Mining and
Communities in

Northern Canada

History, Politics, and Memory

EDITED BY | Arn Keeling and John Sandlos

d UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

M Press

MINING AND COMMUNITIES IN NORTHERN
CANADA: HISTORY, POLITICS, AND MEMORY
Edited by Arn Keeling and John Sandlos

ISBN 978-1-55238-805-1

THIS BOOK IS AN OPEN ACCESS E-BOOK. It is an electronic
version of a book that can be purchased in physical form through
any bookseller or on-line retailer, or from our distributors. Please
support this open access publication by requesting that your
university purchase a print copy of this book, or by purchasing

a copy yourself. If you have any questions, please contact us at
ucpress@ucalgary.ca

Cover Art: The artwork on the cover of this book is not open
access and falls under traditional copyright provisions; it cannot
be reproduced in any way without written permission of the artists
and their agents. The cover can be displayed as a complete cover
image for the purposes of publicizing this work, but the artwork
cannot be extracted from the context of the cover of this specific
work without breaching the artist’s copyright.

COPYRIGHT NOTICE: This open-access work is published under a Creative Commons
licence. This means that you are free to copy, distribute, display or perform the work as long
as you clearly attribute the work to its authors and publisher, that you do not use this work
for any commercial gain in any form, and that you in no way alter, transform, or build on the
work outside of its use in normal academic scholarship without our express permission. If
you want to reuse or distribute the work, you must inform its new audience of the licence
terms of this work. For more information, see details of the Creative Commons licence at:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0

UNDER THE CREATIVE
COMMONS LICENCE YOU
MAY:

* read and store this
document free of charge;

e distribute it for personal
use free of charge;

¢ print sections of the work
for personal use;

e read or perform parts of
the work in a context where
no financial transactions
take place.

UNDER THE CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE YOU

MAY NOT:

* gain financially from the work in any way;

¢ sell the work or seek monies in relation to the distribution
of the work;

e use the work in any commercial activity of any kind;

e profit a third party indirectly via use or distribution of the
work;

e distribute in or through a commercial body (with
the exception of academic usage within educational
institutions such as schools and universities);

* reproduce, distribute, or store the cover image outside
of its function as a cover of this work;

e alter or build on the work outside of normal academic
scholarship.

UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY
Press

press.ucalgary.ca

Acknowledgement: We acknowl/edge the wording around
open access used by Australian publisher, re.press, and
thank them for giving us permission to adapt their wording
to our policy http://www.re-press.org




CHAPTER II

“There Is No Memory of It Here™
Closure and Memory of the Polaris
_Mine in Resolute Bay, 1973-2012

Heather Green

Industrial closure is about much more than decreased market value, cap-
ital loss, commodity decline, and economic disruption. It is also about
individuals and communities. Though deindustrialization is a broad
process that occurs worldwide, those impacted by closure experience an
intimate and local connection to this process. In single industry towns
especially, closure frequently starts a chain of unemployment, out-migra-
tion, population decline, and abandoned infrastructure. It is also com-
mon for post-industrial communities to suffer negative environmental
impacts. Previous scholarship has studied the socio-economic, cultural,
and environmental legacies of mine closure and deindustrialization in
both Rust Belt zones and single industry towns in Southern Canada and
the United States.! Mining and mine closures have also been prevalent in
the Canadian North since the 1950s, and historians have recently begun
paying attention to the impacts of closure in the North, as this volume
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attests. Each case of closure is unique, though scholars have identified
key trends in southern industrial closures, including their economic,
cultural, and social impacts, which have also been repeated in cases of
northern deindustrialization.?

One of the more recent topics in this literature is the connection be-
tween collective memory and closure.* Much scholarly work currently
available about mining and collective memory is concerned with how
communities react to closure and decline, and how in this reaction com-
munities form a group/collective memory or a mining heritage. This
literature provides case studies of mine closure and collective memory
formation around the globe. What is striking about these cases, which
examine different types of mining, different demographics of mine work-
ers, and different geographic spaces, are the similarities they share in
terms of both the economic and social importance of mining and the
collective memories these local communities develop in retaining their
mining heritage. What is further striking for my research concerning the
Polaris mine in Resolute was how much the Polaris mine and the com-
munity of Resolute diverge from this post-closure narrative. Throughout
this chapter I will attempt to provide an explanation for this divergence.

