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ABSTRACT
The last three decades witnessed an astonishing change of heart among the Mackenzie
Valley and Delta’s aboriginal groups toward the reemerged Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
project and associated industrial development. Vehement confrontation between
indigenous residents of the northern Homelands and proponents of a new industrial
Frontier has given way to mutually beneficial cooperation.
This thesis examines the factors of this attitudinal change. First, the Berger Report and
aboriginal testimonies are used to reveal the roots of the previous native opposition to the
project, i.e., lack of control, inadequate capacities, and possible threats to subsistence.
Next is the analysis of the current aboriginal support of industrial development,
particularly anticipated revenues, business and employment opportunities, and the
prospect of effective resource co-management, which are ensured by various aboriginalindustrial-govemmental agreements, as well as by modem needs of the indigenous
societies. This longitudinal analysis leads to the emergence of the factors which have
prompted native people to change their attitudes (demographic and cultural changes) and
empowered them to undertake the proposed development for the sake of their own
sustainability (native legal, political, economic and informational capacity-building). The
findings suggest that these same factors could contribute to a similar evolution in other
Homeland-Wildemess-Frontier regions.
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PREFACE
My first encounter with the multifaceted Frontier-Homeland-Wildemess clash, which
is characteristic of many natural resource peripheries, was during my geographical
fieldwork in Western Siberia in the late 1990s. Our group of twenty-something students
from the Department of Social and Economic Geography of Foreign Countries, Moscow
State University, was led by my academic advisor, a renowned Americanist and an expert
in Russian regionalism and federalism. We traveled across the huge area of this region
that encompasses a variety of natural landscapes, ranging from the southern steppe to the
northern tundra lands. Western Siberia is extremely rich in natural resources, particularly
in hydrocarbons, which play a crucial role in modem economic development and
everyday life. The demand of the global market for oil and gas, and consequently their
prices, are soaring. To a significant degree, these natural resources are the key to the
economic well-being of the whole country, as they provide most of its export revenues.
As a result, the region is booming: national and international industrial tycoons launch
multi-million dollar projects and ardently lobby the federal and regional governments for
less restrictive pro-development regulation; quick profits attract numerous workers from
all parts of Russia and the former Soviet republics. The region’s major centers that we
visited boasted highways, recreation centers, and supermarkets, which were comparable
to those in Western European and American cities.
Most of the people living and working in Western Siberia are so involved in this
development rush that they seem not to care either about the region’s lakes and rivers,
which are polluted with oil and other industrial spills, or about the miserable state of its

native population. “Outsiders” tend to have little concern about the future of the region,
as most of them plan on leaving as soon as they earn their early “northern retirement;” or,
at least, they try not to notice the grave problems which result from intense industrial
development of these ecologically vulnerable lands that had sustained their indigenous
inhabitants for thousands of years. The traditional aboriginal economy, which was
organized into kolkhozes and sovkhozes (state collective farms) during the Soviet period,
was severely disrupted with the break up of the Soviet system. Most of the region’s
aboriginal residents are largely left out of the modem industrial boom, which not only
brings them few (if any) benefits, but also further undermines their traditional activities.
The laws that protect the aboriginal traditional lands and the northern environment have
been ratified; however, during our travels we hardly noticed any positive results of their
implementation. Basically, the fundamental concepts of aboriginal rights and
environmental protection still remain mere academic theories that are largely unknown to
the majority of ordinary Russians.
In the course of my study at the Northern Studies Program, I have learned about the
experience of Canadian northern aboriginals. The contrast with the situation in Western
Siberia is astonishing. In the Northwest Territories (NWT), specifically, the settings and
the major actors are similar to those in Russia; however, their relationships are strikingly
different. In the past, aboriginal rights in Canada were similarly neglected. In the 1970s,
the Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s native people blocked the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
mega-project via the famous process of the Berger Inquiry. The project was claimed to be
vital for the regional, national and international economies. However, at that time, it

would have brought meager benefits and abundant environmental, social and economic
problems to the region’s indigenous population and to the NWT, in general.
The last quarter of the twentieth century saw a remarkable change of heart among the
aboriginal societies toward the pipeline project and industrial development associated
with it. Today, most of the NWT’s native groups lobby the government for funding and
collaborate on an equal footing with industrial giants to bring the project into reality as
soon as possible. Aboriginal people look forward to huge profits and new employment
and business opportunities that are crucial for economic, political, social, cultural and
environmental sustainability of their communities and for the well-being of their
residents. Various assessment and review boards have been created to reduce as much as
possible the environmental impacts of industrial development. Thus, the traditional
Homelands, the new industrial Frontier, and the pristine Wilderness of the Mackenzie
Valley and Delta region have found a mutually beneficial compromise.
The reasons for the original opposition of the native population to the project
development (i.e., lack of control, inability to participate adequately, relevant sufficiency
of the traditional way of life) are discussed thoroughly in the Berger Report. The Berger
Inquiry gave the region’s indigenous residents an opportunity to communicate their
grievances and concerns to the Canadian public. Some of the original testimonies of the
native representatives are also available on the Internet. Thirty years later, the very same
aboriginal activists who opposed the project in the 1970s express their supportive
attitudes in numerous interviews, press releases of native organizations, and project
documentation. The latter is particularly important, because, in contrast to the 1970s, the

contemporary pipeline proposal has been designed and developed with the active
aboriginal participation. Most of the native people and outside observers, analysts, and
researchers who have been involved in the project agree that this shift in the aboriginal
position stems from various remarkable changes that have taken place since the 1970s,
particularly from the land claims settlement. However, there has not been any satisfactory
analysis of the broad range of these diverse factors of change and intricate links among
them.
In my thesis, I examine thoroughly the process of the remarkable attitudinal evolution
that has taken place within the aboriginal societies of the Mackenzie Valley and Delta
from the 1970s to the present. My goal is to reveal the factors of this change and the
mechanisms of their interaction. Even though there are significant historical, geographic,
cultural and other differences between the NWT and Western Siberia, there are some
common principles that govern the development and operation of various factors which
affect northern aboriginal societies from the outside or emerge within them. At some
point, the interaction of these factors may compel native people to participate in the
modem economic, social and political life and enable them to do this meaningfully and
successfully. The overarching effect of such evolution will be the shift in the relationship
between Frontier and Homelands from confrontation and exclusion to integration and
participation. Therefore, adequate understanding of these factors and forces of change
may be very valuable for the effective transformation of the current situation in such
regions as Western Siberia, where native groups are still marginalized minorities.

X
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1
INTRODUCTION
One of the most debated political-economic topics in North America today is the
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline issue and its implications at the local, regional and national
levels, particularly the distribution of various costs and benefits associated with this
conspicuous endeavor. The project to bring natural gas from the Arctic frontiers to
southern markets touches upon some of the most controversial matters, such as economic
development vs. environmental protection, the division of rights and responsibilities
among the federal, territorial and local governments, minority rights, and national
sovereignty. The overarching issue, which comprises and links together all others, is the
region’s sustainability in economic, social, political, cultural and ecological matters.
Analysis of the historical development of the Mackenzie Valley case reveals the complex
interaction of the major actors within Canadian society and the global arena, as well as
the factors that may bring about considerable changes in the nature of this interaction.
Government officials, corporation managers, representatives of environmental non
governmental organizations and aboriginal groups, media reporters, researchers and
analysts, as well as millions of other Canadians and Americans, have been involved in or
at least followed the development of the pipeline debate. Southerners will be directly
affected by the project’s future, as the modem economy and everyday life are
increasingly dependent on natural gas. In the 1970s, a similar urgent need for oil
resources, which were then crucial for economic development, greatly accelerated the
settlement of the Alaska Native land claims and the construction of the Trans-Alaska
Pipeline. The idea of a northern natural gas pipeline was also ardently debated, but, in
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addition to various legal, financial and technological obstacles, the pressure for such a
pipeline was not strong enough to bring the project into reality. Today, however, the
demand for natural gas, which is the cleanest type of fossil fuel, has increased
considerably, due to new environmental regulations and the altered balance of energy
supply and demand. Furthermore, the pipeline has gained significant support from the
region’s indigenous population, as well as from the territorial government. Extraordinary
interest in the project also stems from the "northern nation” image and self-perception of
Canada. Owing to these “northemess” feelings, processes and decisions that take place in
the North are symbolic for all Canadians.
The Northwest Territories (NWT), the stage of this proposed development, is a typical
resource periphery, a new industrial frontier. Its major features are the geographical
impediments to large-scale development, particularly its remoteness from the world and
national markets, and the export-oriented natural resource-based economy shaped by
external economic and political forces. As a result, this economy is sensitive to
fluctuations of various outside factors and subject to a boom-and-bust cycle. The region’s
economic instability is further aggravated by the non-renewable nature of its major
marketable resources (i.e., hydrocarbons and diamonds) and limited opportunities for re
investment of revenues.
The Mackenzie Valley Pipeline is an example of industrial megaprojects, which are
one of the principle modem features of the frontier economy. Megaprojects are “largescale resource developments financed and managed by multi-national corporations
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designed to meet global needs for primary products.”1 One of the negative aspects of
such endeavors is that usually, after a short initial boom (e.g., a construction phase), most
of the benefits brought by them leave the region, especially, if the local economy is not
diversified well enough to gain from their economic spin-offs. In addition, most of the
non-renewable resource development industries are capital rather than labor intensive. As
a result, they provide few employment opportunities, and these are limited mostly to
short-term positions. Thus, while outsiders reap significant quick profits, indigenous
residents of the northern homelands might end up with serious ecological and social
costs.
For the indigenous population, the Mackenzie Valley case has not been just a pipeline
debate. The project provided an impetus for native people to involve the Canadian state
and general public in the discussion and negotiation of the inherent aboriginal rights. The
aboriginal societies have never accepted the abridgement of their rights to selfdetermination and control over their own future, as well as over the natural and human
resources that would enable them to solve their own problems. These rights were violated
by European newcomers and their descendants, who have imposed their own rules and
norms on the indigenous population. A similar far-reaching debate over the rights of
aboriginal people and their future within dominant non-indigenous societies took place
centuries earlier, at the dawn of European colonization of the New World. In the
sixteenth century, Bartolome de Las Casas, a Dominican priest spoke against the Spanish
Conquest and its cruel oppression of the Indians, whom he regarded as “people with an

1 Robert Bone, TheRegional Geography o f Canada (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 2002), 488.
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evolved culture, with their own social, economic and religious institutions.”2 Las Casas
was confronted by Juan Gines de Sepulveda, Spain’s most famous philosopher of the
time, who justified subjugation of the inferior Indians with the technological superiority
of the European race. According to Sepulveda, it was the Europeans’ duty to bring
economic development and other advances of modem civilization to the primitive
savages of the New World.3 Supporters of this point of view tended and tend to have little
comprehension of the native perspective.
The Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s native groups used the pipeline project as an
effective up-to-date method to convince the contemporary western society of the
legitimacy of the aboriginal demands of self-determination. During the last thirty years
they have struggled to regain their traditional rights and to obtain adequate modem ones.
To a degree, this struggle has been prompted by the significant demographic, economic
and cultural changes that have taken place within the aboriginal societies as a result of
their interaction with the non-aboriginal world. These changes require new capacities and
resources that will enable native people to withstand modem challenges and to occupy a
rightful and meaningful place in the contemporary way of life into which most of them
have been forced.
To understand various developments in the aboriginal North, one has to comprehend
and take into consideration the intimately linked fundamental priorities of aboriginal
societies: land, economic sustainability, communal/collective interests, and self

2 Thomas Berger,A Long and Terrible Shadow: White Values, Native Rights in the Americas, 1492 -1 9 9 2
(Vancouver / Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 1991), 22.
3 Ibid., 20-21.
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government. Providing native people with food, clothing, and shelter for thousands of
years, the land has been the basis of their survival and cultural identity. Traditionally, all
members of a community had an equal right to use it; and products derived from the land
were shared among all residents for the sake of their collective, as well as individual,
well-being. The aboriginal societies were based on the traditions of cooperation,
interdependence, and reciprocity, which to a significant degree direct their modem life as
well. Today, the land and its natural riches play the same crucial role in sustainable
development of aboriginal communities as they did in the past. Wildlife products still
provide a considerable share of native people’s food, especially in small remote villages,
and help them maintain their traditional cultural values. However, non-renewable
resources, which are the region’s major source of revenues, are essential for the
sustainability of the modem aboriginal communities and for the well-being of their
residents. Hence, the aspiration of the indigenous population to be able to participate
rightfully in the management and use of both renewable and non-renewable is natural and
reasonable.
The Mackenzie Valley Pipeline case illustrates very clearly the change in the position
of the indigenous population. The remarkable shift in the attitudes of the region’s
aboriginal groups toward the pipeline is probably the most peculiar and significant
element of the project’s evolving political, social, technological, economic and cultural
context. The vehement opposition of native people to the project in the 1970s has largely
given way to their enthusiastic support for industrial development in the 1990s. What was
once feared as the final attack that would destroy the traditional way of life and bring
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devastation and despair to the native societies, is viewed today as the fastest and most
appropriate avenue toward prosperity and sustainability of the aboriginal communities.
The native leaders, who once were ready to lay down their lives in the struggle against
the powerful industrial tycoons, are their contemporary partners and allies, lobbying for
the pipeline at all levels of political power. Today, most of the region’s aboriginal
residents look forward to their full and beneficial participation in the project.
The focus of my study is the factors that have led to this “the change of heart” of the
Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s indigenous population toward the pipeline project, which
is representative of frontier industrial development in general from the 1970s to the
present. I will analyze the origins of these factors and the mechanisms of their complex
interaction. The place occupied today by the region’s native people in the pipeline debate,
as well as in the modem society and economy in general, is the outcome of this intricate
interrelation and interaction among various factors and forces of change. None of these
internal and external, developed and imposed factors by themselves alone would have led
to such a radical change in the attitudes of the aboriginal societies to the pipeline project.
On the other hand, individual factors have had a much broader range of implications
that go far beyond the pipeline development. The land claims settlements, for example,
have become the key to the native groups’ support of the project. However, they have
also contributed significantly to other political, legal, economic and social achievements
of the indigenous population in its struggle for self-determination and sustainable
development. Various provisions and broad impacts of the land claims settlements are
described in detail in the relevant agreements and studies. For the purpose of this thesis, I
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will concentrate only on the role of the land claims in the aboriginal capacity-building
that has been essential for the equal and beneficial participation of native people in the
pipeline project.
Another limitation of my study is that I do not intend to examine in depth various
direct and indirect effects of the project on the region and its population, particularly the
indigenous one. These effects will be discussed only to the degree necessary to compare
the arguments of the native groups’ previous opposition to the project with the reasons
for their current support of it. This comparison will enable me to extract the factors of
change and to reveal the internal links among them. Comprehensive analyses of the
project’s multifaceted impacts both in the past and in the present have been done within
multiple project assessment studies undertaken by governmental agencies (e.g., the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND), the National Energy
Board), pipeline proponents, and aboriginal and environmental organizations. The reports
produced as a result of these studies and various documents related to them are available
in libraries and on the Internet.
I base my analysis of the position of the aboriginal groups in the pipeline debate in the
1970s on the Berger Report, the final product of the Berger Inquiry hearings. The
comprehensive summaries of those proceedings are available in six volumes edited by the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development. Some of the original
testimonies and interviews with the participants in the hearings are also available on the
Internet. As one of the major public events in the 1970s, the process of the Inquiry was
closely followed by the national and regional media, particularly by the Canadian
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Broadcasting Corporation (CBC). In the context of the reemerged interest in the project,
the CBC commemorated the twenty-fifth anniversary of Berger’s famous Report with a
special series on the Inquiry and various developments related to it that have taken place
since then. As I focus on the attitudes of the indigenous population, I have tried to avoid
using such sources as the proposals of the oil and gas companies, because native people
considered these companies their antithesis.
Analysis of the current role of the aboriginal population in the project development is
based on a variety of sources, due to the strong presence and meaningful participation of
aboriginal people in territorial politics, the regional economy, and social life, as well as
their extensive interaction with mass media. Numerous pipeline-related interviews with
aboriginal politicians, business managers, and ordinary people, many of whom actually
participated in the Berger Inquiry, are available on the Internet and in print media (e.g.,
News/North). In addition, various aboriginal organizations publish very informative
newsletters, in which industrial development, particularly its costs and benefits for the
indigenous population, is one of the major issues addressed. Furthermore, I have used
various documents prepared by the project proponents (e.g., the Memorandum of
Understanding for a Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, the Mackenzie Gas Project Preliminary
Information Package), because one of them is the Aboriginal Pipeline Group (APG),
which presents the position of most of the Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s indigenous
groups.
Thus, throughout my research, I have tried to rely on what the region’s aboriginal
inhabitants have to say about the positive and negative effects of the project on their lives
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and their own roles in this development. In addition, I have tried to isolate the quartercentury factors of change related to the Mackenzie Valley case by studying certain
published sources that describe the general historical evolution of the political, economic
and social landscape of the NWT (e.g., “Arctic Revolution: Social Change in the
Northwest Territories, 1935-1994” by J. Hamilton, “Whose North: Political Change,
Political Development, and Self-Government in the Northwest Territories” by M.
Dickerson). The work of some researchers was especially closely related to the theme of
my thesis (e.g., Kary, A., “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples: The Land
Claims Process, Attitudinal Change, and Oil and Gas Development in the Western
Northwest Territories,” Abele, F., “The Berger Inquiry and the Politics of Transformation
in the Mackenzie Valley”). However, these works concentrate mostly on various political
developments that have resulted from the Berger Inquiry. Unlike them, I will isolate a
larger variety of political, legal, economic, social, cultural and demographic factors and
analyze how their interaction has brought about the change in the attitudes of the region’s
native population toward the pipeline project and industrial development associated with
it. Moreover, both Kary and Abele wrote their respective theses in the 1980s, before the
reemergence of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project. Since then, there have been
numerous significant developments in native capacity-building, as well as multifaceted
changes in the political, economic and social context of the rapidly advancing project.
The thesis has four chapters:
-

