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Spirit and Intent: John Amagoalik  

 

MR: What were the years you were involved in negotiating the land claim and what was your 

role? 

 

JA: I wasn’t involved in negotiating the land claim. I was involved in helping set up Nunavut.  

There were other people involved in negotiating the claim.   

 

MR: When did the federal government agree to the creation of Nunavut? And why did Inuit 

choose public government? 

 

JA: Inuit chose a public government model because we wanted to be part of Canada. The 

government originally didn’t agree to Nunavut. But Inuit refused to sign the land claim without 

the Nunavut territory being created. The federal government wouldn’t agree to Inuit self-

government. We believed that public government would be an appropriate vehicle and that Inuit 

would be in control of it.   

 

MR: With respect to the funding agreement, other than the monies that are negotiated for the 

implementation of the land claim, the territorial government requires resources. It seems that 

under the current structure, the money transferred is for public services 

 

JA: The implementation funding for the land claim is outside of the funds that are transferred to 

the territorial government.   

 

MR: The Inuit negotiators saw the creation of Nunavut and the public government (aside from 

the monies transferred to Nunavut Trust, monies from that to Inuit organizations) as a way or 

means in which to achieve the social and cultural rights that are not within the claim,  

 

MR: The Government of Nunavut continues to struggle to meet the objective of Article 23 to 

increase the number of Inuit employees to the point of representational government. 

 

JA: There are more Inuit employed in the government than prior to the creation of Nunavut. 

   

MR: I hear that many Inuit feel that most management positions are held by non-Inuit and that 

Inuit are expected to change, rather than the system change to become more Inuit friendly. 

 

JA: You are right. Many Inuit do not feel as if the Government of Nunavut is Inuit friendly.   

 

MR: Given that there was some indication how many southern Canadians moved to Yellowknife 

when the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) was created…  

 

JA: We didn’t put much thought in to what could be done so that what happened in Yellowknife 

and GNWT wouldn’t happen to Nunavut. I guess we didn’t plan or prepare enough to ensure that 

Inuit were ready, but creating a government takes time.   

MR: How can the goals in the land claim be reached if Inuit do not have control over the 
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territorial government? 

 

JA: We have elected representatives, we have Inuit employed in the government, and while it is 

true that it does feel as if the government is not Inuit friendly, there is a push to get more Inuit 

employed in the bureaucracy.   

 

MR: Given that negotiations for the second Nunavut implementation contract and funds, what 

can be done to shake things up or change what has been happening the last ten or 13 years?   

 

JA: It takes time. Nunavut has been created. The public government and departments have been 

set up and all of that required a lot of planning, preparation and implementing to get the 

territorial government started. The government is staffed up around 80 per cent, so it still has 

many positions to fill.  

 

MR: Having now signed the land claim, which is predominantly a land and resource base, is 

there any way in which we can get the federal government to come to the table.   

 

JA: Are you suggesting that it was a mistake to sign the agreement? 

 

MR: I’m asking how we get the government to fulfill their obligations since it seems that we 

have little or no bargaining power to ensure that they provide the resources to the territorial 

government to implement the claim.   

 

JA: This has turned out to be a problem. The Government of Canada has not yet signed the 

second implementation contract and they do not want to increase the amount of funding that is 

given to the territorial government for implementation of the claim. Therefore, Nunavut just 

keeps getting what the federal government is willing to give. We just have to keep pushing to try 

and get them to the table.   

 

MR: Is Nunavut politically disadvantaged with only one Member of Parliament (MP) given that 

it doesn’t have political or economic clout with Ottawa? 

 

JA: Yes, Nunavut has only one MP based on the population size. But Inuit got some Inuit owned 

land and benefits that they didn’t have before.   

 

MR: Canada benefitted from signing the land claim by being able to obtain sovereignty and title 

over 1/5 of Canada’s land mass.   

 

JA: Inuit got a territory, something that the government did not want to create. We also got a 

territorial government. If we did not sign the land claim, these things would not have happened.   

 

MR: Some Inuit Beneficiaries feel frustrated by the lack of good faith by the territorial 

government and federal government. The Government of Nunavut needs funding from the 

federal government and is caught in a hard place because it is so dependent on monies from the 

federal government to deliver basic social programs and land claim obligations.   
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JA: Some people call the GN the government of Newfoundland.   

 

MR: Thirteen years after signing the land claim, it feels as if the 15 per cent of non-Inuit have 

most of the political and economic power, control and benefits.   

 

JA: Inuit unemployment remains high and even in some communities over 30 per cent, but non-

Inuit employment is around 2 per cent.   
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MR: I read that there is a gap in income of what an Inuk is likely to receive compared to non-

Inuk.   

 

JA: Yes, non-Inuit tend to be employed in more senior positions and are generally making more 

money than their Inuit counterparts or other Inuit employees.   

 

MR: A lot of Inuit in the government feel as if they don’t get the training and support they need 

to do their job and are prevented from rising up the ranks.   

 

JA: Most Inuit aren’t getting the help or support they need to do their jobs.  That is why some 

Inuit are leaving their positions or employment at the government.   

 

MR: Some Inuit have said that when they have spoken up that they don’t feel that the 

government policy, program or service is Inuit friendly or being done in an Inuit way. They feel 

ostracized by their non-Inuit colleagues or managers. 

 

JA: Yes, I’ve heard that Inuit do not feel as if their views are being respected or heard. 

 

MR: When Inuit speak up for Inuit rights or try to make changes that try to make things more 

Inuit, some non-Inuit say that is racism or discrimination.   

 

JA: Yes.   

 

MR: It seems as if the Inuit negotiators believed that Inuit social, cultural and land claim rights 

would primarily be realized through the Government of Nunavut, but 13 years later, it seems that 

vision has been lost, forgotten or ignored. 

 

JA: So much emphasis is placed on saying that this is a public government. Nunavut and the 

government wouldn’t exist but for the land claim. It exists because of Article 4.   

 

MR: I see that Inuit currently have numerical supremacy and if we participated, we could take 

control and effect change, but at the end of the day that is up to us to take that action. I sense that 

given a whole host of reasons, many Inuit struggle with our own personal or systemic problems 

to take advantage of or control over the public government. If we don’t fight for our rights, we 

can’t expect non-Inuit to do it on our behalf.   

 

JA:   You are right. It is up to Inuit to realize their rights and benefits from the land claim and 

from their public government.  

 

MR: Sometimes I sense that some Inuit negotiators didn’t see some of the changes that have 

happened and continue to happen. It looks as if Nunavut could go two ways, either the route 

where Inuit become the minority within the territory or that Inuit take advantages given to them 

and begin to shape Nunavut to be an Inuit homeland.   

 

JA: It’ll be up to Inuit as to which way it goes. Inuit have the opportunity to decide. I guess we’ll 

see which way it goes.   