Studying coal-mining heritage in Britain, Rosemary Power explains
that mining heritage is defined in a community in terms of “what has
been lost, what needs to be retained, and what needs to be preserved
to benefit future generations.” She says mining heritage includes local
community organizations that gather written records, and abandoned
equipment and artifacts that are set within the community as symbols of
honour. Mining heritage involves both physical artifacts and “commun-
ity spirit.”
munity must identify as a mining or former mining community (even in

Finally, to be considered as having mining heritage, a com-

cases where the mine has been closed for a period of time).® Such desire
to commemorate mining heritage comes from the social and econom-
ic factors these single industries brought to local communities. In most
cases, these towns revolved around mining, and the secondary economic
development was based on providing services and products for mining.
Further, Power argues that tight-knit social communities came from the
structure of mining lifestyles, particularly in terms of gender roles and
class consciousness.’
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Scholars have also argued that the formation and retention of a col-
lective mining memory has served political purposes. For example, in
their work, Mellor and Stephenson outline the attempts of Durham min-
ing communities to maintain their mining heritage through continuing
the Durham Miners’ Gala. The authors argue that the gala represented
a political platform for the community to defend itself from the mar-
ginalization faced by post-industrial single industry towns.® In his work,
Ben Marsh also provides an understanding of power struggles and power
structures that commonly existed in such small towns industrialized
from an outside force.” The inhabitants and workers in the small anthra-
cite mining towns he discusses came from other continents in the ear-
ly twentieth century. Though these places were created by companies,
the workers felt these places were “theirs,” and they claimed a sense of
place on their own terms. This is important to understanding the de-
velopment of community strength and loyalty to place.’” Forming a col-
lectively shared memory for the community helps in claiming legitimacy
for future political issues, such as demands for economic development or
government support for the deindustrialized area.

As this literature suggests, the memories that communities form
about industry after closure are largely influenced by the degree to which
a community participated in the industrial activity and the extent of its
impacts, both positive and negative. In the Canadian North, these mem-
ories also include the experiences of Aboriginal communities, impacts
on traditional land use, and the penetration of outside mining companies
into the region. There has been less scholarly attention to mine closures
and heritage in the North and, more specifically, in Aboriginal commu-
nities, though this area of scholarship is growing. Tara Cater and Arn
Keeling study the ongoing influence the North Rankin Nickel Mine has in
the community’s built environment and cultural landscape since closure
in 1962. They argue that the community of Rankin Inlet is “(re)staking its
claims to its industrial past, as part of contemporary efforts to manage
the costs and benefits of new mineral development in the region.””! Once
again, the case of the Polaris mine and Resolute Bay community widely
differs from Rankin Inlet. The town of Rankin Inlet was created because
of the mine. Community members not only worked at the mine, but it
was the town’s sole source of income. Finally, in Rankin, the former mine
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site has become an attraction for the community; it is a landscape to base
mining heritage and memory around.

This chapter will explore the connections between memory and clos-
ure of the Polaris lead-zinc mine (in operation from 1982 to 2002) in the
community of Resolute Bay (Qausuittuq),’? located about one hundred
kilometres from the mine (Fig. 1). Because of the deeply personal nature
of the connection between closure and memory (both individual and
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collective), it is impossible to fully study mining memory without speak-
ing with those who were affected by industry. Oral history interviews
conducted with former Inuit Polaris workers and Resolute community
members form the basis of this analysis. Interviewees spoke about their
memories of the Polaris mine, from the time of its announcement to its
closure. However, this research also found that, without asking directly
about the mine, one would never guess there had been a mine nearby,
even though Polaris closed only eleven years before this study. Due to the
geographic isolation of the mine site from the town (Fig. 2), there are no
physical remnants of industry in the town. There is no heritage site, no
photographs in public buildings, and the youth are largely unaware that
there had been a mine nearby. A collective memory of Polaris is absent in
the hamlet.”®