Chapter 1 reveals the three images of the North: industrial Frontier, native
Homeland, and vulnerable Wilderness. First, it describes the land, i.e., the
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Mackenzie Valley and Delta region, particularly its abundant non-renewable
resources, the natural obstacles to industrial development, and the vulnerable
nature of northern ecosystems. Then, this chapter describes the region’s
indigenous population, particularly the history of its contact with the non
aboriginal society, the changes brought by this interaction and the persistence of
subsistence and the traditional cultures, despite all changes.
Chapter 2 describes the struggle between proponents of the Frontier and
indigenous inhabitants of the northern Homelands in the 1970s and emphasizes the
significance of the Berger Inquiry in this struggle. First, this chapter describes the
original project of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline and its context. Then, it focuses
on the reasons for the native opposition that was prompted by the colonial aspects
of the project and its possible detrimental impacts on the aboriginal societies that
had neither control over the proposed development nor adequate capacities to
participate in it. Finally, this chapter concentrates on the role of the Inquiry in the
initial emergence of the native political, organizational and informational
capacities. The remainder of this chapter describes the rapid evolution of the native
political, social and economic context at the time of the Mackenzie Valley Inquiry.
Chapter 3 analyzes the reasons for the contemporary union and cooperation
between the Frontier and the Homelands and numerous benefits that are expected
to result from this relationship. It opens up with the discussion of the modem
economic, political and social context, which has made “the pipeline dream” a
reality. Then, this chapter turns to the framework that has been created to ensure
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the equal and beneficial participation of the region’s indigenous population in the
modem, frontier-type development of their homelands.
Chapter 4 is the core of my thesis. It reveals the factors of change that have
developed over the last quarter of a century and that eventually contributed to the
remarkable shift in the native attitudes toward the pipeline and industrial
development in general from opposition to support. First, this chapter analyzes the
major instruments and forces of native legal, political, economic and informational
capacity-building. It concentrates on the fundamental role of the land claims
settlement in this process. Second, this chapter reveals the elements of the social,
cultural and economic evolution that have compelled the native societies to make a
choice in favor of frontier-type development. Thus, the interaction of capacity
enhancement and various evolutionary forces has brought about the integration of
the native Homelands with the industrial Frontier.
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CHAPTER 1
SETTING: THE LAND AND ITS PEOPLE
When, in 1974, Judge Berger agreed to conduct an inquiry into the proposed
Mackenzie Valley pipeline, he stated that his ultimate goal was “to consider the social,
environmental and economic impact of a gas pipeline and an energy corridor”4 on the
Canadian northern lands, their abundant wildlife, and their diverse population,
representing four races and speaking seven languages. In his report, Berger stressed the
vulnerability of this vast wilderness, stretching across the tundra and taiga natural zones
and encompassing a variety of habitats, many of which are unique and crucial for the
survival of certain species, e.g., the calving grounds of the Porcupine caribou in the
Northern Yukon. He emphasized that this was not just a debate about a pipeline but a
multi-faceted forum, touching on a multitude of issues: industrial progress, sustainable
development of Aboriginal communities, territorial, national and international politics,
national sovereignty and identity, history of contact and relations between the Native and
the white people, Native rights and self-government, cultural values, education,
alcoholism and other social problems, ecological balance, northern climate, life cycles of
various wildlife populations... All of these were significant factors affecting attitudes
towards the proposed pipeline project; and they play the same role in the current pipeline
debate.
The geographical, demographic and historical context is crucial for understanding the
pipeline debate, because it reveals three distinct images of the North that, to a significant
4 Thomas Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland: The Report o f the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
Inquiry, new rev. ed. (Vancouver/Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 1988), 31.
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degree, determine the perspective of Native people on their region’s future development.
Many southerners imagine the North as a rich treasure house of natural resources, which,
with modem technologies and financial resources, can be efficiently turned into a new
development frontier. The urban society also often cherishes the image of “pristine
northern wilderness.” On the other hand, northern indigenous inhabitants regard the
North as their traditional homeland and try to reclaim their inherent master rights over it.
These three images and their elements must be considered and distinguished to evaluate
the nature and various consequences of the pipeline project, and, if it is approved, to
ensure its advantageousness for all actors involved and its environmental safety.
The Northwest Territories (NWT) are located in the center of the Canadian Territorial
North, between the Yukon Territory in the west and Nunavut in the east. Despite the
region’s remoteness and isolation, it is quite exposed to the cultural, ideological and
economic influence of the United States, Canada’s powerful neighbor and its major
trading partner. Communication systems and computer technologies have brought
American mass culture even to the most isolated native communities. Promoting their
people’s traditional rights, aboriginal leaders in the NWT often take into consideration
the experience of their American (especially Alaskan) neighbors. Demand of American
producers and consumers often plays a major role in setting the prices of the NWT’s
natural resources. This, along with investment decisions of American businessmen,
strongly influences levels of production, the national and territorial industrial and
environmental policies and regulations, and the region’s economic well-being. Pierre
Trudeau, the Canadian prime minister from 1968 to 1979, compared the multi-faceted
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effects of Canada’s location adjacent to the U.S. to “sleeping with an elephant: No matter
how friendly and even-tempered the beast, one is affected by every twitch and grunt.”5
The intricate linkage between the NWT and the U.S. has a number of natural
foundations. For many generations, several northern aboriginal groups have used various
wildlife species (e.g., caribou, whales, etc.) that freely cross international and
interprovincial boundaries, following their traditional migratory routes. Also, multi
national industrial corporations explore and develop oil and gas fields, extending across
the Arctic from Alaska to the Canadian Arctic Islands. On the one hand, these natural
bonds present opportunities for cooperation on environmental and/or economic matters;
but, on the other hand, they also create the threat of shared environmental consequences
of industrial development. Furthermore, they may cause tough competition among
communities and regions for business investments and government funding.
The NWT is a land of remarkable geographic, climatic and cultural diversity (see Fig.
1). Occupying one third of the nation’s area (over 1.18 million sq km), it stretches across
four of Canada’s physiographic regions: the Arctic Lands in the north, the Interior Plains
in the central part, the Cordillera in the west, and the Canadian Shield in the east.6 The
Mackenzie Mountains form the region’s western boundary. Great Bear and Great Slave
lakes, bordering the Mackenzie Valley in the east, are, respectively, the fourth and sixth
largest lakes in North America.
Most of the Mackenzie Valley and the southern two-thirds of the Delta lie within the

5 Pierre Trudeau, as quoted in: Bone, Regional
6 Ibid., 46.
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Taiga Plains Subarctic Ecozone (see Fig. 2). This is the land of shrub tundra in the north
and dense boreal forests further south. The outer one-third of the Mackenzie Delta is
occupied by barren tundra of the Tuktoyaktuk Coastal Plain of the Southern Arctic
Ecozone,7which borders the Beaufort Sea. Most of this “frozen” sea’s surface is
permanently covered by the polar pack ice, which is often over five meters thick and can
be penetrated only by large ice-breakers. During the short summer, smaller ships use a
narrow strip of open water between the shore and the pack ice to supply the coastal
communities.8
The NWT is one of North America’s last major, though still little explored, resource
frontiers. Its abundant mineral riches include gold and diamonds, lead and zinc, oil and
gas. Hydrocarbons are especially important both for Canada and for the U.S., because
they fuel their industrial development and are crucial for maintaining the modem way of
life. Demand for natural gas, particularly, is high year round: it is used for heating in
winter and for air conditioning in summer. It is the cleanest mineral source of large-scale
electrical generation, but, until recently, this process was expensive. Technological
advances of the last five years made it economically competitive and, along with stricter
environmental regulations, spurred the conversion of coal-fired power plants to cleaner
natural gas. In addition, extraction and use of natural gas are economically efficient, as
they ensure a more complex use of natural resources. Gas, for example, is often a by
product of oil production; and both natural gas and the byproduct steam of electrical

7 Environment Canada, “Descriptions of Ecozones and Ecoregions of Canada” in State o f the Environment
Infobase (Ottawa, 1991) [database and publication on-line]; available from http://www.ec.gc.ca/soer-ree.
8 Bone, Regional Geography, 523.
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generation are used for a number of other technological processes.9The Mackenzie Delta
gas also has another peculiar natural and economic advantage. It is sweet gas, which is
cheaper to process than sour gas, containing compounds that must be removed, thus
raising production costs.10
The total undiscovered natural gas potential of the Canadian northern frontiers is
estimated to be around 48 percent of the country’s potential recoverable gas.11 In the
NWT, the most significant reserves are located in the sedimentary deposits of the Interior
Plains along the Mackenzie Valley (the Western Sedimentary Basin), and in the
Mackenzie Delta and the adjacent offshore area of the Arctic Lands region. The BeaufortMackenzie Oil and Gas Basin is the central portion in the chain of hydrocarbon fields,
stretching from the Alaska North Slope across the Beaufort Sea to the Canadian Arctic
Islands. The shallow waters of the Beaufort Sea, which are often less than fifty meters
deep, facilitate offshore oil and gas drilling. Exploration in the Arctic is hardened both by
natural constraints that raise production and transportation costs (e.g., severe climate,
isolation, permafrost) and by strict and constantly changing environmental regulations.
Despite these impediments, some major deposits of oil and gas have been discovered here
since the 1970s, and the potential for new discoveries remains very high. The Delta’s
proven onshore and offshore reserves already exceed nine trillion cubic feet (Tcf), i.e.,
over 12 percent of Canada’s remaining discovered reserves of natural gas, even though
9 Thorunn Howatt, “Natural Gas Fuels New, Cleaner Forms of Power Generators,” Oil & Gas Drum,
supplement of News/North, November 2002, B12.
10 Doug Ashbury, “Delta Gas Heats up: Inuvialuit, Feds Open up Land for Exploration Bids,”
Opportunities North, supplement of
News/North,June 2000, C19.
11 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Northern Oil and Gas Directorate, Petroleum Exploration in
Northern Canada: A Guide to Oil and Gas Exploration and Potential (Ottawa, 1995) [publication on-line];
available from http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/oil/bkgd/prosnectus/index e.html. 1.
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only about two hundred wells have been drilled (about 30 percent of them successful),
compared to the over fifty-seven thousand wells in Alberta. The hypothetical reserves of
the Beaufort-Delta region are estimated to be over sixty-four trillion cubic feet.12
However, the only current use of these riches is a short pipeline built in 1999 to bring gas
to the Delta town of Inuvik.
The Mackenzie Valley can serve as a “natural transportation corridor,”13 linking
northern natural resources to southern markets, and local consumers, residing in remote
aboriginal communities, to southern suppliers. It is the main artery of the second largest
river system in North America (after the Mississippi-Missouri river system), which
extends 4,250 km and drains 1.8 million sq km. Besides the Mackenzie River, it also
includes numerous smaller rivers (e.g., the Peace, Athabasca, Liard, Hay, Peel, South
Nahanni and Slave rivers) and three major lakes (Great Slave, Great Bear and
Athabasca). Within the NWT, the Mackenzie, Canada’s longest river, crosses about 1,800
km, flowing from Great Slave Lake north into the Arctic Ocean. Its channel is everchanging, being re-shaped by sudden floods of water and ice after annual freeze-ups.14
The Mackenzie Delta, one of Canada's largest deltas, composed of a myriad of wetlands,
active alluvial channels, and estuarine deposits, is more than 160 km long. Native people
call the Mackenzie River “Deh Cho,” which means "Big River.” The river received its
“white” name from fur trader Sir Alexander Mackenzie, who, in 1789 became the first
l2Ibid., 2;
Amy McLellan, ed., “Playing for High Stakes” in “Canada: Oil, Gas, and Energy,” Canadian Energy,
supplement of Energy Day (London) (Summer 2002): 17.
13 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 116.
14 P.D.N. Hebert, ed., “Mackenzie River (Northwest Territories)” in Canada’s Aquatic Environments
(Ontario: University of Guelph, 2000) [publication on-line]; available from
http://www.aauatic.uoguelph.ca/rivers/mackenz.htm.

20

European to travel down the Mackenzie from Lake Athabasca to the Arctic Ocean and to
establish contact with the local native people. Later, several fur trading posts, which
gradually evolved into aboriginal settlements, were established along the river valley.15
Along with the natural factors favorable for industrial development, such as abundant
resources with great potential and a natural transportation corridor, there are significant
challenges, making this work very difficult, risky and expensive. First, there is the
transportation problem. The region is very isolated and remote. Fort Simpson and Hay
River, in the upper streams of the Mackenzie Valley, are major transportation centers of
the NWT. The latter even has railroad access. North of Fort Simpson, however, yearround road access is possible only along the Mackenzie Highway that goes up to
Wrigley. Further north, along the larger portion of the river valley, road transportation is
limited to winter roads and hindered by insufficient infrastructure and seasonal
constraints. Numerous lakes, rivers, channels and wetlands cover 25 - 50 percent of the
area and make it difficult to traverse. As a result, most roads have to be closed during the
spring break-up period from March to June. The only highway, which indirectly links the
Delta area to the south, is the Dempster Highway between Inuvik and Dawson in the
Yukon Territory. The Dempster, in turn, is connected by two highways to the Alaska
Highway, the main transportation artery in the Western Arctic and Sub-Arctic. Thus,
most of the heavy equipment and pipeline material for the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
project will have to be transported by barge on the Mackenzie River within three summer

15 Bone, Regional Geography, 498.
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months, from late June to late September.16 On the other hand, pipeline construction will
be limited to 125 - 150 days in winter when ice-rich ground is frozen and heavy machines
do not sink.17To coordinate both short summer transportation and winter construction,
project logistics will have to be thoroughly organized and very accurately scheduled.
The second natural impediment is the northern climate, characterized by short cool
summers and long, very cold winters. The mean annual temperature in the region is from
-11.5°C in the Delta to -2.5°C in the southern parts of the Mackenzie Valley. The
summer mean temperature ranges from 4.5°C in the north to 13°C in the south, and the
winter mean, respectively, from -26.5°C to -19°C.18 This extreme climatic harshness
affects human activities and increases costs of equipment and facility maintenance.
The third obstacle is permafrost, which, with varying ice content in the form of ice
wedges and pingos, underlies most of the Mackenzie Valley. Even though the oil and gas
industry has gained much experience from similar pipeline projects, particularly from the
Trans-Alaska (Alyeska) and the Norman Wells-Zama pipelines, there is still a possibility
of serious engineering and environmental problems. In the areas of ice-rich ground,
removal of the insulating vegetation layer during pipeline construction and above zero
pipeline temperatures may cause permafrost thawing and degradation. This would result
in instability and erosion of slopes and riverbanks and jeopardize the integrity of the pipe

16 Aboriginal Pipeline Group and Mackenzie Delta Producers Group, Mackenzie Gas Project Preliminary
Information Package (Yellowknife, 2003) [publication on-line]; available from
http.V/www.mackenziegasproiect.com/index.asp. 5-5.
17 Howatt, “Billion Dollar Payoff,” Oil & Gas Drum, November 2002, B4.
18 Environment Canada, State o f the Environment.
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through its differential settlement.19 To prevent thawing, the pipeline companies plan to
chill gas along the northern portions of the route with the use of special “chillers,” which
per se is quite technologically sophisticated and expensive. Moreover, according both to
the Berger Report and to the recent research by Kavik-AXYS Inc. and LGL Limited
Environmental Research Associates, in the areas of discontinuous permafrost and at
waterway crossings, the chilled gas may freeze previously unfrozen ground and create
“frost heave,” which could result in pipeline ruptures.20 Thus, special insulation and
restoration techniques will have to be used to prevent these problems.
The vast expanses of the NWT are not only a rich treasurehouse of mineral resources,
but are also home to an astonishing variety of abundant wildlife. The Arctic Coastal Plain
is inhabited by herds of Peary and Bathurst caribou, muskoxen, arctic hares, and
muskrats. The southern boreal forest provides vital habitat for moose, woodland caribou,
black bears, hares, red foxes, lynx, wolves, arctic ground squirrels, beavers, and minks. A
variety of birds are present, including raptors, songbirds, ptarmigan, and waterfowl. The
Delta offshore marine environment is home to walrus, seal, beluga whale, and polar bear
populations. Lakes and rivers contain numerous fish species, including trout and
whitefish that play a major role in the native people's diet. Many wildlife species,
especially caribou, not only provide essential food supplies, but also have a special

19 Kavik-AXYS Inc. and LGL Limited Environmental Research Associates, Overview o f Key Issues and
Data Gaps Related to Development and Transportation o f Gas from the Western Canadian Arctic and
Alaska (Inuvik: Kavik-AXYS Inc., 2001), 57.
20 Ibid., 58;
Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 16-17, 51-52.
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cultural significance for the region's aboriginal population.21
For a long time, most of the northern wilderness was protected from the encroachment
of modem industry and large-scale construction by the adverse natural factors discussed
earlier. Recent technological advances, however, have alleviated many of these
environmental challenges, exposing the North to a new surge of non-renewable resource
development. Its direct and cumulative effects, stressed in the Berger Report, can easily
disrupt this severe environment, distinguished by a “knife-edge [ecological] balance.”22
The Delta, for example, with its multitude of wetlands, rivers, and channels, has a
“sponge-like” nature, which can easily be polluted, but is very difficult to clean.23
Vulnerability of northern bio-systems is the outcome of slow growth rates, simple food
chains and significant cyclic oscillations. Furthermore, the northern coastal region has
many ecologically “critical” areas, crucial for the well-being and even the survival of
entire wildlife populations, e.g., the Porcupine caribou calving grounds in the Northern
Yukon, the raptors’ nesting areas on the Old Crow Flats, the nesting areas of various
migrating birds in the Delta, and the whale calving grounds offshore.24The Mackenzie
Valley does not have such serious ecological considerations, but is also very
environmentally sensitive. On the whole, any industrial development in the region will
have to be controlled by strict regulation standards and comprehensive environmental

21 National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy, Aboriginal Communities and Non
renewable Resource Development: State o f the Debate (Ontario, 2001), 12.
22 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 39.
23 Ibid., 86.
24 Id., Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland: The Report o f the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry, vol. 2,
Terms and Conditions (Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services, 1977), XV.
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impact assessment procedures that would ensure protection of its wilderness, which is of
regional, national, and international significance.
On the other hand, the North, this last “Wilderness” and the new development
“Frontier,” is also the millennia-old native people’s “Homeland.” The proposed pipeline
route would cross the traditional lands of the Gwich’in, the Deh Cho, the Sahtu, and the
Inuvialuit (see Fig. 3). The first three are Mackenzie Valley Indian tribes, collectively
calling themselves “the Dene,” i.e., “the people.” The Gwich’in, originating in Alaska’s
Interior, inhabit both the river valley and part of the Delta. In the latter region, their
neighbors are the Inuvialuit of the Mackenzie Delta and the Beaufort Sea islands, which
are one of the two Inuit groups present in Canada. The word “Inuit” also means “the
people” in the Inuklitut language. Before the arrival of Europeans that established furtrade and police posts in the region, the Dene and the Inuit were traditional enemies,
especially in the Delta, where they competed for food and furs.25 The original inhabitants
of the Mackenzie Delta, the Mackenzie Inuit, were virtually annihilated by the diseases
brought by American whalers in 1880-1910. Gradually, this region was resettled by their
surviving descendents that intermarried with the Inupiat Inuit, who had moved in from
Alaska, and with white trappers. This new mixed indigenous group is now known as the
Inuvialuit.26
For several generations, due to the severe environment and remoteness, the region’s
aboriginal inhabitants had almost no contact with white people, even though trade goods

25 John Hamilton, Arctic Revolution: Social Change in the Northwest Territories, 1935-1994
(Toronto/Niagara Falls: Dundum Press, 1994), 12.
26 Bone, Regional Geography, 493.
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were passed on to them by other native groups that traded with Europeans. First fur
traders entered the Dene lands in the 1770s. In the middle of the nineteenth century, they
were followed by missionaries. In the 1870s, the Inuit of the Beaufort Sea coast started
trading with American whalers for fur and game and later joined them in whaling
operations. During this early contact period, guns, ammunition, traps and other European
products, as well as missionary schools and hospitals, were introduced into the traditional
lifestyle of the region's native residents, who gradually became dependent upon white
people for many basic goods and services. Europeans, on the other hand, depended upon
aboriginals for fur supply, northern harvesting technologies, geographical information,
and, often, food and shelter. Thus, at that time, the two groups were equal economic
partners, mutually interested in each other. However, their interaction also led to serious
demographic, social and cultural changes. White people brought alcohol and new
diseases, which desolated entire villages. Sexual relations and intermarriages between
white men and native women resulted in the emergence of new mixed groups that were
often tom between the two cultures. Missionary work of the Roman Catholic and
Anglican churches disrupted many traditional practices and institutions. Modem gear
made trapping and hunting easier and, along with the growing demand for furs, prompted
the substitution of collective subsistence activities for individual commercial pursuits.27
The legal foundation of the Crown’s policy toward the First Nations was set as early
as in 1763 with the Royal Proclamation. This decree called for friendly relations with
indigenous people, ensured protection of their rights by the Crown, and reserved all
27 Frances Abele, “The Berger Inquiry and the Politics of Transformation in the Mackenzie Valley” (Ph. D.
diss., York University, 1983), 24-26, 28, 32.
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existing aboriginal lands for their exclusive use.28 These special responsibilities of the
federal government for native people and their traditional lands were transferred to
Canada under the British Order-in-Council of 1870, when the Dominion authorities
acquired “Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory,” previously administered by
the Hudson’s Bay Company.29 However, for several decades following that transaction,
the North had been largely ignored. The discovery of gold in the Yukon and oil near Fort
Norman (later renamed Norman Wells) at the turn of the century encouraged the
government to secure its “ownership” of the native lands by negotiating Treaties 8 (1899)
and 11 (1921). The negotiations, however, were mere formalities. The First Nations had
not been consulted and did not understand the meaning of the treaties, viewing them as
agreements of “peace and friendship.” On the other hand, from the government’s
perspective, the treaties were intended to extinguish aboriginal land rights and title in
exchange for cash payments, the establishment of reserves, and the guaranteed “right to
hunt, trap and fish throughout the Treaty area,.. .except in those areas taken up for
settlement, mining, timber cutting, etc..”30 Basically, the First Nations were given no
choice but to sign them, thus, securing at least some minor rights.
The development of commercial mining in the region at the beginning of the twentieth
century offered its aboriginal residents meager economic benefits. Only a few aboriginals
became involved in the wage economy as laborers, e.g., in cleaning and boat
transportation. In the early 1920s, Imperial Oil started petroleum production at Norman
28 Government of the Northwest Territories, Office of the Premier, “Aboriginal Peoples and the Crown - A
Changing Relationship: Supplementary Booklet 1” in Aboriginal Self-Government in the Northwest
Territories (Yellowknife: NWT Executive, 1999), 3.
29 Ibid., 5.
30 Ibid., 6.
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Wells for regional use, but by the end of the 1930s, there still had not been a single native
person directly employed in it. On the other hand, exploration activities were
accompanied by social disruption in aboriginal settlements, especially during the
Klondike gold rush, when white men inundated the region on their way to the gold
fields.31Fortunately for the indigenous population, further industrial development in the
region was suspended by the Great Depression, changes in the government’s policy
towards “the opening up” of Canada’s northern frontiers, and new discoveries of mineral
riches in the south. As a result, the North and its aboriginal inhabitants were again
“forgotten” by the government and industry for several decades.
Interest in the Western Arctic, particularly in its strategic importance, re-emerged
during World War II and later during the Cold War years. A series of construction and
defense projects (e.g., the Alaska Highway, a winter road from the Mackenzie Valley to
Alberta, the Canol pipeline, an oil refinery in Whitehorse, the Distant Early Warning
Line) resulted in a new influx of white outsiders. These were American military men and
construction workers,32 whose massive presence posed a serious threat to Canada’s
sovereignty over the Arctic. This new political challenge added to the federal
government’s concerns about the increasing regionalism of the provinces. Trying to find
some unifying symbol of the national power that would help solve both problems,
Canada turned its attention to the North. Another important factor of this re-emerged
interest in the northern frontiers was the post-war economic growth both in Canada and in
the U.S., which required more natural resources. When Canadians “rediscovered” the
31 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 35-36.
32 Ibid., 57-58.
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northern lands in the 1950s, they were shocked and ashamed to learn of the high death
rates and the appalling life circumstances of the aboriginal population. The antecedent
decline of the fur market in the context of the overall depletion of wildlife, resulting from
over-exploitation at the beginning of the twentieth century and the subsequent
unproductive stages of the biological cycles, brought disastrous starvation. In addition,
native people suffered from a variety of diseases, particularly tuberculosis.33
In the late 1950s - early 1960s, to address both the national political and economic
concerns and the aboriginal problems, the federal government launched a number of
community development and education programs in the northern regions. Provided with
warm houses, reliable supply of clean water, schools, nursing stations, government
facilities, recreation centers, stores, TVs, and other “white” goods and services, native
people have been increasingly adopting Euro-Canadian lifestyles.
On the other hand, aboriginal people have preserved close ties to their traditional
cultures and with increasing strength, emphasize their distinct identities. As Chief Frank
T’Seleie of Fort Good Hope said, the native population is “like the river that flows and
changes, yet is always the same.”34 The profound attachment to the natural environment
is still the main feature of aboriginal societies. For native people, the land, which
sustained their ancestors for thousands of years, is “more than just a source of food or
cash. It is the permanent source of their security and of their sense of well-being,... the

