief  is only relative, and barely so at that. We’re 
back up for air, but our economies continue to be roiled by 
forces beyond their control. It’s not so much a virus this time, 
but rather harsh and stubborn inflation, rapidly rising inter-
est rates, labour shortages, and supply chains that haven’t 
quite untied their knots.

To understand what this means for the Northern econo-
mies, we turned to two experienced economists—Keith 
Halliday in Whitehorse and Yellowknife’s Graeme Clinton, 
who also has deep experience in Nunavut. They offer their 
insights here—and they don’t pull their punches.
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goat. But it would be more constructive to 
emerge from the pandemic having spent two 
years developing a clear vision, generating 
new ideas, and injecting new energy into the 
territory’s future. A former CEO of  the Ekati 
diamond mine once told me that all new ideas 
start with a conversation. Let’s use some of  the 
economic events of  2022 to start that conver-
sation here. 

> NATURAL DISASTERS: EXPOSING GAPS HayRiver’s 
spring flooding in 2022 was tragic. But natu-
ral disasters are often a boon for economies, 
morose as that sounds, especially for the con-
struction sector and associated industries. As 
of  November, the NWT government alone 
has spent $174 million in support of  the 
damage caused by the flood. Every million 
dollars spent on residential construction and 
repairs and municipal infrastructure can cre-
ate as many as 2.5 jobs, generating more than 
$230,000 in labour income. If  all of  govern-
ment’s relief  money for Hay River went to-

 NORTHWEST TERRITORIES 

WHERE SUPPLY 
DOESN’T MEET DEMAND
THE NWT NEEDS A VISION AND PLAN 
TO CAPTURE OPPORTUNITY

In fits and starts, the world emerged from its 
two-year ordeal with COVID-19 over the 
course of  2022. It isn’t over, but the worst 
appears to be behind us. So, the NWT gov-
ernment’s strategy for pandemic recovery—
“Emerging Stronger”—is a good place to start 
a post-mortem on 2022 and the issues ahead.

“Emerging Stronger” is a catchy phrase, 
but it hasn’t done much to set the economy 
on a new path. This isn’t a critique in par-
ticular; all branches of  government face 
enormous challenges brought on by labour 
shortages, rampant inflation, rising interest 
rates, and more. Weakness or naivety in its 
strategy is not the problem. The problem is 
that the NWT’s underlying economic chal-
lenges have been ignored for the past 10 years 
and remain steadfast.

Sure, we can make COVID-19 the scape-
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ward actual re-construction, it 
would have generated roughly 
425 jobs and $40 million in la-
bour income.

YUKON
 7.6 per cent 

(down 1.9 percentage 
points from 2021)

NWT
 5.7 per cent 

(up 0.9 percentage 
points from 2021)

NUNAVUT
 6.4 per cent 

(down 1.5 per cent 
from 2021)

  > 2022 GDP GROWTH (PROJECTED)

SOURCE: CONFERENCE 
BOARD OF CANADA,  
STATISTICS CANADA 
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But it’s not in the territory’s DNA to cap-
ture the majority of  economic opportunities 
that come its way. Fair enough that the NWT 
doesn’t manufacture the sofas or refrigerators 
to replace those ruined by flooding. But we 
also don’t always have the labour or businesses 
needed to repair what was damaged. Demand 
often outstrips supply, and when that happens, 
our economic needs are readily met by suppli-
ers from the south. NWT residents are happy 
to have repaired roads and buildings. But they 
might be happier if  the territorial economy 
benefitted more from the spending.

The sad truth is more climate-related di-
sasters are coming, and, therefore, many more 
millions will be spent rebuilding. Would the 
territory overall benefit from a larger share of  
government’s spending? Positioning the econ-
omy to do so is worth investigating. 