It may seem contradictory to state that Resolute lacks community
memory of the Polaris operation and then proceed to discuss residents’
memories of the mine. In Oral History and Public Memories, Hamilton
and Shopes argue that the relationship between the individuals who do
the remembering (which is the central concern in oral history) and the
memory of a group has not yet been resolved nor analyzed in-depth. When
I began this research project, I was initially interested in exploring the
community memory of mining in Resolute Bay. However, as I began
talking to more people and exploring the area, it became clear that the
community did not have a specific mining memory, or a collective memo-
ry specific to a mining past. It is important to note that those interviewed
were a select few from the total population of Resolute (9 interviewees
from a population of 240), and those interviewed spoke of their individ-
ual memories and experiences with Cominco, the mining company that
owned Polaris, and the Polaris mine, while indicating that a collective or
community memory of the mine remains absent in Resolute."* Individual
memories were quite strong, and each interviewee brought his or her
own unique experiences, opinions, and memories to the narrative of the
Polaris story. While many individuals shared similar personal memories,
as I will expand upon below, these memories were not publicly codified in
memorials, monuments, or events associated with mine work.

Previous scholarship reveals that community memory is often
preserved within the deindustrialized landscape.’” An overwhelming
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presence of industrial heritage (whether abandoned infrastructure or en-
vironmental legacies) tends to force people to remember and, sometimes,
to engage with the industrial past. By contrast, the residents of Resolute
do not face such physical reminders (in part because of their distance
from the actual mine site), which has contributed to the lack of mining
memory in the town. Even if individuals mostly enjoyed their experience
at the mine, those interviewed were in agreement that Cominco let the
community down in not living up to its pre-development promises of
employment and community benefits.

It is not enough to note the presence or absence of a collective mining
memory; understanding why this is the case and what factors influence
the formation of collective memory is critical to this story. Collectively,
the stories from Resolute Bay suggest that the lack of involvement of
Resolute Inuit in the Polaris development, from consultation to operation
to closure, strongly affected the way that residents remember deindus-
trialization and their mining past. Cominco began planning and devel-
oping Polaris in 1973, opening the mine in 1982. The mine site was locat-
ed in an area traditionally used by Resolute Inuit, which raised concerns
about environmental impacts from the community in the planning phase.
However, environmental concerns largely dissipated in the operational
stage as Resolute residents became discontented over the lack of Inuit
employed at Polaris. The Inuit employment rate, both in general and from
Resolute specifically, remained low throughout operation. Some Resolute
residents remain bitter about this, and many contend that their margin-
alization and lack of involvement in the Polaris mine explain the lack of
socio-economic benefits the town received from mine development. It
is clear that the absence of collective community memory of Polaris is
rooted in the exclusion of Resolute Inuit throughout the lifespan of the
mine, even though the Polaris operation was developed and operating at
a time when Inuit political activism was becoming more recognized by
the federal government and the mining industry.

ook

Northern mining development has always been pursued by forces from
outside the region. Since the 1950s, the Canadian state has promoted the
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mineral industry as part of its agenda of northern modernization.'® David
Trigger, using an Australian example similar to Canada in the 1950s to
1970s, highlights the prevalent historical belief that mining was moral
progress, bringing “value” to the land and allowing people to “maintain a
standard of living” through industrial opportunities.!” As a result, min-
ing companies often ignored the value of the land to Aboriginal peoples
and rarely accounted for the consequences industry may bring to north-
ern Aboriginal peoples specifically. By the 1970s, this attitude began to
shift in Northern Canada as political activist groups, such as the Indian
Eskimo Association (IEA), developed among southerners concerned
about the plight of Inuit. Inuit-initiated political activism such as the
Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC) and the Committee for Original People’s
Entitlement (COPE) occurred parallel to new mine developments.'®
Geologist Robert McPherson has linked the changing political climate
and growing Inuit political activism in the 1970s to resource issues, as
Inuit asserted their rights to be active participants in northern econom-
ic development, to have their concerns and opinions considered and
respected, and to become owners of their land. Inuit activism achieved
some success, especially when political agitation led to the Nunavut land
claims negotiations throughout the 1970s and the 1990s, culminating in
the creation of Nunavut as its own territory in 1999." However, during
the 1970s and 1980s, at the same time that land claims were negotiated
between the federal and territorial governments and Inuit organizations,
companies such as Cominco continued to overlook Inuit concerns about
mineral development in the development decision-making process.