33 Mark Dickerson, Whose North?: Political Change, Political Development, and Self-Government in the
Northwest Territories (Vancouver: UBCPress, 1992), 49, 54.
34 Frank T ’Seleie, as quoted in: Martin O'Malley, The Past and Future Land: An Account o f the Berger
Inquiry into the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline (Toronto: P. Martin Associates Limited, 1976), 16.
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basis of what they are as people.”35 Stewardship of the land and natural resources, which
constitute the greatest “legacy for future generations,”36 is regarded by indigenous people
as their primal duty. Modem technologies have not suppressed the traditional activities,
but have adjusted them to the changing social and economic context. Today, most native
hunters, trappers and fishermen reside in steadily growing permanent settlements and,
along with pursuing subsistence activities, work as wage employees. To obtain sufficient
supplies of “country food,” they have to go further away and use more effective means of
harvesting. As a result, they become more dependent on modem machines and gear that
are rather expensive, especially considering the scarceness of cash in small villages. In
the early 1990s, a snowmobile cost around three thousand dollars; a good hunting rifle
three-four hundred; a box of shells around twenty dollars.37 Today, a snowmobile, which
lasts four-five years, may cost as much as twenty thousand dollars in a local retail store,38
in addition to which harvesters must pay for gas and spare parts.
To a significant degree, persistence of the aboriginal cultures, particularly
subsistence, can be attributed to the geographic features hindering the region’s
development and its current settlement pattern. Out of the NWT’s total population of
forty-two thousand residents, native people account for over half. Most of them are
scattered across the NWT’s huge area, among more than thirty communities ranging in

35 Peter Usher, as quoted in Ibid., 254.
36 National Round Table, Aboriginal Communities, 11.
' Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 271.
38 Bone, Regional Geography, 527.
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population from less than five residents to over seventeen thousand people.39
Yellowknife, the territorial capital, is home only to 18 percent of the NWT's indigenous
population, compared to 44 percent of its total population. About 25 percent of the
region's aboriginal people live in three communities (Hay River, Inuvik, and Fort Smith)
with population sizes of more than two thousand residents, half of whom are of native
ancestry. The remaining 57 percent of the NWT's natives live in twenty-nine
communities, which except for Norman Wells, Fort Simpson and Enterprise, are 90
percent or more aboriginal.40 Thus, most of the territorial area is occupied by the
aboriginal population, while white people are concentrated in few larger hubs.
Most of the region’s settlements are small and, as a result, cannot benefit from
economies of scale either in production or in trade. Imported food is of limited variety
and very expensive; moreover, it is alien to native people’s traditional preferences and
not fully compatible with their nutritional demands. Therefore, “country food,”
accounting for 20-80 percent of the aboriginal diet,41 is still deemed essential. Around 45
percent of native persons fifteen years old and older go hunting and fishing, and almost
one fourth representatives of this demographic group gather berries. In the highly
productive Mackenzie Valley and Delta, this dependence on country food is even higher.
There, it is used in approximately 90 percent of all households. One fourth of the Delta’s
households and 40 percent of those in the Valley obtain most or all of their consumed

39 NWT Bureau of Statistics, “Population by Aboriginal Identity and Community” and “Census Populations
by Region and Community” in
2001Census Data (Yellowknife, 2001) [database on-line]; ava
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/Statinfo/Census/census%2001/ 2001census.html.
40 National Round Table, Aboriginal Communities, 14.
41 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 271.
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meat and fish products from hunting and fishing. In the Deh Cho region, the percentage
of subsistence households is especially high and has increased significantly in the last
few years (from 27 percent in 1999 to over 40 percent in 2002).42 Besides providing for
their own families, hunters and fishermen still widely share their harvests, paying
particular attention to providing for elders and single-mother families. In the past, in this
traditional culture of collectivism, one man could support up to forty other people.43
The three “faces” (i.e., new industrial Frontier, last Wilderness, and indigenous
people’s traditional Homeland) that comprise the complex and diverse nature of the
NWT’s Mackenzie Valley and Delta region, described in this chapter, were brought to
the attention of all Canadians through the famous Berger Inquiry in the 1970s. Both then
and today, these regional images have considerable political and social power. Their
interaction, expressed in the struggle of those who promote each of them, strongly
influences northern decision-making. The changing role of these images has been a major
factor in the development of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline debate and the evolution of
attitudes towards the pipeline.
The example of the aboriginal population’s position in the debate is especially
peculiar. In the 1970s, native residents of the Mackenzie Valley and Delta emphasized
the importance of subsistence, i.e., the region’s wildlife, for economic, social and cultural
well-being of their communities. According to them, the land had been the basis of their
homelands’ survival and sustainability for thousands of years; and they wanted to

42 NWT Bureau of Statistics, 2002 NWT Regional employment & Harvesting Survey: Summary o f Results
(Yellowknife, May 2003) [publication on-line]; available from
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/Statinfo/Labour/2002LFS/LFS 2002.pdf. 4-5.
43 Rene Lamothe, as quoted in Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 200.
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preserve their land-based traditional lifestyle for future generations. Native people also
sided with environmental organizations, defending “pristine wilderness” that could be
destroyed by the encroachment of industrial development. They stressed the fragile
nature of northern eco-systems and their vulnerability to external impacts.
The controversial issues, raised by the indigenous inhabitants of the northern lands,
remain a serious concern. As has been shown, despite all outside influences, native
people still keep very close ties with their traditional cultures and strongly rely on
subsistence for economic, nutritional and cultural purposes. However, the increasing
dependence of aboriginal societies on manufactured goods and modem services, along
with high costs of hunting, fishing and trapping gear and equipment, necessitates native
people’s participation in the wage economy. In addition, extensive experience gained by
the oil and gas industry in northern regions, modem technological advances, various
environmental studies, strict regulatory standards, and thorough impact assessment
procedures effectively make the pipeline project environmentally safe. Furthermore,
technological progress has weakened the role of adverse natural factors such as harsh
climate and permafrost, which no longer present a significant challenge to industrial
development. This, along with new gas discoveries and some economic changes, has
made the project technically feasible and economically profitable. All these factors have
contributed to an astonishing change in the aboriginal use of the northern images. Today,
native people believe in the compatibility of frontier development with long-term
sustainability of their traditional homelands. They envision prosperous and strong
aboriginal communities, built upon non-renewable resource extraction, renewable
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resource use, environmental protection, and cultural integrity. This represents the
fundamental contextual change that has taken place since the time of the Berger Inquiry.
While retaining their distinctness, the images of Frontier, Wilderness and Homeland,
which Berger separated, have ceased being mutually exclusive and are becoming
increasingly intertwined.
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CHAPTER 2
STRUGGLE OF THE 1970S: PIPELINE VS. ABORIGINAL PEOPLE
In the early 1970s, several companies proposed ambitious projects to construct a gas
pipeline running along the Mackenzie Valley from the Mackenzie Delta to southern
markets (see Fig. 4). As any of the pipeline routes would have crossed large amounts of
Crown-owned lands, the right-of-way required approval by the Ministry of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development, which controlled and regulated those lands. In 1974, the
Canadian government appointed Judge Berger to conduct an inquiry into the Mackenzie
Valley Pipeline project to investigate its impacts and to propose terms and conditions of
its implementation. The Berger Commission visited thirty-five communities in the
Mackenzie Valley and Delta regions and in the Northern Yukon (see Fig. 5), as well as
ten southern cities from Vancouver to Halifax, and interviewed more than one thousand
people. In 1977, the Commission’s final decision blocked pipeline construction.
Considering the scale of the project, the multi-billion dollar potential revenues that were
at stake, and the powerful industrial actors involved, many people could hardly believe
such an outcome. During the Berger Inquiry, attitudes toward the pipeline ranged from
calling it “a thread running through the length of the [football] field” with the economic
and historical significance comparable to that of the first trans-continental railroad, to
likening the impact of its construction to “the slicing of the Mona Lisa with a razor.”44
Less than 5 percent of the witnesses who testified at the community

44 O'Malley, Pastand Future Land, 11,13.
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Fig. 4. Northern Gas Pipeline Proposals in the 1970s. Source: Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada, Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry, Summaries o f Proceedings, vol. 4,
Community Hearings, by Warren Allmand, ed. (Ottawa, 1976).

Fig. 5. Berger Inquiry: Locations of Formal and Community Hearings in the Territorial
North. Source: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry,
Summaries of Proceedings, vol. 4, Community Hearings, by Warren Allmand, ed.
(Ottawa, 1976).
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hearings spoke in favor of the pipeline. Most of the project’s supporters were residents of
Inuvik, Fort Smith, and Norman Wells, which had long histories of wage employment.45
On the other hand, more than eight hundred people in six languages said “no” to the
project,46 asserting that frontier industrial development would be detrimental to their
societies.
The scope of that unique inquiry, however, was much broader than a mere decision as
to whether to build a pipeline. By its means, “the nation examined the future of the North
and of its peoples.”47 The Inquiry “[gave] all Canadians an opportunity to listen to the
voices on the frontier”48 that talked about their traditional lifestyles, the land and the
wildlife on which their survival depended for generations. Canada’s indigenous people
grieved about the government’s neglect of their opinion in decision-making concerning
their own future and the outside industry’s exploitation of the northern lands. Before the
Inquiry, most Canadians looked upon the North as their last Frontier that had to be
occupied and developed. They usually imagined northern aboriginals as primitive
“children of nature,” roaming across vast northern expanses, who had to be protected and
civilized. Gradually, southern public started to realize that for thousands of years there
had been another North, the Homeland of the native people, who had their own, quite
different vision of their future development.
According to Berger, the reaction of the Canadian government and public on the
Inquiry revealed “what kind of a country Canada [was, and] what kind of a people
45 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 161.
46 Northern News Service, “My Name is Judge Berger, and I am Here to Listen to You,” Oil & Gas Drum,
November 2001, A4.
47 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 1.
48 Ibid., 32.
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[Canadians were].”49 The Inquiry opened a new chapter in aboriginal-federal relations.
This was the first time in Canadian (and perhaps world) history, when the native
population’s opinion played a crucial role in the decision-making of the dominant nation.
This outcome became a major founding cornerstone in the native political, social and
economic capacity-building. Aboriginal people’s new capacities that developed in the
changing socio-economic context eventually altered their attitudes toward the pipeline.
Hydrocarbon resources had been known to the Arctic indigenous population long
before the arrival of the first Europeans. Oil was used as sealant in canoe-making and for
other construction purposes. Local natives also traded it with other aboriginal groups. In
1789, Alexander Mackenzie noticed oil seepages while exploring the lower streams of
the Mackenzie River. A study carried out by a special northern resources committee of
the Canadian Senate in the 1880s confirmed the existence of an extensive petroleum area
in the Mackenzie District. However, at that time, the region was considered too remote,
its environment too harsh, and the need not great enough to proceed with further
exploration. Despite all these adverse factors, in 1919, several drilling crews were sent in
to the area of old Fort Norman (modem Norman Wells). When they struck oil a year
later, the project to build a pipeline to Edmonton emerged, but was soon discouraged by
its estimated cost of $40 million.50
Exploration and drilling in the North continued at a slow pace during World War II
and accelerated in the late 1960s, spurred by the discovery of major hydrocarbon reserves

49 Ibid., 32.
50 National Energy Board, Reasons fo r Decision: Northern Pipelines, vol. 1, Supply & Demand (Ottawa,
1977) [publication on-line]; available from https://www.neb-one.gc.ca/lleng/livelink.exe?func=ll&obiId=237971&obiAction=browse&sort=name, 1-1.
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in the Prudhoe Bay area of Alaska. In addition, the post-war industrialization and
automobilization fueled the soaring demand for energy in southern markets. In the
Beaufort/Mackenzie basin, onshore drilling began in 1969 and, after a successful
discovery of a major gas pool by Imperial Oil, continued through the mid-1970s.51 Some
crews were also exploring offshore in the Beaufort Sea. Producers’ interest in the
Canadian Arctic further increased due to the delays in the Alaska Pipeline construction
caused by the unsettled Native claims and environmental concerns. Exploration was
expensive, but the companies received tax rebates from the pro-development Liberal
government, even if wells turned out to be dry holes.52
The growing pressure to bring northern oil and gas to southern markets climaxed in
the mid-1970s. In 1973, in retaliation for the American aid to Israel during the ArabIsraeli wars, OPEC imposed an oil embargo on the U.S., cutting the country off from its
major Middle Eastern suppliers. The severe recession that followed was further
aggravated by the very cold winters in the mid-1970s. Due to disastrous shortages of fuel
and electricity, many factories had to be shut down, and some apartment buildings and
houses across the country were abandoned.53 Limited oil supply also led to the growing
demand for natural gas, especially from the promising northern fields. By the mid-1970s,
the Mackenzie Delta’s established gas reserves were over seven trillion cubic feet (Tcf),
and the potential reserves were estimated at thirty-nine Tcf.54 Several major companies
were seriously considering plans for building a pipeline that would link the Arctic
51 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Northern Oil and Gas,
Gas Exploration, 66.
52 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 161,166.
53 Donald Peacock, People, Peregrines and Arctic Pipelines: The Critical Battle to Build Canada's
Northern Gas Pipelines (Vancouver: J. J. Douglas Ltd., 1977), 5.
54 O'Malley, Past and Future Land, 105.
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resources to southern consumers. The industry had some relative engineering experience
from the Canol pipeline construction, which was completed during World War II to carry
oil from Norman Wells to a refinery in Whitehorse.55
The main competitors in the northern pipeline battle were Canadian Arctic Gas
Pipeline, Ltd. and Foothills Pipe Lines Ltd.. The former was a consortium of the three
principal gas producers in the Mackenzie Delta (i.e., Imperial, Gulf and Shell) and
TransCanada Pipe Lines, Canada’s largest gas transmission company. The latter
consisted of Alberta Gas Trunk Line and West Coast Transmission, the largest gas
transmission companies in Alberta and British Columbia. The Arctic Gas project was
especially ambitious. The company proposed a route from Alaska's Prudhoe Bay across
the Northern Yukon to the Mackenzie Delta, and then south through the Mackenzie
Valley to Alberta. The project would have cost $8 billion within Canada alone and
required 7,200 construction workers north of 60 degrees latitude. At the length of 2,400
miles, including 1,100 miles across the Yukon and NWT, it would have become the
world’s longest pipeline. The Arctic Gas representatives claimed that it would have been
“the greatest construction project, in terms of capital expenditures, that private enterprise
[had] ever undertaken, anywhere.”56 The Foothills project, known as the Maple Leaf
pipeline, was more modest. It would have started at the Mackenzie Delta and run along
the river valley to Alberta, spanning 1,040 miles. The cost estimate was about $4.6
billion. The company, however, simultaneously pursued another proposal for a pipeline

55 National Energy Board, Reasons fo r Decision, 1-2.
56 Thomas Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland: The Report o f the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
Inquiry, vol. 1 (Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services; Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, Publishers,
1977), 15-16.
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running from Prudhoe Bay along the Alaska Highway south to Alberta.57 Either of the
proposed pipelines would have been buried in permafrost, and the gas transported would
have been refrigerated. In the 1970s, these techniques were still unique engineering
novelties. At that time, any industrial construction of such a huge scale in Arctic
conditions was considered a scientific, engineering and logistical challenge.58
All that rush was stopped by the astonishing Berger Report, called “Northern Frontier,
Northern Homeland.” When published in 1977, this product of the Berger Inquiry into
the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project immediately became a national bestseller. It was
clearly written, well organized, and attractively illustrated. Moreover, “it rang with
[Berger’s] intense feelings for the land and its indigenous people: “The North is a
frontier, but it is a homeland, too.. .And it is a heritage, a unique environment that we are
called upon to preserve for all Canadians.””59 This controversial work transformed
Canadians’ attitudes toward the northern native inhabitants and their rights. It also played
a major role in the political and economic growth of the aboriginal societies that enabled
them to take control over their lives and future and to benefit in full from resource
development within their traditional homelands. On the whole, the effect of the Berger
Inquiry and the final Report altered the future of the North.
Berger recommended a permanent ban on any development along the Northern Yukon
Slope to prevent “irreparable environmental losses of national and international
importance.”60 His major concern was the extremely vulnerable calving grounds of the

57 Peacock, People, Peregrines and Arctic Pipelines, 95, 100.
58 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 1, 15.
59 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 193.
60 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 28.
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Porcupine caribou herd. The Commission also imposed a ten-year moratorium on
pipeline construction along the Mackenzie Valley. It concluded that this region,
especially its aboriginal population, was not ready for such a large-scale industrial
project; that “time [was] needed to settle Native claims, set up new institutions and
establish a truly diversified economy in the North.”61 The Commission proposed an
alternative model of regional development, based primarily on subsistence, government
sector services, and small-scale exploration and mining.62 The validity of Berger’s
decision was strengthened by the reassessment of the originally proven reserves and the
project’s possible impacts. In addition, the late 1970s inflation and the return of
petroleum prices to a regular level with the end of the energy crisis discouraged further
Arctic exploration for natural gas. Altogether these factors made the proposed pipeline
economically and ecologically unfeasible.63 New projects of a pipeline along the
Mackenzie Valley that emerged in the 1980s also died owing to a drop in gas prices and
gas discoveries in the southern regions.64
In the 1970s, the pipeline project resembled a colonial model of development. The
South would make all decisions and receive all profits and most benefits (i.e., contracts,
jobs, investments, taxes, royalties), while the North would have to bear most of the
ecological and social costs. Opponents of the project described it as “the rape of the
northland to satisfy the greed and the needs of southern consumers.”65 Unlike the fur

