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Abstract

Within a socioeconomic context, sustainable Arctic fisheries can be attained 
through the full participation of indigenous peoples, including women. Even 
though indigenous women are involved in fisheries—both directly and 
indirectly—they are often poorly represented and are seldom included in 
formal decision-making processes with regard to fisheries management. This 
limited involvement may result in a lack of diversity of perspectives represented 
in decision making and a lack of recognition of women’s knowledge and 
considerable experience where fisheries are concerned. Effective fisheries 
management is enhanced when knowledge and experience of both women 
and men are valued. 

Introduction

Fisheries pose unique challenges for resource managers who must deal with declining species 
populations caused by habitat loss, climate change, pollution, technological advances and 
overfishing (mcCay and Finlayson 1995; young 1999). increasingly, managers are finding that 
what shindler (1999) referred to as “wicked” natural resource problems cannot be adequately 
addressed through solutions generated solely through scientific analysis. rather, resource 
managers must identify and utilize a variety of tools in dealing with the diverse contemporary 
resource management issues that exist. 

in Canada, shifting socioeconomic factors in coastal communities and legislation supportive 
of the public participation process have resulted in greater input from local residents and 
other concerned citizens into fisheries management (butler et al. 2001; mcCool and Guthrie 
2001). Greater public involvement and the very nature of the resource engenders further 
managerial challenges including jurisdictional disputes. For example, a Fraser river sockeye 
salmon in british Columbia may pass through 2 countries, 3 provinces and/or states, over 
200 communities and over 100 traditional First nations territories (lewis 1991). sustainable 
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development in the arctic depends on democracy in decision making processes that affects the 
management of natural resources. this is supported by international agreements, including 
the rio declaration on environment and development and the agenda 21. in particular, 
the Johannesburg declaration on sustainable development emphasizes gender equality 
and the role of indigenous peoples in achieving sustainable development and specifies that 
sustainable development “requires broad-based participation in policy formulation, decision 
making and implementation at all levels”. Gradually, fisheries management in Canada is 
being redefined as managers recognize that solutions to fisheries crises lie equally within 
the realms of social and natural sciences and that public involvement in decision-making 
processes is critical. ultimately, the involvement of local peoples, including women, results in 
fisheries management decisions that are more relevant to the community and its needs and 
that are more likely to be managed effectively over the long-term.

Background to the Project

Following the 2002 taking Wing Gender equality and Women in the arctic Conference in 
Finland, the northern Feminist university in norway initiated the Gender and decision-
making in arctic Fisheries project. this project was supported by the arctic Council which is 
an international organization composed of the eight circumpolar nations. the project (2002-
2004) involved Canada, norway, iceland, Greenland, sweden and the Faeroe islands. this 
paper presents the results of the Canadian project.

the aim of the project was to document and analyze women’s roles in arctic fisheries in 
order to promote and support their participation in decision-making processes in this sector. 
this initiative investigated gender distribution and inuit women’s access to, and participation 
in, decision-making processes in regional, territorial/provincial and national institutions 
such as wildlife management boards, hunters and trappers organizations (htos), territorial/
provincial departments related to fisheries and the department of Fisheries and oceans 
Canada. thus, the project adds to existing knowledge about the role of inuit women in arctic 
fisheries, contributes to informed public discussion within northern communities and key 
institutions and is part of a longer-term strategy for action to advance inuit women’s equality 
in arctic fisheries. this initiative increases public understanding in order to encourage action 
on women’s equality issues.

Objectives

the specific objectives of the Canadian project were:
1. to document the distribution of inuit women in decision-making roles in arctic fisheries;
2. to document inuit women’s contributions to arctic fisheries and identify barriers to a more 

significant participation in all aspects of the fishery; and
3. to develop a strategic action plan to mobilize inuit women and to increase their access to 

and participation in decision-making processes related to arctic fisheries.