The development of Polaris began when Bankeno Mines originally
discovered mineralization on Little Cornwallis Island in 1960 and staked
the first claim.?* Cominco Ltd., one of the largest Canadian natural re-
source companies at the time, bought these claims in 1964 and, upon
further exploration, discovered the Polaris lead-zinc ore body in 1971.%
Unlike previous mine developments in the North, the company included
community consultation in its planning process. In 1973, Cominco sent
consultant J. E. Barrett to some Inuit communities to interview residents
about their potential interest in working at Polaris.?? In the planning
stage, Cominco directed most of its attention (however marginal) to
Resolute, the community nearest to the Polaris operation, holding two
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community meetings (both in May 1980) before opening the site. The
company promised the Resolute Inuit employment opportunities and de-
scribed other economic benefits that the town would gain from having a
mine nearby.?® Interviews with Resolute residents suggest that Resolute
expected Cominco would draw an Inuit labour force from the commun-
ity and that the town would gain services and economic growth from the
mine. According to interviewees, Cominco said the mine would help the
town accumulate capital, and “it would be easier [to] build up a little bit
of the community.”** They agreed that Resolute residents were optimistic
about the arrival of industry.

Though Cominco took consultation further than any previous oper-
ation had, it is important to point out that this consultation took the
form of information sessions, rather than co-planning or negotiation.
There were no legal requirements to provide communities with deci-
sion-making power, and throughout planning, Cominco did not exceed
its obligations under an informal “Socioeconomic Action Plan” signed
between the company and the Government of the Northwest Territories
(GN'WT), which simply required the company stay in contact with com-
munities.? In 1976, Barrett and some company officials returned to seven
communities from which Cominco believed it would likely draw Inuit
employees.” After his second visit to Resolute in 1976, Barrett reported,
“It seemed to the Consultant that at the meeting [in Resolute] Inuit were
feeling a little threatened by the thought of the mine development. It was
coming closer and becoming more of a reality.”*” This concern persisted
as the mine opening drew closer, and was evident at a further commun-
ity meeting on May 23, 1980. One remark made at this meeting was that
Resolute people felt like “Cominco is rushing the Inuit.”?® Resolute Inuit
wanted more communication so that they could be better informed and
make certain that their concerns would be addressed. This poor consul-
tation process reflected the mining industry at this time, which exhibited
ignorance of and apathy to Inuit needs and desires.”

Among the biggest concerns Resolute residents had in the planning
stages were the environmental impacts of the mine. Some residents
also expressed concerns about the impacts of the mine on the subsist-
ence economy, migration patterns, and animal populations on Little
Cornwallis Island. Resolute Inuit traditionally hunted in that area as they
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crossed between Resolute and Bathurst Island.** The Inuit consulted made
clear that they wanted to continue hunting and trapping while working
at the mine, and they wanted to continue hunting in the area around the
mine.* Residents were concerned that the white-whale wintering colony
along the shore near the mine site and the sea bird population might be
scared away by the noise and shipping.®> They also expressed concern
about disposing solid waste and sewage in the sea.

At the public community meeting on May 23, 1980, Resolute Inuit ex-
pressed their concern about Cominco’s tailings disposal plan. Originally,
Cominco had planned to dispose of mine tailings in Crozier Strait;*
however, a feasibility study commissioned in 1974 advised against mar-
ine disposal of tailings from the Polaris Mine.** Instead, the consult-
ants recommended Garrow Lake, a permafrost-bound, hypersaline lake
two miles away from the mine, as an alternative disposal site (Fig. 2).%
Further reports confirmed that the bottom of Garrow Lake was concen-
trated salt water, that there was no plant or fish life in the lake, and that
the hydrogen sulphide in the water would precipitate any soluble heavy
metals deposited in the lake.*® However, local residents still worried
about the possibility that Garrow Lake could overflow and carry tailings,
consisting of mine waste and lead and zinc ion concentrates, into the
surrounding marine environment.* They also believed that, because the
lake was saline, it must have an underground channel from the sea, and
this concerned them. Cominco assured residents that the tailings would
not leave Garrow Lake.?

