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Conclusion

Arn Keeling and Jobn Sandlos

Mining controversies are not new. The noted late-medieval scholar
Georgius Agricola opened his classic text, De Re Metallica (1556), with an
extensive defence of mining against critics who cited its environmental
impact, hazardous work conditions, and economic instability. But he also
suggested that opinions on mining had long been divergent: “There has
always been the greatest disagreement amongst men concerning metals
and mining, some praising, others utterly condemning them.” In a per-
iod when large-scale mining was just beginning to exploit the riches be-
neath indigenous lands in the New World, there remained no consensus
on the relative value of minerals when weighed against the social and
environmental costs of development.

The issues Agricola discussed nearly half a millennium ago continue
to resonate throughout the world’s mining regions. In Canada, there has
always been a particular intensity and longevity to debates about min-
eral development, perhaps matched only by environmental battles over
clear-cut logging in British Columbia in the 1980s and 1990s. Conflicts
over mining past and present are often uniquely polarized, with miners
derided as profiteers and despoilers of the earth, while mining critics are
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branded as “anti-development” types who would “lock up” resources in
the name of environmental protection. Like all caricatures, there are un-
comfortable elements of truth in these accusations, and presumably one
can find extreme examples of each in the historical record (not to men-
tion the daily news).

The case histories of mineral development presented in this volume
prompt a more reflective examination of these positions, in light of the
complex historical experience of communities adjacent to, or founded by,
mining activities in the North. The Abandoned Mines project began as
an attempt to understand the role of mineral development in the indus-
trialization of Northern Canada, the impacts of mining in hitherto large-
ly undisturbed northern environments, and the social and cultural chan-
ges experienced by local communities, particularly Aboriginal people,
in the wake of these developments. What the many contributors to this
volume discovered, however, was more than a simple tale of despoliation
and decline rooted in the “bad old days” of lax regulation and industrial
disregard for people and nature. Certainly the economic instability, com-
munity collapse, and environmental impacts associated with northern
mining suggests the industry delivered far less in terms of social and
economic development than the boosters of northern development in
government and business promised time and time again. For some com-
munities, however, mining presented an important economic stopgap
against price shocks and resource declines in other sectors of the north-
ern Aboriginal economy, especially hunting and trapping. Perhaps the
most remarkable of our collective findings is the ability of many northern
Aboriginal communities and individuals to accommodate and assimilate
mine work, culture, and communities, while simultaneously engaging in
a profound critique of mineral-intensive development strategies. Stories
of northern mining encompass widely varying historical experiences of
economic dislocation and opportunity, community development and col-
lapse, memories that continue to shape widely divergent local attitudes to
northern mineral development in the present day.

But even as the authors in this book reflect on the complexity of indi-
vidual and local experiences, they by no means reject a critical examina-
tion of the industry and its social, environmental, and economic impacts.
While never a historical source of violent conflict in Northern Canada
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(as it has been elsewhere in the world), mineral development has often re-
inforced the inequities associated with settler colonialism in the region.
The injustices experienced by Aboriginal northerners associated with
mineral development documented in these chapters range from territor-
ial dispossession and social and economic marginalization to toxic con-
tamination and degradation of important local environments. These in-
justices are best understood in connection with the broader suite of fed-
eral government neocolonial policies aimed at “modernizing” Aboriginal
people and territories in the region in the twentieth century. There is
also a strong link between these past experiences and the deep suspicion
felt today by many toward the industry (and its promoters in federal and
territorial governments). Signs of the physical changes wrought by min-
ing, from open pits to toxic sites to industrial ruins on the landscape,
remain potent material reminders of the mining experience, legacies that
continue to haunt both the memories and the biophysical environments
of local communities. These experiences, memories, and material condi-
tions continue to inform present debates about the costs and benefits of
mineral development today, as mining is touted as the economic salva-
tion of supposedly dependent northern communities. Contemporary de-
velopments in the vicinity of abandoned mines may threaten to reawaken
or reproduce the injustices associated with past developments, regardless
of the goodwill of companies or the improvement of regulatory oversight.
As several of the chapters also show, attending to the history of mining
can raise uncomfortable questions about the persistence of colonial leg-
acies and institutions in the region, even in this era of land claims, impact
and benefit agreements, and corporate social responsibility.