> GIANT MINE: THERE’S A CATCH Late last year, the 
federal government announced a major in-
crease in the budget for the Giant Mine Re-
mediation Project. The new plan shows $4.38 
billion will be spent from 2005 to 2038. With 
approximately $750 million gone already, this 
leaves $3.6 billion to be spent over the next 15 

the project was 46 per cent in 2021 while north-
ern firms secured 59 per cent  of  the procure-
ments—respectable results given the current 
tight labour market and heightened demand in 
the construction sector. But it’s not an entirely 
local workforce or a robust supply chain either, 
despite extensive rules created to interfere with 
the market in the NWT’s favour. And it isn’t 
good enough to make Giant’s remediation an 
economic engine like the mine once was.

It is worth considering why that is, and 
whether anything can be done about it  before 
the “Remediation Economy” heads north to 
Norman Wells and Great Bear Lake. 

IN THE NWT, DEMAND  
OFTEN OUTSTRIPS SUPPLY. 

SO, OUR NEEDS ARE MET BY 
SOUTHERN SUPPLIERS.

years, about $240 million annually.
The new budget ensures this remediation 

project will contribute more to the territory’s 
GDP annually (about $100 million) than the 
mine did while producing gold. There’s a 
catch, though. During its active years, Giant’s 
entire workforce, roughly 350 full-timers over 
its final 25 years, lived in Yellowknife. They 
had families, built homes, paid taxes, and spent 
money—all locally. The same can be said for 
the businesses born out of  the mine’s demand 
for goods and services. 

These local benefits will not be replicated in 
Giant’s “second life.” Northern employment at 
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ing. Yet there is no sign of  Chicken Little, nor 
should we expect him anytime soon. The truth 
is, the NWT economy, just like its neighbours 
to the east and west, received the economic 
equivalent to the COVID-19 vaccine long ago. 
The territory’s economic health flows from the 
deep pockets of  its single benefactor: the fed-
eral government. 

So, it should be no surprise that when 
presented with a federal government deter-
mined to spend its way out of  the pandemic, 
the NWT government’s rather astute financial 
managers were there with a list. If  Ottawa 
wanted to throw money at whatever project 
was shovel-ready, why stand in the way?

But here’s the problem: A slap-happy ap-
proach to infrastructure funding has little in 
common with the comprehensive nation-
building exercises the rest of  Canada received 
decades ago and that the NWT needs today.

If  Ottawa is going to help the NWT 
emerge stronger, the territorial government 
should hand over a list that outlines a clear vi-
sion for the future–perhaps one in which the 
territory fully benefits from the economic ac-
tivity it creates. Consider that in 2021, wages 
and salaries worth almost a half  billion dollars 
were paid to job tourists. The other problem 
is that, one day soon, the economy will enter 
a period of  decline. When that happens, the 
NWT will have to learn how to live with less. 
But if  it were positioned to make the most of  
every dollar coming in, the people might not 
even notice the difference.

> DIAMONDS: A MINE IS NOT FOREVER The Dia-
vik mine’s last day of  production is fast ap-
proaching. The NWT’s other diamond 
mines aren’t too far behind. Gahcho Kué 
and Ekati, are likely to close sometime by 
2030, although Ekati’s owner is testing re-
mote underwater mining technology that, 
if  successful, would extend the mine’s life 
for several years. Regardless, the heydays of  
diamond mining are coming to an end. The 
economic consequences will be profound. 

Altogether, the territory’s diamond mines 
create employment for as many as 3,000 peo-
ple and spend close to $1 billion annually on 
their operations and capital projects. You read 
that correctly. They employ that many people 
and spend that much (or close to it) every year.

Impressive as that sounds, the conversa-
tion the NWT needs to have—one that ought 
to have started 10 years ago—is on what 
comes next. Diamond mines will continue to 
create jobs and spend money for a few more 
years. And as Ekati is showing, they won’t go 
if  there’s a reason to stay. But it’s hard not 
to see a rather grim future for the territory’s 
extractive industries, especially if  you add in 
the fact that Imperial Oil will likely pull its fi-
nal barrel of  oil from the ground in Norman 
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MINING: 13.9 per cent ($407 million)

PUBLIC SECTOR: 31.2 PER CENT (($1.1 BILLION)

CONSTRUCTION: 9.2 PER CENT ($312.9 BILLION)