61 Ibid., 264.
62 Ibid., 28.
63 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 187, 200.
64 Canadian Arctic Resources Committee, “Oil and Gas in the Canadian North - A Historical Overview,”
Northern Perspectives 27, no. 1 (Fall/Winter 2001): 8.
65 Louise Frost, as quoted in Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 62.
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trade that was labor-intensive and depended on the indigenous population, the capitalintensive oil and gas industry basically needed only the land, not its inhabitants.66 At that
time, the NWT’s aboriginal residents had neither legal rights to their traditional lands nor
control over the region’s natural resources and their use. Therefore, they would not have
been able to participate in non-renewable resource development and benefit from it.
Furthermore, the majority of the local residents simply did not have adequate skills and
knowledge to qualify for most project-related jobs. Virtually, all wages and profits would
have flown outside the NWT. To many aboriginals, “the pipeline was symbolic of the
white man’s ways and his values,”67 of the white society’s exclusive decision-making and
domineering since the beginning of European colonization.
Most native people feared that massive industrial development would destroy their
traditional lifestyle that had supported them for millennia. It centered around winter
caribou hunts and spring muskrat hunting both for meat and fur, and for cash.68 Others
wanted wage jobs and were not against development per se, but they were uneasy about
their lack of control over it. They realized that most of the project’s benefits would pass
them by. Even if aboriginals had chosen to join this new development rush, most of them
would have been doomed to fail: the rapid social, cultural and economic changes
associated with the project would not have given them sufficient time to develop their
“own system by which [they could] operate as equals.”69 In addition, local residents
worried that later, when the short-term project was completed and the old traditional

66 Ibid., 167, 169.
67 Ibid., 66.
68 Ibid., 63.
69 Chief Gerry Cheezie, as quoted in: O'Malley, Pastand Future Land, 261.
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activities had been disrupted, they would be left with nothing.70 The native people clearly
felt that eventually the project would result in their becoming “beggars in [their] own
homeland,”71 the greatest losers, as they were devoid of the right to make decisions about
their own future.
In the 1970s, the number of aboriginal wage workers was still negligible and limited
mostly to low-paid, seasonal or temporary jobs that were concentrated in major centers.
In the government sector, the largest employer in the region, only 17 percent of
employees were natives, and they filled mainly clerical or unskilled labor positions.72
Even in remote aboriginal communities, most services were provided by federallyappointed outside employees. Previous experience with non-renewable resource
development in the NWT proved that it did not contribute significantly to local,
particularly native, employment. For example, in 1972, when a gas pipeline was being
built from Pointed Mountain that is approximately 15 miles away from Fort Liard (300
pop.) to British Columbia, of the total work force of 465 men, natives accounted only for
12.9 percent. Furthermore, over 90 percent of them were employed as unskilled laborers,
e.g., in clearing and grading. During the construction period, which lasted over a year,
aboriginal workers worked an average of five to twelve weeks. At the gas plant
constructed later in the Pointed Mountain field, all eight employees were from the
South.73 Hence, the mere survival of native people depended primarily on the traditional
activities. Income from trapping alone was higher than from wage employment, and the

70Ibid„ 25,214.
71 Phillip Blake, as quoted in: Ibid., 48.
72 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 1, 138.
73 Ibid., 124.
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value of country food was enormous. In the early 1970s, Inuit of the Western Arctic
(about 2,000 people), for example, harvested over $800,000 worth of fur and nearly $1.6
million worth of food, thus receiving from the land an average annual income of $1,200
per capita.74
The major problem that inhibited natives’ participation in the wage economy was their
educational deficiency. Even though the government initiated a number of formal
education programs, these were of very limited success, largely because the aboriginal
groups had no control over their children’s education. The southern curriculum was
incompatible with the northern environment and native cultures, and outside teachers
were often alien to aboriginal students. As a result, many of the native children who went
through the public school system in the 1960s - early 1970s “acquired neither the
tradition nor the [adequate] formal education,” forming the so-called “lost generation.”75
For several decades, drop-out rates remained very high. In 1970, 93 percent of the natives
of the Mackenzie Valley and Western Arctic had educational attainment at the level of
Grade 8 or lower (compared to 30 percent of all Canadians), and two thirds had no
schooling at all.76 In the late 1980s, aboriginal students in the NWT’s high schools still
comprised only 30 percent of all graduates, even though they accounted for 70 percent of
enrollment. Along with the cultural incompatibility of the curricula, students’ poor
command of English was a serious problem. According to one report, as recently as in
1989, 74 percent of aboriginal people were functionally illiterate in English (with less

74 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 151.
75 Dickerson, Whose North?, 129-130, 133.
76 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 2, 47.
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than the ninth grade education), compared to 33 percent of the total Canadian
population.77 Hence, in the wage economy, opportunities available to them were limited,
at best, to unskilled labor positions.
The same reasons, i.e., the cultural gap and illiteracy, often prevented aboriginals from
taking advantage of training programs set up by the government and the industry. A vivid
example is the Northern Petroleum Industry Training Program, which was intended to
train local residents for jobs in pipeline operations and maintenance. At one time, of four
hundred applicants, only twenty-five were found to have an adequate academic
background to participate. The program, to a significant degree, failed: almost half of the
trainees who entered it dropped out. The major reason was that training took place in
Alberta, where trainees could learn “hands-on” how to work at gas pipelines and gas
plants. However, taken far away from their communities and traditional lifestyle, many
aboriginals could not endure for a long period of time the loneliness and homesickness
they experienced.78
The entire region was not ready for such a huge project: its transportation and
communication systems were highly under-developed, and the territorial economy lacked
both diversity and capital. According to Jack Witty, Chief of the NWT’s Employment
Division, only six communities in the NWT (i.e., Yellowknife, Hay River, Pine Point,
Tungsten, Inuvik, Echo Bay, and Norman Wells) “[had] a substantial economic base
outside government support.”79Northern businesses just started emerging at that time and

77 Dickerson, Whose North?, 128-129.
78 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 1, 138.
79 Jack Witty, as quoted in: Ibid., 135.
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did not have adequate money, knowledge, experience and equipment to participate in a
mega-project. They were small-scale and uncompetitive compared to large longestablished southern companies, which used advanced technologies and benefits of
economies of scale. Therefore, in the 1970s, the pipeline project would hardly have had
any local long-term multiplier effects: everything needed for the construction would have
been brought from outside, and almost all benefits and investments would have flown out
of the region.
The region’s social infrastructure was also completely inadequate. White newcomers
would have flocked into the NWT, easily outnumbering the indigenous population. This
influx could have resulted in the breakdown of cultural values and increased social
disorder. During the Inquiry, many native witnesses testified “that the
communities.. .least dominated by the frontier mentality [were] the communities with
least crime and violence.”80 The alarming health situation was also associated with the
intrusion of numerous frontier-men. According to Dr. Schwarz, a local physician, from
1974 to 1975, the NWT had an increase of 27 percent in the number of people affected by
venereal diseases.81 The region’s aboriginal communities did not have enough police
stations, clinics, alcoholism treatment facilities, and other social services to meet all these
new challenges. In addition, the already existing housing shortage could have been
seriously aggravated. There were also no adequate re-training programs to help potential
native pipeline workers to find new jobs after the completion of the construction (in about
three years). Many of those aboriginals who previously had acquired specialized skills to
80 Ibid., 152.
81 Ibid., 153.
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participate in a particular project (e.g., heavy-duty equipment operators trained at the
Adult Vocational Training Center at Fort Smith)82 could not utilize their new nontraditional knowledge after that single project ended and they returned to their small
isolated villages.
Berger used all these arguments to support his final verdict on the pipeline issue: the
pipeline construction at that time would bring the NWT’s residents, especially its
indigenous population, quite meager economic benefits that could easily be outweighed
by considerable social and environmental costs. At the same time, the project would
threaten the only reliable source of livelihood many aboriginals had then - their
traditional activities.83 Throughout the Report, Berger stressed that the root of all
problems was natives’ lack of control over their own future and their unrecognized rights
to their traditional land and its resources, culminating with the latter point in the final
chapter “Native Claims.”
Berger's strong emphasis on the native issues and his successful advocacy of the
aboriginal title and land rights during the Inquiry were not unexpected of him. "He was
famous as a long-term champion of native causes,"84 and still remains one. Before the
Inquiry, he had obtained valuable experience, defending the case of the Nisga'a in British
Columbia. The Nisga’a people had never signed a treaty with Ottawa and were fighting
for the recognition of their title to their tribal lands. Berger went as far as to use King
George Ill's Proclamation of 1763, guaranteeing native ownership rights to their

82 Ibid., 137.
83 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 28.
84 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 180.
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traditional lands. Even though the Supreme Court of Canada in 1971 ruled against the
Nisga'a, they "won a moral victory."85 For the first time, the Supreme Court clearly
affirmed the concept of aboriginal title, i.e., "[Natives'] right to continue to live on their
lands as their forefathers had lived."86 Moreover, Mr. Justice Hall held that these concepts
of ownership, indigenous to the aboriginal cultures, could be asserted at the present time
under the principles of common law. The Nisga'a case played a crucial role in the land
claims process, as it "catapulted the question of aboriginal title into the political arena"87
and to a degree forced Ottawa to give up its reluctance to deal with native concerns and
aspirations. The government officially announced its intention to settle the native claims
that soon started burgeoning throughout Canada.
The Nisga'a experience also prepared Berger for the Mackenzie Valley case. First, his
thorough research techniques and effective arguments during the Nisga'a case earned h im
a national reputation, which significantly contributed to his appointment as the head of
the Pipeline Inquiry. Second, it "taught him the value of easy communication with
ordinary native people in their own languages."88 This skill turned out to be essential
during the community hearings and was fundamental for the success of the entire
endeavor, i.e., for the victory of the native cause over one of the greatest mega-projects in
history.
Why Pierre Trudeau and Jean Chretien chose Mr. Justice Thomas Berger to head an
inquiry into the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline still remains a mystery. The Liberal

85 Berger,
Long and Terrible Shadow, 151.
86 Ibid., 152.
87 Ibid., 153.
88 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 183.
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government expressed strong support for industrial development of the nation’s northern
frontiers, particularly for the idea of a pipeline. Certainly nobody expected that Berger
would use his previous native rights experience, the strength of his personality, and the
favorable political and social climate to turn a pipeline inquiry into a major public and
political event, the greatest manifestation of aboriginal rights in Canadian history.
In the 1960s-1970s, the social and political situation in many countries was very
unstable. The world was going through a wave of colonial liberation movements, anti
war protests, civil rights campaigns, and environmentalists’ opposition both to the
conquest of the “last wilderness” by modem industries and to the traditional use of
wildlife (i.e., hunting and trapping) by these regions’ indigenous inhabitants. In the U.S.
Arctic, the Alaska Federation of Natives, which was formed in 1966, began its struggle
against the encroachment of the oil and gas industry on the native traditional homelands.
Supported by several environmental organizations, it stood in the way of a new
development boom until the land claims were settled between the state’s aboriginal
groups and the federal government in 1971. Political activism and achievements of the
Alaska Natives set an example for their Canadian neighbors who were facing similar
challenges.
In Canada, the national situation at that time was also characterized by uncertainty.
The Liberal government, elected in 1972, was in the minority and depended on the
support of the New Democratic Party (NDP) that held the balance of power in the
Canadian Parliament. The NDP, however, opposed the Liberals’ pro-development
policies, particularly massive energy exports to the U.S., and “made [its] opposition to
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the Mackenzie Valley pipeline a major election issue.”89 Thus, the pipeline project had
already become a conspicuous media and political issue by the time Berger launched his
Inquiry. The NDP’s influence on the Canadian government also likely played a
significant role in the choice of Berger as the Inquiry head. For a short time, he had been
an NDP member of Parliament and a leader of the party in British Columbia. It is
important to note that not only had Berger long been in law and politics, but he had
ardently struggled for the rights of the disadvantaged, particularly the First Nations. Some
opponents even called him “a godless socialist.”90
In the late 1960s, the government’s policy towards Canada’s indigenous population
entered a period of very disturbing changes. The “White Paper on Indian Policy” issued
by the Trudeau government in 1969 virtually abolished any aboriginal title and reneged
on the former treaties. This infamous document asserted “a break with the past... [and the
native people’s] equal status.. .with all other Canadians”91 as its main goals, thus basically
announcing the policy of assimilation. The White Paper led to a nation-wide wave of
native protests that gradually organized themselves into major aboriginal political
organizations, such as the National Indian Brotherhood, the NWT Indian Brotherhood,
the Inuvialuit Organization, and the Committee for Original People’s Entitlement.
Encouraged by the examples of the Nisga’a and the Alaska Natives, in 1973 the NWT
Indian Brotherhood challenged the legitimacy of Treaties 8 and 11, and applied to the
Supreme Court for a development-freezing caveat on almost all of the modem NWT

89 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 88.
90 W.A.C. Bennett, as quoted in: Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 185.
91 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 107.
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south of the tree-line. The First Nations’ chiefs argued that “the literal wording of the
treaties [did] not accord with the true agreement or understanding reached at that time.”92
Justice Morrow confirmed that “there [was] sufficient doubt on the facts that aboriginal
title was extinguished,”93 because at the time the Treaties were negotiated, the First
Nations did not have adequate understanding of their principal legal issues, i.e., private
land ownership and land cession. This favorable decision was the first significant victory
of the NWT’s young aboriginal organizations: it provided the legal basis for their
renewed assertion of the native land and political rights. Moreover, even though no
caveat was eventually filed, the industry could not proceed until the legal status of the
lands was clarified. Therefore, this case gave the aboriginal groups time to gain strength
for further struggle for their inherent rights. It also contributed to the government’s
decision to reverse its policy and to resume treaty review and negotiation.
Significant support to the growth of native political activism at that time was provided
by the concept of “citizen participation,” i.e., people’s involvement in decision-making
concerning their lives.94 These ideas became extremely popular in the context of the
national and international civil rights movements. The government started funding new
public interest groups and community development programs. In each northern
community, a settlement council of elected representatives, headed by the Department of
Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND)-appointed Northern Service Officer,
was established to deal with local matters and to train natives in democratic self

92 Ibid., 117.
93 Justice Morrow, as quoted in: Ibid., 117.
94 Peter Puxley, A Model o f Engagement: Reflections on the 25th Anniversary o f the Berger Report (Ottawa:
Canadian Policy Research Networks, 2002), 2.
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government.95 Another federally-funded initiative was the Company of Young Canadians
(CYC), founded with assistance of church leaders who had long been working to relieve
aboriginal people’s social and health problems. The CYC provided financial and
organizational support to the emerging native groups and trained local young people to
become community development workers. Such prominent aboriginal leaders as James
Wah Shee and Georges Erasmus were among the first CYC recruits.96
The rapidly expanding national media also joined the "citizen participation" campaign.
Both government funding and development of communications were crucial for the
mobilization of northern native people, whose organizational capacity was significantly
restrained by the scattered settlement pattern and remoteness of their communities. The
support of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) Northern Service was
especially important. Fortunately for the region’s indigenous population, the director of
the Service at that time was Andrew Cowan, who was strongly committed to social
justice, the struggle against prejudice, particularly against natives, and to the promotion
o f native rights. Under his auspices, the joint "community action program" was set up by
the CBC and the Indian-Eskimo Association of Canada. It trained young aboriginals as
CBC employees, developed radio broadcasting in native languages, and provided
extensive coverage of the National Native Movement. Nellie Coumoyea is an example of
a famous aboriginal leader, who started her political career with the CBC program.97
The timing was perfect for all these participatory initiatives. A new generation of

95 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 65.
96 Hamilton, Arctic Revolution, 125-126.
97 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 101-102.
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young educated native activists was emerging in the 1960s. These were the most devoted
and strongest ones, who not only managed to withstand the negative influences of the
government’s assimilation-oriented education and community settlement programs, but
also combined the best elements of the two cultures. They used new facilities, resources,
and knowledge to strengthen and enrich their traditional aboriginal identities, and to
prepare themselves for modem challenges.
However, old patterns tainted these new positive developments: most initiatives were
imposed from above, and native people again were denied the right to make decisions
that would affect their lives. It was still the government or southern social leaders, guided
by southern ideas, who exclusively decided what would be best for northern aboriginal
communities and their residents: whether it would be community self-government or
training and wage employment in major centers. The settlement councils were usually
dominated by white residents (e.g., Northern Service Officers, priests, store managers,
nurses). Besides, the Northern Service Officers, who had little power and no budgetary
control, often had closer ties with Ottawa than with the aboriginal communities, to which
they were assigned. The early native organizations were based in Yellowknife, and their
work was also significantly impaired by lack of communication (and thus understanding)
with the scattered northern communities, which were the home-villages of their leaders.
Most native people still remained passive "administered and alienated observers"98 of the
white people’s policies and programs, which were intended to teach native “savages” the
progressive values of the democratic society. In fact, these ostensibly benevolent

98 Ibid., 66.
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initiatives were largely detached from the indigenous population’s true concerns and
aspirations and were often disruptive to traditional self-government practices.
The Berger Inquiry came to play such a major role in the development of the native
political strength and promotion of native rights because Berger effectively used his
experience and outstanding personality to take advantage of the favorable political and
social context. He managed to drive the progressive initiatives in the right direction to
help the emerging native leaders use the newly available resources to strengthen and
advance their cause. On the other hand, Berger systematically eliminated the old
persisting problems that stood in the way of the native people’s success.
Prior to the Inquiry, Berger addressed the technical obstacles that could prevent the
aboriginal population of the NWT from fair and full participation in it, i.e., lack of
financial resources and insufficient understanding of all implications of the pipeline
project. He used the government’s favorable attitude toward democratic decision-making
to secure federal funding for the native organizations, environmental groups, northern
municipalities and businesses “to enable them to participate in the hearings on the equal
footing.. .with the pipeline companies.”99 These funds helped native people cover their
large travel expenses: native leaders could visit remote communities to get first-hand
information about their residents’ problems and concerns, and villagers could come to the
regional centers to participate in the formal hearings. Part of the resources was also used
to train aboriginal people in community development and other organizational skills.
The problem of informational deficiency was alleviated in several ways. First, Berger

99 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 2, 225.
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requested from the government the right of open access to all governmental, academic
and corporation documents, studies, and other project information for all participants of
the Inquiry. Thus, they could question and challenge other parties’ presumptions and
decisions.100 Second, informative presentations on the Inquiry, land issues, and economic
development were held even in the most remote communities.101 As many aboriginals still
did not understand English well enough, especially when it came to technical terms, the
nature of the pipeline project and its possible implications were explained to them
thoroughly and comprehensibly in their own languages. Also, during the formal hearings
in Yellowknife and the other regional centers, village residents had opportunities to
demand from government officials and corporation managers an adequate interpretation
of all ambiguous and complicated issues in equal face-to-face debates. Third, with federal
funding, a number of significant community and regional research projects were
undertaken (e.g., the Dene Nation Mapping Project, during which hunters and trappers
were surveyed to evaluate the traditional land use and its role in the native way of life).102
This self-study clearly revealed the aboriginal people’s deepest attachment to the land,
historical roots, and their traditional cultures. Moreover, it strengthened feelings of the
native distinct identities, which later played an important role in the aboriginal groups’
cogent position on the land claims.
Berger also made superb use of the public media to bring the issues of native rights to
every community across Canada and to solve the problem of the communication gap
100 Ibid., 225.
101 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 159-160.
102 Alan Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples: The Land Claims Process, Attitudinal
Change, and Oil and Gas Development in the Western Northwest Territories” (M.A. thesis, Queen's
University, 1990), 44-45.
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among scattered northern communities. Canadians have long considered themselves "a
Northern nation" and called the North the country's main feature, "without which Canada
would not be Canadian."103 This "Northemess" ideology formed a perfect context for the
ambitious pipeline project, the preceding pipeline debates during the national election
campaign, and Berger's famous reputation. These factors attracted tremendous public
attention to the struggle of the northern indigenous population against the nationally
industrial mega-project. Nation-wide publicity was also ensured by the unusual nature of
the Inquiry. For the first time, a government commission traveled to "exotic" aboriginal
villages to listen to their residents and gave the fullest consideration to the representatives
of "an often silent minority who spoke with strong emotion and ... eloquence"104 about
their life and the future of their region. Major national media (e.g., the Globe and Mail,
Maclean's, the CBC) sent their reporters to the Mackenzie Valley and provided regular
comprehensive coverage of the hearings. Thousands of people throughout the country
followed the Inquiry process and learned about the real North, previously largely
unknown to them, the homelands of the country’s indigenous inhabitants. These people
had their own plans for their lands and their children, and they ardently opposed the
encroachment of the industrial tycoons. Therefore, many Canadians had to reexamine
their "simple-minded generalities and untested assumptions"105 about the North, which
they usually imagined either as a vast abundant treasure house of mineral resources or as
Canada's largest wildlife reserve. With such widespread public involvement, the

