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MEMORIAL PRESENTS
THE 43RD IN A SERIES DEVELOPED FROM PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVES SPONSORED BY THE LESLIE HARRIS CENTRE OF REGIONAL POLICY AND DEVELOPMENT.

Why was this forum different from other research 
meetings? Because it was an opportunity for 

Labrador Inuit to discuss openly among themselves 
(with only a handful of invited researchers) the 
frustrations, needs, opportunities, and potential of 
research in their region. For them, the legacy of past 
research was mostly one of exploitation. During the 
forum we heard about mistrust of Inuit Knowledge by 
government scientists who did not believe that polar 
bears lived and denned in northern Labrador and 
therefore would not allocate a hunting quota. Or the 
personal stories of Nunatsiavummiut who worked with 
archaeologists to excavate and interpret their ancestral 
history, only for their efforts to go unacknowledged, 
their artifacts to be removed to distant museums, and 
their only legacy inaccessible in technical reports.

No wonder Nunatsiavummiut mistrusted research. 
But they emphasized that they were not “research” 
fatigued, they were “researcher” fatigued.  They were 
no longer interested in the old ways of doing research, 
which in many cases took advantage of their people 
and their land to build academic reputations or satisfy 

government surveys. They wanted “to turn research 
inside out” by placing more focus and importance on 
research priorities that are important to Inuit and to 
work with experts on addressing these priorities. 

My own early Labrador research experiences 
embarrassingly contributed to this legacy. My first 
research trip to Labrador was in 1984 as a graduate 
student with a Memorial University of Newfoundland 
(MUN) research team. We spent six weeks in the Torngat 
Mountains studying glaciers and glaciation and although 
the trip predated the formation of Nunatsiavut, we were 
clearly working in the homeland of Inuit from Labrador 
and Quebec, as their “footprints” were everywhere on 
the landscape. We made no effort, however, to engage 
Labrador Inuit in our research or to report to them 
its potential significance for resource development or 
environmental history. We flew directly into and out of 
our field site–Nachvak Fiord–with only short refueling 
stops in Nain, the most northerly Inuit community. 

Fast forward to 2008 when I returned to the same 
fiords and glaciers to renew these studies. By contrast, 
the Nunatsiavut Government, formed in 2005, was 
co-leading the project with me. The research was co-
designed to address Inuit concerns about climate change 
impacts, natural resource extraction, and environmental 
contamination. We employed Inuit-owned and -crewed 
vessels from Nain to collect fiord samples. My glacier 
team stayed in an Inuit-owned and -managed basecamp 
near Saglek Fiord. Inuit who were born and raised in the 
region guided us. Nunatsiavut students helped collect 
our data. 

The shift in research approach in northern Labrador 
following land claim settlement was significant but 
the real game-changer for Inuit communities was the 
recognition that research could address local needs and 
priorities. As Charlotte Wolfrey from Rigolet argued at 
the Tukisinnik forum, “we’re putting probes in the ground 
and checking our permafrost, and we’re checking our 

I am proud to say I was there; I 
witnessed the turning point when 
Labrador Inuit reclaimed the research 
agenda for their communities and 
their homeland. The venue was the 
Tukisinnik Community Research 
Forum in June 2010 when more than 
90 Nunatsiavummiut and invited 
guests gathered in Nain to explore the 
relationship between science research 
and communities. Tukisinnik means 
“to understand” in Inuttitut.
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plants and our berries and our atmosphere. But what 
about our suicide rates and the attempted suicides? And 
what about the family violence and what that’s doing to 
our communities and our culture?” 

Nunatsiavut Government ministers also recognized 
how research could inform their decision-making and 
that the establishment of community research centres 
would ensure that local priorities were being addressed 
while research capacity and training were enhanced. 
They recognized for the first time that research, as a 
component of the knowledge economy, could become 
an economic driver in Nunatsiavut. 

“We need to start seeing research as a tool 
... it’s a tool for us in terms of government 
decision making and we need to use it in 
that manner.”

