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Supporting AdAptAtion:  
A priority for Action on climAte chAnge for cAnAdiAn inuit

by Dr. James D. Ford*

introDuction

Climate change is having profound impacts in the Cana-
dian Arctic. Temperatures are increasing at twice the 
global average, recent years have witnessed a dra-

matic reduction in summer sea ice cover, and extreme weather 
conditions appear to be increasing in both magnitude and fre-
quency.1 Widely believed to be at least partially attributed to 
human emissions of greenhouse gases, climate change is hav-
ing dramatic implications for Canada’s Inuit population who are 
dependant on the biophysical environment and the resources it 
provides.2 With future climate change projected to be greatest in 
the Arctic,3 communities, governments, and Inuit organizations 
have expressed concern. Inuit political leaders have even argued 
that climate change is a fundamental human rights issue, violat-
ing the ability of Inuit to practice and enjoy the benefits of their 
culture.4 Clearly, action on climate change is urgent for Arctic 
regions; failure to act could threaten the very existence of the 
Inuit way of life. 

This Article reviews the evolution of climate change policy 
in an international context in general and Canada in particu-
lar. The review provides a basis for asking the question: what 
constitutes appropriate action on climate change for Inuit in the 
Canadian Arctic? The central argument is that while reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions is an important goal globally, adapta-
tion to reduce vulnerability to climate change should be a prior-
ity for Inuit regions. The paper finishes by identifying key action 
areas at a Canadian and international level to help Inuit adapt. 
While this Article focuses specifically on the Canadian Inuit 
experience, the arguments developed are generally applicable 
for Inuit across the circumpolar north. 

canaDa’S inuit population

Inuit are indigenous peoples inhabiting Arctic and sub-
Arctic regions of Canada, Alaska, Greenland, and Chukotka 
(Russia), numbering approximately 155,000 people. The 2001 
Canadian census found 45,070 people who define themselves as 
being Inuit; 22,560 of whom live in Canada’s newest territory 
of Nunavut—see the table and figure below. The other 22,510 
live in three Inuit settlement regions: the Inuvialuit Settlement 
Region of the Northwest Territories, Nunavik in the province 
of Quebec, and Nunatsiavut in the province of Newfoundland 
& Labrador.5 Together, Inuit administered regions cover thirty 
percent of the Canadian landmass, and have a climate charac-
terized by very cold, long winters, and short, cool summers.6 

Sea ice is an integral part of Inuit life, providing a transportation 

link between communities and a hunting platform for over seven 
months of the year in most areas. 

Figure 1: inuit regionS oF canaDa with locationS  
oF inuit communitieS7

 
The majority of Inuit in the Canadian north live in small, 

remote coastal communities only accessible by air or winter ice 
roads, with economies composed of waged employment and 
subsistence hunting.8 Many Inuit retain a close relationship with 
the environment and a strong knowledge base of their regional 
surroundings, with traditional foods derived from hunting hav-
ing social and cultural importance.9 Hunting also continues to 
supply the principal elements of the Inuit diet. In recent surveys 
in Nunavut, for instance, forty-one percent of Inuit respondents 
identified that more than half of the meat and fish they consumed 
was locally harvested.10 Other studies have demonstrated that 
the economic value of the traditional food sector is at least equal 
to the cost of food imports from Southern Canada.11 
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