MINING: 31.8 PER CENT ($1.4 BILLION)

MINING: 36.4 PER CENT ($1.3 BILLION)

PUBLIC SECTOR: 31.2 PER CENT ($1.3 BILLION)

PUBLIC SECTOR: 29.2 PER CENT ($1 BILLION)

CONSTRUCTION: 6.3 PER CENT ($271.7 MILLION)

CONSTRUCTION: 9.1 PER CENT ($312.9 MILLION)

  > GDP BY SECTOR (2021)

> CAPITAL PROJECTS: AN ODE TO KEYNESIAN ECONOMICS? In response to COVID-19, the NWT govern-
ment over a two-year period introduced a billion dollars in capital projects, an increase of  
roughly 40 per cent over the typical spend. Was it necessary? Yes. The territory’s infrastructure 
deficit is substantial and it will only worsen in the years to come.

But did the economy need the stimulus? No. It is true that job numbers fell in the first three 
months after pandemic restrictions were put in place in 2020. Then they came back, at least in 
the big picture. According to Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey, the jobs lost in the first three 
months of  COVID-19 restrictions were recovered well before year’s end. By March 2021, there 
were 1,000 more jobs in the NWT than there were just prior to the start of  the pandemic in 
March 2020. Sectors such as tourism, accommodations, and hospitality suffered greatly. But if  
you were a government employee–likely, given that government is the NWT’s largest employer–
the paycheques kept coming. Only your place of  work changed. In fact, government jobs grew 
during the pandemic.

 This is the great paradox of  the NWT economy. After two years of  devastating challenges–
disease, floods, lockdowns, and talk of  mine closures–the only thing left is to hear the sky is fall-

SOURCE: STATISTICS CANADA
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Wells sometime in 2026. 
The next mining cycle that emerges in the 

NWT cannot start where the diamond mines 
left off; it will have to do better. The labour 
needs of  the territory’s potential new mines are 
smaller, therefore the percentage of  resident 
employees will have to be higher. Spending on 
operations will be lower, so the NWT business 
community will have to expand to capture a 
greater diversity of  contracts.

Hardest of  all, the profits from these 
mines will likely be smaller, so the way we 
share benefits and manage expectations will 
also have to change. Failing at this will mean 
much of  the growth in labour and business 
in the NWT’s diamond era will be lost. It 
will also be a signal that the territory did not 
emerge stronger. And that would be a shame.  
—Graeme Clinton

 YUKON 

STEADY AS SHE GOES…
BUT AS THE PAST THREE YEARS 
SHOW, SURPRISES HAPPEN FAST.

Economic predictions in a small northern 
economy like the Yukon’s can make Northern 
Lights forecasting look like a precise science. 
One mine opening or closing due to the vaga-
ries of  global commodity markets can dramat-
ically skew the headline figures. Despite this, 
northern decision makers still need some idea 
of  where the economy is headed. So, instead 
of  throwing a dart marked “GDP estimates,” 
let’s look at the fundamental megatrends driv-
ing the Yukon economy in 2023.

The biggest economic driver is, of  course, 
government. If  our Alaskan friends struck 
oil, Yukoners struck  transfer payments. In 

1,371
(monthly average) 

No. of active businesses

711
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718
No. of closings

-7
Net change

952
(monthly average) 
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> 2022 BUSINESS ACTIVITY*
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the current fiscal year, the feds provide 87 
per cent of  the Yukon government’s revenue, 
transfers that equate to more than 40 per 
cent of  the Yukon economy. And that doesn’t 
include direct spending by federal agencies 
or federal transfers to First Nation or munici-
pal governments.

And as the chatter in the halls of  the State 
House in Juneau is invariably about the oil 
market, Yukoners keep a close eye on fiscal 
happenings in Ottawa. Back in the 1980s, the 
debate was whether the territory should be 
funded by a steady formula-based approach 
or get money from various federal programs 
relevant to the North. The answer, happily 
for us—if  perhaps less so for the taxpayers 
of  suburban Toronto—turned out to be both. 
The federal money plane flies both a regularly 
scheduled service with our formula-based 
transfer as well as a series of  special deliveries 
for health, social services, cannabis, housing, 
and capital programs that exceeded $350 mil-
lion in 2022-23.