Isabella Pain, Deputy Minister of the Nunatsiavut Secretariat and 
Secretary to the Nunatsiavut Executive Council

In the six years since the Tukisinnik forum there has 
been an incredible growth in research in Nunatsiavut. 
There are now three research centres: the My Word: 
Storytelling and Digital Media Lab in Rigolet, the Torngat 
Mountains Base Camp and Research Station near Saglek 
Fiord, and the Nain Research Centre in Nain. The Nain 
Research Centre is the largest of the three, with six staff 
members working out of the centre, four of whom are 
Nunatsiavummiut. They lead or participate in over ten 

projects, ranging from contaminants to mental health, 
with more than $1,000,000 in research funding.

Although there was much research to be done, it is 
the manner in which they approached research that has 
resulted in continued success and support within the 
region. For instance, the training and employment of 
local Inuit researchers mean that local knowledge and 
expertise are naturally incorporated into the research 
process. Also, because the research originates in the 
region, there is strong integration of Inuit values and 
worldview in its design, execution, and interpretation. 

The SakKijânginnatuk Nunalik (Sustainable 
Communities) initiative was one of the first projects 
initiated following the Tukisinnik forum. The 
Environment Division of the Nunatsiavut Government 
in partnership with the Joint Management Committee 
(JMC) of Nunatsiavut established the project to 
develop best practices and provide support and 
guidance for enhancing community sustainability. 
They recognized that their communities were rapidly 
growing and changing while at the same time climate 
change was having an increasingly pronounced impact, 
affecting infrastructure, community services, and the 
well-being of residents. 

They first sought to understand current community 
priorities, challenges, and opportunities through a 
series of workshops with focus groups from each 
community. These workshops led to a series of action-
oriented research initiatives that included, for example: 
an integrated food security strategy; water and 
wastewater engineering solutions; hazard assessment 
and planning constraints mapping in communities; 
an Inuit based sea-ice monitoring program to promote 
safe on-ice travel; climate change adapted community 
plans; and an energy security vision.

A key issue repeatedly raised in the workshops was 
housing, which has been a long-standing issue for 
Inuit across the Arctic. A Housing Needs Assessment 
conducted in Nunatsiavut illustrated all too vividly the 
extent and depth of the housing crisis: 60 per cent of 
homes are in desperate need of major repair; homes 
fail within the first ten years of construction; 44 per 
cent of homes have mould, far surpassing all other 
Inuit regions in Canada; overcrowding is three times 
higher than the national average (five times higher in 
Nain and Hopedale); and 44 per cent of households 
are unable to keep their dwelling warm due in part to 
poor structural conditions.
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“Housing is the most fundamental issue 
facing our communities today. If we 
address our housing crisis effectively, 
we will improve quality of life in this 
region and many related issues that 
can only be tackled successfully when 
Nunatsiavummiut have roofs over their 
heads and warm beds to sleep in.” 

Darryl Shiwak, First Minister of the Nunatsiavut Government

A Housing Condition Assessment revealed that 
much of the housing damage in Nunatsiavut is initially 
triggered by building homes that are ill-suited to 
the environmental conditions of sub-arctic northern 
Labrador. While natural climate variability and freeze-
thaw cycles place significant strain on community 
infrastructure, recent climate warming has accelerated 
this deterioration. Rising temperatures and decreasing 
snow cover destabilize frozen ground, resulting in 
shifting foundations and infrastructure damage. Almost 
nine out of ten homes in Nain showed signs of damage 
stemming from ground movement. 

In addition to environmental conditions and climate 
variability, limited energy capacity on the Nunatsiavut 
coast and the high cost of diesel have resulted in 
housing damage due to the inability of many residents 
to heat their homes adequately. Insufficient warmth is 
both a cause of housing damage and a consequence 
of it, as compromised structural integrity can directly 
reduce energy efficiency and place added strains on 
home heating costs.

Current housing designs built in Nunatsiavut are 
not only energy inefficient and poorly suited to the 
changing environmental demands of Labrador’s north 
coast, they are equally unsuited to the lifestyle of 
Nunatsiavummiut. For example, Nunatsiavut dwellings 
offer no cold room for processing harvested food and 
skins, nor do they provide adequate storage for outdoor 
equipment, among other failings. 

