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Introduction

Natural resource development is a prominent and controversial topic in the Far North. While media
attention focuses largely on the potential for oil and natural gas discoveries – the extension of the
Norway-Russia extraction frontier to North American Arctic waters – the active exploration for and
development of mineral deposits has come to feature prominently in the region. For the
Governments of Nunavut, Northwest Territories and Yukon, and for the communities across the
territorial and provincial Arctic regions, the prospect for economic and social improvements based
on cooperative exploitation of natural resources is viewed as an important part of the political puzzle
in the North. The recent developments, however, build on a long and complicated history of
resource development, albeit one marked more by hope and promise that practical results.

One of the first major forays by Europeans into the Far North, the expedition led by Martin
Frobisher that arrived in the Baffin Island region in 1576, returned with what some believed was
gold bearing ground. Frobisher secured support for two more expeditions, which focused more on
mining than mapping the desired by unidentified Northwest Passage, and started mining operations
around the bay than bears his name. Frobisher’s gold turned out to be iron pyrite – Fool’s Gold –
thereby marking the first, but not the last, time that the promise of Arctic riches would fail to be
realized.

This paper examines the history of natural resource developments in the Arctic. While the
geographic scope is broadly defined to include portions of the provincial North in Canada and
comparable areas in other Arctic countries, it is important to recognize that the vast majority of the
mining activity in the Canadian North has occurred in the lower reaches of the provincial Norths.
The Arctic regions, in comparison, attracted little resource development until after World War II,
and even then the attention was sporadic and typically short-term. Much of the scholarship on
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northern resources development, therefore, focuses on more southerly districts and not on the Arctic
as that geographic term is generally understood. This holds, incidentally, for much of the
Circumpolar World, with Russia being a major exception. This essay will look, specifically, at the
contributions of existing historical literature to our understanding of the impact of resource
developments on northern communities. In this way, the paper will describe how historians and
historically minded scholars (geographers have long been vital to the historical understanding of the
North) have contributed to the collective understanding of the problems for northern communities
associated with resource development and the more constructive impacts that resource developments
have played in shaping the human history of the region.

For the purposes of this paper, natural resources will be taken to include only non-renewable
resources. There is, of course, a rich literature on such economic development sectors as fur trading,
northern agriculture, fishing, whaling and forestry. This is very important scholarship and has
contributed significantly to our understanding of the evolution of northern societies. The issues
raised by this literature are, however, quite different from those related to the extractive industries
(mining and oil and gas development). For this reason, the paper will adopt a more narrow focus on
mining and oil and gas activities in the Arctic regions.

The Existing Research/Literature
Despite the long-term significance of natural resource development to the Canadian society and
economy, historians have devoted a surprisingly limited amount of attention to the topic. There are
some major exceptions, such as the excellent work done by Morris Zaslow and Parks Canada
historians on the mining aspects of the Klondike Gold Rush and, more recently, top notch
scholarship by Kerry Abel, John Sandlos, Arn Keeling and Liza Piper on aspects of post-World War
II mining activity in the North. Mining, however, has not attracted systematic scholarship, largely
because of the southern and urban focus of the Canadian historical profession. Moreover, the
presence of the remarkable documentary record left by the Hudson’s Bay Company has encouraged
an historiographical preoccupation with the fur trade era that, with archival material much more
scattered and limited in scope and volume, has never occurred with the mining sector.
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Until the arrival of more North-centred scholars in the 1970s and 1980s, northern historiography
also lacked the regional orientation that might have led scholars to examine the impact of mining on
the people, communities, eco-systems and overall economy. Northern mines were isolated, their
populations very transient, and the mining communities themselves often short-lived. Without a
regional imperative driving the historical agenda, the nuances of hard-rock mining camps,
Indigenous displacement by mining activity, and community formation and restructuring associated
with the resource cycles seemed of little interest in the broader national narrative. This is starting to
change, a function of more regionally engaged scholarship, growing national interest in northern
resources, and ongoing debates about the socio-economic benefits of resource activities on northern
peoples and ecosystems.