103 Andre Siegfried, as quoted in: Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 257.
104 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 161.
105 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 27.
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government could not ignore the native point of view and demands.
This massive surge of attention to the perspective of ordinary native people and the
recognition of its significance boosted native self-confidence and further participation.
The informal community hearings were especially important. Berger brought his
Commission to every settlement in the Mackenzie Valley and the Western Arctic, even to
small fishing and hunting camps. He adjusted the Inquiry process to the communities'
norms and ways of life. Everybody who had something to say was accommodated by the
Commission: Berger went to the houses of ill people who could not come to the hearings
and stayed late into the night, listening to extensive narratives of the aboriginal life.
When villagers heard their neighbors’ voices broadcast live by the local and national
radio stations, they further believed that their opinions mattered. "Speaking in their own
villages, in their own languages and in their own way, [people] expressed their real
views"106 and told the Commission about their deepest concerns and hopes openly and
sincerely. To avoid any misunderstanding and language barriers, Berger brought with
him a corps of native language translators, using the United Nations’ technique. The
support of the CBC Northern Service's director, Andrew Cowan, was of great help to this
endeavor. He sent the CBC's aboriginal language reporters to all formal and informal
hearings and arranged their daily live broadcasts and the fullest news coverage of the
Inquiry's progress in aboriginal languages.107This information exchange was essential for
the native groups, as many of them lived thousands of miles apart and had very little
contact with their aboriginal neighbors, as well as with the rest of Canada. There were
106 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 259.
107 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 145.
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differences in opinions, some of which eventually caused a split between the Metis and
the Dene,108but all aboriginal people shared a common concern about lack of control over
their own lives and their traditional lands. Therefore, "the Berger hearings became a
vehicle through which [ordinary] northern native people communicated with each other,
with other northerners, with the Canadian state and with the general Canadian population
on an unprecedented scale."109 This assertive articulation of their collective demands,
supported by cogent arguments, was fundamental for the development of the aboriginal
organizational capacity. The overarching effect of all these improvements was the
engagement of ordinary native people into decision-making concerning their lives.
Puxley outlines the following characteristics that distinguished the Berger Inquiry as a
model of citizen participation:
-

It was a genuine effort to engage citizens in making critical decisions
about their future;
It provided the resources to ensure their views were heard;
It provided the resources to research and prepare community evidence;
It strengthened the communities that took part and contributed to their
political empowerment;
Its conclusions were not predetermined;

-

The government...accepted the political risks of an open-ended process;
and

108 Dickerson, Whose North?, 104.
109 Abele, “Politics of Transformation,” 198.
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-

The evidence provided to the Inquiry by the people of the North and
others clearly influenced the government's eventual decision.110

The Inquiry set new standards of social and environmental impact assessment,111
focusing it on the concerns and suggestions of the people inhabiting the area of the
proposed development, rather than on the interests and benefits of developers. As the
precedent for public consultation on future development, this experience, which the
federal government could not dismiss, changed the nature of state-aboriginal relations.
The Berger Inquiry ended the formal colonial policy, when the aboriginal population
and the entire northern region were subordinate to the interests of industry, U.S.-Canada
trade relations, environmental groups, and other external actors and forces. These outside
agents made all decisions about political and economic development of the North,
viewing it either as a new industrial frontier they had to develop or as the last wilderness
they had to conserve. The indigenous inhabitants of these regions were given no choice,
and their perspectives on the future of their traditional homelands were ignored. This had
been the usual model of development following the negotiation of the earlier treaties that
cleared the way for settlement and resource development, “removing] the obstruction,”112
posed to them by the aboriginal population. Virtually, those treaties were the end of the
native story and the beginning of the modem chapter in the regions’ histories.
Had the pipeline project gone ahead in the 1970s despite the opposition of the NWT’s
indigenous people, their participation in this externally-imposed development likely

110 Puxley, Model o f Engagement, 10-11.
111 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 29-30.
112 O'Malley, Past and Future Land, 120.
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would have been limited to the inferior roles of hired, low-paid workers. At that time,
most native people simply did not have adequate legal, financial or educational resources
that would have strengthened their position, enabled them to choose the way and degree
of their participation in development, and guaranteed their share of benefits from the
natural riches of their lands. The region as a whole was not ready and would not have
retained any significant benefits generated by the project. The only more or less
guaranteed right the aboriginal groups had in the 1970s was their access to the region’s
non-renewable resources, and the only economy the majority of aboriginals were well
prepared for was their traditional activities. Hence, as they did not have an opportunity to
“enter” the Frontier on an equal footing, at that time at least, they tried to postpone its
encroachment. The NWT’s indigenous population used “the pipeline dream” to exert
pressure on the government to obtain adequate rights and resources that would provide
them with more opportunities for development later. They vigorously promoted the old
image of the Homeland to attract support of civil rights and environmental groups, as
well as ordinary Canadians, in order to protect what they had.
The native groups also wanted to gain time to secure their people’s rights and to
develop new institutions and skills, so they could strengthen and diversify the native
economy as a viable alternative to the oil and gas development. Lack of sufficient
“transition” time was a major concern of the native people, because they were uneasy
about the “sudden, massive and overwhelming”113 nature of industrial mega-projects.
Such a rush, bringing fast revenues, would be preferable for the industry. However, rapid

113 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 25.
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development would be a great disadvantage for the indigenous inhabitants, as it likely
would disrupt their old way of life, while giving them too little time to adjust to new
opportunities and new challenges.
Some local groups probably could have engaged into industrial development more
fully. For example, a community conveniently located close to a gas well could have
secured benefits for its residents via community- or project-specific agreements.
However, most such projects would have been short-term, and, at that time, their major
spin-offs would have left the region. Therefore, upon their termination, the residents of
the community might have turned out to be the biggest losers: alienated from their less
conveniently located neighbors, tom from their traditional lifestyle, facing social and
environmental aftermaths of industrial development, and unable to use their newly
acquired experience in their still underdeveloped homelands. Thus, such individual
arrangements could have had a significant detrimental effect on the collective aboriginal
strength.
The Berger Inquiry, on the contrary, helped the region’s native people lay the
foundation for their collective long-term prosperity. It provided them with sufficient time
and adequate financial, legal and informational resources to reexamine their traditional
lifestyle and the native identity, and to comprehend the nature of the proposed industrial
development and its cumulative effects. The Inquiry also gave ordinary aboriginal people
and their young political organizations valuable experience in dealing with government
officials, non-governmental groups, and media, as well as in finding allies and counter
balancing powerful opponents.
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The overarching effect of the Berger Inquiry was the consolidation of the region’s
indigenous inhabitants, the development of their organizational capacity, and the
engagement of the aboriginal population as a whole into decision-making. Berger turned
the pipeline project into a focal point that helped the native people organize their vague
past grievances over the government’s previous unfair policies and decisions into
consolidated, precise, convincing demands that later were formulated in the native land
claim agreements. Thus, the process of the Inquiry was even more important than its final
decision about the pipeline. The NWT’s aboriginal groups effectively and clearly
articulated their collective interest in their traditional lands and self-determination.
Moreover, they persuaded the Canadian government and the public of the legitimacy of
these claims.
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CHAPTER 3
HIGH STAKES GAME OF THE 1990S: THUMBS UP FOR THE PIPELINE
Since the late 1990s, the project of constructing a natural gas pipeline along the
Mackenzie Valley is back on the front pages of North American media both as one of the
greatest endeavors in the Canadian and American economies and politics and as an
unprecedented achievement of the northern indigenous people. The economic, political
and international context of the pipeline project, the reasons for its reemergence, and its
principal actors are quite similar to those in the 1970s. However, the political, economic
and social capacities of the native people and the relationships among all participants
have changed dramatically. Due to these changes, the expected consequences of the
project implementation for all groups involved are quite different from what they might
have been, had the project proceeded in the 1970s. Considering the urgent need for new
energy supplies, soaring gas prices, and the billions of dollars in costs and revenues at
stake, many people agree that today the question is not whether a northern gas pipeline is
built, but how soon. Another vigorously debated issue is the distribution of costs and
benefits among the project participants. The main reason for this confidence is the
support of the region’s indigenous residents, who are now the legal owners of the lands
along the pipeline route. NWT Premier Stephen Kakfwi clearly stated this fact, saying
that “there will be a pipeline because [native people] want it and [they] are going to get
the benefit [they] want out of it.”114

114 Stephen Kakfwi, as quoted in: Margo McDiarmid, “A Change of Heart,” CBC News: The National,
[2002] [periodical on-line]; available from http://www.cbc.ca/national/news/pipeline/.
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Unlike in the 1970s, the modem native societies and the entire NWT seem to be
prepared for a new industrial boom. Today the NWT’s aboriginal groups occupy an equal
place at the decision-making table alongside the federal and the territorial governments
and major business corporations. Native people have obtained adequate means to control
industrial development, i.e., not only to take advantage of new opportunities created by it,
but also to prevent its possible negative impacts on the region’s environment and the
traditional cultures. As Richard Nerysoo of the Gwich’in Tribal Council said, the NWT’s
aboriginal residents “[fought] the good fight when it needed to be done. Now it’s time to
sit down and do business.”115And so they do.
Most of the region’s native leaders are ardently championing the pipeline. They
negotiate the best benefit packages that guarantee their people’s rightful and
comprehensive participation in the project. In 2001, a Memorandum-of-Understanding
was signed between the Aboriginal Pipeline Group, which represents the majority of the
Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s indigenous population, and the Producers Group of the oil
and gas corporations that are involved in the project. The Memorandum asserts the
parties’ commitment to a business partnership that will “ensure a secure, dependable,
steady, long term source of income for the aboriginal people; .. .maximize [their]
benefits; and.. .promote their financial self-sufficiency to enable them to be meaningful
participants in the economy and society of the Northwest Territories and Canada.”116 The

115 Richard Nerysoo, as quoted in: Susan Helwig, ed., “The Push for a Northern Pipeline through Canada’s
Northern Frontier,” special series, CBC Radio News, 30 April - 2 May 2002 [publication on-line]; available
from http://www.cbc.ca/news/radionews/context/pipeline/.
116 Aboriginal Pipeline Group and Mackenzie Delta Producers, Memorandum o f Understanding fo r a
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline (Hay River, 6 June 2001) [publication on-line]; available from
http://www.aboriginalpipeline.ca/pdfs/MOU.pdf. 1.
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native people’s overarching goal is their improved standard of living in increasingly selfsufficient northern communities. Their vision of the native homelands is that of the
economic, social, cultural, and environmental sustainability that would be based on the
effective combination of modem industries, particularly non-renewable resource
development, and traditional subsistence, and would include the best elements of the two
societies for the sake of their shared well-being.
The current surge of interest in the northern natural gas is spurred by its soaring prices
that result from several significant shifts in the North American natural gas
supply/demand balance. One of the major reasons for the rapidly growing demand for
natural gas is the increasing stringency of environmental standards and regulations, which
has led to restrictions on the use of other kinds of fuel for power generation. Furthermore,
recent technological advances have made gas-fired equipment not only more ecologically
friendly, but also more economically efficient than other fossil fuel technologies,
particularly due to its lower capital costs and lesser land use.117The overall socio
economic and natural forces have also played a significant role. Population growth across
North America has stirred demand for fuel and electricity both for commercial and for
residential use. The colder than usually weather during the winter of 2002-2003 exerted
additional pressure on the demand side.118 On the whole, in the last 10 years, the North
American need for gas has grown by more than 20 percent and is expected to reach 31

117 National Petroleum Council, Balancing Natural Gas Policy: Fueling the Demands o f a Growing
Economy, vol. 1, Summary o f Findings and Recommendations (Washington, D.C., 2003) [publication on
line]; available from http://www.npc.org. 22.
118 Stephen Brown, “U.S. Natural Gas Markets in Turmoil,” statement presented to the U.S. House of
Representatives, the Subcommittee on Energy and Mineral Resources, Washington, D.C., 19 June 2003
[speech on-line]; available from http://www.dallasfed.org/news/speeches/03brown testimonv.pdf. 2.
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trillion cubic feet (Tcf) by 2015.119 The U.S. demand is especially huge: at the beginning
of the twenty-first century, it exceeded 23 Tcf, 15 percent of which came from Canada.120
On the other hand, the supply side has been withering. The traditional production areas
in the Lower 48 and non-Arctic Canada are projected to meet only 75 percent of the U.S.
long-term natural gas needs.121 New techniques have indeed facilitated deeper drilling and
additional gas recovery of the old reserves. However, they have also increased their
depletion rate. As for new discoveries in the southern regions, many of them occur in
smaller basins with more technologically challenging conditions.122 Moreover, the
reduced availability of alternative sources of fuel and energy in the last two-three years
and consequently their soaring prices have played a crucial role in the surge of interest in
natural gas as well. For example, the recent droughts in the American West have reduced
hydroelectric power generation.123 Also contributing significantly to the sense of urgency
in proceeding with the gas pipeline is a growing threat of disruption of oil shipping to
North America from the Middle East, due to U.S. military operations and political
turbulence there.
The expanding gap between natural gas production and consumption, which is further
aggravated by the uncertainty in oil supplies, results in volatile and sharply increasing gas
prices. In 2001, the natural gas wellhead price hit a record high of $6.82 per 1,000 cubic
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U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Fossil Energy, “2002 Natural Gas Import/Export Trade: A Second
Look,” Quarterly Focus (June 2003) [periodical on-line]; available from
http://www.fossil.energv.gOv/programs/gasregulation/ai:ialyses/focus/focus.html: ii.
121 National Petroleum Council, Natural Gas Policy, 30.
122 Ibid., 32.
123 Ibid., 2.

69
feet (Met). In 2003, after a short-term decrease, it returned to $5-6 per Mcf, while in the
mid-1970s, gas cost around 50-60 cents (2001$) per Mcf.124
Searching for new sources of natural gas supply, producers turned to the northern
frontiers again, particularly to the already proven Mackenzie Delta reserves. As
mentioned in the previous chapter, the earlier surge of interest in Arctic hydrocarbon
exploration and development died not only because of the recommendations of the
Berger Report and the unclear land ownership situation, but also because of multiple
economic, environmental, and technological challenges that eventually made the project
unviable. The current stage of economic growth, which is characterized by the increase in
business capital capacities, the emergence of new world-class companies, and industry’s
“can-do attitudes,”125 encourages industrial development in rich frontier regions. In
addition, the advanced techniques that have been developed since the 1970s and tested in
the rapidly expanding Arctic oil and gas industry throughout the Circumpolar North
mitigate most of the previous challenges and make the pipeline project feasible.
Innovative exploration and drilling technologies have facilitated new significant
discoveries in the Mackenzie Delta and the Beaufort Sea (e.g., the recent find by Devon
Energy Corp. and partner PetroCanada of reserves estimated at two to three hundred
billion cubic feet of recoverable gas).126 With the use of new high-strength steel, the
pipeline can be thinner; thus, the total amount and cost of the material required for

124 Energy Information Administration, Topics fo r Natural Gas Prices (Washington, D.C., 2003) [Database
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construction can be reduced.127Also, the development of the transportation,
infrastructure, and communication systems in the North during the last twenty-thirty
years helps solve various logistics problems. Moreover, owing to the settlement of the
aboriginal land claims along the Mackenzie Valley, the project today is greatly facilitated
by a clearer land ownership and land use situation, as well as by the increasingly pro
development attitudes of the region’s native people. The foundations of the native
support for industrial development, particularly the role of the land claims settlements,
will be discussed in detail separately in Chapter 4.
The pipeline routes proposed by the competing companies at the beginning of the
twenty-first century are almost identical to the ones debated at the time of the Berger
Inquiry thirty years ago: the Mackenzie Valley route, the Alaska Highway route, and the
pipeline that would combine Alaska’s gas reserves with those of the Mackenzie Delta.
They similarly vary in the scale of gas production, construction costs, and certain
regulatory and ecological aspects. This time, however, the soaring demand for natural gas
across North America, along with the industry's high financial and technological
potential, may justify the construction of two pipelines. The Mackenzie Valley pipeline
project, which is rapidly moving ahead, is likely to be followed soon by a natural gas
pipeline from the Alaska North Slope.128
The Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project (1,400 km) was proposed by the Mackenzie
Delta gas producers (i.e., Imperial Oil Resources Ventures Ltd., ConocoPhillips Canada

127 McLellan, “Latest Technology Meets Extreme Challenge,” Canadian Energy: 12.
128 CBC News, “Northern Leaders Pitch Pipeline Plans,” CBC News (Calgary), 9 March 2001 [periodical
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(North) Ltd., Shell Canada Ltd., and ExxonMobil Canada Properties) and the Aboriginal
Pipeline Group (APG), which is backed by TransCanada PipeLines Ltd.. The latter has
agreed to lend funds to the APG for its share of the project definition phase costs.129 In
this scheme, the Producers will own two-thirds of the pipeline, and the APG the other
one-third. The project will likely include natural gas field development facilities, a
gathering system, compression and natural gas liquid (NGL) facilities in the Mackenzie
Delta, an NGL pipeline to Norman Wells, and a transmission pipeline system along the
Mackenzie Valley via Norman Wells south to northwestern Alberta.130 The Mackenzie
Valley Gas Pipeline could use the secured Enbridge Oil Pipeline right-of-way from
Norman Wells south. At the cost of around $3-3.5 billion, the project is by far the
cheapest option to supply American markets.131
The Alaska Highway project (2,816 km) was proposed by Foothills Pipe Line Ltd..
This pipeline would bring Alaska’s North Slope natural gas south along the Trans Alaska
(Alyeska) Oil Pipeline to Fairbanks and then along the Alaska Highway to the Yukon
Territory and British Columbia. This option would provide a larger supply of gas, as
Alaska’s reserves are larger than those of the NWT (31 Tcf proven; 99 Tcf potential).
Moreover, using the existing oil pipeline right-of-way and the highway as the
transportation corridor, the project seems to be more environmentally friendly. Its legal
and fiscal aspects are also more favorable: many of the necessary permits and rights-of-

129 Aboriginal Pipeline Group, “Funding Agreements Reached & Preliminary Information package to be
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way have been secured, and the state and federal (U.S.) governments promise major
subsidies and tax exemptions. Despite all these advantages, at the cost of over $10-17
billion, the project is not economically practical.132
The most ambitious alternative is the “over-the-top” route of Arctic Resources Ltd.. At
the length of 2,710 km, it would link the Alaskan reserves to those in the Mackenzie
Delta by a pipeline under the Beaufort Sea and bring both to Alberta along the Mackenzie
Valley. Aboriginal landowners along the route have been offered 100 percent ownership
of the proposed pipeline. However, besides being quite expensive ($8-15.1 billion), this
project entails a serious threat of an underwater blowout that would have disastrous
ecological consequences.133
The strong support of the aboriginal landowners, territorial politicians, and
corporations, as well as of ordinary native people living in the Mackenzie Valley and the
Delta area, has played a crucial role in the dominance of the Mackenzie Valley route. The
key to this support is the spirit of partnership and openness that is the main feature of the
pipeline project. This approach is representative of the modem standard of the
govemment-industry-aboriginal relationships. It is realized via a variety of joint
regulatory programs and institutions that are based on the principles of resource co
management. The instruments of co-management and numerous project-related impact/
benefit agreements secure meaningful and comprehensive participation of aboriginal
organizations and individuals at all stages of decision-making related to the pipeline
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project. This enables native people to ensure ecological, economic, social, and cultural
sustainability of their traditional homelands in the context of industrial development.
The commitment of the project's participants to the ideas of citizen engagement, which
were asserted during the Berger Inquiry, is reflected in the public communication and
consultation program. This program was established at the earliest stages of the project
preparation work “to provide local communities and interested northerners with timely
information about the project, [and give them a meaningful] opportunity to influence the
project planning process,... providing feedback and comments on socio-economic and
environmental impact assessments, related mitigation plans and northern benefits
plans.”134 To help the region’s residents enhance their informational capacity, the project
proponents use mass media, brochures, handouts, videos, and other means of information
dissemination. Furthermore, to facilitate the two-way dialogue with the local population,
they accommodate aboriginals with the availability of translation and interpretation
services and organize a variety of formal presentations, workshops, and open houses.135
The value of local knowledge is stressed and utilized at all stages of the project work:
from public consultations on the possible effects of the pipeline on the traditional
activities to actual industrial employment. The project proponents have asserted their
intention to use the traditional knowledge of elders and resource users and harvesters,
particularly through the Traditional Knowledge Study Program, for the project design and
development of environmental management measures. For example, they have consulted
the local residents to avoid ecologically sensitive areas in determining pipeline routing
134 Aboriginal Pipeline Group and Mackenzie Delta Producers, Preliminary Information Package, 6-1.
135 Ibid., 6-2.

