
10 

On Sovereignty, Deficits, 
and Dump Fires 

RISK GOVERNANCE IN AN ARCTIC "DUMPCANO" 

Alexander Zahara 

O
n May 20, 2014, the local dump in the Arctic community ofIqaluit
Canada's northernmost and smallest capital city (population: seven 

thousand), located in Nunavut territory-spontaneously caught 

fire for the fourth time in less than a year.1 In Canada, as elsewhere, landfill 

fires are a relatively common occu~rence-the by-product of metabolical

ly active waste materials and chemical oxidation.2 However, unlike most 

major Canadian and American urban centers, which contain sophisticated 

technology for the detection, suppression, and disguising oflandfill fires, 
Nunavut dump sites lack this infrastructure. Additionally, because Iqaluit is 

only accessible by airplane (and sealift during the summer), wastes accumu

late but rarely, if ever, leave. 
Within twenty-four hours of igniting, the Iqaluit dump fire spread 

throughout the city's four-story, football field-size active waste disposal site. 

While the city's previous dump fires had been restricted to a small corner of 

the dump and were able to be extinguished, initial attempts to douse the fire 

forced the suspension of the city's water supply. Despite being located on a 

peninsula only two kilometers away from the city center (figure 10.1), use of 

seawater to extinguish the fire was not recommended due to concerns over 

increased contaminant concentrations.
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Kilometers 

Figure 10.1. Map showing the locations of (I) Iqaluit, the capital city ofNunavut 

Territory in Canada, and (2.) the "dumpcano," which Was situated approximately 

two kilometers from Iqaluit's city center, adjacent to Frobisher Bay. Created by 
Alex Zahara. 

Out of necessity, then, the city abandoned its efforts to put out the fire 
and shifted their strategy from extinguishment to containment. Fire crews 
dug additional firebreaks, including one between the smoldering section 
of the dump and a smaller, older pile that made up "the most hazardous 
part of the landfill.'" Hereafter, residents of the majority-Inuit community 
spent nearly four months heeding public health warnings and breathing in 

contaminant-laden dump smoke (figure 10.2).5 In July, when contaminant 
concentrations were revealed to be above the standards set by many south, Tc{;C;)it 
ern Canadian provinces, publics responded to risk management .. ___ . _c;, 
not through complacency or ambivalence, as risk theorist Brian Wynne 
suggests, but by protests aimed at long-standing issues of inequity and mis, 
understandings of what "healthy living" means to northern communities.6 



Figure 10.2. Time line ofIqaluit dump fire over the summer of ;2.014. Created by 

Alex Zahara. 

In this chapter, I highlight the ways in which government practices of 

risk managem~nt-what are based primarily on what is known or knowable 
through Western scientific knowledge and analysis-often serve to decon

textualize and therefore speak past local understan~ings of risk. In examin

ing the 2014 Iqaluit dump fire event, I suggest that efforts to protect human 

health and the environment that do not listen to the concerns of impacted 

publics may themselves cause harm, particularly when they ignore historical 

inequities and local understandings of risk and well-being. To demonstrate 

this, my argument is twofold. First, I showcase that risk management prac

.tices privileged a "molecularization" of the dump fire issue, wherewell-being 

is understood almost exclusively in terms of calculable levels of contami

nant exposure, and wherein government decision-making practices were 
primarily delimited to scientific analysis, knowledge, and frames.' This was 

done, I argue"because territorial and federal government risk management 

protocols .are governed through a deficit model framework, where pUblic 
controversies associated with risk management are framed as the outcome 
of a public" deficit" in scientific and institutional knowledge and/or trust. 

Second) I showcase how community resistance to the dump fire was an ef

fort to foreground risk management protocols within Iqaluit's historical and 

cultural context, and in ways that promote Inuit governance, knowledge, 

and relations. As Iqaluit residents (known locally as Iqalummiut) show, 
doing so involves contending with Arctic Canada's situated geographies of 
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settler colonialism, Iqaluit's military history, and often contested North
South relations that inform governance practices throughout the territory_ 

Ibegin this chapter byproviding an overview of the contemponirysocial 
science literature that examines efforts to integrate Indigenous knowledge. 
into Eura-Canadian governance practices throughout Canada's north. In 

doing so, I discuss how risk management practices that overlook public con
cerns about contaminant issues themselves ignore Indigenous knowledge 

and community-specific ways of knowing and being_ I then turn to the con
troversy surrounding'the Iqaluit" dumpcano" (a local nickname given to the 
dump fire) a combination of the words t< dump" and "volcano") to examine 

how matters of public concern were governed through a deficit model risk 
management framework. The technical configuration of the dump fire led. 
to risk management strategies (e.g., directing children and Elders to stay 
indoors during the short Arctic summer) that, to many Iqalummiut, were 
considered an affrontlo community health and well-being.' I then finish the 
chapter by showcaSing how and why the dump fire controversy culminated 
with Iqalummiut formally requesting the federal government to abandon 
a yearly Arctic military and sovereignty exercise, Operation Nanook, in 

favor of tackling a "real emergency" that impacts the lives of northerners.' 
Doing so) I argue, was a strategic decision aimed at repoliticizing the dump 

fire within the region's history of colonialis;" and long-standing issues of 
inequity. As an effort to place community understandings of health and 
well-being at the forefront of risk management decision ma~ng, I suggest 
that the" dumpcano" protests should be viewed within the context ofInuit 
self-determination and efforts to place community-specific understandings 
and values within territorial governing practices. 

THE DEFICIT MODEL AND INDIGENOUS GOVERNANCE 
IN NUNAVUT 

In Nunavut Territory, where Inuit self-governance formed the basis of 
the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement (NLCA) in 1999, how and whether 
community understandings are included within institutionalized gover

nance practices is particularly relevant. Nunavut (translated as "Our Land" 
from Inuktitut) is Canada's largest aboriginal land claim, encompassing 
over 1.5 million square kilometers and nearly 2S}OOO Inuit beneficiaries. 

