From Keswick to Kugluktuk

PATRICIA E. SIMPSON

Cet article raconte lexpédition d'une
canadienne, membre d'une agence de
développement au Canada qui quitta
& reculons son domicile de Keswick en
Ontario, pour Kugkuktuk, une petite
communauté [nnuit dans la région sub-
arctique canadienne, un territoire dont
on parle comme « le pays du diamant »
L’auteure conteste cette appellation qui
afiit gue des relations néo-colonialistes
de la mondialisation économique ont
désorganisé les différents mondes
quotidiens des femmes et méme au-

dela.
“A Diamond is Forever”

The fact that there will be two wed-
dings in my family this year has been
cause for much celebration over the
past 18 months. Onan unseasonably
warm day last December, family
members gathered for an afternoon
of reunionand merry-making. At the
rented hall, family organizers posi-
tioned the betrothed couples front-
and-centre and urged the brides-to-
be to display their newly diamond-
bedecked ring fingers. For the re-
mainder of the afterncon, the two
promised women sat with wrists ex-
tended, their gems positioned for
easy viewing,. Between greeting well-
wishers and taking turns at a nearby
table overflowing with sweets, the
two women charted easily berween
themselves abour the pros and cons
of taking their soon-to-be-husbands’
surnames.

1, on the other hand, sat close by,
rooted to my chair, my tongue and
throat parched dry. I listened to the
brides’ conversation and wondered
at how the uncomplicated gender
divideisstill so central to mainstream
feminist thinking, while the global
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North/South chasm does not even
register on the proverbial Richter

Scale. [ felt glum despite the frivolity

Kolmanskop and
Oranjemund,
like hundreds of
other mining towns
in the farthest
reaches of the
(neo)colonial grasp,
were built on the
backs of slaves and
low-waged migrant
workers who lived
and died in
anonymity.

swirling around me. Then I heard
oneofthe mothers-in-law-to-be drop
the phrase “a diamond is forever,”
the trademark of De Beers, the South
African diamond colossus, and I held
mybreath, feeling momentarily hope-
ful. But no one in the room, includ-
ing me, picked up the thread. Iwanted
desperately for someone else—just
any-
thing! I wanted someone else to be

this once—to say something ...

the naysayer, to burst the collective
balloon, to rain on the crowd’s pa-
rade. “Oh, come now,” 1 chastised
myself, “a family celebration isn’t the
time or place to launch a critique of
economic globalization and the
transnational diamond industry.” But
I didn’t feel reassured. I knew I was
taking the easy way our—perform-
ing to role expectation while com-
promising my feminist beliefs. My

feelings of self-admonishment were
only heightened a few dayslaterwhen
1 came across a more explicit state-
ment of the role of the diamond in
the patriarchal mating game: a full-
page De Beers ad advising (male)
suitors (with a wink and a nudge),
“Of course there’s a return on your
investment. We just can’t print it
here.”

De Beers is just one player—albeit
a powerful one—in an intricartely-
layered, worldwide diamond network
controlled by intensely competitive,
highly secretive multi-national con-
glomerates with head offices in the
West. This network funcrions like a
well-oiled industrial machine fed by
the sweat labour of workers on the
underside of societies the world over.
The avalanche of stones that circu-
lates through the diamond network
moves along an artery known as “the
pipeline.” In a journey that takes
somewhere between one and two
years, rough stones pass up the pipe-
line from the bleeding fingers of dig-
gers and excavators in the “un-devel-
oped” or “under-developed” hinter-
lands of Russia, Botswana, Namibia,
and the Canadian North, through
the diamond trading centres of Ant-
werp, London, New York, and Tel
Aviv, bound for the cracked and cal-
lused hands of master cutters and
polishers in India and Thailand.
Gem-quality stones then move on to
eager dealers, jewelers, and other
(mostly male) buyers in the major
diamond markets of the U.S. and
Japan, finally arriving on the delicate
fing‘ﬁngcrs OE prOmiSed women.