The formula funding is highly predictable, 
but the special programs are less so. There is 
talk of  a new national healthcare deal, but esti-
mating what Prime Minister Trudeau and the 
premiers will agree to requires political fore-
casting skills that make economic or Northern 
Lights prognostication look easy.

In general, the outlook for 2023 remains 
good for federal funding in the Yukon. Health 
and other deals may happen, and many of  
the existing special programs are multi-year 
affairs. But there are questions in the longer 
run. As the federal government exercises fis-
cal restraint after a few years of  big-spending 
pandemic deficits, there may be less interest 
in Ottawa in supplementing the base transfer 
payment with additional funds. Some Ottawa 
watchers in Whitehorse thought they sensed 
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ᓄᓇᕗᒥ ᑭᒃᑯᓕᒫᓄᑦ ᐱᔪᓐᓇᐅᑎᒧᑦ ᐱᖁᔭᖅ ᓴᐳᒻᒥᑦᑎᕗᖅ ᐱᔪᓐᓇᐅᑎᒋᔭᑦᑎᓐᓂᒃ 
ᐃᓱᒪᓱᕐᓗᑕ ᐃᓅᓇᓱᐊᓂᕐᒧᑦ ᐊᔾᔨᒌᓐᖏᑎᑕᐅᖏᓪᓗᑕ ᐊᒻᒪᓗ ᐃᓚᐃᓐᓈᕐᓂᖅ ᑐᓐᖓᓂᖃᕐᑐᖅ
ᐃᒻᒥᒧᑦ ᖃᓄᐃᑦᑑᓂᕆᔭᖏᓐᓄᑦ ᓲᕐᓗ ᐃᓅᑉ ᓇᑭᓐᖔᕐᓯᒪᓂᖓ, ᑕᖅᓴᖓ, ᓯᕗᓕᖏᓐᓄᑦ,
ᐃᓕᖅᑯᓯᖏᓐᓂᓐᖔᕐᓯᒪᓂᖓᓄᑦ, ᓄᓇᖃᖅᑎᐅᓂᖓᓄᑦ, ᓇᑭᓐᖔᕐᓯᒪᓂᖓᓄᑦ, ᐅᒃᐱᕆᔭᖓᓄᑦ,
ᐅᒃᐱᕐᓂᕆᔭᖓᓄᑦ, ᐊᕐᕌᒍᖓᓄᑦ, ᑎᒥᒃᑯᑦ ᐱᒐᒍᑎᖃᓂᖓᓄᑦ, ᐊᕐᓇᐅᓂᖓᓄᑦ/
ᐊᖑᑕᐅᓂᖓᓄᑦ,  ᓄᓕᐊᖅᐸᖕᓂᕆᔭᖓᓄᑦ, ᑲᑎᑎᑕᐅᓯᒪᓂᖓᓄᑦ,
 ᓇᔾᔨ ᓂᖓᓄᑦ, ᑮᓇᐅᔾᔭᒃᓴᕐᓂᕆᔭᖓᓄᑦ, ᐱᕋᔭᒃᓯᒪᓂᖓ ᐊᑐᕈᓐᓃᕐᑎᑕ -
ᐅᓯᒪᓂᖓᓄᑦ ᐊᒻᒪᓗ ᐱᖁᔭᑎᒍᑦ ᑮᓇᐅᔾᔭᒃᓴᕐᓂᖓᒍᑦ.

The Nunavut Human Rights Act protects our
right to live free from  discrimination and
 prejudice based on  personal characteristics
such as race, colour,  ancestry, ethnic origin,
 citizenship, place of  origin, creed, religion, age,
disability, sex, sexual orientation, marital  status,
pregnancy,  income,  pardoned conviction and lawful
source of income.