Natural Resource Development in the Arctic: From Frobisher’s humble and forgettable
beginnings, Arctic natural resource development got off to a very slow start. Generations would
pass before outsiders turned their attentions more systematically to the mineral potential of the Far
North. There were, as Morris Zaslow has documented, forays into the middle and provincial Norths
in the 19th century, most notable perhaps being the steady northward extension of the placer gold
mining activities during the Cariboo Gold Rush in what became British Columbia. The
development of Barkerville in the middle of British Columbia in the 1860s hardly constituted a
northern development, but it directed prospector’s attentions further northward. In the 1870s, the
first prospectors reached the upper Yukon River basin and, after more than 20 years of hard-scrabble
work, touched off the Klondike Gold Rush with the discovery at Rabbit (Discovery) Creek in 1896.
The boom that followed – based on real gold and not Frobisher-like ore – was as important for how
it changed international assumptions about the Far North as for the millions of dollar of gold dust
and nuggets wrestled from the permafrost.

Mining interest in the North escalated during and after the Klondike Gold Rush, with prospectors
fanning out across vast territories in search of the next Bonanza. They found pockets of gold and,
over time, hard rock mineral properties like the lead-zinc at Elsa-Keno in the Yukon, copper near
Whitehorse, gold at Yellowknife and uranium at Great Bear Lake. The discovery of oil at Norman
Wells along the Mackenzie River added a new commodity into the mix and generated a surge of
interest in northern petroleum. None of these properties matched the Klondike discovery in scale or
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impact, but the identification of commercial grade deposits kept dozens of prospecting teams in the
field. Across the provincial North, particularly in northern Ontario and Manitoba, promising
discoveries matched with a speculative zeal generated ongoing pre-World War II interest in subArctic mining and saw several mines come into production. The war accelerated the development of
the Eldorado Mine on Great Bear Lake and resulted in a massive but ill-conceived American plan to
delivery Norman Wells oil to a poorly designed refinery in Whitehorse, Yukon, a wartime
experiment that was abandoned shortly after the war.

Mining activity accelerated after the Second World War, due to a fortuitous combination of surging
continental and international demand, improved exploratory and extractive technologies, higher
prices and Cold War military imperatives. A resource booms swept across the North, from Labrador
to British Columbia, and through the three territories. Company towns emerged, like Schefferville,
Quebec, Thompson, Manitoba, Uranium City, Saskatchewan, Gransile, British Columbia, Pine
Point, NWT, and Faro in the Yukon. At Rankin Inlet, a nickel and copper property became the first
to make extensive use of Inuit miners in their operations. The resource projects attracted a great
deal of subsidiary investment, much of it by governments, in road, rail, airfields,
telecommunications and power generating capacity. The resource boom did not last. By the 1980s,
many of the mines and company towns had been closed, the grand promise of long-term prosperity
fueled by resource development in tatters. Promising individual discoveries and developments
followed, including the Voisey Bay in Labrador, Mary River project on Baffin Island, and most
famously the Diavik Diamond Mine in the Northwest Territories, the first of the Canadian diamond
mines.

The oil and gas industry followed a similar cycle, with a slow start in the 1950s and 1960s, vast
Beaufort Sea expansion plans in the 1970s (including the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project), and a
sustained downturn in the 1980s and 1990s. Pan Arctic Oils and other companies ran test projects in
the high Arctic Islands, but the grand vision of national prosperity based on northern resource
development faded. The most successful initiative – the oil sands around Fort McMurray, Alberta –
also proved to be the most controversial, attracting considerable local opposition, particularly from
Aboriginal communities, and from the international environmental movement. The oil sands also
proved central to national economic development plans in the early 21st century.
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A quick glance at the natural resource landscape across the Canadian North reveals as many closed
and abandoned mines as active ones, grandiose visions of resource-driven prosperity, and dashed
dreams of regional expansion. Several of the mines – Thompson, Manitoba, Fort McMurray and a
few others – have had substantial lives. But many, including the planned natural gas developments
in the Beaufort Sea, absorbed billions of dollars in investment but did not produce lasting northern
prosperity. The vast majority of the mines were located far from established settlements. In some
instances, like Rankin Inlet, Aboriginal people coalesced around the mining developments. The
inability to sustain the company towns created from the 1950s through to the 1970s convinced
mining firms to look for alternate models. The firms increasingly turned to the transient workforce
approach, typically described as fly in/fly out, offering high wages and excellent local conditions for
workers who generally maintained their southern permanent addresses. These same mines have
developed strong collaborative (or impact and benefit agreements) with regional Indigenous
communities, offering skills training and jobs, business preferences and other economic benefits.