There are many inlets to the dia-
mond pipeline: drained lakes in the
Canadian sub-Arctic, open pits in
the Kalahari Desert, underground
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tunnels in South Africa, even float-
ing mines in the South Atlantic. The
goings-on at each of these inlets pro-
vides a jolting reality check to the
romantic images nurtured by an in-
dustry organized to transform rough
slabs of crystalized carbon into highly
prized, perfectly sculpted gem-stones.
A field of human bones was recently
uncovered near the abandoned min-
ing town of Kolmanskop, 500 kilo-
metres southwest of Windhoek, the
capital city of Namibia. Over 1,000
kilogramsofdiamondswere extracted
from the mine at Kolmanskop prior
to World WarI. Then an even bigger
cache was unearthed south of there at
Oranjemund, and Kolmanskop be-
came just another diamond rush
ghost town. Kolmanskop and
Oranjemund, like hundreds of other
mining towns in the farthest reaches
of the (neo)colonial grasp, were built
on the backs of slaves and low-waged
migrant workers who lived and died
in anonymity.

Even more chilling are the atroci-
ties committed against unarmed ci-
vilians in the world’s most ruthless
killing fields, where the illegal trade
in stones wrenched from the earth’s
sub-surface fuels violent conflict. The
brutalizing activities of groups like
UNITA in Angola and the Revolu-
tionary United Frontin Sierra Leone
have prompted the labels “conflict
diamond” and “blood diamond.”
Theseare unsavory terms to industry
insiders safely rucked inside their
Western strongholds who would pre-
fer that the origins of diamonds re-
main shrouded in mystery. A De
Beers spokesperson put it this way:
“Diamonds have to be ethically cor-
rect.... Theyare aboutloveand emo-
tion, soft issues” (Peterson qtd in
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Cockburn 28). If the environment
assessment process for its first-ever
Canadian mine goes according to

A congealed,
monolithic “South”
is held out as
superior to all that
is “North” thereby
justifying the kind
of bureaucratic
intervention that
is pervasive in
Kugluktuk and
other communities
throughout the
Arctic region.

DeBeers’ plan, DeBeers will break
ground for a massive open pit mine
near Attawapiskat in northern On-
tario as early as fall 2004,

“Diamond Country”: “The Last
Great Canadian Frontier”

In mid-February, six weeks after
my family’s festivities in Kitchener, I
was enroute to the community of
Kugluktuk on the shares of the Coro-
nation Gulf, some two thousand kilo-
metres west and north of my Keswick
home. [ arrived at the departure ter-
minal of Toronto’s Pearson Interna-
tional Airpore weighted down by my
usual baggage of trepidation and mis-
giving as a “Volunteer Advisor” with
the Canadian Executive Service Or-
ganization (CESO), a Canadian in-
ternational and Aboriginal Develop-

mentagency. “Whataboutyour harsh
critiques of the (large “D”) Develop-
ment' industry?,” I harangued my-
sclf. “Whar abour thar favourice
weapon in your anti-Development

arsenal-—that the Development in-
stitution is, in reality, a mechanism
for privileging the interests of com-
modity capitalism over subsistence
living?” On my return from previous
CESO expeditions, 1 had been
promptly contacted by the head of
CESO’s Business Development Unit
and asked to identify opportunities
for Canadian companies to purdown
moorings in the “undeveloped”
world. My mind raced back to the
day in the summer of 1996 when I
had happened upon a Microsoft
Corporation outlet, with windows
heavily barred, on the border be-
tween the banking district and the
city slums of Guayaquil, the com-
mercial capital of Ecuador. Thestore-
front operation had been the brain-
child of another Canadian Develop-
ment worker. 1 remembered, too,
how nurses at Cliniga Guayaquil had
told me about patients dying after
routine cardiac catheterizarion. The
hospiral had purchased cardiac cath-
etersfrom the Hewlett-Packard Com-
pany on the recommendation of an-
other Development worker. Unfor-
tunately, the hospital owner refused
o keep buying new catheters and
instructed nurses to re-sterilize them
instead. This practice weakened the
walls of the catheters, with dire con-
sequences. “What am I doing here?,”
I whined to myself as I inched closer
to the Air Canada check-in counter,
“There’s still time to back out!”
“Now, wait a minute,” 1 silently
countered. “The members of the
Kugluktuk Women's Group invited
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me to come. This is their idea! These
women are not naive pawns in the
game of capiralist boosters.” It was
true—the Kugluktuk Women’s
Group had asked me to visit their
community, The women wanted my
advice on the preparation of funding
proposals; they wanted to discuss ways
of ensuring their shelter’s survival.
They also wanted to talk about how
to stop violence against women, and
how to relieve its terrible effects on
children and families. As a front-line
community development worker of
long-standing, I was CESO’s Volun-
teer Advisor of choice.