As JMC members concluded, “it was time to 
try something different” and together with the 
Nain Research Centre, through the Nunatsiavut 
Government, they proposed to build the first 
sustainable dwelling in the region–an affordable, energy 
efficient, multi-unit dwelling adapted to the dynamic 

realities of a warming climate and designed through 
a participatory, community-driven process, which 
reflects the needs and preferences of Nunatsiavummiut 
and the unique, cultural, social and environmental 
characteristics of their homeland. 

For our knowledge-to-action plan–SakKijânginnatuk 
Nunalik: an integrated action plan for healthy homes in 
thriving Nunatsiavut communities–we shared the 2013 
Arctic Inspiration Prize. This one-million-dollar prize 
“recognizes and promotes extraordinary contributions 
made by teams in the gathering of Arctic knowledge and 
their plans to implement this knowledge to real world 
applications.” The first Nunatsiavut multi-unit dwelling 
designed for mixed elder and youth occupation will be 
built in Nain in 2016.

The healthy homes action plan is representative of 
the Inuit philosophy and holistic approach in building 
sustainable Nunatsiavut communities. The strategy 
does not look at individual challenges in isolation, 
nor does it invest money or resources on single issues. 
Instead, it recognizes the interdependence of issues–in 
the case of housing, links to land use planning, and 
water and energy security, for example–and it tackles 
them concurrently. Also of importance is the need to 
evaluate programs and consequently the new multi-unit 
dwelling will be monitored for physical performance 
and improved health outcomes of its residents.

Another example of this holistic approach is Aullak, 
sangilivallianginnatuk: Going off, growing strong. This 
is an action-oriented, solutions-driven program 
that represents an enhancement of community 
freezer initiatives in Nunatsiavut for improved youth 
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mental health, nutrition, and intergenerational skills 
transmission. The Nain Research Centre manages and 
evaluates the program with research and evaluation 
support from academics such as myself.

Similar to other Inuit regions across the Canadian 
Arctic, Nunatsiavut has a vibrant population of young 
adults and youth. Over the past 10-15 years, however, 
an increasing number of young people in Nunatsiavut 
have begun to struggle with mental health and well-
being. One of the results of this is that Nain has the 
highest suicide rate among all Nunatsiavut communities 
and one of the highest rates across the Canadian North. 
Mental health and addictions counsellors in Nunatsiavut 
reported that for most young people who are struggling 
with mental health and addictions in the community, 
going off (i.e. trips on the land and sea ice) is one of the 
healthiest behaviour modifications that they would like 
to increase, if given the opportunity.

Country foods are an important source of caloric 
intake and consequently, community freezers as a 
means to maintain a regular supply of country food 
have been identified as a possible coping mechanism 
for food insecurity. Inuit traditional foods, however, 
are much more than important sources of protein, 
minerals, and vitamins; they are invariably tied to 
experiences of connectivity, reciprocity, and the inter-
generational transmission of land skills, knowledge, 
and values. There is growing recognition that Inuit 
youth may not be getting the experience that they need 
to develop land skills and environmental knowledge, 
especially when hunting animals that are far from 
communities (e.g., ringed seal). 

“Community-directed research can 
help us all work together as Inuit to 
help each other.” 

Charlotte Wolfrey, former AngajukKâk (mayor) of Rigolet

Going off, growing strong is therefore an integrated 
food security and health adaptation program that 
enhances the availability of wild foods through 
community freezer programs while addressing 
mental health and wellness issues among at-risk 
youth. The program operates in Nain where youth 
participants (ages 14-21) are selected based on needs 
and anticipated benefits from building relationships 
with positive adult role models in the community 
(e.g., harvesters, elders). Experienced and trusted 
harvesters and staff take the youth out on the land, 
in pairs and as a group, to teach them how to hunt, 
fish, collect firewood, navigate on the land, and 
prepare wild foods. There is also a community-
centred dimension to the program in which 
participants, for instance, prepare wild foods for the 
community freezer and distribute it to elders and 
single-parent homes.