Major Themes in the Historiography of Natural Resource Development, Northern Peoples and
Community Development: There are some key themes that emerge from a review of the scholarly
literature on northern resource development. The list is designed to illustrate some of the general
patterns, leading to the last part of the essay which focuses on major gaps requiring additional
scholarly research.

Natural resources and community development have attracted comparatively little research.
The first theme is the most disappointing. In contrast to other prominent themes in northern history,
particularly the fur trade, Christian missionaries and the role of the Government of Canada, mining
has not drawn sustained scholarly interest. The limited amount of scholarly writing, while often
very good, has underscored the need for much more research on this subject. This problem is not
unique to the North. Mining remains seriously understudied in the historical profession at large, with
little sustained interest in community formation and social relations associated with mining activity.
The problem, it seems, rests with the comparatively low status of mining in the broader scholarly
community, a most unfortunate trend that needs to be addressed.
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Favourable Portrayals of Developers: After the 1970s the advent of ecological awareness and
greater concern for Indigenous peoples turned scholars’ attentions toward the disruptive impact of
natural resource development. Before that time, resource development was viewed in a more prodevelopment and celebratory mode. The prospectors and developers were viewed in generally
positive terms, as leaders in the economic development of the region and country. Throughout this
period, with the country encouraging resource development and with government policy oriented
towards “opening” the North, the individuals behind mineral and oil and gas developments were
singled out for attention, much of its favourable.

Southern-focused scholarship: Led by the invaluable work of Morris Zaslow, the pre-1980s
scholarship was dominated by a southern orientation. The focus was squarely on , to use the title of
one of Zaslow’s major works, The Northward Course of Canada. In this important formulation, the
scholarly attention was on what the country (by which the author’s generally meant Ontario and
Quebec) thought about the North and on the agents of government, commerce and culture that were
dispatched to the region to extend national influence. The southern-focused scholarship was
concerned primarily with relations between the North and the South and much less so on the
nuances of regional or community life. Indeed, in much of this work, northerners appear as a largely
undifferentiated group, largely passive in their reaction to the forces of development and rapid
change.

Policy-oriented work: Much of northern scholarship, and not just on natural resource development,
is actually Ottawa-centric, focused primarily on demonstrating and understanding the role of
national government policy in the shaping of northern history. From studies on Aboriginal policy
through to extensive coverage of Prime Minister John Diefenbaker’s interest in northern
development through to the lengthy political debates about northern oil and gas exploitation,
scholars have retained their interest in federal policies toward the North. This is valuable contextsetting work, but it generally lacks two key elements: an examination of how the policies worked on
in practice and the responses of northerners to the policies that influenced and shaped the evolution
of the region.
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Toward Critical Assessments of Resource Development: For the past 30+ years, scholarly
analysis of northern resource development has shifted from the celebratory tone of the pre-1970 era
to the more critical evaluation of mining and oil and gas development. The academy has, in recent
decades, taken a more sceptical stance toward the development impulse and has offered more
analytical evaluations of short and long environmental impacts, social disruption and contradictory
influences on the North itself. This work is part of a much larger analytical re-evaluation of
resource and economic development generally, and differs sharply from the more supportive writing
of the pre-1970s period.

Toward north and community-centred scholarship: One of the greatest transitions in northern
scholarship has been the shift from south-centred studies (concerned primarily with policy and the
work of southern actors) to north-centred approaches (concerned principally with the socioeconomic transitions in the North). This work has the added benefit of prioritizing the experiences
of Indigenous peoples and focusing on long-term transitions in the region. The scholarship has
been driven by the growing number of scholars raised in the North, and reflects their “insider’s”
perspectives on Northern realities. Importantly, the focus on the North also increased the attention
given to community-level studies, which emphasize the unique nature of the various cities, towns
and villages across the region, differences driven by a combination of Indigenous cultures, economic
activity, Indigenous-newcomer relations and historic transitions.