Tapkuat Nunavunmi Inungnut Pitqutigiyauyunut Ihuaqhaiyiit Piquyat
 haputihimayai piyungnautivut inuuniqmik ihuinaqtauttailiniqmun aalagiyauniq-
mutlu piplugit inmigut qanugittunivut tahapkuatut humingaqnivut, taqhavut,

hivuligaluavut, nunaligiyavut, huminganiviniqut, maligavut, ukpiqnivut,
ukiuquqtunivut, pimmalutivut, aqnaunivut angutaunivut, aqnaq -

niaqnivut angutihiuqnivut, aipaqaqnivut qanugitni, hingainivut,
maniktaqnivut, hugiyauhuiqni ihuinaqnivut maligaqniklu

 pihimanivut manikhauhiqnut. 

La Loi sur les droits de la personne du Nunavut protège
notre droit de vivre sans faire l’objet de discrimation et de
préjugés fondés sur des caractéristiques personnelles telles

que la race, la couleur, l’origine ancestrale, l’origine  ethnique,
la citoyenneté, les croyances, la religion, l’âge,  l’invalidité, le

sexe, l’orientation sexuelle, la situation de famille, la grossesse, le
revenu, l’état de personne réhabilitée et la source de revenus légitime.

1 866 413-6478    1 888 220-1011    www.nhrt.ca

ᑲᒪᒋᔭᐅᑦᑎᐊᖏᓐᓂᑰᒍᕕᑦ,
ᑎᑎᖅᑲᓕᐅᕈᓐᓇᕐᐳᑎᑦ ᑐᓴᖅᑎᑦᑎᓂᒃᑯᑦ
ᐅᖄᓚᕕᐅᓗᑕ ᐅᕗᖓ:

If you have been treated unfairly,
you can file a notification by
contacting us at: 

Ihuinaqtauhimaniguvit, tunihilaq-
tutit tuhaqhityutmik tugaqvigiluta
talvani:

Si vous avez fait l’objet d’un
traitement injuste, vous pouvez
déposer une notification en
communiquant avec nous à :

  

such a change in the wind when the federal 
government declined to fully fund the Yukon’s 
2027 Arctic Winter Games funding request.

Mining is the next biggest economic driver. 
In 2021, it represented 14 per cent of  the Yu-
kon economy, the highest in a generation and 
seven times more than during the industry’s 
near-death experience in 2006. Growth was 
particularly strong in 2020 and 2021 despite 
the pandemic, according to data in the Yukon 
finance deparment’s latest economic update.

The mining sector outlook in the Yukon is 
generally positive, with the usual caveat that 
things can change rapidly. On the upside, 
Keno Hill could return to production ear-
lier than planned. Or, on the downside, there 
could be repeats of  2022’s supply-chain issues 
and spring-thaw flooding at Victoria Gold.

In the big picture, the mineral price out-
look appears attractive. According to BMO 
Capital Markets forecasts, prices for copper, a 
key Yukon resource, are expected to average 
US$3.40 per pound in 2023. That is higher 
than US$2.72 per pound in 2019 before the 
pandemic, albeit lower than the peak of  $4.64 
per pound in March 2022 just after Russia’s in-
vasion of  Ukraine. BMO forecasters also pre-
dict gold will spend 2023 above pre-pandemic 
levels, although prices will likely be lower than 

earlier this year. This is good news for Yukon’s 
mostly family-run placer mining businesses. 
The Yukon government expects reported 
placer production to be steady through 2023.

Exploration is also a key part of  mining’s 
economic contribution. This can be especially 
volatile as commodity prices and mining stocks 
gyrate. The outlook, at the moment, is positive. 
The climate transition is expected to cause a 
massive increase in demand for so-called 
“green metals” such as copper, nickel and co-
balt that are used in electric vehicles and clean-
tech equipment. Geopolitical tensions are also 
driving Canadian allies such as the United 
States, Germany, and Korea to look for more 
secure sources of  critical minerals. Both trends 
highlight the attractiveness of  Yukon geology. 
Further support is provided by the stock ma-
ket. The S&P/TSX Global Mining Index is, 
like prices, substantially higher than pre-pan-
demic days even if  lower than in early 2022.