74
and facility sites.136Along with the native people's high level of adaptation to the severe
natural conditions, their knowledge of the region and its environment is a major reason
why modem industrial companies prefer to hire them for certain positions. For example,
Devon Energy Corporation benefited significantly by using its aboriginal employees'
traditional knowledge of ice and weather conditions to define its exploration program, to
choose the right equipment, and to conduct the marine mammal monitoring program.137
One of the principal purposes of the state-industry-aboriginal co-management
collaboration is to ensure environmental protection and to prevent any negative effects of
industrial development on the native population's subsistence activities. To reach these
goals, the pipeline project is required to go through a very complicated review and
assessment process in which the region- and project-specific legislation (i.e., the
Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act and the Inuvialuit Final Agreement)
occupies an equally important place alongside the nation-wide Canadian Environmental
Assessment Act. The Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act (MVRMA) was
implemented by the federal government with the specific “intention of providing
northerners’ decision-making participation and responsibility in environmental and
natural-resource matters,”138 particularly through the instruments of public review and
consultation. The Act is guided by the principles of the Gwich'in and the Sahtu Dene and
Metis Comprehensive Land Claims Agreements. It has established an integrated regime

136 Ibid., 11-3.
137 Northern News Service, “Technology Can’t Work Alone: Anderson Leans on Local Expertise,” Oil &
Gas Drum, November 2001, B5.
138 Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, “A Brief Introduction to the MVRMA,” in
About the MVRMA (Yellowknife, 2000) [publication on-line]; available from
http://www.mveirb.nt.ca/index.html.
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for land, water and resource co-management within the Mackenzie Valley. This
regulatory system includes the public Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review
Board, the Land Use Planning Boards in each of the native settlement areas, and the
Mackenzie Valley Land and Water Board with regional panels within the settlement
areas, which is responsible for the issuance of land use permits and water use licenses.
Even though the aboriginal, territorial and federal governments nominate the Boards’
directors, these co-management bodies represent “institutions of public government” that
are accountable only to their legal mandate and to the public.139Similarly to the
Mackenzie Valley Act, the Inuvialuit Agreement has established the Inuvialuit Land
Administration that reviews and approves applications to access and use the Inuvialuit
land. The Administration also monitors land use operations to ensure protection of the
land and the aboriginal subsistence activities. Furthermore, the Inuvialuit Community
Conservation Plans have been developed within the Inuvialuit Settlement region to
identify areas with restrictions for industrial development.140
The commitment of the project developers to the long-term interests of the local
population, particularly to the goals of economic, social, cultural, and environmental
sustainability of the aboriginal communities, are entrenched in the Memorandum-OfUnderstanding (MOU), which was negotiated between the Mackenzie Delta Producers
Group and the Aboriginal Pipeline Group (APG). The Memorandum states the
signatories’ firm intention to collaborate in developing the Delta’s gas resources for their

139 House of Commons of Canada, Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act (Ottawa, 1998), Summary,

1.
140 Aboriginal Pipeline Group and Mackenzie Delta Producers, Preliminary Information, 8-19, 8-16.
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common future. The APG was formed in 2000 to represent the interests of the NWT’s
aboriginal groups, to maximize their benefits from the ownership and control of the
region’s lands and resources, and to promote economic self-sufficiency of native
communities. It includes the Gwich’in, the Inuvialuit, the Deh Cho, the Sahtu, the
Akaitcho, the Dogrib, the Salt River, and the North and South Slave Metis Alliances, thus
representing about 75 percent of the NWT’s native population.141
The MOU gives the Aboriginal Group a one-third stake in one of the greatest
infrastructural projects in North America. Furthermore, it also recognizes the indigenous
people as landowners and equal participants in the region’s planning and development,
and establishes the principles of land access and benefits agreements. The land access
agreements deal with pipeline route selection and terms and conditions of industrial
development on the aboriginal lands. They also set right-of-way, land, and resource
access fees and property taxes.142 The benefits plans are negotiated between the industry
and the aboriginal communities and organizations. Their main purpose is to provide
northerners, particularly natives, with full and equal opportunities to participate in the
project. These arrangements emphasize the importance of education, training,
employment, and business opportunities for the local population, and encourage the use
of aboriginal and northern suppliers of competitive goods and services. Hence, the
benefits plans ensure the Memorandum’s firm intention to foster the development of the
northern, especially aboriginal, business and human capacities for the sake of the region’s

141 Id., Aboriginal Pipeline Group (APG),” in Who We Are (Yellowknife, 2003) [publication on-line];
available from http://www.niackenziegasproiect.com/whoWeAre/.
142 Id., Memorandum o f Understanding, 5.
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long-term prosperity. Furthermore, the MOU also emphasizes respect for the land,
environment and cultures of the northerners.143 Thus, the overarching goal of the
Memorandum is to help the NWT's indigenous inhabitants both to participate beneficially
at all stages of industrial development and to protect the land and their traditional
lifestyle.
The purpose of the provisions and regulations discussed above is to ensure that
aboriginal communities will achieve greater sustainability and that their current and
future residents will have more flexibility in choosing their way of life. Provided with
such strong support and assured of the long-term advantages, native people can engage
comprehensively in industrial activities, without having to worry excessively about what
may happen to their communities once pipeline construction is completed.
Indeed, the pipeline project entails a variety of short- and long-term economic and
social benefits. The proposed pipeline will bring huge revenues to all direct and indirect
participants. Its economic spin-offs could add as much as $49 billion to the NWT’s gross
domestic product (GDP) and as much as $57 billion to Canada’s GDP. Annual GDP of
the NWT is expected to be $1-1.5 billion per year more than if there were no pipeline
(i.e., a 60 percent increase).144 The aboriginal people will receive direct revenues both as
landowners from land leases and royalties, and as pipeline owners from their one-third
share in the pipeline project. For example, in 2000, the Inuvialuit Regional Corporation,
which had offered some of its settlement lands for resource bids, gained $75 million for

143 Id., Preliminary Information Package, 7-1;
Id., Memorandum o f Understanding, 3.
144 Howatt, “Billion Dollar Payoff,” B4.
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exploration rights on just three blocks of land. In addition to the direct lease payments,
the Corporation negotiated with the exploration companies other benefits for its
shareholders (e.g., training, employment opportunities, an option for the Inuvialuit to take
a 25 percent working interest in any discovery).145
One of the persistent disadvantages of the NWT’s economy in general, and the
aboriginal economy in particular, which limits the project’s “multiplier effect,” is that
both are rather small and not well diversified. Their business capacity is insufficient to
meet many of the demands of the northern industry for goods and services, especially
during mega-projects. In addition, they often lose in competition with larger southern
firms that benefit from economies of scale. Due to such shortfalls the Norman Wells
refinery had to be shut down, and petroleum products are imported from Alberta.146
Investment opportunities in the North are also quite limited and very risky because of
severe economic and environmental challenges. Thus, other provinces will benefit
indirectly from the pipeline construction more than the NWT. For example, the pipeline
material that accounts for about 60 percent of the total pipeline construction costs will be
supplied by Ontario.147
Despite all these impediments, the region has enough capacity to derive significant
benefits as well, both from the pipeline construction and from its spin-offs. Aboriginal
entrepreneurs (e.g., Deh Cho Helicopters, Inukshuk Geomatics (Inuvialuit), Shehtah
Drilling (Dene), Deh Cho Environmental Inc., etc.) cover the full range of Arctic oil and
145 Ashbury, “Delta Gas Heats up: Inuvialuit, Feds Open up Land for Exploration Bids,” Opportunities
North, June 2000, C20.
146 Bone, “Economic Development and the Environment” in The Canadian North: Embracing Change, the
CRIC Papers series (Montreal: Center for Research and Information on Canada (CRIC), June 2002), 25.
147 Howatt, “Billion Dollar Payoff,” B5.
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gas servicing. The number of joint ventures that bring together southern specialists’
expertise and natives’ traditional knowledge is also rapidly growing. The communities
along the pipeline route could serve as staging areas, i.e., facilitate storage and provide
equipment maintenance and other services. For example, in 2001, the community of Hay
River received about $400,000-500,000 from ConocoPhillips for goods and
construction.148Inuvik gains about $1 million from its annual petroleum shows.149
Moreover, the existence of a pipeline linking northern resources to southern markets, and
the development of various facilities and infrastructure accompanying it would also
encourage further oil and gas exploration in the Mackenzie Delta and along the river
valley. This would enhance the potential for long-term resource development.
The communities along the pipeline right-of-way will also benefit from the
development of infrastructure and modem communication systems that are necessary for
pipeline construction and operation. These new facilities will range from better roads and
bridges instead of ferries to advanced fiber-optic technologies. Furthermore, the northern
settlements could obtain direct access to the region’s natural gas, which is a cheap and
clean source of fuel. The use of Arctic gas by the residents of Inuvik (pop. 3,300), which
has been connected to the Delta’s Ikhil field with a buried distribution system, proves
profitability and convenience of such an endeavor. An annual heating cost savings in
Inuvik is around $500-2,000 per customer. In 2000, customers paid 11.35 cents per
gigajoule of energy derived from natural gas, compared to 15.50 cents per gigajoule of

148 Id., “At Home in Hay River,” Oil & Gas Drum, November 2002, B6.
149 Id., “Show Creates New Ties to Delta,” Oil & Gas Drum, November 2002, B7.
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fuel oil. The conversion to natural gas is quite expensive, but the industry, the territorial
government, and the aboriginal corporations are ready to assist villagers.150
Employment concerns are probably the most important issue in the northern aboriginal
communities, not only because native residents need cash both for modem goods and
services and for subsistence-related expenses, but also because unemployment aggravates
various social problems (e.g., loss of self-esteem, alcoholism, and crime). From the labor
perspective, the pipeline project has two major drawbacks that tainted it in the 1970s as
well. First, the pipeline construction period is relatively short-term. Second, hydrocarbon
resource exploration and field development that will be prompted by the pipeline
constmction are not labor-intensive. However, as has been shown earlier, the growing
economic activity fueled by the project could help mitigate these concerns. The pipeline
system will require workers with varied skills and knowledge, ranging from camp
housekeepers and road crews to welders, mechanics and operators to university-educated
geologists. According to the preliminary employment estimates, the proposed project is
expected to create two thousand and six hundred short-term positions during the peak
constmction period, and fifty permanent, long-term positions in pipeline and facility
operations.151 In addition, many positions related to further natural gas exploration and
field development are long-term and will last for over thirty years. On the whole, over
157,000 person-hours of work with a labor income of $7.7 billion is estimated to be
created during the project’s life-time.152

150 Ashbury, “Ikhil Cuts Power Costs, Customers Increasing,” Opportunities North, June 2000, C16.
151 Aboriginal Pipeline Group and Mackenzie Delta Producers, Preliminary Information Package, 1-4.
152 Howatt, “Billion Dollar Payoff,” B5.
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The industry has asserted its commitment to help northerners, particularly aboriginal
residents, engage in training and employment opportunities brought by the project.
Recently, the project developers, assisted by the territorial and federal governments and
the native organizations, have launched a number of oil and gas development-related
training programs that are usually facilitated by various cost-splitting / waiving plans. For
example, the government of the NWT budgets for training provided by the Petroleum
Industry Training Service through Aurora College that has three campus locations in
Inuvik, Fort Smith and Yellowknife. The basic training programs, which are set up by
Aurora College’s Community Learning Centers, are spread all across the NWT. Another
option is hands-on experience at the operational service facilities and drilling rigs in
Inuvik.153 Unlike the 1970s, these programs are met by local residents with enthusiasm
and tend to be very successful, primarily because they are brought to the northern
communities, and native people are directly involved in their planning and coordination.
Moreover, today more aboriginals are better prepared for them, as their educational
background has improved significantly, and they are much better adapted to the modem
life style than thirty years ago.
Ft. Liard elder Stanley Bertrand said, “When I was younger I had to struggle for
money. Since oil and gas, there are things here for young people. There are jobs.”154And
the NWT’s employment rate (i.e., almost 70 percent of persons 15 years old and over in
2002), the highest percentage in the country, proves this point. Moreover, aboriginal
employment has been steadily growing (from 48 percent to over 52 percent of persons 15
153 Id., “Training for Oil and Gas Jobs,” Oil & Gas Drum, November 2002, A16.
154 Stanley Bertrand, as quoted in: Howatt, “Written in Ink,” News/North, 8 October 2001, B15.
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years old and over between 1999 and 2002), owing to effective bargaining between the
industry and aboriginal leaders, successful training programs, and the general increase in
the native people’s level of education. Even though the non-aboriginal employment rate
is still significantly higher (83.5 percent of persons 15 years old and over in 2002), it has
not shown much growth in recent years.155
Thus, the magnitude of opportunities created by the pipeline project is very
substantial. First, it will bring considerable immediate benefits to the NWT, particularly
its indigenous residents, in the form of revenues, jobs, and contracts. Moreover, it will
become a catalyst for the region’s future development that will long outlive the relatively
short construction phase in the form of revenue investments, new business growth,
business management experience, long-term exploration and servicing jobs, and
infrastructure development. The project will also provide the aboriginal communities
with significant financial and informational resources, which are essential for supporting
the native cultures, as well as the traditional activities that by themselves can no longer
meet the increasing and changing demands of the modem aboriginal population.
Economic development, in which their equal and beneficial participation is ensured, and
in which their interests are promoted by the Aboriginal Pipeline Group and aboriginal
political leaders, will “give [native] people hope, a sense of purpose, [and] a sense of
future,”156 as well as ordinary cash income. Economic prosperity plays a major role in
solving various social problems, such as suicide, drug abuse, alcoholism, and crime,
which stem from apathy, despair, idleness, and money needs. The final products of all
155 NWT Bureau of Statistics, Regional Employment & Harvesting, 3.
156 Kakfwi, as quoted in: McDiarmid, “Change of Heart.”
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these developments will be a stronger, more diversified and more sustainable regional,
especially native, economy and improved social well-being.
Furthermore, the environmental protection issues have been carefully and
comprehensively addressed. The previous ecological concerns have been largely
alleviated with technological advances and experience in northern non-renewable
resource development that has been acquired over the last twenty to thirty years.
Moreover, via the modem integrated co-management regime, the aboriginal
organizations have a very strong say in the process of impact assessment and control.
Thus, the indigenous groups now can set terms and conditions of industrial development,
and ensure its environmental safety and compatibility with their traditional subsistence
activities.
The native ownership share in the pipeline project is especially significant for
achieving economic, social, and environmental sustainability of the aboriginal
communities. The pipeline ownership brings aboriginal people “a sense of commitment,
of direct involvement, of partnership, of capacity to influence the outcome, and not
simply be on the sidelines as beneficiaries.”157 The equal partnership relations between
the industry and the aboriginal population have been exemplified in public reviews and
consultations, and embodied in the Memorandum-of-Understanding and impact and
benefits agreements. They establish the solid framework for the mutually beneficial co
existence of the Frontier and the Homeland. Chair of the Aboriginal Pipeline Group Fred

157 David McGuinty, as quoted in: CBC News, “Forum to Look at Arctic Development,” CBC
(Yellowknife), 4 June 2001 [periodical on-line]; available from
http://www.cbc.ca/stories/2001/06/04/nwt forum010604.
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Carmichael compared the native people's equal and respected place at the decision
making table to "wearing two hats, [one of which] identifies [their] traditional role as
guardians and stewards of the land, [while the] other... represents [their] emerging role as
business opportunity developers."158Unlike in the 1970s, today the indigenous groups
engage in frontier-type development of their traditional homelands willfully and
naturally, because they have obtained a strong legal, political, financial and educational
backup. In addition, industrial development meets the demands of the modem native
societies much more adequately than their traditional lifestyles. The region’s aboriginal
groups have secured their master position in the multi-faceted bargaining process
alongside the oil and gas industry and the federal and territorial governments, and have
received full and equal access to new opportunities and benefits brought by industrial
development. Now they rush to team up with the industry to develop and maximize these
opportunities, eager to make them work in the long-term interests of the current and
future generations. The sense of control that native people have over non-renewable
resource development empowers them to take advantage both of modernity and of their
traditional roots, to combine the two lifestyles so that they can strengthen each other, thus
giving the indigenous societies more flexibility in choosing their own future.