Growing awareness of the impact of resources on Aboriginal communities: From the vantage
point of the 2010s, it is difficult to imagine the limited attention given to Indigenous peoples by
scholars only half a century ago. Indeed, the pendulum has swung sharply in the opposite direction,
to the point that non-Aboriginal people are given much less attention than in the past. Scholarship
has now documented the fact that resource activities caused considerable, sometimes devastating,
impacts on local Indigenous populations. As Aboriginal voices – as interview subjects, as writers
and more regularly now as scholars – have entered the debate, a much greater sense has emerged of
the impact of mining, oil and gas activities on Aboriginal communities. This has resulted in
growing attention to Aboriginal protests against resource development, particularly related to the
Mackenzie Valley Pipeline project. Interestingly, there has been less attention to the engagement of
Indigenous peoples as resource workers, a pattern that emerged at the outset of the resource
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expansion, and that has some important contemporary manifestations. Most importantly, recent
scholarship has demonstrated that the transitions associated with major resource projects have been
pivotal, along with social welfare programming, in accelerating the transformation of Aboriginal life
in the Far North. While the specifics and nature of the transitions remain largely uncharted, there is
a growing realization that resource development accelerated the rate and complexity of change in
Aboriginal communities associated with the sector.

Newcomer Populations, Community Formation and Change, and Natural Resource
Development: One of the interesting patterns in northern scholarship is how research on the
territories focuses on Aboriginal people while studies of the provincial North has much more
comprehensive coverage of non-Indigenous peoples. There are major exceptions to this
generalization; the Klondike Gold Rush work is largely focused on newcomers and there is good
writing on aspects of northern Manitoba’s development. Across the North, however, there is
surprisingly limited attention to the experience of newcomers, both in the pre and post-World War II
era. Even the resource boom of the 1950s and 1960s has generally been studied at the macro level,
focusing largely on policy issues and industry trends, with much less attention given to communitylevel and social issues in the non-Aboriginal populations. In this period, newcomers made up the
vast majority of the northern population, with a significant number making the transition from shortterm resource workers to long-time northerners. The non-Aboriginal people, starting in the 19th
century, both shaped the evolution of the North and were transformed by the North themselves. To
a quite surprising degree, historians have devoted comparatively little effort to understanding the
role of non-Aboriginal northerners in the resource sector. There has been some work on single
industry and company towns, although little of this was done by historians. Indeed, the expansion of
fly in/fly out operations has lessened interest in the company town phenomena, which is
increasingly looking like a time-limited experiment in northern and resource social organization.
At present and historically, the North has been shared space from the fur trade era on, with
prominent non-Aboriginal populations across much of the North. Ultimately, the historical
understanding of the North must draw on the experiences of Aboriginal people, newcomers and the
interactions between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. In this important respect, the history
of the North remains substantially incomplete.
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Infrastructure, Natural Resources and Northern Communities: The resource sector brought
many changes to the Far North, one of the most important being the development of transportation,
communications and community infrastructure. While some of the projects were undertaken for
traditional government-centred reasons, such as connecting a distant territory to the rest of the
nation, most were connected to resource projects. Even the largest set of infrastructure projects in
northern history – the Northwest Staging Route – include a substantial resource component. While
the major project, the Alaska Highway, was driven by para-military priorities, the substantial sideinitiative, the Canol pipeline and Whitehorse refinery, had its routes in continental excitement about
the potential of the Norman Wells oil field. Scholars looking at the post World War II period have
focused on the Diefenbaker government’s Road to Resources program, which brought roads and
railways into the North. Other crucial initiatives attracted a great deal less attention. These
undertakings included the development of port facilities and shipping capabilities generally, the
slow and expensive expansion of the communications and electrical systems in the northern
communities, and the enhancement of satellite television and, later, Internet services across the
region. To this point, historians have written little on these vital developments and have not
contributed a great deal to the understanding of how infrastructure investments responded to
community needs and demands, how the national government prioritized and funded northern
projects, and how these infrastructure initiatives reshaped the Far North. This is one of the major
lacunae in the historical understanding of the Canadian North, and requires much more attention
than it has received to this point.