By the time I boarded the plane, I
had begun to reconcile the conflict-
ing voices in my head. As the plane
reached its cruising altitude, I was
actually feeling quite hopeful. On
the verge of optimism, I settled back
to consume the tragedies of other
people’s lives spread out invitingly in
the evening edition of a Toronto
newspaper. “Everything will work
out fine,” I tried to reassure myself,
but my throat burned with acid re-
flux as my stomach struggled to di-
gest my in-flight meal. It was not
until 1 was winging my way north
from Edmonton, Alberta, on a con-

necting flight to Yellowknife in the
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The community of Kugluktuk with the new hockey arena in the background. The arena was
buitt with funds from the ‘Impact and Benefits Agreement” that BHP Billiton negotiated witfi the
Kitikrmeot Inuit Assocration. Photo: Paltricia Simpson

Northwest Territories that I began to
look forward to forming a relation-
ship with the Kugluktuk women—
tosharing experiences with themand
learning more about the particulari-
ties of violence against women in our
respective communities, “There 4
such a thing as critical Development
work,” 1 chastised my internal
naysayer whom I had almostlulled to
sleep.

It was minus 65 degrees celsius
with wind chill when the small First
Air plane touched down in
Kugluktuk, some 26 hours follow-
ing my deparwure from Toronto. |
had a room reserved at the
Coppermine Inn, a short five-minute
taxi ride from the airport. On arrival
at the inn, I slipped into a corner
table in the dining room and grate-
fully accepted a hot lunch held in
reserve for me by the innkeeper.
While L ate, I observed a small group
of weather-worn workers who lin-
gered near the fireplace over cups of
coffee, their grease- and snow-cov-
ered outer gear draped over the backs
of chairs. At dinner that evening,
the men were identified to me by
the owner of a local construction
company who subsequently man-
aged to station himself across from

me at my litde table in the dining
room every evening, no matter what
plan I devised for avoiding him.
“Those guys,” he puffed at me as he
nodded in their direction, “I'd call
them real men.... They're the men
of diamond country.”

I would soon learn that Cop-
permine Inn is wichin a few kilome-
tres of the off-shore drilling opera-
tions of BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc.
The BHP Billiton Group is the
world’s largest diversified resource
extraction conglomerate. The inn’s
thriving business today is due, in
large part, to the hordes of surveyors,
truck drivers, heavy machine opera-
tors, and other assorted mine work-
ers who flood in and out of the area.
In 1991, two Canadian geologists,
following the time-worn tracks of the
Dene, Inuit and Metis peoples who
for centuries criss-crossed the Slave
Geological Province—a region that
stretches from Great Slave Lake in
the Northwest Territories to the
Coronation Gulf in Nunavut—
broughtattention to geophysical fea-
tures known as “kimbetlite pipes” in
the West Kitikmeot/Slave area. This
simple action began what is now
described as “[o]ne of the largest stak-
ing rushesin the history of theworld”
(West Kitikmeot/Slave Study Soci-
ety 3). By 1995, almost the entire
Slave Geological Province was sub-
ject to the mineral claims of resource
extraction conglomerates, such as
BHP Limited, Aber Resources, and
Diavik Diamonds. Today, the two
geologists are minority owners of
BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc. and
undisputed multi-millionaires. And
Kugluktuk, a community of 1,362
mostly Inuit people, is developing at
pace with the burgeoning marterial
needs of BHP Billiton Diamonds
and Diavik Diamonds operations in
thearea. The BHP Diamondsproject
is now in its third year of production
and the Diavik mine, worth $1.25
billion and the first diamond mine in
the neophite territory of Nunavut, is
slated to open soon.