Before such a program as Going off, growing strong 
is mainstreamed into existing community services 
or up-scaled to address similar mental health 
issues in Aboriginal communities across Canada, 
it is critical to evaluate whether time spent on the 
land and building relationships with harvesters 
and others in the community is enhancing the 
resilience of community youth to better cope with 
local social, ecological, and cultural changes. To this 
end, Dr Rachel Hirsch spent her 12-month MUN 
Faculty of Arts/Labrador Institute post-doctoral 
fellowship in Nain, co-supervised by Dr Chris 
Furgal (Trent University) and myself. Working 
alongside the Going off, growing strong team, Hirsch 
and Christina Hackett, a former mental health 
and addictions counsellor in Nain and now a 
PhD student at McMaster University, documented 
program operation and development and designed 
evaluation and reflection tools. 

There are indications that the program is improving 
the resilience (i.e., mental health, coping, and social/
environmental connectivity) of youth participants. 
There are observed improvements in mood affect, 
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self-confidence, and inter-personal skills. Youth 
are reporting enhanced appreciation for traditional 
foods and the land skills necessary to obtain them. 
Notwithstanding this success, there is more work to 
be done to address the underlying societal factors 
that contribute to increased risk for suicide and 
suicidal ideation among youth in communities.

The active role of Nunatsiavummiut in research 
has made a real difference in finding solutions 
for community priorities in Nunatsiavut. There 
is renewed confidence in research to address the 
sustainability of their communities and the well-being 
of their people. Nunatsiavut has demonstrated that 
Inuit have both the interest and capacity to pursue 
collaborative research when conducted in a respectful 
and ethical manner. 

From my own perspective the collaborative 
approach, which includes co-design of research and 
co-production of knowledge with communities, is an 
essential part of any community-based research today. 
In fact, I would argue that as northern researchers  
we have a special responsibility to engage and partner 
with Inuit on our research projects. Their knowledge 
and perspectives, if not central to the subject matter,  
will certainly enrich the research process and perhaps 
expand the project scope. For instance, Inuit 
research priorities may share common themes with 
important science questions (e.g., changing sea ice or 
ecosystem health), but their rationale may be rooted in 
community well-being and sustainability. Accordingly, 
their research questions and sampling design will have 
a different emphasis, rooted in Inuit knowledge of  
the local environment and shaped by Inuit values  
and priorities.

I am extremely grateful to Labrador Inuit for inviting 
me to be part of their research program. It has been, 
and continues to be, an incredible journey of learning 
and enlightenment and it has added new dimensions 
to my own research efforts and outlook. I have met 
truly inspirational Nunatsiavummiut along the way, 
some of whom are no longer with us; I have become a 
better researcher for having known and worked with 
them. Nakummek. 

Dr Trevor Bell is University Research Professor in Geography 
at Memorial University of Newfoundland. For three decades 
he has worked across the Canadian Arctic on landscape history 
from a variety of perspectives, including climate change impacts 
and human-environment interactions.

 
 

WINNER 
 

APMA Best Atlantic-Published Book Award 
Sponsored by Friesens Corporation 

 
PEDLAR PRESS 

Winter in Tilting:  Slide Hauling in a 
Newfoundland Outport 

by Robert Mellin 

 

 
Presented annually during the Atlantic Book Awards to an Atlantic Canada publisher 

of the printed book which best exemplifies publishing activity in Atlantic Canada. 

Photo credits: Nain Research Centre

Page 38: Rodd Laing (centre) from the Nain Research 
Centre teaches Inuit students how to sample and 
analyze water.

Page 39: The author demonstrates the technique of 
aerial photograph stereoscopic viewing to an aspiring 
young researcher during a Tukisinnik forum community 
outreach event.

Page 40: Harvester/mentor Joey Angnatok (kneeling 
right) works closely with youth from the Going off, 
growing strong program to take measurements at a 
sea-ice thickness monitoring station near Nain.