The NLCA 'yas negotiated with the federal government over a period of 
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nearly two decades, from 1976 to '994, directly following what is consid
ered to be Nunavut's major colonial period. From the '940S to the 1960s, 
Inuit experienced radical changes as they were forced to move off the land 
into government~created communities.10 '<Vithin a Single generation} Inuit 

shifted from a mixed economy of subsistence hunting and trade (of animals 
such as Arctic hare) polar bear, caribou, and seal, and metals such as copper) 

to one predominated by wage labor and community living. Children were 
placed in residential schools, where they were taught in Euro-Canadian 
school curricula, and prevented from speaking Inuktitut and engaging in 

• Inuit cultural and spiritual practices." As a consequence of these Canadian 
government policies (which have since been recognized as cultural geno~ 

cide), when Inuit negotiated the NLCA, they highlighted the importance 
of including and supporting Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit knowledge, 
both traditional and contemporary) within territorial policy and practice.12 

Through the NLCA, Inuit negotiated for the creation of a number of co
management hoards, including those involved in overseeing environmental 

and human health issues, including land use and development, and water 
and waste management.B 

Despite Inuit success in negotiating the NLCA, many have criticized 
how Inuit knowledge is included within territorial governing practices, 
noting the government's propensity to have biases toward settler governing 
practices and their conceptualizations of nature and health.14 Additionally, 
as Emilie Cameron points out, when discussing Indigenous knowledge, both 

administrators and scholars alike actively seek out forms of knowledge that 
adhere to settler understandings ofIndigeneity-as "local" or "traditional" 
rather than fluid, current, and adaptable. This in turn "delimit[s} the ways 
in which northern Indigenous perspectives, concerns) and critiques can be 

heard and can be effective."l5 Accordingly, Inuit concerns about manage
ment issues are often made legible within government institutions "in a 

manner compatible with Western science and logic/' transforming into what 

Mario Blaser refers to as "informationalinputs"-bits ofinformation that do 
not push up against or otherwise question existing government practices and 

infrastructure.16 Specifically, institutionalized comanagement frameworks 

often favor "a naturalized discourse that specifically excludes political and 
ethical considerations" from what constitutes Indigenous KnowledgeY In 
this way, Indigenous knowledge may be used to identify community sources 
of contaminant exposure (popular fishing spots, berry-picking sites, etc.) 
but rarely as a way of exploring causes or solutions to public health concerns. 
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rusk management, among other forms of governance in Nunavut, exists 

within Canada's settler colonial context, wherein the inclusion of Inuit 
knowledge into government management practices is frequently called into 

question. Here, the federal government departments charged with advis

ing the Government ofNunavut (GN) in matters of pnblic health operate 

within what scholars of science and technology studies refer to as a "deficit 

model" framework. The deficit model is so-called because it frames the 

problem of a controversy as existing within an "ignorant and uninformed 

public" that is deficient in scientific or institutional knowledge and/or 
• trust.IS As a result, governments often address public health controversies 

as "risk communication problems/, wherein solutions lie in educating the 

public about the "correct" understanding of a given issue.I ' Solutions, then, 

are often predetermined, without taking public concerns seriously. Health 

Canada, for example, distinguishes between "actual factors that affect peo" 

pIe's level of risk" and public perceptions, which they term "risk beliefs"

understandings of risk that stem from psychosocial factors such as anxiety, 

fear of future dangers, or perceptual cues such as colored water and odors?O 
While public participation in risk management is encouraged as a form of 

"best .practice" within Indigenous communities, this is done explicitly to 

«increase trust and understanding" of a given issue.21 The very notion that 

-Indigenous communities might understand but disagree with government 

frames is not considered. Instead, efforts are directed toward scientific ed

ucation, or what is termed "capacity building" or «empowerment" by public 
health officials." As a consequence, governments perpetuate the notion 

that publics are only concerned about whether risks have been correctly 

accounted for and mitigated, and not, as Brian Wynne suggests, "about up

stream (usually unaccountable) driving human visions, interests and pur

poses."13 Deficit-style risk management frameworks, then, which are devoid 

of listening and acting on community concerns, often "miss the music/, as 

Wynne puts it-a critique that has been applied to both Inuit and non-Inuit 

encounters with Western governance systems. 24-

As I show in this chapter, understanding that sustaining power relations 

is implicit to deficit model frameworks is particularly important given ongo

ing efforts by Inuit to include Inuit knowledge and governance within terri

tOrial-management practices. In what follows, I show·case how government. 

risk management practices served to reinforce scientific understandings of 

harm but were responded to by protests aimed at rearticulating and histori

cizing Iqaluies waste issues. 
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RISK MANAGEMENT AND THE IOALUIT DUMP FIRE· 

As noted earlier, Iqaluit City Couucil's initial decision to keep the dump 

fire burning coincided with public health advisories from the GN. As the 
summer progressedJ new information about Iqaluit's contaminant concen

trations changed how the dump fire was managed by government officials 
and experienced by community members. Beginning in mid-June, air-mon

itoring equipment was put in place to allow for daily and hourly analysis of 
contaminants-a process that took approximately thirty days for results to 

be analyzed in southern Canada and returned to Nunavut officials. Shortly 

after monitoring began, a press conference was held at an Iqaluit City Coun

cil meeting, where Environment Canada officials simultaneously informed 

Iqaluit residents that they were in "little immediate danger" of health effects 

from dump smoke, while acknowledging that concentrations of dioxins and 

furans-considere4 to be the most harmful contaminants-were as of yet 

unknown.2S Iqaluit residents were forced to sieve through the territorial 

government's messaging while dealing with very real physiological respons

es to the dump smoke, including sore throats, nausea, and headaches. Due 

to pressure from constit~entsJ and also due to their own concerns regarding 

dump smoke, by mid-June the Iqaluit City Council reversed its decision, 

instructing the fire chief to "put the fire outIn a way that he sees fit."" 