Resolute residents were not the only group concerned about the
Polaris development. A Northwest Territories Water Board public hear-
ing held in Resolute on May 22, 1980, provided a venue for the Canadian
Arctic Resources Committee (CARC) and Inuit Tapirisat of Canada to
voice their opposition to the Polaris development. Founded in 1971 and
operating out of offices in Yellowknife and Ottawa, CARC was a pub-
lic interest group comprised mainly of southern academics dedicated
to the environmental and social well-being of Northern Canada and
its peoples. The organization emerged as part of the Mackenzie Valley
Pipeline Inquiry and presented alternative opinions about industry and
resource development projects; through criticizing the problems posed
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by resource development, CARC sought to bring public attention to
issues that impacted the people and environment of the north.*

During the Polaris development process, CARC criticized Cominco’s
actions in the pre-development stage. CARC’s concerns about the Polaris
project were largely environmental in nature, but it also presented so-
cial and economic concerns while working closely with ITC.*® CARC
demanded that the development undergo a federal Environmental
Assessment and Review Process (EARP).* Cominco never did undergo
the EARP process, but instead conducted its own environmental assess-
ments.*? In 1975, Cominco commissioned BC Research to conduct an en-
vironmental study of the mine. BC Research acknowledged that possible
and probable environmental effects included direct destruction of vege-
tation and animal habitat, habitat avoidance due to human activity, and
chemical pollutants including sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide com-
pounds.*® Like Resolute residents, CARC was also concerned about the
Garrow Lake tailings disposal plan and criticized Cominco for not con-
sidering the possible impact on marine environments.** In spite of these
concerns, the NWT Water Board granted Cominco a water licence for
the mine’s water supply and tailings disposal effective November 1981.%
CARC also criticized Cominco for avoiding any discussion of compen-
sating the Inuit for environmental damage caused by the mine or loss of
income due to reduced resource base.*

ITC supported CARC’s environmental criticisms, but the Inuit or-
ganization was principally concerned with the economic and political as-
pects of the Polaris project. The transcript of the May 23 public hearing
reveals that ITC was not consulted or involved in the discussion and plan-
ning process, despite its efforts to foster contact with Jake Epp, minister
of Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND).
ITC was critical of Cominco’s dismissal of land claims negotiations and
the action plan signed between government and Cominco. Largely initi-
ated by the GN'WT, the “Socioeconomic Action Plan” primarily focused
on employment and training assistance programs for Inuit workers, as
well as the dissemination of information, consultation with communities
and governments, and maximization of business opportunities for north-
erners. Though ITC did not go into specific detail in a letter it submitted
for reading at the NWT Water Board hearing, it declared the action plan
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an overall failure, and was particularly dissatisfied with an absence of
Cominco Inuit training or hiring programs.*

The cooperation of these two groups in opposing the mining indus-
try exemplifies the growing importance that both southern and northern
political activists attributed to Inuit rights in the 1970s. Cominco’s ex-
clusion of ITC from Polaris discussions was typical of the industry’s atti-
tude at this time. Though CARC and ITC shared some anxieties with the
people of Resolute Bay, specifically in terms of possible environmental
impacts, their attitudes differed from local concerns about mine develop-
ment. CARC and ITC acted in what they thought were the best inter-
ests of the northern environment and people in their criticisms, but their
opinions overshadowed the concerns and opinions of those most dir-
ectly affected by development—the people of Resolute Bay. For example,
CARC claimed that the people of Resolute stood in outright opposition
to the mine development.*® While Resolute residents did have concerns
about development, as outlined above, they mostly supported it.