Arctic Environments and the Long-Term Effects of Natural Resource Development on
Northern Peoples: The combination of resource development, climate change/global warning, and
greater scientific understanding of Arctic ecosystems has sparked global interest in the environment
in the Far North. Much of the southern and international engagement in the Arctic is tied to global
concern about Arctic sustainability and the unique vulnerability of the eco-systems of the region. In
the 1950s and 1960s, analysts paid more attention to the best means of developing the North than to
the proper approaches to protecting the environment. A series of major initiatives, including the
proposed Mackenzie Valley Pipeline and the massive James Bay hydroelectric developments (and
comparable hydro projects across the Middle North) and the oil sands in northern Alberta, generated
widespread interest in northern ecosystems and, in the process, spurred scholarly and general
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interest in Arctic ecology. Historians have responded impressively to this growing concern about
the Far North, studying the long-term effects of the Klondike Gold Rush, the environmental and
socio-environmental impacts of specific mining projects and the effect of the industrial economy
generally. Historians have a particularly important opportunity to contribute at the micro-level to
the greater understanding of the environmental manifestations of resource development. Given the
intense global interest in Arctic adaptation, resilience and ecological change, it is likely that the
historical work will continue to expand and contribute to the better understanding of the
environmental effects of resource development.

Historians and the Natural Resource Evaluation Process: Why Have Historians’ Been Largely
Silent?: Northern development is highly contentious. Many Aboriginal communities support
resource development; others are either cautious or opposed to a specific project or to extraction
activities in general. All across the North, debate continues about northern pipelines, mines, and oil
and gas development. The courts are involved in the process, as are politicians at multiple levels.
To date, historians have been comparatively silent in this often controversial and very important
regional conversation. Historians, it must be noted, have not been overly prominent in public policy
debates generally, so the concern is not limited to the North and resource development. The lack of
historical engagement works in the opposite direction, as government officials and industry
proponents have demonstrated little interest in the history of northern resource development. The
historical silence or, to be more fair, near silence, has implications for the North. Research on early
infrastructure projects demonstrated the transformative effects of roads, railways and other
initiatives on the region. Detailed studies of Aboriginal engagement or, conversely, marginalization
demonstrate the manner in which Indigenous peoples and communities responded to major
economic and environmental changes. Historians believe, with good reason, that historical
understand is central to a society’s abilities to confront the present and major constructive choices
about the future. There is ample evidence that such historical work would make valuable
contributions to contemporary conversations about the future resource development in the Far
North. Greater historical study is required, perhaps as outlined below, but this has to be matched by
increased engagement by historians in the debates about resource activity in the Arctic.
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Gaps in Historical Research on Natural Resources and Arctic Communities: Preliminary
Themes: The commentary above focuses on the work that historians have undertaken related to
resource development in the Far North. The scholarship is spotty and irregular, with areas of real
contribution and surprisingly large gaps in the historical work. While the list of possible subjects is
long – and other scholars could readily add other items – it provides an indication of the possibilities
for further historical research on the history of resource development in the North. More
specifically, this list and the discussion above highlight ways in which historians have, could and
should contribute to the region-wide debate about the impact of resource projects on Arctic
communities. These are the areas that seem to require urgent and sustained historical attention.
•

Non-Aboriginal Communities and Resource-Dependant Societies: We know far
too little about the non-Aboriginal people involved in resource-dependant societies.
There is very little work to date on labourers involved with resource development,
the private business people who worked alongside the mining companies, and the
social dynamics of the communities themselves. It is vital that we understanding
more about how these communities functioned, about social and economic
relationships among the resource workers and others, and about wages, working
conditions and other aspects of camp life in the North. There is a particularly urgent
need to look into the operations of labour organizations, particularly after World War
II, in enhancing the working and social conditions for working people and their
families. A surprisingly limited amount of scholar work has been devoted to the
people who constituted the majority of the resource work force and who, across
much of the North, made up the majority of the total population.

•

Transiency in Northern Resource Communities: The northern resource sector is
notoriously transient. Workers come North to “make a killing, not to make a living,”
and typically leave on a seasonal basis or after a few years of high-grading the
resources of the North. The contours of demographic transiency are poorly
understood and need far greater analysis as this pattern is among the most important
social characteristics of the North.