Based on the preliminary contaminant analysis that was taken by Envi

ronment Canada, public health officials considered the dump fire to be of 

relatively low health risk to Iqaluit residents. Yet despite reassurances by the 

GN and Health Canada, by June 1O-less than three weeks after the dump 

fire began-around ten people had already visited the local hospital fur dump 

smoke-related aUment~?7 When city councilors reversed their decision and 

voted in favor of extinguishing the fire, they did so in light of concerns over 

residents' quality of life. As one Iqaluit councilor explained to a local newspa
per, "Council's been getting a backlash [about the fire]. ... Schools are being 

closed, klds told to stay inside. Summer's here. People want to get outside and 

enjoy the pristine air."" Council's directive to extinguish the fire prompted 
the formation of at least two dump fire working groups, comprised of "rel

evant" GN, federal, and city department staff." The working groups met 

throughout the summer to discuss issues such as the dump fire extinguish

ment plan, air-quality monitoring, and public messaging. Crucially, the groups 

did not include nonexperts. Other than the council's final decision-making 

authority, citizens were essentially excluded from decision-making practices. 
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On July 17, nearly a month and a half after the fire began, test results re
vealed that concentrations of dioxins and furans had been above the standard 

set for the southern Canadian province of Ontario since the beginning of the 

summer." At this time, the GN released a public health advisory notifying all 
pregnant women and women of childbearing age to avoid going outdoors and 

breathing in dump smoke, which was now known to cause "a possible risk" 

of decreased fertility in male offspring,'l From a public health perspective, 

the discovery of high levels of dioxins proved the success of risk management 

decisions; the government's efforts to make the dioxin concentrations know

able had been realized, and public health messaging did not change since 
the dump fire began ("shelter in place" was still the advice being given). 

For the GN, the major issue of the dump fire was becoming one of risk 
communication. As one public health official stated: "You know, there's 

pregnant women who've talked to their doctors so I've made a point of 

keeping the physicians-my colleagues-informed. Urn, so I've found that 

decreases [anxiety]. But I've also found that people don't read the [GN's} 

Qand As. They don't read the public health advisories, they don't particu

larly listen-that they hear somebody say something about how awful it is 

and repeat it. So it makes it very difficult to get the messaging across."" As 

the chief medical officer of health explained at a city council meeting, the 

main reason for increased public concern was that the messaging was being 

"interpreted broadly" by community members. In her framing of the issue, 

if women of childbearing age simply understood that they would only be 

impacted if they became pregnant during the dump fire, then the controversy 

would subsideY For her, public concerns were about levels of contamination 

that the GN had already determined were "not a public health emergency."" 

That the dump fire was not a public health emergency made little sense to 
many Iqaluit residents given that pregnant women, children, and those with 

breathing disorders were being told not to go outside. Shawn Inuksuk and 

JulieAlivaktuk, a pregnant Inuk couple, were quoted in a local newspaper as 

saying: "The right to clean air is the most basic of human rights .... We feel 

strongly about it. We want people to know what's going on."" Significantly, 
the GN's risk management framing assumed a misinformed public, thus 

drawing boundaries around the ways in which public concerns about risks 

were listened to and addressed. 

Throughout the summer, the issue of the" dumpcano" continued to be 
governed by what Wynne refers to as "correctional idioms of communi

cation" aimed at refocusing the issue toward-what is scientifically defined 
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and knowable." The dioxin standard, as the chief medical officer of health 
explained during a public meeting, was based on animal tests and multi
plied by a safety factor to account for differences in human physiology." 
The public health framing also required a rational decontextualization of 
the dump fire: the GN remarked that levels of dioxins and furans were Sig
nificantly lower in Iqaluit than in the nearby Northwest Territories, where 
forest fires had reduced air quality considerably." Other public health mes
saging reminded citizens that contaminant concentrations were lower than 

. those received from smoking.39 From a rational scientific perspective, then} 

the public had little to worry about. A.s the chief medical officer of health 
stated at a public meeting: "I have two daughters in this community and 
I'm not worried about my future grandchildren.'"' Similarly, a municipal 
government official charged with managing the fire distinguished between 
public and expert forms of risk evaluation, stating: "We will be able to see 
it [contaminant levels]. Quantify it. ... These are facts, but the exposure-. 
or, basically, the [risks of] exposure to our health-are perceptions.'"' In 
turn, public understandings of the dump fire were rendered technical, and 
power was maintained within scientific knowledge frames and networks. 

While this may have addressed certain public concerns, the government's 
propositional risk management framework failed to address how the dump 
fire was understood through Iqaluit's particular ucivic epistemology"-or, 

the "historically and politically situated, culturally specific, public knowl
edge-ways" of the community." As one long-term Iqaluit resident explained 
of the GN's messaging: "I don't think any of our questions have been an

swered except that you won't die by breathing it.'"' 

ISSUES OF PUBLIC MEANING: PUBLIC CONTESTATION 
AND ARCTIC SOVEREIGNTY 

A photo taken of Alivaktuk, the pregnant Inuk woman and activist quoted 
earlier, came to symbolize how the dump fire was experienced by many 
Iqalummiut (figure 10.3). The ph;to features a pregnant Alivaktuk standing 
in front of the dump fire wearing a surgical mask; on the palm of her out
stretched hand is the word Taima ('fenough"), written in Inuktitut syllabics. 

The image is an example of what Tuck and Yang refer to as a "refusal," as it 
foregrounds Inuit agency and efforts to make· public the histories of colo
nialism and racialized inequities that contributed to this and many other 



Figure 10.3. "TaimaJJ [Enough]. Photo courtesy of Shawn Innuksuk. 

Nuuavut dump fires." The photo, which obtained hundreds of shares on 
social media, became the Facebook profile photo of Iqalummiut for Ac
tion-Stop the Dump Fires (IFA)-a local protest group that formed half
way through the summer. 

