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Abstract 
Northern Greenhouses: An Alternative Approach to Food Security in Nunavik 

Inuit communities are currently facing rapid sociocultural and environmental change as well 

as numerous food security issues.  However, these issues are being addressed in increasingly 

innovative ways; notably through the implementation of alternative agricultural projects that 

address the high cost and questionable quality of fresh food in the North. 

This research took place in Nunavik (the Inuit region of the province of Quebec, Canada) 

and was elaborated using a Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) approach.  

The objective of this work was to participate in and document the development of a 

greenhouse pilot project in the village of Kuujjuaq and, through this process, develop a 

framework for an alternative type of northern food security initiative. 

While many initially questioned the long-term viability of a greenhouse project in an Inuit 

community, results of this research show that there is indeed interest in and concerted support 

from all sectors for this type of initiative.  Results also show that a greenhouse-based local 

food strategy in Nunavik is technically feasible and can be developed in a manner that is 

culturally appropriate and socially acceptable. 

The overall conclusion drawn from this research is that northern greenhouses have the 

potential to become key elements in a new type of northern food strategy, a strategy that will 

be more resilient than the one that we know today and that will contribute in a sustainable 

manner to the building up of the community capacity and socioeconomic stability of northern 

villages. 
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region comprising Greenland, Nunatsiavut, Nunavik, Nunavut, the Inuvialuit Settlement 

Region, Alaska, and Siberia (Makivik Corporation, 2009).  In a political context, the 

Circumpolar World may also refer to the eight member states of the Arctic Council: Canada, 

Denmark (including Greenland and the Faroe Islands), Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Russian 

Federation, Sweden, and the United States of America (Alaska) (Arctic Council, 2011). 

 

FIGURE 1 Map of Nunavik. 

Source: www.makivik.org/images/map/01_nunavik.gi 

The Inuit Territory of Nunavik is part of the region commonly referred to as the Canadian 

Eastern Arctic.  Nunavik covers roughly 660,000km2 and contains approximately one third 

of the landmass of the province of Quebec (Makivik Corporation, 2009).  Inuit have inhabited 

the territory of Nunavik for over 4,000 years.  Like all polar peoples, Nunavik Inuit were a 

nomadic population until their adoption of a more sedentary lifestyle during the middle of 
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this, Gombay details how, in some instances, Inuit have begun to sell country food (often via 

Facebook), something that is quite contrary to the traditional notion of sharing and reciprocity 

that has always existed in Inuit society.  This is done in order to make money and thus better 

participate in the market economy (and also buy hunting equipment).  This obviously raises 

a number of moral questions and is one of the big issues that Inuit in the eastern Canadian 

Arctic are struggling to come to terms with today. 

Compounding the difficulties associated with obtaining country foods is the high cost of 

market food in the North.  This is notably due to the high cost of transportation: the further 

away the community from a centre of distribution (i.e., a southern city), the higher the cost 

of living in that community.  Another thing that drives prices up in the North is the fact that 

Inuit, having never been included in the reserve system that structures First Nations 

communities in Canada, pay taxes, and the latter are calculated on the sale price of 

commodities (Duhaime and Caron, 2012).  Therefore, the higher the price of an item in the 

North, the higher the tax paid, thus making Inuit the most highly taxed individuals in all of 

Canada and driving up the cost of living in the North exponentially.  While food prices have 

always been higher in the North, the difference has become even greater in the past few years.  

For example, a 2006 study comparing the cost of food in Nunavik with the cost of food in 

the Quebec City area found that food was 57% more expensive in Nunavik (Bernard, 2006).  

A similar study, published in 2012, found that the average price difference had jumped to 

81% (Duhaime and Caron, 2012).  The authors of this study also note that the further away 

the village is from a regional centre (i.e., Kuujjuaq or Puvirnituq), the higher the prices, this 

being due to the cost of transportation (fuel) and the difficulties associated with transferring 

cargo to smaller communities using intraregional airplanes. 

1.2.2.3  Health and Inuit Food Practice. The role that traditional food plays in the lives of 

Inuit today has altered considerably since the sedentarization of communities and the 

associated increase in the proportion of industrial foods in  the diets of Northerners (Blanchet 

and Rochette, 2008; Counil, Gauthier, and Dewailly, 2010).  Since the creation of regular air 

transport routes to remote regions, new types of foodstuffs have been introduced to northern 

communities, and significant changes in household diet over the last several decades have 
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community gardens in remote villages) can lead to comprehensive sustainable development 

in marginalized regions. 

2.2 Agricultural Initiatives in Nunavik 

As in other parts of arctic and subarctic Canada, attempts to develop agriculture, including 

small-scale gardens and several greenhouses, were also made in the past in Nunavik, either 

by missionaries or by Hudson's Bay Company employees.  One of the best-known 

greenhouses in Nunavik was constructed in Kangiqsujuaq by the Oblate Missionaries (see 

Figure 5). 

 

FIGURE 5 Father Jules Dion in front of the greenhouse at the Kangiqsujuaq Mission. 

Source: Haché, 2009: 236 
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the decades included potatoes, carrots, wax beans, baby cucumbers, and lettuce (Jones, 

2013). 

While not technically in Nunavik, the hamlet of Sanikiluaq, N.W.T., (located on the Belcher 

Islands, just off the Hudson Coast between Kuujjuarapik and Inukjuak) is geographically 

much closer to Nunavik than to the Northwest Territories.  For that reason, the former 

greenhouse project there deserves mention here.  In 1976, the Northwest Territories 

Department of Economic Development, in cooperation with the Manitoba Greenhouse 

Research Project, undertook two large greenhouse projects: one in Frobisher Bay (Iqaluit) 

and one in Sanikiluaq (Campbell, 1976; Webb, 1976a and 1976b; Romer, 1983).  For the 

Sanikiluaq project, virtually all of the necessary components, including the greenhouse 

structure, sphagnum peat moss substrate, and seedlings, were imported.  Despite the great 

cost, damage to seedlings during transportation, and a late start, 75 cucumber plants matured, 

producing a total of 600 pounds of cucumbers.  A small number of tomato plants also 

produced fruit (Willams, 1976; Romer, 1983).  Records show that this project (as well as 

concurrent initiatives in Pelly Bay, Inuvik, and Frobisher Bay) was technically and 

economically viable (Poole, 1985); however, the project did not last.  The downfall of the 

Sanikiluaq project (as well as the others) seems to have been a result of the abrupt termination 

of funding, and the abrupt departure of the person responsible for the project, these two 

factors being, of course, interrelated (ibid.). 

Perhaps the best-known example of coventional agriculture in Nunavik is the former federal 

experimental farm (see Figures 6 and 7).  Between 1944 and 1956, agricultural research in 

the Canadian North was at its most active level, and five agricultural substations were 

established, including one near Kuujjuaq (Nowosad, 1958 and 1963; Hunt, 1978). 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