•

Pre-World War II Resource Communities: While there has been some scholarly
work on the post-WWII resource centres, study of the pre-WWII mining and oil
camps is extremely thin. The historical amnesia about this topic, save for the
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Klondike Gold Rush, means that we have a skewed sense of the historical evolution
of northern resource communities and, indeed, the whole resource economy in the
region.
•

Value Systems (Indigenous, Newcomer Populations, Outside Corporations,
Governments, Southerners Generally) related to Arctic Resource Development:
Interestingly, few scholars have offered much more than superficial comments about
one of the most important aspects of northern resource development, naming the
attitudes and assumptions the various participants hold about the sector. The result is
recourse to stereotypes and generalities. We need to know much more about how
participants, local and distance, viewed the resources and the development processes
in the Far North.

•

Impact of Pre-World War II Resource Developments on Aboriginal Peoples: It
is fascinating that the national preoccupation with the impact of the fur trade and
contemporary concern about the impact of resource activities has not been matched
by an historical concern about the nature of social, economic and cultural changes
associated with resource activity in the North. Comments available to date are
limited in scope and depth.

•

Wage Economies in the Natural Resource Sector, including the Role of Unions
in Arctic Development: Workers, oddly, have attracted very little attention in the
Far North and, more generally, outside the industrial and manufacturing sector.
There is a great deal to be learned from the operation of the wage economy in the
sector, with a particular need to understand the role of unions in post-World War II
Arctic development activity. This is one of the most important themes in post-war
history but it has attracted little attention.

•

High Arctic Resource Developments, focusing on Nearby Indigenous
Communities and Temporary Workers: To the degree that northern resource
activity has attracted any attention it has focused on the middle North regions. The
high Arctic activities, such as oil and gas exploration in the 1970s and 1980s, have
not yet draw scholarly study, particularly as this relates to the Aboriginal
communities in the North.
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Coping with Winter and Arctic Conditions: The Effects on Northern
Communities: One of the great oddities of northern scholarship is that very little
attention has been paid to the impact of winter, easily the dominant characteristic of
northern life. The specific study of the impact on winter and Arctic conditions on
the natural resource sector is a matter of high priority, but has yet to draw serious or
systematic research.

•

Private and Public Sector Investments in Infrastructure and the Impact of these
Investments on Arctic Communities: Each northern mining project attracted
significant private and public infrastructure investment. In most instances, the
development of a road, railway, airport of other facilities had an impact on nearby
Aboriginal communities. The nature and extend of that impact remains little known.

•

Indigenous Engagement with the Resource Economy: Recent research in British
Columbia has shown that Aboriginal people have historically been more deeply
engaged in resource activities than is generally believed. Working from the apparent
assumption that Aboriginal were not engaged in the sector, scholars have so far
given little attention to the degree and nature of Indigenous participation.

•

Environmental Impact of Resource Activities on Northern Eco-Systems,
Indigenous Peoples and Arctic Communities: The crux of much of the debate
about northern resource development is that these initiatives have significant impacts
on the environment, communities and peoples of the North. Surprisingly, there has
been little historical study to determine the impact of such development projects in
the past, which could shed important light on the long-term impact of mining and
other resource activity.

•

Indigenous Protests against Resource Development: Canadians were shocked
when Aboriginal people protested the construction of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
and managed to stop the project. Very little is known about Indigenous responses –
protests, support or indifference – to other northern mining project. This is an
important theme that warrants much deeper investigation.

•

Government Policies re: Community Formation, Servicing and Transitions in
Arctic Regions: The study of federal government policy (and provincial
government policy in the northern provinces) has typically focused on broad
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questions of strategy and general regional management. Much less attention has
been given to community-level strategies and the activities associated with support,
serving and sustaining northern communities, specifically those affected by major
resource projects.
•

Mine/Project-Specific Studies of the Impact of Resource Developments in the
Arctic: In recent years, specific studies of the Pine Point mine have added
dramatically to our understanding of northern mining activity. We need many more
such studies, particularly of the smaller and less well-known resource projects and
the early stage developments of places such as the Norman Wells field. These are
essential building blocks in the attempt to understand the full impact of resource
development.