Crucially, the Iqaluit "dumpcano" occurred at a moment when Inuit 
communities throughout the territory began actively engaging in public 
protest as a way of asserting Inuit values) knowledge) and concerns. As ~as 

been noted elsewhere, Inuit have historically engaged in "covert" rather 
than "overt" strategies of resistance-what is often mistaken for agreeabil

ity or complacency.45 More recently, however, Inuit have begun engaging 
in highly visible (and confrontational) expressions of resistance alongside 
Canada's Jarger Indigenous movement. The Idle No More movement, for 
example, began in December 2012 with the purpose of bringing attention 
to the fact that Canada's environmental policy regularly ignores Indigenous 
sovereignty and land rights. The movement started in southern Canada hut 
quickly spread to Jocations worldwide, including the Arctic. Inuk activist 
and artist Laakkuluk Williamson Bathory has explained the importance of 
Idle No More within a Nunavut context: "While Inuit have been successful 
in negotiating historic Jand claim agreements and self-government in both 
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Inuit regions (Canada and Greenland), there is still a deeply embedded 
struggle to actually implement the agreements and have a lived experience 
of sovereignty .... The southern swell ofIdle No More arrived in the North 
at a time when many Inuit and Inuit organizations were frustrated in this 
inconguity [sic] of post-colo~ial Arctic society .... Rising up is not simply 
about protesting federal government bills, but also a call from within to 
make personal and individual politicized choices:"' WIthin the last five 
year,<;, Inuit have initiated several well-publicized social media campaigns 
aimed at raising public awareness about issues directly affecting Inuit. 
Among the most widely publicized of these campaigns is the social me
dia-driven #sealfie campaign (a playoff the term "selfie"), where Inuit and 
other northerners {ake photos of themselves hunting or wearing seal. The 
purpose of the movement is to showcase the importance of seal hunting for 

Inuit livelihoods, including how nonsubsistence seal hunting is important 
for Inuit participation in the global economy. 

To this end, it is perhaps not surprising that Iqaluit residents took to 
social media in order to help raise the profile of the Iqaluit dump fire. As is 
typical with municipal landfill fires, the Iqaluit dump fire was what landfill 
engineers claSSify as "deep-seated," meaning it originated deep within the 
dump and is characterized by a smoldering appearance.47 Describing this 
type oflandfill fire to local media outlets, the Iqaluit fire chief compared 
the dump to what he referred to as a "smouldering volcano:" Local social 
media users took to TVvitter, combining the words r< dump" and "volcano/, 

creating the hashtag "#dumpcano" to use when discnssing the fire online. 
Shortly afterward, an anonymous Iqaluit resident created the anthropomor
phizing 1\vitter account @lyfbdumpcano, which began tweeting satirical 
posts about the dump fire and the government's response toward it. The 
term" dumpcano" caught on and contributed to the dump fire receiving 
both national and international media attention." 

Throughout the summer, a major source of frustration within the Iqaluit 
community (and one that was increasingly targeted by activists) was the 
prolonged process of approving the dump fire extinguishment plan, which 
required the city to secure upward of $7 million. For the city of Iqaluit, 
whose tax base is only seven thousand people, this expenditure would re
quire "putting a freeze on hiring, delaying capital building plans and halting 
purchases."50 Amid many infrastrudural issues, Iqaluit has a massive hous
ing shortage, an aging sewage treatment and collection system, and several 
recreation projects under way. Community members noted that choosing 
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one issue at the expense of others was not a viable option. Moreover, many 

community members pointed out that waste management was inextricable 

from other social issues associated with colonialism. A journalist that cov· 

ered the dump fire extensively explained: "We're washing our berries now. 

They're warning that mother's sons might have fertility issues. That is not 

good enough .... Imagine a town with the population ofNunavut, 35,000 or 

36,000 people-,---and I've heard this compared to Orillia, Ontario. Imagine if 

Orillia, Ontario, had forty-five suicides in one year. Orillia, Ontario, would 

be transformed .... But it's like, 'That's Nunavu!. It's way up there. People 

are going to kill themselves.' And it's like-it doesn't get the press. It doesn't 

get the public's attention that it needs. It doesn't get the money it needs."51 

Accordingly, when the dump fire extinguishment plan was downgraded 

to a projected $2.2 million plan-one that was more amenable to the city's 

budget-community members expressed concern. The local protest group, 

IFA, began a letter-writing campaign, requesting assistance from territorial 

and federal politicians for funding to help the city extinguish the dump fire. 

By early Augnst, both the GN and the Government of Canada denied city 

council's request for federal and territorial government funds. With higher 

levels of government refUSing to provide additional funding, many locals 

felt that Iqaluit had been left alone to deal with the situation. As one Iqaluit 

city councilor noted during a council meeting: "There is no Leona; there's 

no Taptuna trying to help us ou!."" 

After the GN's public health advisory about harmful levels of dioxins 

and furans was released in July, several formal and informal-<;ommunity 

protests began throughout the city. Near the end of July, the Q;lggiavuut 

Society, a local arts and culture group, began holding a weekly ':Art in the 

Park" event, where artists engaged in throat singing, drum dancing, acting, 

and storytelling to channel frustrations and anxieties about the fire into 

public displays of activism. Additionally, IFA members began attending all 

council meetings, of which at least two were over capacity.s3 By mid-August~ 

more than five hundred people had liked IFA's Facebook page, which was by 

then being used as a central hub to post dump-related videos and pictures, 

council meeting minutes, and letter templates for lobbying territorial and 

federal government officials. In July, an anonymous videographer from 

Iqaluit posted a video online about the fire that went viral, receiving over 

22JOOO views.s4 Again, the purpose of this activism was to call attention to 

the fact that the dump had been burning for over three months and that the 

community was receiving little help from outside sources. 
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The final month of the Iqaluit dump fire coincided with two significant 

and overlapping events. First, in late August (three months after the dump 

fire started), then Canadian prime minister, Stephen Harper, visited Iqa

'Iuit as part of his annual "Northern Tour" of Canada's Arctic. The second 

and more highly publicized event was the Canadian Armed Forces' annual 

military exercise, Operation Nanook, which is considered by the Canadian 

federal government to be the "largest sovereignty operation in the Canadian 

North."" The exercise was held in IqaluitAugust 21-29, bringing hundreds 

of military personnel (and their waste) into the community. When the 

dump fire protests began receiving widespread media attention, southern 

Canadian journalists began linking the prime minister's visit to the dump 

. fire controversy. A column printed in the OttalVa Citizen stated: "When a 

problem is distant, it's easy to ignore .... Since taking power, Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper has gone on eight Arctic tours, the last couple to promote 

'Canada's Northern Strategy.' ... Nmv, a situation has come up that threat~ 

ens our environmental heritage and will almost certainly set back social and 

economic development, and the federal government is silent."56 In this way, 

IFA and other Iqalummiut were successful in reframing the" dumpcano" as 

a justice and governance issue. 