Real estate and construction are the next 
biggest sectors. The Yukon had the lowest un-
employment rate in Canada in October 2022, 
which means that future growth in govern-
ment and mining will need more immigra-
tion from Outside. The territorial finance de-
partment foresees the population growing by 
900 people in 2023, bringing the total up to 

YUKON
 4.3 per cent

NWT
 5.6 per cent

NUNAVUT
 13.9 per cent

       > UNEMPLOYMENT IN 2022 (12-MONTH AVERAGE)
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KIA is an e� ective organization 
that leads in managing lands and 
resources that support traditional 
and cultural values, and provide 
economic and social bene� ts 
to Kitikmeot Inuit. Through KIA 
e� orts, Inuit have a strong sense 
of pride and identity, pursue 
higher education, and speak and 
write in Inuktitut or Inuinnaqtun.

Kitikmeot Inuit Association
P.O. Box 18 Cambridge Bay, NU  X0B 0C0 Ph: (867) 983-2458      Fax: (867) 983-2701

www.kitia.ca

44,900. These 900 new Yukoners will soon be 
joining everyone else complaining about the 
housing shortage.

Combined with a full slate of  government 
capital projects, the construction market is 
likely to remain red hot. For tourism and re-
tail, the outlook is more mixed. Pandemic dis-
ruptions are slowly fading into the rear-view 
mirror. Tourist numbers were up sharply in 
2022, although still well below 2019 levels. 
Finance forecasts local retail spending to rise 
two points faster than inflation in 2023. How-
ever, businesses in these sectors face some 
headwinds. The labour shortage means high-
er wage costs for industries that rely on large 
numbers of  relatively low-wage workers. And 
inflation and higher mortgage costs are biting 
savagely into the wallets of  potential custom-
ers, whether those are Whitehorse shoppers 
or people Outside considering that bucket-list 
trip to the Yukon.

Net net, as they say at the end of  Bay 
Street PowerPoint presentations, the 2023 
outlook for the Yukon economy is solidly posi-
tive. However, the pandemic and the war in 
Ukraine have taught us to expect the unex-
pected. Who knows what 2023 might hold for 
us? Perhaps, this time, it might even be a posi-
tive surprise. —Keith Halliday

 NUNAVUT 

HARD ROAD AHEAD
NUNAVUT’S FUTURE RESTS 
ON INVESTING IN TODAY’S YOUTH

To say that Nunavut’s biggest economic head-
line of  2022 was anything other than the 
rejection of  Baffinland Iron Mines Corp.’s 
proposed expansion at Mary River iron ore 
project is to not properly understand the mag-
nitude of  what was being proposed or what it 
represents for the long-term outlook of  Nuna-
vut’s economy. As this issue of  Up Here Business 

was going to press, it was unclear what the de-
cision means for the mine’s fate. It seems that 
some form of  expansion is necessary for its 
long-term survival. For the sake of  the econo-
my and for everyone who would benefit from 
it, let’s hope Baffinland finds a way forward.

For the past few years, Mary River has 
been producing six million tonnes of  iron ore. 
In 2021, that production translated to a $1 
billion increase in Nunavut’s GDP (chained, 
2012). In more tangible terms, operations cre-
ated more than 2,000 jobs, while Baffinland 
purchased $220 million worth of  goods and 
services from Inuit firms, generating addition-

NUNAVUT’S CHALLENGE 
LIES IN DEVELOPING ITS  
LABOUR FORCE, NOT IN  

REDUCING OPPORTUNITIES
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al jobs and economic activity.
One might argue that only a small per-

centage of  the jobs at Mary River were 
filled by Nunavummiut, which is true. But 
that shouldn’t distract from the fact that 327 
Inuit were working at the project over the 
six-month period from April to September 
2022. Meanwhile, opportunities abound 
for new entrants into the workforce. The 
Nunavut government predicts there will be 
10,000 Nunavummiut coming of  age in the 
next 10 years. The challenge for the terri-
tory lies in developing that labour force, not 
in suppressing opportunities to create the 
labour demand they will need.

