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Good morning to all of you and thank you for being here with us.

I would like to take this opportunity that is offered to me to present the views of Makivik Corporation on the creation of the Nunavik Government and to discuss the new relationship that will have to be established between Makivik and the Nunavik Government.

The creation of the Nunavik Government will be a first in Quebec and Canada.  There is really nothing like it in the country. Just as we were pioneers when we signed the James-Bay and Northern Québec Agreement thirty years ago, we are again innovating in proposing this new and unique type of public government.

The closest thing to this new institution might be a territorial government such as Nunavut. But such governments do not operate within a provincial environment. There are also a number of First Nation governments, ethnic governments, with a similar range of responsibilities, and some operate within the confines of a provincial boundary. But these are not public governments in the sense of being non-ethnic in nature. As a result, First Nation governments are usually put in place with federal legislation under section 19(24) of the Constitution.

But it is the breadth and scope of the new institution which truly makes it unique. Its areas of responsibilities will include education, health care, and array of regional service which touch on police, housing, regional planning, to name a few.

What exactly is the nature of this new institution. Is it a school board? No. Is it a health board? No. Is it a supra-municipality? No. The answer is that it will be truly a new form of government.  It will be created within Quebec, so it will obviously be less than a provincial government. On the other hand, it will have certain similarities with territorial governments, but it will exist and operate within a provincial jurisdiction. This is what will make it a first in Canada.

The creation of Nunavik Government will be innovation at it best. It’s about breaking new ground - finding solutions where none exist before. I am very pleased that Quebec, with the support of the federal government, adopted an open-minded approach which allowed us to move in this direction.

What is my vision for this Nunavik government? In two words – continued innovation.

I see a Nunavik Government that will work closely with Quebec. But It also see the need for continued innovation as it assumes more and more responsibilities for dealing with various issues in Nunavik. I believe Quebec will increasingly come to rely on a Nunavik Government as an important partner for the delivery of key government services in the Nunavik and for advancing public policy initiates in this part of the province.

This should not come as a surprise to anyone. It is exactly what happened with the Kativik Regional Government, the Kativik School Board, and the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services.  At first, Quebec was not too sure how to deal with these institutions. But after a while, Quebec came to see them as trusted partners in the governance of the region.

With the creation of a new form of government, we will finally be in a position to take back what we had lost. This is something that we have been fighting for since the time before anyone even heard of land claim negotiations and the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement. The creation of the Nunavik Government will be an important turning point in this struggle. I am happy that we found of a way of doing this in partnership with Quebec and Canada.

What will be Makivik’s Relationship with the New Nunavik Government?

People often ask what will become of Makivik after the creation of a new Nunavik Government. Some people want to know if any of Makivik’s mandates or responsibilities will be transferred to the new government, while others wonder if the Corporation will be amalgamated into the Nunavik Government in the same way as the Kativik Regional Government, the Kativik School Board, and the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services.

These are all good questions, and to find the answers, it is necessary to go back to the time when the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) was first being negotiated. 

Makivik’s predecessor is an organization called the Northern Quebec Inuit Association (NQIA). The founding meeting of NQIA took place in the early 1980s, before Quebec announced its intention to go ahead with massive hydro-electric developments in the James Bay area, and before anyone knew the Inuit would soon be swept up in the negotiations of Canada’s first modern land claims agreement. 

NQIA was established as an Inuit controlled organization, and its primary objective was to protect and promote the interest of Inuit. As a result, the first order of business for NQIA was to find ways to strengthen the voice of Inuit in decisions affecting their lives and future. 

As it turned out, it wasn’t long before this young organization was drawn into the land claim negotiations that were triggered by Quebec’s plans to build large hydro electric dams in the province’s northern areas. While both the provincial and federal governments entered into these negotiations as a way of dealing with aboriginal title in order to allow for resource development, Inuit pursued the negotiations as a way of acquiring some real decision-making powers and gain greater control over their lives. 

Although Inuit objectives in this matter were relatively clear, there still remained the question of what would be the best type of arrangement to enable Inuit to exercise greater control over their lives and future. On this point, Inuit had a very important decision to make.

Under the Canadian Constitution, the responsibility to deal with matters relating specifically to Aboriginal People, and lands reserved for Aboriginal People, rest with the federal government. This federal responsibility also applies to Inuit of Nunavik. This means that the Inuit of Nunavik could have negotiated an arrangement which would have seen federal legislation establish a decision-making body that would have been under the exclusive control of Inuit (a form of ethnic government). Indeed, the federal government put such an option on the table during the early days of the land claim negotiations. 