As with many governance controversies in Nunavut territory, the dump 

fire came to be folded into what Inuk scholar Jackie Price refers to as '''~rctic 

sovereignty debates."57 For the Government 'of Canada, a key priority for 

the Arctic has been to assert geopolitical dominance through increased re

search, military activity, and resource extraction-what has been explicitly 

referred to by the government as "exercising our Northern sovereignty."58 

Many Inuit have critiqued the federal government's particular approach to 

northern sovereignty, 'stating that it contrasts with Inuit knowledge systems 

andreifies a European (and colonial) notion of "rule [of people, of place, and 

ofland] that is not only heritable, but beyond question."5' By contrast, Inuit 

Writers and thinkers have articulated that Arctic sovereignty "begins at 

home"60 and is based on "the self-maintained right [for Inuit] to define them

selves, mind and soul" through the ability to engage in land and community 

practices,61 According to A Circumpolar r",lit Declaration on Sovereignty ill 

the Arctic, doing so necessitates the creation ofUhealthy arctic cOffiI?unities 

.. , [and] standards of living for Inuit that meet national and international 

norms and minimums."62 The" dumpcano/' as evidence of stand~rds of liv

ing quite literally not meeting national norms and minimums, highlighted 

the disconnect between how sovereignty is understood and experienced by 
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northerners and the federal government. Public reactions to the dump fire, 
then, were meant to point out "when the emperor has no clothes," as Sheila 

Jasanoff puts it, orto call attention to the fact that Inuit and other northern
ers are routinely exposed to levels of contamination and standards ofliving 
deemed unacceptable by southern Canadian communities." 

After the GN and the Canadian federal government denied Iqaluit assis

tance to put out the fire, IFA began publicly lobbying Canada's Department 
of National Defence (DND). OnAugust12, representatives from IFAspoke 

to the IqaIuit City Council, asking the city to formally request DND's as

sistance in extingUishing the dump fire. The motion passed, and IqaIui!'s 

deputy mayor, Mary Wilman, submitted a formal request to Operation 
Nanook) asking for "material/' "human/' and «logistical" resources to help 
extinguish the fire-a request that was denied later that month!' In a state

ment echoing the stance of IFA, Councilor Joanasie Akumalik framed the 
DND's sovereignty exercise within the context of IqaIuit's dump fire and a 

history of "chronic underfunding" from higher levels of government:" 

I am somewhat confused by the message from the Government ofNunavut 

and the Government of Canada. I don't think we should let them off the hook. 

Theynever fund the City very well in terms ofinfrastructure because Iqaluit is 

always growing. And both have not fully enforced their own regulations over 

the years. I'm also confused about the message that the [GN's) ChiefMedi

cal Officer is sending. She has indicated that the dump fire is not a medical 

emergency but the Government of Nunavut has released a health advisory 

that states the dump fire smoke could have an impact on vulnerable people. : .. 

There is a riskfromdio:x1ns. So that's why I'm confused why both governments 

are not taking responsibility. Cause we'll be hosting the Prime lvlinister and 

the military for Operation Nanook) which in 2012 cost $16.sM. This coming 

exercise .'liB be a mock exercise to save a fake cruise ship. I think we should ask 

them to tackle a real problem and put out the dump fire.66 

In this way, both community activists and certain city councilors became 

part of IqaIuit's "problem" public, challenging Canadian performances of 

Arctic sovereignty and calling into question the federal government's prior
ities and responsibilities,67 

That the community ofIqaluit would channelits frustrations toward the 

Canadian military is perhaps not surprising given the community's history 

of military contamination. At least seven abandoned military dumps are 10-

\ 
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cated throughout Iqaluit, including the West 40 site where the" dumpcano" 

was situated." AIl of these dumps originated in the 1940s-1960s, when the 

u.s. and Canadian militaries abandoned these wastes. While reports have 

called for these sites to be remediatedsince at least the '970S, other than 
the removal of PCB· contaminated materials by the federal government in 

the early 19905, these sites remain largely the same.69 Community members, 

including elected city officials, have been concerned about these waste 

sites for decades. In 1995 Joe Kunuk, then mayor of Iqaluit, spoke directly 
to a Canadian parliamentary committee, asking them to remediate Iqaluit's 

contaminated sites. His comment echoes many of the concerns expressed 

by Iqalummiut today: 

In the past our elders were concerned about activities that created the old 

military dumping sites .... As late as last week I heard from all the elders that 

they were told not to worry because the government knew what it was doing . 

... Now-we are being told, through studies and reports, that these sites have 

unacceptable levels of toxins and chemicals .... People should not be fright

ened of the food they eat and the water they drink. We want to be free to move 

on the land without worrying about the sites that have been contaminated by 

the military or other outsiders .... With our climate, location and scarce finan

cial resources, we are forced to deal with an environment that is not acceptable 

to our residents and that we're sure ·would not be tolerated in the south?O 

Here, Kunuknot only attributes responsibility for the abandoned waste sites 

to the Canadian military but links contamination temporaIly through the 

region's history of colonization and military settlement. He also articulates 

one of the many ways in which contaminant issues impact Inuit health and 

weIl-being: bypreventingpeople from being able to safely go out on the land, 
or otherwise eat or harvest food obtained from their own communities. 