During planning, Cominco told the community it planned to hire
local people, but unlike the Nanisivik mine, which opened near the com-
munity of Arctic Bay in 1976, Cominco did not commit to a formal Inuit
employment agreement with the government. Nanisivik was one of the
first mines in Canada to have an agreement with the government speci-
fying a quota for Aboriginal workers (the company pledged that 60 per
cent of its workforce of 219 would be Inuit within the first three years).*
According to Robert McPherson, by the time Polaris was developing, the
government realized that Nanisivik’s agreement was unrealistic and had
given up on imposing employment quotas.”® Instead, Cominco signed
informal memorandums of understanding with DIAND in 1980 and
1981 that did not include specific employment targets for Native hiring.
Dan McKinnon of DIAND’s Northern Resource and Economic Planning
branch stated that Polaris would not require any formal agreement with
the government, largely because of the lack of state financial support and
involvement in the Polaris project.”® Cominco committed only that it
would advertise jobs in the Northwest Territories first and that “when-
ever possible preference will be given to NWT residents.”

It is difficult to know whether Resolute residents were aware that
there was no hiring agreement. Interviewees were knowledgeable about
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the Nanisivik mine and may have assumed that Polaris would be similar
in terms of Inuit employment. Most of the correspondence consulted re-
garding employment was private between the state and the company. The
public meeting transcripts do not necessarily suggest that Resolute had
concerns or anxiety about employment possibilities; for the most part,
according to interviewees, Resolute residents took Cominco at its word
that it intended to hire locals. Overall, the hamlet looked forward to the
employment opportunities they believed the operation would bring to
the community. Once Polaris began operation in 1982, however, Resolute
soon realized that significant employment had not materialized.

Once the mine began operation (Fig. 3), previous environmental con-
cerns dissipated when Inuit workers saw little damage to the surrounding
area, though one interviewee remembered that dust and chemical ash
coming from the mill in the summer months covered the surrounding
land.*® Another interviewee reported that, as he was handling ore in the
mill, he noticed ore concentrates going into the ocean while ships were
being loaded.** Furthermore, interviewees reported that animal popula-
tions decreased during operation, though they did note that populations
returned after closure.”

Employment rather than the environment remained the major point
of contention for Resolute during the operational stage. Inuit comprised
fewer than thirty (of 250) Polaris employees at peak employment per-
iods, making up less than 10 per cent of the mine’s total workforce.*
Interviewees could recall only ten people from Resolute employed at
Polaris over the twenty years it was in operation.®” Former workers from
Resolute stated that the majority of mine workers came from Southern
Canada, including a large number from Springdale, Newfoundland, and
many from Alberta and Manitoba. They also remembered non-local
Aboriginal people working at the mine, including Dene from Dettah (near
Yellowknife) and Inuit from other areas in the Northwest Territories.>®

Interviewees commented on the difficulty of getting the better jobs,
which tended to be filled by non-Natives because there was no train-
ing offered to Inuit for positions requiring skilled labour.*® Those from
Resolute did a variety of jobs. Most were general labourers (all started
out in this position, with the exception of one person who was hired as a
guide in the development stage), mill workers (reported as the worst job
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FIGURE 3: The Polaris Mine. NWT Archives/Northwest Territories Dept. of Public
Works and Services fonds/G-1995-001: 1525

because of the dust and ash from the mill), surface crew, heavy equip-
ment operators, and polar bear monitors. Female employees worked as
housekeepers in the accommodation facilities, although one moved up to
become a heavy machine operator after one year.*

The low number of employees from the community helps to explain
why Resolute residents felt ignored by Cominco. It also adds to our under-
standing about the lack of collective mining memory in Resolute; so few
people from the town were employed at the mine that working there did
not become a significant part of the community identity. Interviewees
agreed that they would not consider Resolute a mining community either
then or now. Furthermore, because of the nature of their positions, the
Inuit employees did not form individual identities as miners or mine
workers. Many described working at Polaris, though they enjoyed the
work, as “just [another] job.”!

