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Reflecting on 17 years of working together:

Notes from a presentation to the Special Senate Committee on the Arctic

by Theo lkummaq and Gita Ljubicic

N APrIL 3, 2019 WE SAT TOGETHER in a lower
Ohallway of 1 Wellington Street in Ottawa, waiting
to be called in to present our testimony as evidence
to the Special Senate Committee on the Arctic. We were
both incredibly nervous, feeling hot and uncomfortable in
our dress clothes. We had spoken in many large and small
public meetings before, both individually and together, but
in preparing to present as witnesses to a Senate Committee
we felt honoured and intimidated at the same time.

Theo grew up on the land between Iglulik (Igloolik) and
Sanirajak (Hall Beach), and his experiences in residential
school, losing both parents to tuberculosis while being
away at school, and efforts to reclaim his language and
land skills profoundly impacted his life and work. Gita
grew up in Ottawa, and after camping for two months on
Boothia Peninsula during her Masters research she has
been dedicated to learning from and working with Inuit on
environmental and cultural issues in Inuit Nunangat (Inuit
homelands). Theo and Gita met during Gita’s first visit to
Igloolik in February 2003, as she was doing preliminary
meetings to explore community interest in a project to
document Inuit knowledge and use of sea ice. Theo is a
skilled hunter and interpreter, and was recommended for
his experience on the sea ice as well as in communicating
with Elders and hunters. Over the course of eight years
we worked together on the sea ice project in Igloolik,
beginning with Gita’s doctoral research, then as part of an
International Polar Year project, and with follow-up work
as Gita started her first academic position at Carleton
University. Theo’s research role quickly evolved from being
an interpreter to being an advisor, a facilitator, a research
coordinator, a guide, a community liaison, and a long-term
mentor to Gita (Laidler and Ikummagq, 2008; Laidler et al.,
2009, 2010, 2011; Pearce et al., 2009). We have kept in touch
between various research projects, and our work continues
today as part of a new project attempting to understand
Inuit community uses and needs for weather, water, ice, and
climate information and services.

Accepting the invitation to present to the Special
Senate Committee on the Arctic felt like taking on a new
level of responsibility, and we put a lot of thought into the
points we wanted to make. The Committee had identified
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a number of topics they were interested in to build on the
Arctic Framework Discussion Guide. We, among others,
were asked to consider the significant and rapid changes
to the Arctic and the impacts on original inhabitants. Of
the six themes identified by the Committee related to
environmental conservation and Arctic science, based
on our experience we felt comfortable speaking to the
following three topics: the role of science and Indigenous
knowledge in conservation decision-making processes;
the consideration of Arctic communities’ knowledge
needs (mental health, housing, food security) in research
priority-setting and funding; and the access to post-
secondary education and research opportunities for Arctic
residents. To view our full presentation, visit the following
link (our session begins at 12:06): https://sencanada.ca/en/
Committees/ARCT/NoticeOfMeeting/518635/42-1

We are not unique in our efforts to work together, to
address community priorities, and to explore approaches
to bringing Inuit and scientific knowledge together in
complementary ways; there are a number of strong
community-research partnerships that have evolved across
Inuit Nunangat in the past 30 years or more. We are also
not unique in being invited to present to the Special Senate
Committee on the Arctic, as approximately 133 witnesses
appeared before the Committee (with many additional
witnesses appearing during the Committee’s fact-finding
mission or providing written submissions). For us, however,
this was a unique opportunity to reflect on our years of
working together, what we have learned, and what key
messages we wanted to share with the Committee. In the
end, we were only able to present for 45 minutes (this time
was shared with another witness), and we did not manage to
discuss all the points we had hoped to raise. The Committee
compiled and analyzed the evidence provided from all
witnesses, and published their report Northern Lights: A
wake-up call for the future of Canada in June, 2019 (Senate
of Canada, 2019).

Although some time has passed since our presentation
to the Special Senate Committee on the Arctic, we have
been reflecting on this experience and would like to share
the speaking notes we had prepared for the Committee
(Table 1).
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In sharing these notes more broadly, we hope these
points may be considered and tailored according to
diverse experiences and community contexts across Inuit
Nunangat.

We continue to work together and independently. To
learn more about Theo, visit https://www.arcticfocus.org/
stories/arctic-life/ and to learn more about Gita, see https:/
straightupnorth.ca/gita-ljubicic/. For more information on
our work together please visit the following websites:

https://straightupnorth.ca/ice-through-inuit-eyes-2/,

https://straightupnorth.ca/inuit-sea-ice-use-occupancy

-project/

https://straightupnorth.ca/nunavut-sea-ice-weather-

forecasting/
https://straightupnorth.ca/community-wwic-uses-and-
needs/
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