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Unleashing the human potential in Canada's north Aaju Peter moved to Iqaluit in 1981. Her five children illustrate the Catch-22 in the Arctic economy: they have ambitions but lack training opportunities. 

Arctic sovereignty includes me,” 22-year-old Nathaniel Chouinard says as he hands out posters emblazoned with that slogan at a young leaders summit on climate change. 

The posters, which show an Inuit hunter in a traditional parka, are part of a campaign organized by a youth group at Arctic Bay, a community of just 720 people on northern Baffin Island. They are directed straight at Prime Minister Stephen Harper, who has spoken frequently of the need to “use or lose” the Arctic. 

The Inuit attending the climate-change summit are encouraged by the fact that Mr. Harper has committed $10-million toward a northern development office in Iqaluit. But they wonder how many economic opportunities can actually be created without first addressing the social crises that bedevil the North. 

A burgeoning population, high construction costs, inadequate funding and federal foot-dragging have created a situation in which as many as 20 people are crowded into small, poorly ventilated homes. 

Imagine how difficult it is for a child to do homework under such circumstances. Consider the health and social consequences, including astonishingly high rates of tuberculosis, lung cancer, depression and domestic violence. In a 12-month period in 2006-07, 15 young men killed themselves in Kugluktuk, a hamlet of just 1,500 souls in western Nunavut. 

Cultural changes, exemplified by the abrupt transition from dogsleds and igloos to Boeing 737s and the Internet, have not helped. Nor has climate change, which is causing the Inuit's traditional highways and hunting grounds – the frozen tundra and the sea ice – to literally melt away. 

And yet there is incredible human potential in the North. As Thomas Berger, who was appointed as a conciliator between the Inuit land claims organization Nunavut Tunngavik and the federal government in 2005, has observed: “Every Canadian must be aware of Inuit achievements in art and sculpture, in film and performance arts, achievements for which the Inuit have won international renown. The Inuit are a bright tile in the Canadian mosaic.” 

Mr. Harper, unfortunately, has a less-than-stellar record of working with the Inuit. In December, 2006, after his government refused even to meet with Mr. Berger, Nunavut Tunngavik launched a lawsuit aimed at forcing Ottawa to uphold its obligations under the 1993 Nunavut Land Claims Agreement. 

The obligations, according to Mr. Berger, include funding a bilingual English-Inuktitut education system that would help young Inuit qualify for government jobs. 

The federal Department of Justice has spent millions of dollars fighting the case on every conceivable ground. 

Inuit leaders see a clear connection between the lawsuit and Canadian sovereignty. Last summer, Paul Kaludjak, president of Nunavut Tunngavuk, told the Senate committee on fisheries and oceans: “We are now in court because the government of Canada has failed to implement an agreement which, given full force and effect, would strengthen Canada's Arctic sovereignty.” 

Mr. Kaludjak is right. In 1975, in a case concerning the Western Sahara, the International Court of Justice affirmed that nomadic peoples can acquire and transfer sovereignty rights. 

When the Inuit signed the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, they transferred their claim to aboriginal title over one-fifth of Canada's area. In doing so, they explicitly sought to strengthen the country's sovereignty there. It was the Inuit negotiators who suggested the inclusion of a paragraph that reads: “Canada's sovereignty over the waters of the Arctic archipelago is supported by Inuit use and occupancy.” 

That paragraph could be the strongest component in Canada's claim that the Northwest Passage constitutes “internal waters” rather than an “international strait.” 

Unfortunately, we've been here before. 

John Amagoalik, the “Father of Nunavut,” tells a story about the SS Manhattan, a U.S.-flagged supertanker that sailed through the Northwest Passage in 1969. 

According to Mr. Amagoalik, after Ottawa failed to persuade Washington to request permission for a Northwest Passage voyage by a U.S. oil tanker, two Inuit hunters took matters into their own hands. As the ship plowed through the ice of Lancaster Sound, the two drove their dogsleds into its path. The vessel stopped, a short discussion ensued, and then the hunters – having made their point – moved aside. 

The story is credible. The incident happened only four decades ago, and Inuit oral history is accurate over many generations. But the government, instead of using the incident to Canada's legal and diplomatic advantage, has always denied that it occurred. 

It's time for a change of approach. It's time for Mr. Harper to reach out to Nathaniel Chouinard and other young Inuit and say, “Canadian sovereignty includes you.” 
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