The lack of benefits to the community from the operation also re-
inforced the town’s disconnection from the mine. Before the mine
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opened, residents believed that the mine would bring spinoff industries
to the town. However, such spinoffs failed to materialize, and some inter-
viewees stated that residents were left feeling fooled and betrayed.®® In
their study of post-closure Polaris, Bowes-Lyon et al. suggested residents
realized some minor short-term economic benefits from mining oper-
ations, but they identified very few long-term benefits.®® Short-term bene-
fits included increased income for those individuals employed at the mine,
more frequent and less expensive jet services in and out of Resolute, and
cheaper grocery prices due to the frequency of air traffic coming into the
community. When asked if there were any major changes to the com-
munity as a result of the mine, all interviewees said the mine had “no
real impact” or benefits for the community, other than for the individuals
who worked there. Some residents had hoped that Polaris’ fly-in/fly-out
structure would stimulate extra spending in the community co-op store
and the hotels while incoming workers waited for the company charter to
fly them to the mine for their rotation. However, these workers stayed at
a company hotel next to the airport and very rarely came into the town.®

ekl

Polaris closed in 2002 because of declining ore grades and profitability.
Interviewees noted that they knew well in advance that the operation
would cease. In fact, the Nunatsiaq News reported that Cominco initially
intended to close in 2001, but managed to get another year out of the
mine.®® At closure, out of 225 employees, only twenty from the North and
only one from Resolute Bay were still working at the mine.®® Naturally,
that one individual was disappointed to lose his job, but interviews clari-
fied that, collectively, Resolute residents felt no sense of loss when they
discovered the mine would cease operation. Economically, since there
had been little spinoff business as a result of the mine, there was no sig-
nificant service sector loss or economic disruption upon closure. The big-
gest impact on the community was the loss of jet services, as Resolute lost
all service from Canadian North airlines. First Air is now the only airline
with service to Resolute Bay.®”

Those interviewed expressed mixed feelings about the closure of
Polaris. Some reported they were glad to see the mine close because of
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“less pollution” on Little Cornwallis Island and an increase in animal
populations. Some former workers reported that working at the mine was
the best time of their lives. One stated, “I am still homesick for that place,”
and another reported that when the company was closing it up and de-
molishing the buildings he did not want to see it happen so he chartered
a plane to leave early. When interviewees spoke of their personal experi-
ences and memories of the mine, their stories usually related to social
events or work. For the most part, although there were some negative
memories, individuals generally emphasized the positive aspects of their
mining experiences. They all spoke of how much fun they had working at
Polaris, and recalled the activities available to them during their time off
such as swimming, karate demonstrations, and passing time at the gym.
One interviewee recalled, “there was always something to do . . . but lots
of work too.” Another remembered the baseball games when the Polaris
team played the Nanisivik team, as well as teams from the airport and
from the hamlet of Resolute. “It had a big impact on me, that mine,” one
interviewee reflected, and saying if he had the chance he would love to
work in a mine again.

In contrast to these strong personal memories, the exclusion and
marginalization of Resolute itself left the community with no strong ties
to Polaris. Cominco largely ignored residents’ concerns about environ-
mental impacts and failed to conduct any further environmental assess-
ments. Some community members were critical of the lack of communi-
cation and involvement in the planning stages:

It was good but it would have been better if we talked to them
more and worked with them more by communicating [with] each
other. But we leave them alone; we were so Inuk that. .. Inuit way
is leave things alone. Live down here, let the people live up there,
on top of you. Don’t harass and ask around. If they ask you then,
“Ok, thank you.”*

This particular interviewee also suggested that the biggest disappoint-
ment that she, personally, had with the company and with northern min-
ing was the lack of employment opportunities. If Inuit had been more
involved in the planning process, she believes, they would have received
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more benefits locally from the mine, and many more people from Resolute
would have been hired at Polaris.®

Together, the lack of involvement in both planning and employment
at the mine, the marginalization of Resolute Inuit concerns about develop-
ment, and the limited benefit (and loss) created by operation (and closure)
suggest why Resolute does not retain heritage or collective mining mem-
ory in the town. In addition, Resolute Bay’s distance from the mine—be-
ing one hundred kilometres away from the mine site and physically sep-
arated by water—has kept its physical legacies hidden. The structure of its
fly-in/fly-out rotation schedule meant that often the only people who ever
spent significant amounts of time in and around the mine were those who
worked there. One interviewee stated, “If you'd never gone to that mine,
you'd never know who’s working there.”” The only time Resolute Inuit
would have occasion to see the mine infrastructure was during freeze-up
when they made their way across Little Cornwallis Island on the sea ice
to hunt on Bathurst Island, and even then they usually only saw Polaris as
a light in the distance directing them west.