Similar concerns have been raised by other Indigenous groups about public 

health practices of risk avoidance, particularly as they impact relationships 

with the land. This can be seen, for example, in Elizabeth Hoover's analysis 

of fish health advisories in the Mohawk community of Akwesasne.71 Due 
to contamination by a nearby Superfund site, Akwesasne Mohawks have 

been warned against consuming local fish-an important food sourc'e 

whose consumption is understood as necessary for healthy living. In these 
instances, public health is "maintained" but only through institutionalized 

practices that negate Indigenous sovereignty and land relations. 
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Given the military's lack of financial assistance to extinguish the fire, 

many Iqalummiut described Operation Nanook as doing little to help the 

lives of northerners whose health was being impacted by the dump fire and 

its corresponding public health measures. One respondent referred to the 

exercise as "Stephen Harper coming up to go to sleep on a boat for a night," 
while another described it as "protect[ing) Arctic sovereignty by burning 

fossil fuels, or whatever it is that they're doing."" In a statement that im

plicates Iqaluit's waste as part of a larger social and environmental justice 

issue, the GN official charged with overseeing Nunavut's dump sites noted: 
"I hope that the dump is still burning when [Stephen) Harper comes up here 

for his annual 'summer vacation' with the military. I really hope it's burning. 

And maybe ... maybe they'll get it. That we have a serious infrastructure 

deficit up here and that building more garbage dumps is not the answer."" 

To this end, the targeting ofDND was meant to rearticulate (and thus re

frame) the" dumpcano" issue as one not devoid of history or responsibil
ity. To those involved with I,FA, requesting assistance from the Canadian 

military was not meant to be a practical or even expected solution to the 

dump fire. Indeed, considering it as such would be a "really simplistic way of 

looking at it," as one IFA member noted.74 Rather, it was meant to highlight 

how various modes of governance ignore ('well-being" as it is understood 

and experienced by those living in northern Canada. 

The targeting of Operation Nanook by the IFA was particularly strategic 
in that it redirected the cause ofIqaluit's waste issues to one of governance 

and of conflicting understandings of Arctic stewardship. One long-term 
non-Inuit resident and IFA member explained how northerners and the 

federal government have different understandings of sovereignty: 

Soldiers and military-whatever you want to say-can defend your sovereign

ty, but they can't create sovereignty. It takes women and children, communi

ties, dam diggers, and fisherman) and berry pickers to create sovereignty .... 

That doesn't play into the photo ops of jets flying overhead. And when we look 

at the amount of money that we invest in the berry pickers versus that amount 

that we invest in the jets- that's the discussion around how effectively are we 

actually addressing- or do we need to address, or how do we address- any kind 

of sovereignty issues .... But that's how northerners think about it. I mean, 

people use the land- not «use it or lose it" in having guys march around on it

but snow machines. People going on snow machines. People going hunting. 

Young people having a transfer of hunting skills. Family spending a summer 
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camping. Those are the ways that you genuinely know about [the land]' You 
own the land because you know about it. And you know about it because you 

live on it and you use it. And you hear stories about it and how history and 

geography and all those things come together. Family historYi natural history, 

geography- they're all wound together in the way that northerners use the 

land. That's what really established northern sovereignty.7s 

The focus of IFA, then, was not one of downstream waste management 

per se, but one of ethics and responsibility. In this way, an investment in 
community infrastructure and activities that support community health 

and well-being, and that encourage active participation in, and creation of, 

the Arctic's natural social environment-what is, for many, the foundation 

of Inuit governing practices76-is, for many northerners, what was being 

affronted by the dump fire: children and Elders were unable to go outside, 

berry-picking' became a source of anxiety, and community celebrations 

were postponed. As Iqaluit City Councilor Kenny Bell explained to a local, 

ne,,'spaper: "What worries me most is the quality of life , and not just the po

tential of getting sick or being sick."77 Discussions ofriskmanagementJ then, 

which purposefully ignored public framings of the issue, further reiuforced 

a goveruance structure for which local understandings of community health 

and well-being were neglected. 

In the end, DND did not provide additional resources to help the com

munity douse the dump fire. Rather, DND officials privately conducted 

additional testing for dioxins and furans, the results of which were not 

shared publicly." Indoor air quality was assessed in the locations where 
military personnel were sleeping, and soil samples were preemptively taken 

near military headquarters-tests that had not, and were nevel; conducted 

elsewhere in the community. While levels of contamination were, by and 

large, considered to be below allowable standards for human exposure, both 

pregnant women and asthmatics were not deployed to Iqaluit. In this way, 
not only were southern Canadian military personnel more informed than 

Iqalummiut of potential hazards located in their own community, but these 
risks were deemed hazardous enough to warrant halting the deployment 

of vulnerable southern Canadians." That military officials who defend 

sovereignty should have greater protection measures than the community 

members who create it is perhaps implicit to governance structures wherein 

sovereignty is defined as land ownership and constituted through military 

operations. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

On August 25, two weeks prior to the dump fire's eventual extinguishment, 
nearly sixty Iqalummiut packed into a local hall to learn of the city's recently 

approved dump fire extinguishment plan. The public meeting was held at 
the request ofIFA on behalf of community members who were concerned 

about the dump fire and its extinguishment. Despite the dump fire's infamy, 

this end-of-August public meeting was the first official dialogue between 

experts and the public. 
Mter spending the first hour of the meeting outlining the expected 

dump fire extinguishment process, the Iqaluit fire chief turned the floor 

over to the public to ask questions and voice their concerns. Over the next 

two hOUf.S, community members posed a variety of questions) ranging from 

logistical constraints C(Do we have enough firefighters?") to contaminant 

monitoring ("Is there a way to monitor the amount of pollntants in the fish, 

the sea, and for the be~ries?")J to concerns over communication ("Have they 

prepared and informed the Elders who have health problems? Have they in

formed these people about what to do?"), to issues of equity and air-quality 

monitoring: "In my area, I think we 'Ire the most populated. We're the ones 

(who) get the smoke probably first, and I don't think the smoke coming to 

us is the same smoke that's coming up to [the air-quality monitors). I'm not 

snre-I could be wrong. But I'm worried ... We have overcrowding. There's 
lots of children; there's lots of Elders. There's a lot of people. When you say 

[people) are at risk, a lot of them are in my area."80 For those attending the 

meeting, concerns about contaminant exposure were not just a technical 

issue but embedded in community histories of contaminant exposure, rela

tionships with colonial government officials, and contrasting ideas, values) 

and understandings of what it means to live together in ~ealthy Nunavut 

communities. 

