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Executive Summary 

 
Context: 

This report from the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council (ICC) 
Canada contributes to the 
Arctic Marine Shipping 
Assessment (AMSA) being 
conducted by the Arctic 
Council. It provides the AMSA 
project with an Inuit 
perspective on the human 
dimension of shipping.  As a 
Permanent Participant at the 
Arctic Council, ICC speaks on 
behalf of all 155,000 Inuit living 
in Greenland, Canada, Alaska 
and Russia. 

Sources: 

The report investigates Inuit 
use of sea ice. It draws upon three sources: 

¶ Thirty-year old land use and occupancy studies upon which the modern Inuit land claims agreements in Canada were 

based; 

¶ Recent interviews with Inuit hunters in Canada; and 

¶ Additional studies from Alaska and Greenland. 

Parts of this report are written in the first person with Inuit telling their story. 

Main Point: 

This report demonstrates unequivocally that life in the Arctic is dependent on movement, and that sea ice is integral to 
this movement.  The Inuit have been a nomadic people living in the Arctic since ancient times: their entire culture and 
identity is based on free movement on the land.  Inuit rely on free movement in order to eat, to obtain supplies for 
traditional clothing and art, and generally to keep their rich cultural heritage alive.  Inuit temporarily move out from 
settlements to harvest resources that are sometimes bartered or traded.  This movement takes place on the sea ice that 
surrounds and connects Inuit communities. 

Key Findings: 

1. Tradition and Adaptation 
The key findings contained in this report begin with the recognition that Inuit are deeply connected to the past, both 
distant and more recent, but have also adapted. The report also finds that Inuit continue to eat traditional foods for a 
large portion of their diet. This diet requires continued hunting and harvesting of the available resources in the Arctic. 
Because the wildlife, birds and sea mammals that make up most of the Inuit diet are highly transient, it is often 
necessary for Inuit to travel over great distances in order to obtain a harvest sufficient to feed their communities. 
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Although climate change and thinning sea ice are posing great challenges, Inuit are a highly adaptive people who are 
seeking ways to cope with these changes while maintaining their culture. But in order for them to adapt, they must 
have free movement over sea ice and open sea in order to follow the migratory wildlife they rely on. It is also 
important to note that, as many of the hunters interviewed said, if one species in the food chain suffers, the others 
down the line suffer as well. Inuit will, therefore, be directly affected by any damage inflicted upon the Arctic 
environment -- one that they have sustained and been sustained by for thousands of years.  

2. Standard of Sustainable Use 
The Arctic is home to Inuit. They have lived there for thousands of years. It is the Inuit position that any action or 
intervention that affects their land must protect the environment, wildlife, and therefore the Inuit people in such a 
way that they can continue to live off this land for thousands more years. This is the standard of sustainable use that 
they insist upon. 

3. The Sea Ice is Our Highway 
The sea, for Inuit, is their highway.  In wintertime, their highway is sea ice. In summertime, it is the open sea.  The sea 
is integral to the Inuit way of life. Because they still rely on traditional Inuit food for a large portion of their diet, and 
because hunting and being out on the land are central to their culture, they continue to use the land and sea in the 
same way as did their ancestors for thousands of years. This connection to land and ice gives Inuit a great sense of 
pride, well-being, and connection to the past. 

 
 
 
 



  

iii 

 

Caution and Concern: 

In the face of climate change and the potential for greater use of the Arctic by newcomers, there is a feeling of concern 
among Inuit. While they have resolved to adapt to the changed climate and thinning ice as best they can ς and show 
considerable confidence they will succeed ς they are less sure about what increased shipping may mean for their future. 
While the pages that follow do not overtly discuss constitutional and legal issues, Inuit ς through ICC and other bodies ς 
strongly caution those making plans regarding the Arctic to remember the land claims agreements, self-government 
arrangements, and international legal instruments that call for consultation and informed consent. And to pay close 
attention to the direct quotations of Inuit hunters found in this report. Newcomers are reminded that Inuit have lived in 
the Arctic for thousands of years and intend to live there for thousands more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shipping route through Kugluktuk region illustrates colliding 
interests between Inuit land use and shipping. 

Map source: Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project, 1976. 
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Inuit Circumpolar Council (Canada)   

1 An Inuit Perspective on Transportation in the Arctic 

1. Introduction  

1.1 Context 

This report from the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC) 
Canada is a contribution to the Arctic Marine Shipping 
Assessment (AMSA) being conducted by the Arctic 
Council. This scoping report is intended to provide the 
authors of the AMSA with an Inuit perspective on the 
human dimension of shipping. As a Permanent 
Participant at the Arctic Council, the Inuit Circumpolar 
Council speaks on behalf of all 155,000 Inuit living in 
Greenland, Canada, Alaska and Russia. ICC Canada 
represents Canadian Inuit on matters on international 
importance, and also acts as a representative for Inuit 
from Greenland, Alaska, and Russia within Canada. 

This report is important because it gives voice to Inuit, 
the people who have lived in the Arctic for thousands 
of years, sustaining and being sustained by the unique 
animals, fish, and fowl found here. Governments and 
industry have for decades used this same Arctic for 
their own benefit. Sometimes they consult with us. In 
contrast to such consultations, this report comes on 
the initiative of ICC Canada and is intended to frame 
the dialogue from an Inuit perspective, to discuss the 
issues related to land and sea ice use as we see them. 
From this discussion, the reader will come to learn how 
ice is central to how we have moved in the past and 
continue to move in the present. 

1.2 Inuit Definitions  

1.2.1 The Arctic  

The first distinction of an Inuit view of the Arctic is our definition of the term Arctic itself. Within Canada, 
Inuit view the Arctic as the places where Inuit have traditionally lived. These areas are the four land claims 
regions: Nunatsiavut along the coast of Labrador, Nunavik in Northern Quebec, the entire territory of 
Nunavut, and the Inuvialuit Settlement Region along the northern coast and around the northern islands 
of the Northwest Territories. Other indigenous peoples also live in the Canadian North, but because they 
are impacted less by shipping than are Inuit, their views are not covered in this report. The Arctic also 
includes all of Greenland, much of Alaska, from the North Slope Borough down the Bering coast, and 
much of Russia, certainly including the region of Chukotka across the Bering Strait from Alaska. These 
regions where Inuit live are all part of the Arctic according to our view.  
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Circumpolar Map with Inuit lands highlighted 

The Arctic also includes the northern portions of Finland, Sweden and Norway where the Saami live, as 
well as the northern parts of Russia where nearly forty different indigenous peoples live. Our Arctic is 
increasingly the focus of attention from many outside interests, the latest of which is the shipping 
industry. 

1.2.2 The Land 

The Inuit concept ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ άƭŀƴŘέΣ Lƴǳƛǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 
distinguish between the ground upon which our communities are built and the sea ice upon which we 
travel, hunt, and build igloos as temporary camps. Land is anywhere our feet, dog teams, or snowmobiles 
can take us. 

Land is anywhere our feet, dog teams, or snowmobiles 

can take us 

1.3 Scope of the Report 

This report is a scoping level investigation focusing on Inuit use of sea ice. It looks at existing sources of 
information regarding land use and occupancy to extract the highlights regarding sea ice, augmenting this 
with responses from interviews with Inuit hunters, and using additional studies from Alaska and 
Greenland to provide a pan-Inuit perspective. The report will not provide comprehensive data on current 
Inuit use of sea ice, as such information is not yet available. It will also not use the AMSA's target dates of 
2020 and 2050 to make specific projections on how increased Arctic marine use by non-Inuit may affect 
the Inuit. Note that the report does include general predictions about the future in light of climate change 