Unlike many former mining communities in the North and in the
South, Polaris left few industrial ruins on the landscape that might pro-
vide reminders of the region’s industrial past. Residents do not walk past
the old mine site every day. They do not see it in the distance from their
front porch or their window. At the site itself, the landing strip is the only
relic of the former mine that remains in the area. Decommissioning and
reclamation of the site began immediately after closure and was complet-
ed in 2004. This process consisted of removing buildings and the dock,
disposing of metal-contaminated soil, and decommissioning the tailings
dam. Infrastructure such as the mill, mill equipment, and mining fleet
were buried underground.”

Furthermore, there is a general absence of visible ecological changes
left on the land. At most abandoned mines, one is likely to find tailings
piles, pollutants, industrial waste, open pits, abandoned infrastructure,
destroyed migration zones, and (potentially) adverse human health ef-
fects.”” Analyzing Schefferville, Jean Sébastien Boutet argues, “For the
Innu and Naskapi, the post-industrial environment acts as an incessant
material reminder of three decades of intensive land exploitation.””? At
Polaris, aside from twenty million tonnes of mining tailings that have
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been dumped into the Garrow Lake, there is little evidence of environ-
mental degradation around the mine site. In Resolute, in the absence of
any persistent or urgent environmental impacts, there are few lingering
anxieties about the old mine site, aside from some ongoing concern about
Garrow Lake. Teck Cominco’s environmental monitoring ended in 2012,
and, when the author was in Resolute, one interviewee was hopeful that
the company would update them on the condition of the tailings. Though
there has been no reported or suspected damage, the concern is still
present, especially when hunting in the area. He stated, “I'd like to know.
I just want to be safe.””

In Resolute, the town did not think it critical to preserve a public,
collective memory of the mine. There is no plaque or memorial to the
mine. Every now and then, when hunting in the area, some notice that
the buildings are no longer there. As one interviewee stated, “It’s gone
now, there is no memory of it here in the community.””> The youth in the
community are largely unaware that there had been a mine near Resolute
(unless a parent or relative had worked there).” Those interviewed with-
out exception reported that working at the mine was just a job. None of
the former workers I interviewed identified themselves as mine workers;
rather, they self-identified as hunters. I heard repeatedly (sometimes in
laughter) that Resolute is certainly not a mining town today, and it was
not during the operational phase either.”” The absence of commemora-
tion means that the youth (and outsiders) fail to learn about that aspect
of the community’s past.

The absence of commemoration speaks to the marginalization that
Resolute Inuit, like communities before them, felt at a time when it was
expected and normal for an outside force to make decisions that would
affect a community, without including the community in the process.
Just as commemoration can tell us much about what a community wants
to remember, the absence of commemoration can teach us about what a
community may choose to forget. The lack of commemoration suggests
that the Polaris mine was not deemed an important site to the commun-
ity for good reason. The formation of a collective mining memory served
no purpose for the residents of Resolute Bay. Unlike southern mining
towns (and other northern mining towns such as Rankin Inlet), Polaris
lacked a strong labour force from within the local community; Resolute
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Bay existed before the mine came, and the town did not rely on the mine
for its major income. Finally, a collective memory served no political, eco-
nomic, or social purpose for the town. Arguably, the Polaris mine oper-
ation itself was not a part of Resolute’s history as a community. It is a
part of individual persons’ histories, for those who worked there or those
who were actively engaged in the planning phase. Aside from private,
individual reminiscence, Resolute residents largely do not engage with
memories of a process in which they were largely slighted, excluded, and
marginalized.
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