How might Nunavut develop its labour 
force? It will require considerable invest-
ment in the territory’s youth population, 
from early childhood development and ed-
ucation to safety, housing, and food security. 
Mary River could be part of  the solution. 
Baffinland has estimated its mine could 
generate as much as $4.7 billion in revenues 
for governments and Inuit organisations.  
Thinking long term, the potential benefi-
ciaries of  Mary River are well beyond the 
current Inuit workforce. So again, for those 
who stand to benefit from Mary River’s ex-
pansion, it would be unfortunate if  Baffin-
land cannot find a path forward.  

> CERB: IT FOUGHT POVERTY According to the 
2021 Census for Canada, Nunavummiut 
were avid participants in the CERB pro-
gram, which provided emergency funds 
to people who lost work due to pandemic 
lockdowns. On a per capita basis, no other 
jurisdiction received a greater share of  the 
program’s dollars. More than $90 million 
was handed out in emergency and recov-
ery benefits in 2020, including contribu-
tions from regional governments and Inuit 
organizations. The result was a substantive 
lowering of  poverty rates in Nunavut. Well 
done, Canada. 

To understand the magnitude of  these 
benefits, consider that in 2015, 39 per cent 
of  income earners in Nunavut registered 
after-tax income below  $20,000 and 52 per 
cent had after-tax income below $30,000. 
In 2020, these two figures fell to 29 per cent 
and 44 per cent, respectively. This change 
was due, in part, to the COVID-19 relief  
paid out to 8,615 Nunavummiut, averag-
ing $10,470 per recipient. That’s a lot of  
money for a family, especially those that had 
multiple recipients.

The trouble is, what happens now? The 
COVID-19 emergency measures have end-
ed. The Nunavut economy has re-opened, 
and the $90 million in extra transfers has 
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been inching forward for the past decade. 
Much of  this growth is the result of  mining; 
there are now mining projects in all three re-
gions of  the territory, with strong potential 
for more.

A similar pace of  change cannot be seen 
in the development of  Nunavummiut, how-
ever. The word “crisis” has been attached to 
most socio-economic issues including educa-
tion, health, housing, food security, and fam-
ily violence. The lack of  progress in these 
areas stands as a major risk to Nunavut’s 
future economic growth. It is what prevents 
greater participation in the economic affairs 
of  the territory and is why so many of  the 
jobs created in Nunavut are being filled by 
job tourists.

It appears that some observers watching 
this unfold have concluded that further de-
velopment should be contested if  not stopped 
altogether. Active and interested developers 
have come under increased scrutiny over the 
past year. None was bigger than the negative 
response to Baffinland’s proposed expansion. 
More recently, the Nunavut Impact Review 
Board (NIRB) has also stated there are sig-
nificant outstanding issues to be addressed 
with the proposed extension of  Agnico Eagle 
Mines Ltd.’s Meliadine gold project.

other harvesting equipment. Perhaps over time, 
the money would be put to other upgrades such 
as housing, education, or savings.

To be fair, CERB wasn’t created to com-
bat poverty so much as to prevent families 
from sliding into poverty during a crisis. And 
it turns out, most Nunavummiut saw little to 
no change in their income (although many 
individuals suffered greatly due to the impact 
of  lockdowns and travel restrictions on some 
sectors.) Believe it or not, employment income 
actually grew by $28 million  in the first year 
of  the pandemic. Combined with the govern-
ment emergency benefits and some smaller 
changes, total after-tax income was up $113.7 
million in 2020 compared to one year earlier.

Regardless, the unintended consequence 
of  CERB was to substantively lower poverty in 
Nunavut (and in Canada, by the way). That 
has rejuvenated interest in concepts of  Univer-
sal Basic Income, Guaranteed Livable Income, 
and Living Wage. It will be something to follow 
in the next few years. In places like Nunavut, 
where living below the poverty line is a reality 
for as much as half  the population, it is likely to 
receive a lot more attention.

> INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT: JOBS, JOBS, JOBS?
Industrial development across Nunavut has 

YUKON
 $1.25 billion/$29,875 per 

person (6.4 per cent  
year-over-year increase)

NWT
 $1.61 billion/$37,073 per 

person (5.9 per cent  
year-over-year increase)

NUNAVUT
 $1.97 billion/$49,208 per 

person (5.8 per cent 
year-over-year increase)

> FORMULA FINANCE TRANSFERS FOR 2023

Nunavut families a glimpse of  life with a mod-
est degree of  financial freedom. It afforded 
those living below the poverty line an oppor-
tunity to clear pent-up demand, from home 
furnishings and electronics to snowmobiles and 

continued from p.32 windfall gave hundreds of  

SOURCE: GOVERNMENT  
OF CANADA
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The NIRB is not a political body, but it does 
respond to public concern, and there appears 
to be an uptick in concern across the territory, 
which threatens economic activity. Nunavut’s 
mining sector would undoubtedly have more 
support if  it employed more local people. The 
concerns voiced over the Mary River expan-
sion, for example, might have been muted–and 
the final decision more difficult–if  the employ-
ment status of  thousands of  Nunavummiut 
were at stake rather than a few hundred.

In fairness, Nunavut’s miners try hard to 
hire Nunavummiut. Every operator would hire 
more if  it were that easy. But they’ve hit a ceil-
ing, having hired everyone who has applied, is 
qualified, and is willing to work on rotation at a 
mine site. The best strategy–perhaps the only 
strategy–to improve their employment record 
is to play the long game. In time, there will be 
more graduates, more understanding of  the ca-
reer opportunities offered in mining, and more 
acceptance of  a work-life balance that includes 
mining. But this approach will be slow to mani-
fest and carries the risks already mentioned, 
and that current miners are experiencing. 

As forecasts go, this is rather uninspiring, but 
recent history suggests it’s the most likely. The 
alternative would be to have all active players in 
that economy—from families to governments, 
Inuit organisations, to private enterprise—act-
ing together in an honest effort to address the 
economic challenges. It’s an option.

> INFLATION: BRACE YOURSELVES There have been 
numerous fallouts from the global pandemic, 
all of  them contributing to rising costs across 
the board. In Nunavut, they will surely bring 
more poverty, worsening food insecurity, and 
strain on social programs. Maybe the federal 
government will respond with increased trans-
fers, but that won’t happen overnight. In the 
meantime, there is a lot of  need in the territory, 
and now there will be less money to address it.

Consider one of  Nunavut’s challenges: 
housing. The cost of  building and maintain-
ing homes has long been out of  reach for a 
majority of  Inuit families in Nunavut. Today, 
the forces driving inflation are quickly put-
ting housing out of  reach of  government, too. 
The 2020-21 annual report from the Nunavut 
Housing Corporation showed the budget for 
its public housing program was $215.1 mil-
lion, from which it recouped $16.6 million 
through rent collection. This budget does not 
include any new construction. Compared to 
the value of  income support and old-age se-
curity payments—$50 million—and federal 
subsidies for food—$14 million—it’s clear that 
public housing is Nunavut’s most important 
social program.

At  issue today is how many homes Nuna-
vut gets for its money. The number is getting 
smaller and smaller. About six years ago, 

around 2016-17, a government-built five-plex 
cost the taxpayer around $380,000 per unit. 
With a $100-million program, the govern-
ment could build 263 homes, shelter for more 
than 1,000 Nunavummiut, roughly speak-
ing. Flash forward to 2021-22. The average 
cost of  that same five-plex was estimated at 
$923,000, meaning a $100-million program 
will build only 108 homes, housing approxi-
mately 432 Nunavummiut.

Nunavut has long argued it needs 3,000 

homes to address its housing crisis. A recently 
announced government plan, Nunavut 3000, 
reinforces that number. The cost of  reaching 
that goal now runs to billions of  dollars. In 
time, inflation will ease alongside other sup-
ply constraints. But costs won’t come down so 
much as level off. Maybe through innovation 
the average cost can be reduced.

In the meantime, there is reason for con-
cern and the rising challenges Nunavut faces 
in a global economy.  
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