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Introduction 

Nunavik is an Arctic region covering the northern third of the province of Québec, 
north of the 55th parallel. It has 14 communities isolated from one another and 
accessible only by air or by maritime transport a few months per year in summer. 
It has a population of more than 13 000 inhabitants, of whom more than 90% are 
Inuit. 

The Parnasimautik report on a vast consultation conducted among the Inuit of 
the territory in 2013 identified the growing preoccupations relative to food 
insecurity, a decline in certain animal species and climate change. The report also 
emphasized the central role of the territory’s resources in the region’s diet, 
lifestyle and economy, as well as reaffirmation of the need to protect the 
territory and its resources to ensure food safety. These preoccupations and 
aspirations have been the object of sustained efforts by local and regional 
organizations for several decades. However, in spite of that, food insecurity 
remains very high. 

 

Some Data on Food Insecurity in Nunavik 

The preliminary data from the Qanuilirpitaa? 2017 survey sketch out a profile of 
the situation of food security in Nunavik.1 

The 2017 survey again asked a question that was included in the Qanuippitaa? 
survey of 2004. The participants were asked if they had experienced a situation 
of insufficient food at home during the month preceding the survey. Close to 34% 
of Inuit reported having experienced such a situation in 2017 compared to 24% 
in 2004. 

In 2017, a scale consisting of various questions was used to establish the 
proportion of Nunavimmiut considered in a situation of food security or food 
insecurity. More than three quarters (78%) of Nunavimmiut mentioned having 
experienced food insecurity during the year preceding the survey. That 
proportion was higher among young persons (87% of those aged 16 to 19 years). 
It was also higher among pregnant women (89%). 

                                                           
1. Unpublished data; report upcoming. 
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Existing Initiatives in the Region and the Challenges Encountered 

The Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services (NRBHSS) provides 
support for organizations in carrying out initiatives that contribute to food 
security, health and well-being. This can take the form of professional support, 
funding, training, opportunities for networking and resources such as toolkits, 
recipes and so forth. 

Some existing initiatives: 

✓ Cooking activities and community kitchens using both traditional food 
and store-bought food, primarily run by local family houses, the schools 
jointly with the organization Fusion Jeunesse and the health centres; 

✓ Activities to help people make healthier food choices (e.g., in-store 
activities, nutrition-related activities in family houses). 

Regional resources and projects in the area of food aid: 

✓ Distribution of food coupons among pregnant women and education on 
adopting healthy lifestyles; 

✓ Breakfast and snack programs in schools; 

✓ Emergency food aid for persons in quarantine due to COVID-19; 

✓ Initiatives for food baskets or meal distribution; 

✓ Hunter Support Program and community freezer (all communities), 
managed by the Kativik Regional Government (KRG). 

Several challenges and limits persist in the implantation of some of these 
initiatives and can reduce their impact and scope. 

The lack of infrastructure limits the type of program offered. For example, in 
many communities, there is insufficient space for organizing workshops on 
cooking or transforming traditional foods or for storing large quantities of food 
meant for food aid. Sometimes, such spaces are available but require major 
renovations. Most of the federal and provincial funding sources accessible to the 
region for food programs cannot cover this type of expense. 
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Certain programs do not have all the funding necessary to respond to demand. 
For example, the food program for pregnant women is insufficient in terms of 
significantly contributing to nutrition needs. As for programs for school meals, 
the region has obtained resources jointly with the Breakfast Club of Canada to 
offer a breakfast program in nearly all the schools. However, many schools would 
like to set up a program for distribution of snacks and lunches for schoolchildren 
in need. 

Local organizations struggle to respond to the great demand for emergency food 
aid due to lack of financial as well as human resources. The pressure is great on 
the employees of community organizations and local community service centres 
(CLSCs), who are required to deal with the issue of lack of food on top of 
responding to many other health needs that are just as urgent. 

Finally, the programs for food aid and those for developing food-related skills 
(cooking, gardening, etc.) have limited impacts on food security in the absence 
of lasting, structural change in the food system, and this at the socioeconomic 
level and in terms of living conditions. The high cost of food, the high number of 
low-income families, climate change and lack of shipping infrastructure are all 
factors that greatly contribute to the alarming rates of food insecurity in Nunavik. 

 

Importance of the Traditional Diet 

The traditional Inuit diet includes foods obtained through hunting, fishing and 
gathering (berries, plants, algae, mussels and so forth). In general, the nutritional 
value of these foods exceeds that of store-bought foods. According to data from 
the Qanuilirpitaa? survey of 2017, consumption of traditional foods was 
positively linked to iron status and reduced prevalence of iron deficiency.2 

Again according to the abovementioned survey, in terms of preferences, 96% of 
the population stated a preference for consuming either only traditional foods or 
a combination of store-bought foods and traditional foods.3 Ninety-three percent 

                                                           
2. Lavoie, A., Lemire, M., Lévesque, B., Ayotte, P. (2020). Iron Deficiency and Anemia. Nunavik Inuit Health 
Survey 2017 Qanuilirpitaa? How are we now? Québec: Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services 
(NRBHSS) & Institut national de santé publique du Québec (INSPQ). 
3. Unpublished data; report upcoming. 