Field site

in nunavut, Canada, the project was designed to learn more about women’s roles in decision-
making in fisheries organizations and also to be of greatest benefit to the communities and 
to nunavut as a territory. the majority of residents in nunavut are inuits. as a newly created 
political jurisdiction since 1999, nunavut faces a number of socioeconomic challenges, 
including high unemployment rate, high dropout rate from school, and limited support, 
health and educational services especially in the remote communities. nunavut residents 
are highly dependent on marine resources as 25 out of 26 nunavut communities are located 
on the coast. Fisheries provide the mainstay of a traditional lifestyle for residents and their 
viability will help to ensure that this lifestyle is maintained.
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Methodology

over the last century, much of the research that has been conducted regarding indigenous 
peoples in north america has been exploitative and paternalistic. in many cases, researchers 
flew into northern communities, gathered data that were often collected without consent 
and then left without providing results or benefits to the community in any way. mindful of 
this disturbing relationship between arctic communities and academics, this initiative was 
designed as a community-based research project. Community-based research was based on 
the following:
1. Formal community permission was sought and secured prior to commencing research.
2. a research license was gained from the nunavut research institute.
3. project development occurred with the involvement of community residents.
4. primary fieldwork was conducted by an inuit woman who lived in the community; training 

and capacity-building remained critical aspects of the project.
5. project evaluation occurred throughout.

Fieldwork was based on a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. an inuit 
woman was hired as a research assistant in each community in which fieldwork was conducted. 
she was primarily responsible for identifying appropriate participants and conducting in-
depth personal interviews with approximately 15 women in the community. in all cases, the 
research assistant was herself an experienced fisher with extensive knowledge of women who 
also participated in this activity. because of this, she was able to contribute substantively to 
the development of the interview questions and to the evaluation of the research process. 
qualitative data were also collected regarding gender distribution within decision-making 
organizations at the community, regional, territorial and national levels. additionally, 
interviews were conducted with women in decision-making positions within formal fisheries 
organizations.

Results

inuit women are actively involved in fishing at the community level in nunavut. Currently, 
this is primarily at the subsistence level but this may be due to lack of economic opportunities. 
in particular, the expansion of commercial fisheries and the potential increase of fishing 
quotas in nunavut may offer future opportunities for inuit women. membership of the board 
of the local fisheries committee (called htos) offers the greatest scope for assuming decision-
making powers within the community. however, with the exception of a few communities, 
women have had limited formal involvement on the committee boards of these organizations 
in nunavut (see table 1).

Table 1. Percentage of female board members in Nunavut HTOs.

Female board membership of HTOs in Nunavut

Region
(including total number 

of board members)

Year and percentage of female board 
members

2002 – 2003 2004 – 2005

Baffin (n=102) 6.8 9.1

Kivalliq (n=50) 18 18.8

Kitikmeot (n=150) 14 14.2

this limited involvement may result in a lack of diversity of perspectives at the board level 
and a lack of recognition of women’s considerable experience where fisheries are concerned. 
the failure to consistently involve youth members on a formal basis at the board level also 
results in lost opportunities for young women and men to gain valuable experience that 
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would help to prepare them for an education and future career in fisheries management. 
however, women may be involved in decision-making processes at the community level on 
an informal basis through influencing husbands, brothers and sons.

inuit women are also poorly represented at the board level of fisheries co-management boards 
including the nunavut Wildlife management board (nWmb) in nunavut. all board members 
of the nWmb are appointed or elected by the htos. therefore, women’s lack of representation 
on hto boards directly impacts on their lack of representation on co-management boards 
including the nWmb.

inuit women are represented at the staff level of formal organizations although, in many cases, 
the staff role is to support the decisions of the board. Women are relatively well-represented 
in decision-making positions in the department of Fisheries and oceans Canada in both 
territories but are not as visible at the territorial level. however, the implementation of gender-
based analysis in a review of federal and territorial programs, policies and practices would be 
effective in approaching the goal of gender equality as specified in the Federal plan for Gender 
equality in Canada, 1995.

Conclusion

this first phase of the Canadian project establishes a knowledge base that can be used for 
promoting gender equality in decision-making processes of the marine sector throughout 
the arctic region; developing tools and strategies that can be used to encourage participatory 
values and practices; and promoting international cooperation on issues relating to women’s 
participation in fisheries. the second phase of the project will focus on increasing gender 
distribution at the community level particularly at the board level of local htos. Further 
participation of women will contribute to the continued democratization and sustainability 
of arctic fisheries.
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