•

Resource Speculation and Arctic Communities (particularly related to oil and
gas): Over time, a great deal of time and effort is devoted to projects – like High
Arctic natural gas the Beaufort Sea oil and gas – that do not result in ongoing
resource activity. The period of speculation, investigation, preliminary testing and
heavy promotion is vital to the development process and can have sizeable impacts
on associated communities.

•

The Military, Strategic Considerations and Major Investments in Northern
Natural Resource Development and Infrastructure: In many northern countries,
resource activities have vital strategic considerations and, further, military
investments can spark expanded resource development. The contrast between the
United States and Canada in this regard is notable and is worthy of expanded study.
To date, the strategic work on the Arctic has focused on international relations and
much less on the practical impact of military engagement on the region.

•

The Advent of Environmental Remediation in the Arctic: Environmental
assessment is an integral part of northern development, and is a key factor in the
establishment, monitoring and remediation of mining and other project sites. Little
is known about the early stages of remediation and the emergence of environmental
assessment and remediation as a political, economic and environmental force in
northern life.
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Fly In-Fly Out Camps and the Transformation of Northern Societies: Flycamps now dominate the operation of the northern resource frontier. The concept of
mobile workforces is not particularly new, however. Much more work is required on
the origins of the mobile work force and the implications of this labour management
approach for the social and economic development of the North, particularly as this
relates to northern and Aboriginal communities.

•

Aboriginal Land Claims and Land Claims Settlements and the Development
Frontier: Since the 1970s, Aboriginal land claims (and, later, settlements) have
reshaped the development process in the North. Sufficient time has passed that
historians should expand their studies of the relationship between land claims, land
claims agreements and implementation measures and the exploitation of northern
resources. This kind of contemporary history could be extremely valuable in
understanding the future of resource activity in the Arctic.

•

Comparative Aspects of Northern Resource Development and Arctic
Communities: Resource development is an international enterprise. Capital,
professional expertise, and the workforce is truly global in nature. It was not always
as international as the sector is in the 21st century, but we have a limited sense of
how resource development occurred in other Arctic and sub-Arctic environments.
Comparative historical study remains quite limited, despite the fact that it is wellsuited for such a global industry as resource extraction, with historic and
contemporary international connections.

Concluding Comments: This overview of historical work on northern resource development and
suggestions about areas for future historical studies is, by nature, individual and idiosyncratic. Other
scholars, and there are fortunately many fine historians working on northern themes, would
undoubtedly have a different set, equally valid and rich with scholastic opportunity. What stands
out is that historians have not been particularly active in studying resource development and, in
particularly, the impact of such projects on Arctic residents, communities and environments.
Historians believe that historical understanding, while worthy on its own, contributes substantially
to contemporary awareness and forward planning. If the Arctic is to better understand the likely
implications for the North from expanded resource development, it follows that a greater
appreciation for historical patterns and processes could and should be invaluable.
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Historical research, of course, requires substantial documentary and other records. For many years,
the abundant and remarkable records of the Hudson’s Bay Company served like a magnet for
northern researchers, to be detriment of studies on other areas and topics. There is no comparable
set of documentary materials on natural resource developments, although the federal and territorial
government collections contain a substantial amount of material. The corporate record, unlike the
Hudson’s Bay Company’s archive, is scattered and far from complete. Many of the pre-World War
II projects have precious little documentary materials and even the post-war records are much less
complete than historians would like. The richest sources, one that is being tapped by the newest
generation of scholars, include oral testimony, photographic records, video materials and physical
objects. The passage of time, of course, erodes these sources, creating a sense of urgency about the
historians’ collective responsibility to gather, preserve and utilize the existing historical records.
Arctic communities approach the prospect of major resource development with nervousness. They
want to know how the projects, some of them massive in scale and potential impact, might affect
the North and they want and need strategies for mitigating the negative effects and maximizing the
positive elements. Understanding the experiences of the past could provide the North with an
excellent means of considering contemporary options and planning for the future. It is incumbent
on historians, therefore, to both expand their work on northern resource development and finding
new ways of sharing their scholarship with the affected communities. History matters. To
historians falls the task of making history relevant and meaningful to Arctic peoples wrestling with
the prospect of rapid resource-driven change.
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