 
 
 
 
 

 4 

of the population mentioned that engaging in activities on the land was an 
important part of their lives.4 

Several studies have demonstrated that transmission of cultural knowledge and 
use of the territory for hunting, fishing and gathering activities remain the 
principal physical, mental and social characteristics of Inuit health. These 
activities not only contribute significantly to diet and the communities’ economy 
but are also essential to reproduction of social norms and identity over time.5 

 

Draft Policy on Food Security in Nunavik 

A regional working group on food security in Nunavik was set up in 2015, at the 
initiative of Makivik Corporation, the KRG and the NRBHSS. Composed of the 
principal regional organizations of Nunavik, this group is tasked with identifying 
short-, medium- and long-term solutions to improve access to and availability of 
nutritious foods. 

Four engagement sessions were held in 2017 and 2018 with more than 
150 participants, including representatives of the various communities. The 
following topics were covered: access to traditional foods, promotion of healthy 
eating, access to and availability of nutritious, store-bought foods, and local 
production and transformation. 

The sessions led to identification of the following priority topics and objectives 
for the policy: 

 

Focus 1 – Access to traditional foods: 

✓ Improve Nunavimmiut’s access to traditional foods and hunting 
equipment. 

                                                           
4. Muckle, G., Fletcher, C., Riva, M., Desrochers-Couture, M., Pépin, C., Poliakova, N., Moisan, C., Bélanger, R., 
Fraser, S. (2020). Sociocultural determinants of health and wellness. Nunavik Inuit Health Survey 2017 
Qanuilirpitaa? How are we now? Québec: Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services (NRBHSS) & 
Institut national de santé publique du Québec (INSPQ). 
5 Idem. 



 
 
 
 
 

 5 

✓ Recognize and develop traditional food as a viable socioeconomic sector 
in order to provide means of subsistence for hunters and food-related 
entrepreneurs and to create local jobs. 

✓ Establish integrated wildlife management as a contributing process to 
food security to ensure the availability of traditional foods for future 
generations. 

 

Focus 2 – Access to and quality and availability of nutritious, store-bought foods: 

✓ Improve the quality of imported foods in Nunavik by improving the 
efficiency of the shipping chain. 

✓ Improve economic access to food by making prices affordable and 
increasing families’ purchasing power. 

✓ Increase the communities’ and families’ capacity to access fresh, 
nutritious food by producing it locally. 

✓ Improve children’s food security by reinforcing food-aid initiatives and 
improving the quality of the food provided in schools and day-cares. 

 

Focus 3 – Support for development of knowledge and skills: 

✓ Offer more opportunities to learn hunting, fishing and gathering skills, 
particularly to children. 

✓ Help Nunavimmiut make healthier food choices through nutrition 
education and strengthening of skills. 

✓ Reinforce the capacities, skills and confidence of food-sector 
entrepreneurs and the next generation of leaders in the Inuit food sector. 

 

Focus 4 – Partnership, engagement and community decision making: 

✓ Reinforce the commitment of Nunavimmiut to food security through 
education, lobbying, mobilization and community decision making. 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 6 

The next steps will be to complete the policy, prepare a five-year plan of action 
and obtain the commitment of all actors at all levels (local, regional, provincial 
and federal). 

 

Recommendations 

✓ Recommendations concerning the Nutrition North Canada program: 

 Revise the program so that its ultimate objective is to contribute to 
reduction of food insecurity. 

 Establish processes to ensure that the most vulnerable persons 
benefit from the program. Its present objective and functioning 
tackle only funding for shipping of healthy foods and basic 
necessities without more specifically taking into account the most 
vulnerable population groups in northern communities (low-income 
individuals and families, elderly persons, etc.). 

 Solicit the Inuit communities’ direct participation in the program’s 
revision. It would be pertinent to explore the possibility of granting 
more decision-making powers to each region relative to ways of 
implanting the “subsidy” component in order to ensure greater 
consideration for regional particularities in terms of food supply. 

✓ Improve access to federal programs on community food infrastructures. 
For example, Nunavik does not have access to the Canadian Northern 
Economic Development Agency’s (CanNor) Northern Isolated Community 
Initiatives Funds, as it is not part of the territory covered by CanNor. As 
for Agriculture and Agri-food Canada’s Local Food Infrastructure Fund6, it 
would be important to evaluate access to that program in case few or no 
Nunavik projects are submitted or funded. 

✓ Explore the possibility of creating new government programs for school 
meals and other programs with a strong potential for impact on food 
security among the most vulnerable groups such as pregnant women and 
young children, with funding available in the long term. 

                                                           
6. https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/local-food-infrastructure-
fund/?id=1560701480448. 

https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/local-food-infrastructure-fund/?id=1560701480448
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agricultural-programs-and-services/local-food-infrastructure-fund/?id=1560701480448
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Conclusion 

The vision of the present policy and those who contribute to it is that of a food 
system that includes both traditional and non-traditional foods and which is 
rooted in the land, in local resources, and in Inuit culture and values. It aims to 
improve food security by creating a food system that promotes Inuit self-
determination, socioeconomic development, and protection of the environment 
and resources. 