If Inuit had opted for such an arrangement, an Inuit controlled organization would have acquired certain government-type decision making powers. In other words, under this scenario, it is quite plausible that NQIA, or its successor, the Makivik Corporation, would have a department of education, a department of health, a department of community affairs, and the ability to make decisions and pass certain ordinances in relation to these areas of jurisdiction. 

While this may have seemed like a fitting way of providing Inuit greater control over their future, there was one major problem with such an arrangement. Powers of an Inuit controlled body provided under federal legislation would largely be limited to lands reserved for Inuit. In other words, the powers of such an organization would generally be limited over small pockets of land surrounding the various Inuit communities in Nunavik. In all likelihood, pockets of land reserved for Inuit would be smaller than today’s Category One lands and would probably be very similar to what exists for many First Nations on Indian Reserves.  With the exception of these small pockets of land, an Inuit controlled organization such as Makivik would not be able to exercise many government-type decision-making powers over most of Nunavik.

Obviously, Inuit negotiators were not very interested in a land claims agreement which only provided decision-making powers over a reserve system of lands.  Rather, they opted for the creation a number of public institutions such as the Kativik Regional Government (KRG), the Kativik School Board (KSB), and the predecessor to today’s Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services (NRBHSS).  Since these are non-ethnic institutions that are open to the participation of all residents of the territory, their powers are not limited to lands reserved for Inuit. These public institutions therefore have jurisdiction over all of Nunavik (the territory north of the 55th parallel, with the exception of certain Crees lands near Kuujjuarapik).

This arrangement does not provide decision-making powers to an organization controlled exclusively by Inuit. However, by virtue of their majority in Nunavik, the public institutions created under the JBNQA are Inuit run and respond to the needs and priorities of the Inuit of Nunavik.

With the current negotiations for the creation of the Nunavik Government, we are seeing the completion of a process which began with the land claim negotiations over 30 years ago. The JBNQA provided Nunavik with some important government-type functions and decision-making powers through the creation of a number of different public institutions. However, the JBNQA never provided an overall government structure for the region. The amalgamation of existing regional public institutions will provide the basis for such a structure, and it will result in the creation of a new form of government for Nunavik. 

And how does Makivik fit in? Because of the original decision to make use of public institutions in the JBNAQ, the creation of the Nunavik Government will have little effect on Makivik and its role, functions, and mandate. For reasons already stated, the land claims negotiators decided not to use Inuit controlled organizations (ethnic bodies) to provide the region north of the 55th parallel with decision-making powers in fields such as education, health, and municipal affairs. It was decided to handle these decision-making powers through a number of public institutions that we have become familiar with over the past couple of decades. As we now move towards the creation of an overall public government for Nunavik, it will be necessary to amalgamate those institutions exercising these powers. This will not include Makivik because it operates purely as an Inuit organization (an ethnic body), and not as a public institution.

What will happen to Makivik in all of this? The changes brought about by the creation of the Nunavik Government may lead Makivik to make some in adjustments in how it conducts its affairs, but essentially, the Corporation will continue as the body which represents the interest of the Inuit of Nunavik. Here, it is worth noting that Makivik is the successor to NQIA.  This means that it assumed the roles and mandate of NQIA to protect and promote the interest of the Inuit of Nunavik. Makivik also assumed a number of additional responsibilities which include acting as the Inuit signatory to the JBNQA, ensuring the JBNQA is properly implemented, and managing the compensation monies paid to Inuit under JBNQA.

There is also an interesting parallel between the situation in Nunavik and Nunavut. In Nunavut, Inuit also used their land claim negotiations to gain greater decision making power for their area. Their agreement resulted in the division of the Northwest Territories and the creation of a new territorial government. As will be the case with the Nunavik Government, the Nunavut Government is very much a non-ethnic public institution. Despite the fact that this institution has all the power associated with territorial governments, there was still a need for Nunavut to have its counterpart to Makivik. Their Inuit controlled organization is call Nunavut Tungavik Incorporated (TNI), and it is the body which is responsible for promoting their interest and ensuring that their land claim agreement is properly implemented.

Although Makivik will continue to exist in its own right, and its role and mandate will not be directly affected by the creation of the Nunavik Government, it will still have a very important role to play in the creation of new form of government for Nunavik. Makivik will work to ensure that the appropriate complementary agreement is made to the JBNQA to allow for the creation of the Nunavik Government.  

Morever, since the public institutions established under the JBNQA (and any new form of government flowing from the amalgamation of these institutions) were put in place largely for the benefit of the Inuit, Makivik has an interest in ensuring that all these bodies are properly implemented. In the past Makivik often worked with such bodies as  KRG, KSB, and the regional Health Board to ensure that these institution were properly implemented and funded. Makivik will continue to play this role with the Nunavik Government once it is created.
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