As I have showcased thronghout this chapter, concerns about the dump 

fire were framed and responded to differently by community members and 
government officials. While "deficit model" risk management practices 

privileged a scientific understanding of harm, the Iqaluit public took to 

protest) repoliticizing t~e issue on their own terms. In doing so, Iqaluit resi

dents clarified to a wider audience that the" dumpcano" was not an isolated 

incident but Ol1e that both stemmed from and reinforced institutionalized 
barriers to healthy living. These structural barriers include a lack of resourc

es provided to Nunavut communities, the inability to engage in community 
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practices without fear of contamination, and risk management practices 

that stifled avenues for meaningful public engagement. That community 
concerns about berry-picking were addressed by converting these concerns 
into "informational inputs" -adding "wash the berries before you eat them" 

to public health warnings-was evidence of this disconnect.'l Rather, un
derstandings of risk for many Iqalummiut are fundamentally embedded 
in comn:unity histories of contamination and Inuit conceptualizations of 

health and livelihood. For governance practices to help NUnavtlt residents 
secure and maintain their health, well-being, and future, risk management 

practices must incorporate local understandings of justice , sovereig~t~ and 

well-being-not just as points of data but as central to the very framework. 
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NOTES 

l.According to federal government documents} the exact origins} depth} and diyersity 

of wastes in the West 40 site are unknownj though, as is evidenc,ed byaban~~n.e4,.mW.tary 

eqUipment found in the dump, the site is assumed to date back to the city's origjn~ as a 

'World War II military base. The dump became the city's active waste disposal sit~ in 1995 (a 

previous dump had reached capacity), and its use was intended to be temporarYi however, 

due to limited financially feasible alternatives and the high costs associated with infrastnic

ture development in the Arctic, the site remains in use. For a briefhistoryofthe dump, see 

Public Works Canada, Literature Review on Abandoned and Waste Disposal Sites in Iqaluit 

Area/Northwest Territories, 6-9. 

2. In the early 2000S alone, the United States had approximately 8,300 landfill fires an

nually. Federal Emergency Management Agency, LmuijiII Fires, 20-21. In many Nunavut 

communities, living with smoke from landfill lires is common. 
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3. DOing so was thought to increase contaminant concentrations throughout the com

munity. Sperling, "Iqaluit Landfill Fire Contro1." Moreover, the ocean was covered in se'!. 

ice until early July. 

4. Iqaluit fire chief Luc Grandmaison, quoted in Varga, "No End in Sight for Iqaluit 

Dump Fire, Officials Say." 

5. This chapter draws from three months of ethnographic research) including partici

pant observation and twenty-seven semistructured interviews with community members] 

government officials, and others inVolved in managing the dump fire. Fieldwork was COll

ducted from June 2, 2014, to September 5,2014. See Zahara, "The Governance ofVvaste in 

IqaluitJ Nunavut" (master's thesis, Queen's University, 2015). -'. 

6. Wynne! "May the Sheep Safely Graze?," 47. 

7. LiboironJ "On Solidarity and Molecules (#MakeMuskratRight):" 

8. "Iqalummiut" is the local term used to describe those living in Iqaluit. 

9. Interviewwith Iqalummiut for Action member, August 9, 2014; interviewwith alocal 

Iqaluitjournalist, September3, ~014. 

10. Q!kiqtanl Inuit Assodation, QTCFinalReport, 22~26. 
11. Tester and Irniq, "Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit/' 52. Truth and Reconciliation Commis

sion of Canada, H?nouring the Truth, Reconcililtgfor the Future, 82. 

12. Tester and Irniq, "Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit," 58. 
13. Members of the boards are elected by Inuit governments "<Ind the territory. Of 

course, Indigenous governing practices also take place outside of government bureaucracy; 

see Todd, "Fish Pluralities," 218j Watts, «Indigenous Place-Thought and Agency amongst 

HUffiqns and Non-Humans," 25-28. 

14. Jackie Price, "Tukisivallialiqtakka: The Things I Have Now Begun to Understan~: 

Inuit Governance, Nunavut and the Kitchen Consultation Model" (master's thesiS, Univer

sity ofVictoriaJ 2007), 36. 

15. Cameron, "Securing Indigenous Politics," 104. 

16. Tester and Irniq, "Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit," SOj Blaser, "'The 'Threat ofthe YRM 0," 15:· 

17. Nadasdy, "The Anti-Politics ofTEK," 216j emphaSis original. 

18. Irwin, "Risk and Public Communication," 2. 

19. Wynne, "Public Bngagement as a Means of Restoring Public Trust in Science," 216. 

20. Health Cal1ada,AddressingPsychosocial Pactors through Capacity Buildi1lg,s. 
21. Health Canada, A Guide to Involvi1lg Aboriginal Peoples in Contaminated Site Man

agement, 10. 

22. Health CanadaJAddressing PsychosocialPactors through Capacity Building, Ii Canadi

an Council of Academics, Health Product Risk CommullicatiolJJ 39. 
23. ''\Tynne, "Public Engagement as a Means of Restoring !'ublic Trust in Science," 217. 

24. Wynne, "Public Engagement as aMeans of Restoring Public Trust in Science,'" 211. 

Cameron, "Securing Indigenous PoliticS," l10i Jasanoff, "Breaking the Waves in Science 

Studies," 398. 

25. Environment Canada, paraphrased in Varga, "Environment Canada." 

26. City councilpr Kenny Bell quoted in Peter Varga, "City Council Orders Iqaluit Fire 

Department to Extinguish Dump Fire."" 

27. Varga, "Environment Canada,'" 
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28. Iqaluit city councilor Terry Dobbin, quoted in Varga, "City Council Orders Iqaluit 
Fire Department to Extinguish Dump Fire." 