158 Fred Carmichael, "Far North Oil & Gas Review,” statement presented in the guest editorial column,
Aboriginal Pipeline Group: News Room (Calgary), June 2002 [speech on-line]; available from
http://www.aboriginalpipeline.ca/.
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CHAPTER 4
A QUARTER-CENTURY CHANGE OF HEART
The last quarter of the twentieth century saw an astonishing "change of heart" among
northern aboriginal residents toward non-renewable resource development in their
traditional homelands, particularly toward the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project. In the
1970s, Frank T'Seleie, a young Indian chief, asserted that he would “lay down [his] life”
so that yet “unborn child[ren] can know the freedom of the land.”159Many other native
activists expressed a similar determination to defend the aboriginal cause for the sake of
their people’s cultural survival and economic sustainability. Their vehement opposition to
the project outweighed the power of industrial magnates and the international pressure to
develop northern hydrocarbon resources to feed the soaring southern demand. Since the
1990s, T'Seleie has been one of the regional native politicians who ardently lobby for the
project in corridors of political power. They hold a hard stand at the decision-making
table and bargain successfully for the aboriginal population by negotiating impact and
benefits arrangements with the oil and gas industry.
This change of heart is the mixed product of significant developments in the native
people's political, legal, educational, informational, and financial capacities and of several
socio-economic and cultural changes in the native societies. The native people's capacitybuilding is a major accomplishment in their struggle for recognition and involvement. As
discussed in Chapter 2, these goals have been achieved, to a considerable degree, owing
to the Berger Inquiry that helped develop the foundations of the new native capacities,
159 T ’Seleie, as quoted in: Gordon Laird, “The Big Thaw,”

Globe and Mail (26 September 2003): 74.
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which were emerging in the 1960s-1970s. Furthermore, with Berger’s assistance, the
NWT’s indigenous inhabitants consolidated their vague dissatisfaction into strong,
convincing political ideas, which have been essential for the success of the native
demands. The enhanced capacities have empowered the aboriginal population to engage
comprehensively and beneficially in industrial development. On the other hand, the
socio-economic-cultural evolution of the aboriginal societies has forced them into a new
way of life, whether they willfully chose it or not. These factors of change derived
primarily from government policies and were developed under the influence of external
forces. Many aboriginal representatives today would agree with Frank T ’Seleie's
explanation of the complex process that has resulted in the transformation of the native
position regarding development and their own future:
The world has changed a lot over the last 25 years. We’re now masters of our
own house in many ways. Many of us have settled our land claims and we
have the power to make sure this pipeline is done the right way.. .1 think
we’re obliged to provide our people with as many choices as possible, and
make sure that we profit from this.. .1 don’t think we can afford to be left
out.160
In the 1960s-1970s, the major impediment to aboriginal people’s influence on the
region’s future development was their unrecognized rights to the land and its resources.
To gain a strong say in all aspects of northern decision-making, the NWT’s indigenous
inhabitants took advantage of the federal government’s interest in the pipeline project to

160 T ’Seleie, as quoted in: Bone, “Economic Development,” in Canadian North, 29.
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engage Ottawa into the negotiation of the land claims settlements. These agreements
address not only land ownership, but also use and management of renewable and non
renewable resources, environmental regulation, structure and functioning of political
institutions, administration of social services, and other matters within the native
homelands. On the whole, they confirm native people’s “right to determine their own
future ... [and] ensure their place, but not assimilation,”161 in the modem society and
economy. Thus, the settlement of the land claims has become a turning point in the
region’s history: it has prevented another step of non-native Frontier colonization and
served as the basis for a new stage in the development of the indigenous people’s
Homelands. Moreover, the land claims agreements have secured natives’ rightful and
beneficial participation in this development.
Of the four aboriginal groups whose traditional lands are located along the proposed
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline route, the Inuvialuit were the first to achieve their claim
settlement (the Western Arctic (Inuvialuit) Claim Settlement Act) in 1984. The Gwich’in
Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement was finally negotiated in 1992, and the Sahtu
Dene and Metis Comprehensive Land Claims Agreement was finalized in 1993.
Under the land claims settlements, the aboriginal groups own almost all private lands
in the NWT. The Inuvialuit have title to 91,000 sq km of land (i.e., 7.7 percent of the
NWT’s area), including 13,000 sq km with both surface and subsurface rights. The
Gwich’in own approximately 22,400 sq km (i.e., around 2 percent of the NWT’s area),
including approximately 6,000 sq km with both surface and subsurface rights. The Sahtu

161 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 214.
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Dene and Metis lands encompass about 41,400 sq km (i.e., 3.5 percent of the NWT’s
area), of which about 1,800 sq km include mineral rights.162Prior to these agreements, the
native land ownership rights were neither officially acknowledged by the state nor
legalized. The aboriginal people were only

defacto land ma

traditional many centuries-long land use. The land claims settlements have made them de
jure landowners and guaranteed their legal and economic rights that accompany land
ownership. Thus, the settlements have enabled the indigenous population to take full
advantage of resource development of their lands. The legal surface and sub-surface
resource rights provide the aboriginal groups with a variety of choices for their future
development. Now, it is their right to decide whether to keep land for traditional
subsistence or to allocate it for mineral exploration and extraction.
Moreover, the NWT’s aboriginal inhabitants have the guaranteed right of equal
participation in land and resource co-management of all territorial lands, including those
outside their settlement regions. This arrangement has been attained via the new
govemment-industry-aboriginal assessment, regulatory and management boards and
planning panels (e.g., the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board).163
Considering the relative simplicity of northern ecosystems, the strong interdependence of
all elements within them, and numerous cumulative effects of industrial development,
this comprehensive co-management regime is crucial for environmental protection and
the balanced co-existence of modem industries and traditional subsistence activities. The
162 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Comprehensive Claims (Modern Treaties) in Canada (Ottawa,
March 1996) [publication on-line]; available from http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/pr/info/trtv e.html.
163 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 83, 99;
Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, “Introduction to the MVRMA”;
Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 239, 249.
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industry has also benefited significantly from the greater certainty in land distribution and
resource management that has been achieved under the land claims agreements, as such
clarity is necessary for comprehensive land planning and effective compliance with strict
environmental regulations.
The aboriginal groups have also obtained substantial financial resources. The
Inuvialuit Final Agreement provided the Inuvialuit people with $45 million to be paid
over thirteen years, $10 million for the Economic Enhancement Fund, and $7.5 million
for the Social Development Fund. Under the respective land claims settlements, the
Gwich’in and the Sahtu Dene and Metis peoples received $75 million each to be paid
over fifteen years and a share of resource royalties from the Mackenzie Valley.164 Part of
these funds has been used to establish new native businesses and to invest in trust funds
and other financial instruments that yield dividends for beneficiaries (i.e., aboriginal
community members). For example, the Native Development Corporation created with
the settlement money has been engaged in road maintenance, construction, and a number
of other projects.165
These financial inflows have played a crucial role in improving the region’s economic
environment. They have provided aboriginal residents with additional short- and long
term sources of income, thus increasing cash circulation in their communities, which is
essential for new business initiatives. In turn, new local producers of modem goods and
services have created new employment opportunities, thus engaging more local residents
in the wage economy. On the whole, the financial resources obtained by the aboriginal
164 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Comprehensive Claims.
165 Dickerson, Whose North ?, 150-151.

90
groups have contributed significantly to the development of their business and labor skills
and laid the foundation for long-term economic stability that will go far beyond the
pipeline project.
A significant portion of the newly available funds has been allocated to infrastructure
development and social programs addressing housing, education, health, alcoholism and
drug abuse, welfare, elders’ needs, and maintenance of traditional practices.166Not only
were these initiatives aimed at solving existing social problems, they were also supposed
to help northern communities develop the potential for meeting future challenges. Social
concerns are very substantial in many small remote communities, and they often tend to
be aggravated at periods of high industrial activity due to the increased availability of
cash and an influx of non-local workers accompanying development. Arrival of outsiders
tends to boost the interest of the local inhabitants in developing modem social facilities in
their home villages (e.g., new recreational centers, Internet cafes, bars), thus increasing
their dependency on non-traditional goods and services even after the economic boom
has subsided. In addition, increased contact with “modem” society can worsen the
problems of alcoholism and drug abuse in aboriginal villages. Arrival of new males may
accelerate the spread of venereal diseases and prompt higher birth rates. This, in turn, will
require new medical and child-care facilities, as well as additional housing. Social
aftermaths of industrial development are inevitable in the modem North, at least to some
degree. However, today they will not be so overwhelming, as they could have been in the
1970s, when northern aboriginal communities were much more isolated from external

166 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 85.
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influences, and their residents were utterly unprepared for the new challenges and
opportunities that would be brought by development.
Community capacity-enhancing programs, which have been launched by the
aboriginal organizations, are often assisted by special social development funds that have
been allocated by the territorial and federal governments to help the indigenous
population with social transition and adaptation. One of the most successful examples of
such endeavors is the multi-faceted NWT Community Mobilization Partnership Strategy
that collaborates with the Native Development Corporations. Native employment is a
major objective of this program. To achieve this goal, it helps northern communities
cooperate in sharing employment opportunities. Furthermore, it provides safety training
and teaches transferable job skills that will assist workers at the end of the pipeline
construction. Special initiatives have been launched to support aboriginal youth, as well.
For example, the summer youth employment project is intended to prepare young
aboriginals for modem job opportunities and to alleviate youth social problems. Another
direction of the Strategy’s work is informational and consulting support for northern,
especially native, businesses.167The overarching effect of all these developments is the
comprehensive preparation of the northern aboriginal communities and their residents for
the encounter with intense industrial development. The community development
programs help native people both to take advantage of new opportunities and to
withstand social and economic challenges that may accompany the advance of modem
industries into their traditional homelands.

167 Northern News Service, “Dealing with the Human Element,” Oil & Gas Drum, November 2001, B9.
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As shown above, the significance of the land claims agreements is enormous: they are
the starting point, the key to native people’s successful integration into the modem world.
In the Mackenzie Valley case, by legally acknowledging the land ownership rights of the
aboriginal groups and entitling them to royalties and other benefits, the settlement
agreements secure natives’ fully advantageous participation in the pipeline project. In
addition, they enable the indigenous population to control effectively the scale and pace
of development in order to ensure the balanced co-existence of modem industries and
traditional activities. Therefore, the still unsettled Deh Cho land claim leaves this
aboriginal group in a very insecure state. The Deh Cho leaders go as far as to threaten to
use their “legal right to veto the project,”168 unless there is progress in land claim and selfgovernment negotiations. As about 40 percent of the pipeline right-of-way is planned to
cross the traditional lands of the Deh Cho people, their chary and limited participation in
project negotiations and the delays caused by it present a serious obstacle to the entire
endeavor. Fortunately, there have been significant advances toward the Deh Cho final
settlement.
In 2003, the Deh Cho people signed the Interim Resource Development Agreement
with the federal government that entitles them to a small percentage of federal royalties
collected in the Mackenzie Valley. Annually, the region’s ten communities and thirteen
organizations will split up to $3 million for community and economic development. This
share is very meager, considering that the Deh Cho region provides almost 90 percent of
the NWT’s current output. However, Ottawa has adopted a “tight-fisted approach” to
168 Gary Park, “Deh Cho Remains Project’s Wild Card,” Petroleum News 9, no. 3 (week of 18 January
2004) [periodical on-line]; available from http://www.petroleunmews.com/pnarch/040118-02.html.
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expenditures on northern development,169and the Deh Cho had to yield, as they need
money to prepare their communities and people for the future challenges and
opportunities of intense industrial development. Another interim measure is the
withdrawal of about one third of the Deh Cho land (including surface and subsurface
areas) to protect the ongoing traditional activities of the local residents.170 The Deh Cho
hope for a more favorable and clearer arrangement in the Final Agreement, which will
include sections on royalties, resource revenue sharing, environmental regulation, and
major projects that will take place in their home region.
Basically, the Deh Cho are reenacting the struggle of the 1970s and using the pipeline
as the key to accomplishing their political goals. However, in their modem “hardball
game,” they likely will win faster and with a higher score, owing to several factors. First,
there are multiple successful precedents involving other aboriginal groups that have faced
similar problems, i.e. the encroachment of modem industries on their traditional
homelands and their powerlessness to control this process. Second, the joint project
proponents (i.e., the Producers Group and the Aboriginal Pipeline Group that represents
the majority of the NWT’s indigenous residents) are strongly determined to proceed with
pipeline construction as soon as possible. Third, this resolute push for the pipeline is
supported on the political level by the territorial government. Fourth, the overall surety of
the project development this time is guaranteed by the modem economic and
technological conditions, particularly by the considerable reliance of the modem
economy on natural gas.
169 News/North, “A Little Now, A Little Later,” News/North, 3 March 2003, A7.
170 Paul Bickford, “Checking the Map,” News/North, 20 January 2003, A21.
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As shown above, the land claims settlement, particularly the aboriginal capacitybuilding associated with it, is the key reason for the change in the native group’s attitudes
toward industrial development from opposition to support. However, negotiation of the
aboriginal land claims would hardly have been successful without the conspicuous
political developments that have taken place in the region. Actually, these two processes
have been very closely interlinked and mutually supportive. In the last twenty to thirty
years, the northern political landscape has changed substantially in several aspects. First,
the NWT’s aboriginal residents have become much more involved in politics. Their
increased political activity has brought about such considerable political attainments as
the native majority in the territorial government and the negotiation of the aboriginal selfgovernment agreements. Second, the Government of the NWT has acquired more
province-like rights and responsibilities from the federal authorities.
Many of the early native activists, who obtained their first experience in productive
negotiations with the government and the industry by participating in the aboriginal rights
movement and the land claims settlement, have entered territorial and federal politics. Six
of the last eight Premiers of the NWT have been aboriginal, as are over two thirds of the
current members of the elected Legislative Assembly and half of the Cabinet members.
The Ottawa-appointed Commissioner, whose role today is mostly ceremonial, the NWT’s
Member of Parliament and the Senator are also of native origin. Hence, aboriginal
interests can now be effectively promoted at all levels of political power.
Aboriginal self-government is the epitome of native people’s equal participation in
decision-making concerning their own lives and future. It had been their inherent right for
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many centuries, long before European newcomers colonized “the new world” and gave
themselves power over its indigenous inhabitants and their traditional lands. The 1982
Constitution Act recognized and affirmed the existing aboriginal and treaty rights,
including the right of self-government. This constitutional commitment, as well as the
relevant provisions negotiated in the land claims agreements, prompted the Government
of Canada to announce in 1994 the inherent right policy. This policy reassured the
indigenous population of Ottawa’s intention to proceed with self-government
negotiations. New self-government agreements address a great variety of diverse matters
concerning native communities, such as the establishment of aboriginal governing
structures and internal constitutions, administration and enforcement of aboriginal laws;
aboriginal language and culture, education, health and other social services; housing,
management of public works and infrastructure; property rights and taxation, licensing
and regulation of businesses in the settlement regions; and, land and natural resources
management, hunting, fishing, and trapping on aboriginal lands.171
In 2003, the Gwich’in and the Inuvialuit of the Beaufort-Delta region, which is the
scene of intense hydrocarbon development, were the first to sign a self-government
Agreement-in-Principle (AIP) with the federal and the territorial governments. This
achievement is very significant, as it opens the way for detailed negotiations on a Final
Self-Government Agreement. The AIP provides for the establishment of a new public
government structure with guaranteed seats for Gwich’in and Inuvialuit at all levels.

171 Ronald Irwin and Anne McLellan, Federal Policy Guide on Aboriginal Self-Government: The
Government o f Canada ’.yApproach to Implementation o f the Inherent Right and the Negotiation o f SelfGovernment (Ottawa: Minister of Public Works and Government Services Canada, 1995) [publication on
line]; available from http://www.ainc-inac.gc .ca/pr/pub/.
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According to the Agreement, in this new governmental scheme, Community
Governments will deal with communal affairs, such as local government operations, early
childhood development, and education. The Inuvialuit and the Gwich’in Governments
will protect and promote matters integral to their respective aboriginal cultures,
languages, and institutions (e.g., establishment of unique post-secondary education
institutions, support for traditional healing services and natives’ special relationship with
the land and natural resources). Finally, the Regional Government will have authority and
law-making powers over issues that affect all residents of the Beaufort-Delta.172 Selfgovernment is an integral part of a new partnership between the federal government and
the aboriginal population. It is fundamental for the native people’s political and economic
capacity enhancement, as it gives them the right and resources to run their own affairs in
their own way, set their own priorities, and find their own solutions on the way to greater
self-sufficiency and sustainability of aboriginal communities.
Another process that has been significant for the political empowerment and economic
self-sufficiency of the NWT’s indigenous population is the continuing process of
devolution, i.e., the transfer of decision-making powers from the federal government to
the northern territorial governments, that started in the 1970s. Today, the Government of
the NWT, with the aboriginal majority in it, has control over a variety of issues, including
wildlife management, education, health care, social assistance, municipal government,
and registration of land titles. Municipal governments have also significantly increased

172 Beaufort-Delta Self-Government Office,
Backgrounder (Inuvik, 2003) [publication on-line]; available from
http://beaudelselfgov.org/publications.html. 2-4.
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their authority through the process of devolution. In addition to the regular control over
delivery of municipal programs and services, some of them have gained the right to
administer land and to collect property taxes.173However, Ottawa still owns most of the
NWT's land and the attached mineral rights, including resource royalties, which are the
main source of the territorial revenues. As a result, the NWT remains dependent on
federal funding and cannot take full advantage of new economic development
opportunities and the expanding powers of its government.
In order to overcome this remaining stumbling block on the way to territorial
prosperity, at the Intergovernmental Forum of 2001, leaders of the Government of
Canada, the Government of the NWT, and of the Aboriginal Summit, which represents
the NWT’s Aboriginal Governments, signed a Memorandum-Of-Intent (MOI) to
devolution. The MOI focuses on management of the land, the environment, and natural
and archaeological resources, as well as on the transfer of human and financial resources
that may be required to facilitate the devolution process. One of devolution’s major
objectives is to provide the NWT and the Aboriginal Governments with a net fiscal
benefit, primarily via resource revenue sharing in the areas that are not covered by the
land claims agreements.174 Adequate financial capacities and resources are necessary to
fulfill the growing political and social responsibilities associated with self-government.
Settlement of the land claims and advances towards self-government have been the
major native capacity-building instruments. They have enhanced the strength of the

173 Government of the Northwest Territories, Office of the Premier, “Our Government Today:
Supplementary Booklet 3,” in AboriginalSelf-Government, 5.
174 Government of the Northwest Territories, Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs, Devolution (Yellowknife,
2003) [publication on-line]; available from http://www.gov.nt.ca/MAA/index devolution.htm.
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native voice in the govemment-industry debate regarding industrial development of the
northern lands, particularly its costs and benefits. These developments have ensured the
aboriginal population’s truly beneficial participation in the modem Frontier development
of their Homelands. However, the fundamental goal of the natives’ struggle for their
traditional lands and self-government has been to regain self-determination and the
freedom of choice of their own destiny that they had enjoyed before the arrival of
Europeans. Thus, these two accomplishments could have been used by native people to
preserve their traditional lifestyle or to choose renewable resource development rather
than non-renewable resource extraction. Renewable resource-based industries are
generally more compatible with aboriginal traditional activities and more
environmentally-friendly, though less profitable, than those based on non-renewable
resources. However, several significant socio-economic and cultural changes have
prompted the native groups to make a choice in favor of non-renewable resource
development. Today, most aboriginal people ardently support Frontier development,
because it is necessary for their Homelands’ well-being and sustainability at the modem
stage of their histories.
The evolution of the region’s socio-economic and cultural landscape started long
before the Berger Inquiry, but culminated during the last quarter of the twentieth century.
The major factor of this evolution has been population growth. In the past, the natural
environment, i.e., adverse ecological factors, such as unproductive stages of biological
cycles and natural threats, effectively controlled population growth. Owing to these
natural balances, as well as to the new diseases brought by Europeans, the indigenous
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population stayed at the levels which were compatible with the carrying capacity of the
surrounding environment. From 1911 to 1931, for example, the population of the NWT
grew merely from 7,000 to 9,000 residents, i.e., by 28.5 percent, while Canada’s total
population increased by 44 percent.175In addition, the northern indigenous population was
scattered sparsely across a huge territory and did not exert excessive pressure on any
certain area. Native people lived in small groups that were constantly moving around,
following migratory patterns of wildlife. Almost all products used by them in everyday
life came from the land: food and materials for clothing, shelter, and household items.
Thus, until the second half of the last century, traditional subsistence activities of the
region’s indigenous residents generally could adequately satisfy their needs.
During the fur trade period, northern aboriginal inhabitants became increasingly
dependent on trade goods and staples. In addition, commercial hunting and trapping,
aggravated by the influx of white prospectors at the beginning of the twentieth century,
severely depleted many northern wildlife populations. As a result, the collapse of the
northern fur economy in the 1950s had a devastating effect on the region’s aboriginal
people. Their appalling life circumstances, particularly starvation and widespread
tuberculosis, convinced the federal government that the traditional way of life was no
longer viable. Trying to solve the northern crisis, Ottawa launched a number of
community development programs. Attracted by schools for their children, medical
services, employment opportunities, and stores, which provided a reliable supply of food

175 Statistics Canada, “A Profile of the Canadian Population: Where We Live,” in
Series (Ottawa, 12 March 2003) [publication on-line]; available from
http://wwwl2.statcan.ca/english/census01/Products/Analvtic/lndex.cfm.
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and a variety of other modem goods, many native people moved from the land to
villages. However, lack of active native participation in these developments was one of
the major reasons for their deleterious consequences. Inadequate planning of housing and
poor sanitation resulted in high mortality rates, especially among Inuit infants, which in
the 1960s exceeded 150 per 1,000, i.e., 6 times the national average.176
To address the growing public criticism of the government’s neglect of the nation’s
indigenous population and to reduce medical costs, the federal government increased the
number of social services in northern communities. It also introduced a low-cost housing
program that allowed aboriginal residents to buy houses on low-interest and long-term
mortgages.177 These initiatives alleviated many health problems plaguing aboriginal
communities and significantly reduced infant mortality, consequently resulting in rapid
population growth: between 1961 and 1981, the territorial population grew by 100
percent, compared to 33 percent nationally. Even though in recent years, between 1996
and 2001, the NWT’s population declined by about 6 percent,178the earlier population
boom has had a major impact on the current social, cultural, economic, and political
landscape of the NWT.
Population growth in permanent communities, most of which have several hundred
residents, has become an enormous challenge to the traditional aboriginal economy. As
the surrounding natural environment can no longer provide sufficient food supply for so
many people concentrated in one place, community residents are becoming heavily