Ultimately, we think that a better understanding of the scope and im-
pacts of historical mineral development in the North, as well as its many
ongoing legacies, can contribute to wider debates about resources and
sustainability in Canada, and beyond. Historically, the goal of mining has
only been tangentially (and at times only rhetorically) about the modern-
ization and development of northern communities. Rather, the main aim
of mining companies and their government promoters has been to fulfill
the insatiable demand for minerals (and profits) in Southern Canada and
for export markets. Thus, the story of mining in Northern Canada is one
that connects all Canadians, whether consumers of mineral products or
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holders of mining stocks in investment portfolios, to the remote, often
poorly understood northern places, people, and environments affected
by mining. As seen in debates around bitumen development in north-
ern Alberta, southern Canadians (and urbanites in particular) have often
been willing to ignore the environmental and public health burdens
associated with our material- and energy-intensive lifestyles. Perhaps a
better understanding of the historical and contemporary impacts of min-
ing can help lead to a better reckoning of the how the costs and benefits
of resource extraction have been distributed among local communities,
highly mobile capital, and distant consumers. Certainly the ephemeral
local benefits that stem from northern mining— the historical boom and
bust cycle that is emblematic of the industry—force Canadians to face
the difficult question of what a sustainable economy might look like in
the North and in the country as whole.

These histories also highlight the problem of who bears the long-
term financial consequences of abandoned mines—in Canada, typically
taxpayers have been left on the hook for billions in environmental lia-
bilities associated with cleaning up past industrial developments. These
long-term environmental legacies and financial liabilities—the “zombies”
that stalk northern mine sites and communities—illustrate the funda-
mentally unsustainable nature of extractive industries such as mining.
Based as they are on finite resources, extractive sites like mines must
ultimately decline as deposits are exhausted or, more likely, as the costs
of extraction begin to exceed the market value of the product. There is no
renewable “resource cycle” associated with minerals, though technologic-
al change and market conditions can lead to the revaluation of former-
ly closed sites or unworked deposits. But as many of the chapters show,
the cessation of extractive activity does not necessarily end the costs
and controversies associated with mineral development. Toxic contam-
inants, ecological changes, and the collapse of local resource-dependent
economies may resonate for decades or longer after the end of mining,
scarring the landscape and displacing communities. Even in cases where
some remediation has been undertaken, many of the financial costs asso-
ciated with these impacts are borne not by the industry, but by the public,
individually and collectively. Under new forms of environmental regula-
tion, companies are often required to post financial security during the
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life of a mine to cover closure and clean-up costs, though time will tell
if today’s estimates match the actual cost of cleanup. What cannot be
recovered from industry, however, is the massive cost of historic aban-
doned mines. Despite frequent calls from industry and recent calls from
the Canadian government to cut regulatory red tape to speed the pace of
northern resource development, the environmental liabilities associated
with historic abandoned mines provide a potent reminder of the need for
strict environmental assessment, public oversight, and regulation of new
northern mineral projects in all phases of their operation.

In broader historical terms, there can be little doubt that mining
was one of the most important drivers of social, cultural, and econom-
ic change in Northern Canada. This book has attempted to reckon with
the precise meaning of these changes, and how they intersected with
the broader suite of social, cultural, and economic changes sweeping the
region in the twentieth century. In doing so we discovered histories of
resource projects that were too often focused narrowly on mineral ex-
traction to the exclusion of social development and environmental issues
in adjacent Aboriginal (and in a few cases non-Aboriginal) communities.
In some cases these communities responded creatively to the sudden
social, economic, and environmental changes associated with northern
mineral development. At other times the adjustments to new patterns of
work, settlement, and economic exchange proved painful, as did environ-
mental changes that brought toxic exposure, sickness, and sometimes
death. As we enter a new era of promises and unbridled optimism about
northern development based on minerals and offshore oil, all Canadians
would do well to reflect on the opportunities and challenges these types
of megaprojects have presented to northern communities in the past, and
what kind of issues they might raise for them in the future.

NOTE

1  Georgius Agricola, De Re Metallica, trans. Herbert Clark Hoover and Lou
Henry Hoover (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1950 [1556]), 4.
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“The book situates itself at the intersection of two of the signal developments
shaping Canadd’s political landscape today: the renewed boom in natural
resource extraction and the mobilization of First Nations communities
around territorial stewardship and self-determination. The book brings

a much-needed historical perspective on this juncture, and its editors are
explicit in their hope that the case studies assembled here will have bearing
on contemporary debates and policy-crafting.”

- Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert,
Department of History and Classical Studies, McGill University

For indigenous communities around the globe, mining has been a historical
forerunner of colonialism, introducing new and often disruptive settlement
patterns and economic arrangements. Although some communities may
benefit from and adapt to the wage labour and training opportunities provided
by new mining operations, they are also often left to navigate the complicated
process of remediating the long-term ecological changes associated with
industrial mining, Thus the mining often inscribes colonialism as a broad set
of physical and ecological changes to indigenous lands.

Mining and Communities in Northern Canada: History, Politics, and Memory
examines historical and contemporary social, economic, and environmental
impacts of mining on Aboriginal communities in northern Canada. Com-
bining oral history research with intensive archival study, the contributors
juxtapose the perspectives of government and industry with those of local
communities. The oral history and ethnographic material provides an ex-
tremely significant record of local Aboriginal perspectives on histories of
mining and development in their regions.
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