29. I include "relevant" in scare quotes here to showcase how siloed risk management 

processes were within scientific frames. Specifically, the Dump Fire Working Group in

cluded representatives of the GN's Departments of Environment, Health, Executive and 

Intergovernmental Affairsj the director of Protection Servicesj representatives of Emer

gency Response and Recovery for Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada; 

and manager of the Iqaluit International4irport. City oflqaluitrepresentatives were from 

the Department of Engineering and the Fire Department. The AJr Quality Monitoring 

Working Group was comprised of GN, Health Canada, Environment Canada, AANDC, 

and, later on, Department of National Defence officials. Note that representatives from 

GN's Department of Culture and Heritage, local or national Inuit organizations, were not 

included in either group. 

30. The Government ofNunavut does not have standards set for dioxins and furans, 

and therefore went by the most up-to-date standard, which was the province of Ontar

io's. The standards used in Ontario are based on recommendations of the World Health 

Organization. 

31. For an overview of contaminant exposure and reproductive health issues in Indige-

nous communities, see Hoover et aI., "Indigenous Peoples of North America." 

32. Interviewwith GN Health official in Iqaluit, August S, 2014. 

33. Field notes, August I, 201S. 

34. Maureen Baikie, quoted in Varga, "Iqaluit Dump Fire Smoke Not a Public Health 

Emergency, GN Says." 

3S. Quoted in MurphYi "Pregnant NunaVl.lt Mom Worried about Dump Smoke Toxins." 

36. Wynne, "Risk as Globalizing Democratic Discourse?," 66. 

37. Field notes,August 2S, 2014. 

38. Field notes,August 2SJ 2014. 

39- Interviewwith GN Health official in IqaluitJAugust S, 2014. 

40. Field notes, August I, 2014. 

41. Interviewwith government official in Iqaluit, August 27, 2014. 

42.Jasanoff, Designs ollNature,2Sl. 
43. Interviewwith long-term ~llunaac resident in Iqaluit,August 27, 2 014. 

44. Thck and YangJ <'R-Words: RefuSing Research.'" See also Zahara, "Refusal as Re-

search Method in Discard Studies." 

4S. Tester and Irniq, <tI~lIlit Qaujimajafuqangif;' 49. 
46. Williamson Bathory, "Naamaleqaaq!" 

47. EnvironmentAgency, Review and Investigation of Deep-Seated Fires withill Landfill Sites) 4. 

48. Iqaluit fire chief Luc GrandmaisonJ quoted in Varga, "City Can't Douse Iqaluit's 

Latest Massive Dump Fire." 
49. Stories referring to the« dumpcano" appeared in major Canadian newspapers such 

as the National Post and Globe alld Mail) and were circulated by the Canadian press to local 

newspapers across the country. Others appeared in Vice News and the Huffington Post. 
So. Cityoflqaluit chief administrative officerJohn Hussey, quoted in Murph}'j "'Landfill . 

Expert Says $3.s-MillionDunking Best Solution for Iqaluit Dump Fire." 
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51. Interviewwith Iqaluitjournalist, September 3, 2 014. 

52. City councilor ]oanasie Akumalik, field notes, August I, 2014. He is referring to 

minister of environment and Nunavut MP Leona Aglukkaq and Nunavut premier Peter 

Taptuna. 

53. Field notes) August 1, 2014j August 12, 2014. 

54. "rqaluit's Dump Fire." 

55. National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, "OperationNanook." 

56. Gordon, "Dumpcano and Canada's Northern Hypocrisy," 

~7.PriceJ "But You're Innk, Right?" 

58. Canada's Northern Strategy, "Exercising our Arctic Sovereignty." 

59. QjtsualikJ "Innummarik," 23. 

60. Simon} "Inuit and the Canadian Arctic/, 250, 

61. Q!tsualik, "Innummarik;" 31. 

62. Inuit Circumpolar Council, A Circumpolar Declaration on Sovereignty ill theArcticJ 1. 

63.J~sanoff, "Breaking the Waves in Science Studies/' 298. 

64. Deputy Mayor Mary WilmanJ email to Ed Zebedee)August 15) 2014. 

65. LeTourneau} "Planning Commission Slams Ottawa." 

66. City councilor JoanasieAkumalikJ field notes) August 12) 2014. 

67. See Latour) "Thrning around Politics/' 816} for a discussion of how publics become 

a "problem." 

68. Hird and Zahara) "The Arctic Wastes." 

69. Government of Northwest Territories) Report) Ij Environmental Services Group) 

Environmental Study of a Military InstaUation and Six Waste Disposal Sites at IqaluitJ NWT, 
vaLl. 

70.Joe Kunuk) evidence} Parliamentary Hearings on Canadian Environmental Protec

tion Act} May 9) 1995. http:/h<lW\v.parl.gc.ca/content/hoc/archives/committeeh51/sust/ 

evidence!t21_95-05-09!Sust121_ blk-e.html (accessed June 25, 2015). 

71. Hoover, "Cultural and Health Implications of FishAdvisories in a Native American 

Communityt 10. 

72. Interview with long-term resident of IqaluitJ August I, 2014j interview with 10ng-

term resident and member ofIFA,August 25J 2014. 

73.Interviewwitb GN government officia1)JulY28, 2014. 

74. Interviewwith IFAmember,August 9} 2014. 

75. Interviewwith IFA member, August 25} 2014. 

76. Price} 'Tukisivallialiqtakka," 36. Qitsualik) "Innummarik}" 28-30. 

77. Varga, "City Council Orders IqaluitFire DepartroenttoB:x:tinguishDumpFire." 

78. 1his information ,vas made available through the completed access to information 

request, #A-2014-oo932. 

79. 'The exact wording of the internal memo reads "'as a precautionary approach} those 

with severe lung disease (asthma) as well as pregnant women should not be part of the de

ployment to Iqaluit." 

80. Field notes) August 25, 2014. 

81, Blaser) "The Threat of the YRMot 12; Government of Nunavut) Public Health 

AdVisory. 
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