176 Dickerson, Whose North?, 74-75.
177 Ibid., 76-77.
178 Statistics Canada, “Canadian Population.”
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dependent on “white” food. In addition, there is a growing price gap between
manufactured goods and traditionally harvested products. The monetary value of furs and
“country food” today is much less than the cost of modem goods that must be purchased
to facilitate aboriginal people’s engagement in their traditional activities. In the 1990s,
seal pelts, for example, fetched only a few dollars at auction.179 This situation was further
aggravated by the recent restrictions on fur trade, imposed by the European Union under
the pressure of animal rights group.180 As a result, the value of fur production declined by
more than 50 percent in just over five years, from $1 million in 1996 to $470,000 in
2001 ;181 and less than 10 percent of the NWT’s native residents fifteen years old and older
participated in trapping in 2002.182
The generation bom in the late 1950s - early 1980s deserves particular attention in the
analysis of population growth and its consequences, as this cohort is the major force
promoting the pipeline project today. First, this is the largest population group in the
NWT: people, who are between 19 and 45 years old, account for over 40 percent of the
total territorial population.183 Second, this is the “post-Berger” generation. For them, the
Berger Inquiry and the native opposition to industrial development at that time is just
another stage of their peoples’ histories. They could have learned about it from their

179 Jim Antoine, “Update on Fur Industry Support,” statement presented to the Legislative Assembly,
Yellowknife, 6 October 2003 [speech on-line]; available from
http://www.nwtwildlife.rwed.gov.nt.ca/TraditionalEconomv.htm.
180 Richard Maracle, Impacts o f the European Union (EU) Regulation 3254/91 on the Aboriginal Peoples o f
Canada (Old Massett: Old Massett Village Council, 1995) [publication on-line]; available from
http://www.fur.ca/resources/massett-e.asp.
181 NWT Bureau of Statistics, Northwest Territories -2000:...by the Numbers (Yellowknife, June 2000)
[database on-line]; available from http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/Statinfo/Generalstats/bvthenumbers/.
182 Id., Regional Employment & Harvesting, 4.
183 Id., “Age and Sex,” in 2001 Census Data (Yellowknife, 2001) [database on-line]; available from
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/Statinfo/Census/census%2001/ 2001census.html.
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parents, but they were not active participants in those events. Third, most of these people
were bom and grew up in settlements rather than on the land. As a result, subsistence
alone no longer meets their increased and changed needs and demands, which are more
representative of the “white” way of life than of the traditional one. On the other hand,
many of them also continue to pursue the aboriginal traditional activities, which are
essential for their food supply and cultural identity. The fourth characteristic derives from
the third one. The wage economy is fundamental to this generation’s lifestyle, as today
substantial amounts of cash are needed both for “regular” expenses (i.e., modem goods
and services, integral to the Canadian lifestyle) and for “specific” aboriginal needs (i.e.,
hunting, fishing, and trapping gear and equipment). Therefore, this group represents the
most active potential job seekers, interested in employment opportunities brought by the
pipeline project. Actually, the NWT has a greater proportion of young adults, entering the
labor force today, than any other Canadian province or territory. Its population is the
second youngest in Canada (median age 30.1 as compared to the national average of
37.6). Considering that over one third of the region’s population is nineteen years old and
under,184this rank is likely to be retained in the future.
Western education is another significant factor that has played a major role in the
development of aboriginal support for the pipeline project. On the one hand, the national
school system, along with mass media, has been crucial in the cultural transformation of
the aboriginal population. Native people have adopted most of the elements of the “white

184 Statistics Canada, “Northwest Territories: Second Youngest Population in Canada,” in “Profile of the
Canadian Population by Age and Sex: Canada Ages,” in 2001 Census Analysis Series (Ottawa, 16 July
2002) [publication on-line]; available from
http://wwwl2.statcan.ca/english/census01/Products/Analvtic/companion/age/nt.cfm.
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culture,” while many traditional values and practices have withered. This has increased
native dependency on modem commodities and facilities. On the other hand, formal
education has increased native people’s informational and professional capacities. It has
prepared aboriginal political leaders, business people, and wage workers, and helped
them assert themselves in the modem Canadian society and economy.
As described in Chapter 2, the earlier education programs designed for the northern
aboriginal population largely failed. Their usual outcome was educationally and
culturally deprived people, who were inadequately prepared either for the aboriginal way
of life or for the western one. Gradually, the government has revised its aboriginal
education policy. The key to its successful implementation was the establishment of local
educational authorities in the late 1970s and the growing involvement of native
communities in their children’s education. Curricula have become more sensitive to local
and regional specialties. Various aboriginal cultural elements, particularly native
languages, have been effectively incorporated into the educational process. The number
of native teachers and teacher aids has considerably increased, largely due to a new
teacher certification program started in Arctic college.185 This new approach has proved to
be highly efficient, according to the current levels of educational attainment among the
aboriginal population. In the late 1990s, almost three quarters of native people 15 years
old and older had the highest level of schooling above Grade 8,186 i.e. almost half of all

185 Dickerson, Whose North?, 130-131, 133.
186 NWT Bureau of Statistics, “Statistics on Highest Level of Schooling,” in Education Statistics
(Yellowknife: Winter 1999) [database on-line]; available from
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/Statinfo/Education/education.html.
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aboriginal residents of the NWT, compared to less than 10 percent in 1970.187 Therefore,
today a much larger portion of the region’s native population has a chance to obtain wellpaid jobs than was the case in the 1970s.
The socio-economic changes described above have influenced the northern indigenous
population in several ways. They have encouraged native people to become involved in
the wage economy and modem development for the sake of their own improved well
being and greater control over their own lives. In addition, these socio-economic
developments work in the same direction as the land claims agreements, i.e., toward the
aboriginal capacity-building. Thus, various external and internal factors that,
respectively, affect the native population or develop within it, intermix in a way which
eventually enables aboriginal residents to participate equally and beneficially in industrial
development. The evolution of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project and hydrocarbon
resource exploration in the Canadian Arctic exemplifies this intricate interaction and its
multi-faceted consequences.
Land ownership rights and political power at the territorial and regional levels give
significant weight to the aboriginal groups’ opinions and enormous value to their support
of various endeavors taking place in their homelands. As legal owners of most of the land
along the pipeline route, they have the authority to make final decisions and to set terms
and guidelines that regulate access, use, and management of their settlement lands.
Within the Crown-owned lands, native people cannot prohibit industrial development.
However, they have the guaranteed right to control it and participate on an equal basis in

187 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, vol. 2,47.
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resource co-management, alongside the federal and the territorial governments, the
industry, and other governmental and non-governmental agents. The Gwich’in and the
Sahtu and Metis people are also entitled to a share of resource royalties within their
settlement areas.
The land claims agreements have become the basis for the development of new native
political, social, and economic institutions and programs. These establishments
effectively promote indigenous people’s goals and defend their interests in “govemmentbusiness bargaining over the distribution of costs and benefits of development.”188
Moreover, while participating in settlement negotiations and implementing their
provisions, the aboriginal groups have obtained valuable experience in dealing with
various government officials, business managers, environmental organizations, and other
interest groups. Aboriginal people have also learned hands-on techniques of modem
organizational management.
The land claims settlements represent the fundamental capacity-enhancing tool in
aboriginal development, as they establish a comprehensive “social contract”189between
the government, the industry, and the northern aboriginal societies. These agreements,
along with the political attainments of the NWT’s indigenous population and its socio
economic and cultural evolution, have empowered native people, providing them with
legal, financial, and informational resources. All these developments have enabled the
region’s indigenous inhabitants both to take advantage of enormous benefits and
revenues promised by Frontier development and to protect the aboriginal gist of their
188 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 12.
189 Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, rev. ed., 213-214.
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traditional Homelands, as well as the region’s wilderness. On the whole, the NWT’s
native residents have become equal participants in designing and building their
Homelands’ futures.
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CONCLUSION
The astonishing change in the native population’s attitudes toward the gas pipeline
along the Mackenzie Valley is representative of the modem stage in the ongoing social,
cultural, economic and political evolution of aboriginal societies around the world.
Indigenous people have ceased to be isolated minorities, silent objects of various
programs and social engineering experiments designed and imposed upon them by
national governments. They are becoming increasingly active in the discussion of their
future and the future of their homelands within a multifaceted and multilateral dialogue
that also involves nation-states and various national and international agents, such as
industrial corporations, environmental groups, and other governmental and
nongovernmental organizations. Aboriginal people did not choose their existence within
larger national societies. The latter were imposed upon them. However, the changes that
have resulted from their long interaction with non-aboriginal societies are hardly
reversible. Modem goods and services, as well as wage jobs, today are integral parts of
the modem aboriginal societies. At the same time, native people have never abandoned
their traditional rights. Therefore, the demands of various aboriginal groups usually
include both their equal participation in the modem societies and the recognition of their
inherent aboriginal rights. Their overarching goal is self-determination, i.e., control over
the way of life they choose for themselves.
Around the world, there have been multiple examples of native people’s achievements
in their struggle for prosperity and sustainable development of their communities. Their
successful performance in modem conditions is increasingly being supported with the
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advance of the civil rights principles that protect them from discrimination and
segregation in education, access to various public facilities, political representation, and
wage employment. Over the last few decades, the unique aboriginal rights have been
affirmed alongside general human rights in the system of international customary law,
which is based on common understanding of certain norms and principles of behavior, in
this case, regarding treatment of aboriginal groups. These norms and principles have been
formalized in the International Labor Organization Convention on Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples (Convention No. 169 of 1989) and the 1992 United Nations Draft Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. These statutes recognize the right of indigenous people
to participate in decision-making that affects them and to exercise control over their ways
of life within their respective nation-states. They include provisions on aboriginal
people’s land and resource rights, their distinct cultural identities, and nondiscrimination
by majority societies. The U.N. Draft Declaration goes further in a strong assertion of the
indigenous right to self-government and political autonomy.190 The Rio Declaration and
Agenda 21 of the U.N. Conference on Environment and Development also affirm their
commitment to the indigenous people’s rights and seek to incorporate them into the
broader agenda of sustainable development.191
Many nation-states conform to these international norms and have introduced laws
that officially recognize their aboriginal people’s rights. For example, several Russian
federal statutes intend to protect the indigenous groups’ land rights within the officially

190 S. James Anaya, Indigenous Peoples in International Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 48,
53.
191 Ibid., 54.
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designated territories of their traditional use, as well as guarantee other aboriginal rights
entrenched in international law (e.g., cultural integrity and development, selfgovernment, traditional resource use).192 In reality, however, the implementation of these
principles varies considerably among nation-states. Many native peoples around the
world, particular in the Circumpolar North, have achieved significant progress toward
regaining their inherent land and self-government rights. Land claims settlements across
North America, devolution of federal powers to the territorial governments, particularly
the creation of the aboriginal Nunavut Territory in Canada, the increasing cooperation
between the state and tribal governments in Alaska, the establishment of Home Rule in
Greenland and of the advisory Saami Councils in Scandinavia represent some of the
greatest legal accomplishments of indigenous peoples.
In Russia, the process of native empowerment has been somewhat different. Within
less than ten years after the break-up of the communist centralized state and the
administrative economy, some native autonomous jurisdictions, such as the Sakha
Republic, have gained much control over their internal affairs, as well as strong
representation at the national level. Moreover, their political, economic, social and
cultural life is becoming increasingly dominated by the native people. Now members of

192 Parliament of the Russian Federation, O Territoriyah Traditsionnogo Prirodopol’zovaniya Korennyh
Malochislennyh Narodov Severa, Sibiri
I D a l’negoVostoka Rossiyskoy Federatsii (Abou
Traditional Land Use of the Small Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia, and the Far East of the Russian
Federation), federal law, Moscow, 11 May 2001 [publication on-line]; available from
http://raipon.org/russian site/index.html.
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the former dominant (white) society face discrimination because of the greater strength of
the native minorities. As a result, many white people leave for the “mainland” regions,
thus contributing to further indigenization of the autonomous jurisdictions. Unlike the
western nations, where advances toward greater native rights occur via changes in the
legal foundations of the state-aboriginal relationships (as well as in real life), the
developments in Yakutia are not entrenched in the official legislation. They are subtler
and take place on the “ground level,” as a natural shift of power between the two ethnic
groups, rather than as part of the changing federal framework.
On the other hand, in many other regions, such as Western Siberia, the indigenous
population is still a marginalized, and often silent, minority within the dominant
mainstream society. Aboriginal traditional lands are being lost to the encroachment of
modem resource-extractive industries, and opinions of the native groups regarding their
own future are largely neglected. However, these marginal indigenous societies are being
increasingly influenced by the accomplishments of their more successful aboriginal
neighbors, and have started struggling for their traditional rights as well. Sharing of
information and experience has been facilitated by the growth of communication and
cooperation across the Circumpolar North after the end of the Cold War. International
bodies, such as the Arctic Council, the Northern Forum, the Nordic Council, and the
Circumpolar Universities Association, have been established to foster these developments
and to help northern indigenous peoples collaborate for the sake of their common cause.
Despite historical, political, economic, geographic, and cultural differences among
various Frontier-Homeland-Wildemess regions, there are common trends in the evolution
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of the northern aboriginal societies and in the interaction of forces which enable them to
perform successfully in the modem world. That is why it is important to understand the
factors that can contribute to the social, economic and political empowerment of the
native groups, guarantee their rights, and secure their distinct respected places within the
larger societies. These factors of change are clearly exemplified in the development of the
Mackenzie Valley and Delta’s indigenous groups.
Life of the Northwest Territories’ (NWT’s) indigenous population has changed
dramatically in the last twenty to thirty years as a result of complex interaction of various
internal and external forces which have affected it in a number of positive and negative
ways. Natural population growth, for example, was accelerated and modified by the
programs that were designed and carried out by southern agents and institutions. This
intervention disturbed the ecological balance that had existed between the indigenous
population and the surrounding environment. As a result, today, the carrying capacity of
nature cannot sustain residents of the rapidly growing aboriginal villages. In addition,
their needs and demands have increased quantitatively and changed qualitatively under
the influence of the non-aboriginal society. The dominant white culture has substituted
some aboriginal values with its own and imposed southern standards of living, which are
often incompatible with the northern environment and the traditional lifestyle of the
aboriginal communities. On the other hand, such external impacts have widened the
original aboriginal perspectives and brought native people new means and resources that
enable them to adapt to the evolving environment (e.g., modem subsistence harvesting
gear, machines, medicines, manufactured food, education, wage jobs). Thus, the

112

“outside” agents, whose influence has forced the aboriginal societies to engage in the
modem way of life, have also prompted and, to a degree, assisted the latter in their
evolutionary transition.
Enhancement of the aboriginal legal, economic, political and informational capacities
has become an effective response of the NWT’s native societies to forces that were
outside their control. Aboriginal capacity-building has enabled native people to affirm
themselves in the changing world. As defined by the Task Force on Aboriginal
Communities and Non-Renewable Resource Development, set within the National Round
Table on the Environment and the Economy, capacity is “the ability to undertake
development for the community and participate meaningfully and,.. .more generally,...
the ability to shape, control, and take responsibility - it is about community wellness.”193
The aboriginal capacities have reached the level at which they can effectively balance
and manage new opportunities and challenges. They have ensured a master position of
the indigenous population in the multifaceted bargaining process, alongside the modem
industry and the federal and territorial governments. Moreover, these new capacities have
enabled native people to become an integral part of the originally non-aboriginal
institutions and groups (e.g., the territorial government, the Mackenzie Delta Producers’
Group).
Development of adequate legal capacities has been fundamental for further aboriginal
accomplishments, particularly for the establishment of new native political, social and
economic institutions. Unlike the traditional aboriginal societies, which were ruled by

193 National Round Table on Environment and Economy, Aboriginal
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customary unwritten laws and traditions, today’s Canada, like many other modem nation
states, is highly formalized and institutionalized. Interaction among its actors is built
upon the solid and clearly defined legal base that determines their rights and
responsibilities. The principle foundations of the aboriginal legal capacities were laid in
the land claims settlements, followed by the self-government and industrial impactbenefit agreements. These legal arrangements and institutions give native people an equal
say in dealing with other agents of the modem society and ensure their meaningful and
equal participation in decision-making concerning their life and future.
Political capacity-building, achieved through strong aboriginal participation in the
local and territorial political institutions, is closely related to the legal capacities
discussed above. It is crucial for the successful promotion of various aboriginal goals at
all levels of political power. This has been vividly exemplified in the ardent political
struggle of the NWT, Yukon and Alaska governments for the right to constmct a gas
pipeline from the Arctic to southern markets and for the multiple benefits that would
accompany such a project. The adequately developed political capacities of the NWT’s
aboriginal societies also balance the overarching and sometimes patronizing authority of
the federal government, which may be prone to neglect interests of the native minority
groups for the sake of the national well-being.
Enhancement of economic capacities is another essential factor of the long-term
sustainability of the northern aboriginal societies and their political and economic selfsufficiency. These capacities have been attained via the land claims settlement and the
devolution process, which have provided the aboriginal population with control over
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lands and natural riches, as well as with financial resources, and via various community
development programs that have been initiated by the federal and territorial governments.
The new economic capacities of the indigenous groups help diversify and strengthen the
native economies, providing them with various long- and short-term sources of income.
The stable and diversified economic base is necessary, as it allows the region’s native
residents to retain their traditional activities as an alternative to wage employment,
without sacrificing the former for cash revenues. Furthermore, economic capacitybuilding is the major process that prepares aboriginal people for beneficial participation
in the modem economy as land owners, producers and suppliers of various products and
services, or as wage employees. Finally, the adequately developed economic capacities
are fundamental for the legitimacy of aboriginal self-government, as they provide native
political institutions with fiscal resources that are necessary for the design and
implementation of regionally and culturally adapted solutions for native people’s
problems.
The informational capacities of the NWT’s indigenous groups have been enhanced
both through their participation in various agreement negotiations and the establishment
of new institutions and through formal education and training. The former hands-on
experience has been especially important, as it taught the aboriginal population modem
“techniques” of dealing with government officials, business managers, and other key
actors. Modem means of communication also play a major role in the development of the
native informational and organizational capacities. In this regard, lightweight aircraft
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transportation, video conferencing, and the Internet have been of particular importance,
especially for remote and isolated small Arctic communities.
The ongoing evolution of aboriginal societies is complex, because despite all
influences and changes, they keep very close ties with the past. For example, many native
residents of the NWT “want [their] diamonds and natural gas - but [they] want [their]
caribou too.” 194 To a degree, this is natural: experiencing new needs and facing new
challenges and opportunities, aboriginal people struggle for their equal right to use newly
available resources both to take advantage of the opportunities and to respond to the
challenges. Their major goal is sustainable development of their communities in the
changing world. In the Mackenzie Valley case, specifically, the indigenous population
has managed to engage effectively in “govemment-business bargaining over the
distribution of costs and benefits of development.”195 The key to this achievement is land
ownership coupled with political power, which together give significant weight to native
people’s opinions regarding various endeavors that take place in their homelands. Active
participation in the regional political, social and economic life enables aboriginal
residents to improve their well-being and to exercise control over their own futures. The
overarching effect of these developments is the mutually beneficial compromise and the
balanced co-existence of Frontier, Homeland, and Wilderness.
Thus, the analysis of the Mackenzie Valley case reveals two groups of factors which
can contribute to aboriginal support for Frontier-type development of their traditional

194 Ibid., 13.
195 Kary, “Political Development of Aboriginal Peoples,” 12.
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Homelands. The following “empowering factors” enable native people to participate
effectively and beneficially in the modem economy, politics, and social life:
Legal capacity-building via settlement of the aboriginal land claims and
negotiation of self-government and impact-benefit agreements;
Political capacity-building via active and meaningful aboriginal participation in
the local and territorial governmental decision-making;
Economic capacity-building (i.e., diversification and strengthening of the native
economy and emergence of native land owners, producers and suppliers of various
products and services, and adequately prepared wage employees) via greater control of
the native groups over use and management of lands and natural resources and via their
access to sufficient financial resources; and
Informational capacity-building via formal education and training, as well as via
“hands-on” experience obtained by aboriginal people in various agreement negotiations
and through the establishment of new institutions, and with assistance of modem means
of communication and transportation.
On the other hand, the following “forcing factors” prompt aboriginal people to engage
into modem industrial development:
Demographic changes, primarily rapid population growth concentrated in
permanent communities that exceeds the carrying capacity of the surrounding natural
environment; and
Modernization and diversification of aboriginal people’s demands, which can no
longer be satisfied by subsistence alone.
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These very factors have developed in the Mackenzie Valley and Delta over the last
three decades; and their joint influences help explain the change of heart among the
region’s indigenous societies toward the gas pipeline project. Thus, ardent confrontation
between industrial Frontier and aboriginal Homeland eventually has given way to their
close and mutually beneficial integration.
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