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CANADA’S
NEWEST

TERRITORY
A new place name is entering Ameri-

cans’ vocabularies. By 1999 a new Cana-
dian territory called Nunavut will install
its native American government.

An agreement by Canada’s govern-
ment in 1993 actually separated Nunavut
(NOO-nah-voot) from the Northwest Ter-
ritories. Training and installing the new
territory’s government, however, is tak-
ing a little longer. What is significant about
Nunavut is that will be the largest terri-
tory in the world dedicated to and run by
native Americans descendants.

A small but exciting new book by Lyn
Hancock, Nunavut, (Lerner Publications
Co., 1997) introduces the new territory to
children. National Geographic (Sept. 1997)
also published a map and a well-illus-
trated article on Nunavut.

Nunavut is located in far northeastern
Canada. Composed of Canadian main-
land and thousands of bleak polar is-
lands, the new territory is all located north
of 60 degrees latitude. Its area of 818,898
square miles (2,120,948 sq. km.) is huge,
half again larger than Alaska.

Despite its size, Nunavut virtually has
no all weather roads. Its small and scat-
tered villages are only connected by air,
water and snowmobile. With a total popu-
lation of only 25,000, it is the least popu-
lated of all Canada’s provinces and terri-
tories.

Nunavut’s rolling terrain was
smoothed by massive continental glaciers
that covered most of Canada during the
Pleistocene epoch. Although old meta-
morphic rocks of the Canadian Shield
were very hard, the ice plucked pieces,
carrying them along and scrubbing the
bedrock with them.

When the ice age ended about 10,000
years ago, much exposed bedrock was

left. Even where ice and water deposited
glacially scoured soil fragments, the bru-
tal climate froze the soil down to the
bedrock, creating permafrost.

Vegetation in regions of permafrost
consists mostly of short grasses, mosses,
lichens and flowering plants. Although
occasional daily temperatures may rise to
70 F (21 C), no monthly temperature aver-
age goes above 50 degrees F (10 C). Tree
lines can generally be determined using
this gauge, leaving Nunavut largely tree-
less.

Permafrost makes construction diffi-
cult. During the summer, a few inches of
the permafrost melts. This active layer is
unstable for road building or most other
construction. Disturbed and exposed soils
are often saturated with water from the
thawing process and quickly become a
quagmire.

During the winter, on the other hand,

the land surface is frozen hard and able to
support motorized traffic. Most of the
local winter traffic is now by snowmobile.
Long distance travel during the winter is
only by air, while water transportation
becomes possible during the summer.
Nonetheless, the airplane is the lifeline to
widely separated villages.

Most of Nunavut’s population is Inuit
(EE-noo-et). (Inuit is preferred over the
more common name, Eskimo.) Inuit were
descendants from a people who crossed
the Bering land bridge between Asia and
Alaska while ocean levels were lowered

during Pleistocene. They lived predomi-
nantly on meat diets from hunting and
fishing, adapting their lifestyles to fit the
cycles of the harsh arctic climate, as well
as climatic changes.

The Inuit population is now divorcing
itself from total dependence upon hunt-
ing and fishing. Canadian government
programs have helped train and employ
many of its Inuit, but the population still
clings to cultural traditions, including
hunting and fishing traditions. Fully half
of the population is employed by the gov-
ernment today.

Many believe the abundant minerals
present in Nunavut’s ancient bedrock and
along its arctic rim as holding the eco-
nomic future for its population. Deposits
of lead, zinc and gold are already being
mined. Petroleum exploration has been
successful along the arctic rim, but only
limited production has occurred to date.

Four percent of Nunavut’s population
currently is engaged in mining.

Nunavut’s name will become increas-
ingly newsworthy as momentum builds
toward the new government’s installa-
tion in 1999. It will be interesting to watch
this mineral-rich, Inuit-run territory as it
moves into the 21st century.

And that is Geography in the News,
October 15, 1997.

(The author is a professor and chair of Appa-
lachian State University’s Department of
Geography and Planning.) #414
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