The Ekati diamond mine, the hub
of BHP Billiton operations in
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Canada, islocated some 150 kilome-
tres south of Kugluktukin the Lac de
Gras region of the Northwest Terri-
tories, in the heart of Dogrib coun-
try. The Ekati mine is a city-king-
dom accessible only by air for most of
the year. The complex is replete with
525 dormatory rooms, a full-size gym-
nasium, three squash and racquetball
courts, an exercise equipment room,
aweight room, a floor exercise room,
agamesroom, plus television lounges,
his’her separate saunas, two golf-
simulatoss, an indoor putting green,
and a simulated golf driving range.
The complex also includes a separate
security building where workers are
subjected to radiographic scanning
on departure from the site lest they
feelinclined to pocker a stone or two.
Since its opening in October 1998,
following almost a decade of lobby-
ing, planning, construction, and com-
missioning, Ekati hasbeen celebrated
as the latest diamond in the BHP
crown. Company officials boast that
the regulatory requirements for the
mine’s start-up (permits, leases, li-
cences, authorizationsand so on) were
the most stringent ever known to
that date (BHP 2002). So, too, they
say, was the environmental assess-
ment required by the federal govern-
ment ((BHP 2002). As Jane Stewart,
Minister of Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada (INAC), hailed at
Ekati’s opening, the BHP operation
is seen to be a shining example of
sustainable development in a “land
as pure as the driven snow” (qtd. in
BHP 1998: 1).

Aside from the mine workers, there
is another rype of worker now pa-
tronizing the Coppermine Inn in
greater and greater numbers. This
type of worker is one who is gener-
ally less rugged than “the men of
diamond country,” but, like the mine
workers, they arrive from centres to
the south. These are workers, like
me, who arrive loaded down with
books and papers and audiotape
equipment, with laptop computers
in tow. Included in this lot are teach-
ers, researchers, government bureau-
crats, lawyers and judges, interna-
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tional and community Development
workers, and others who arrive in
the “fly-in/fly-out” community to
ply our trade in text. They stay for a
while—maybe a few days, a couple
of weeks, or even a year or two—
and then they are gone. Like the
“men of diamond country,” they
come to mine a “natural resource”—
the Inuit. The Director of Sustain-
able Development described the or-
ganization of working relations in
the community to me a few days
after my arrival. In a manner remi-
niscent of the colonial discourse of
past centuries, he explained, “These
people here ... they need the exper-
tise of people like us from the
South.... You have to realize the
North is the last great Canadian fron-
tier.” A congealed, monolithic
“South” is held out as superior to all
that is “North” thereby justifying
the kind of bureaucratic interven-
tion that is pervasive in Kuglukeuk
and other communities throughout
the Arctic region. The Director also
told me that he was being flown
back and forth berween his home in
southern Ontario and Kugluktuk as
often as biweekly at a cost of about
$1,700 per trip to the public coffers.
Reﬂecting on this sttuation, a super-

The Jirmmy Hikok Elementary School in Kugluktuk was built with funds from the

visor in the same department ad-
vised: “You have to realize there’s no
one here with the kind of know-
how he has.” Oddly enough, I sus-
pected the supervisor was right, and
I shuddered to think of the conse-
quences.

To understand the kind of “know-
how” the supervisor was talking
about, it is necessary to comprehend
the purpose and scope of the con-
temporary Development project as
itis unfolding in the Arcrtic and sub-
Arctic regions. My prime contact in
Kugluktuk was a2 man I will call
Andrew. Andrew had initiated the
submission of the Kuglukruk Wom-
en’s Group’s official request to
CESO. But this request represented
only a small part of my assignment,
the main purpose of which was to
counsel Andrew in ways of becom-
ing more proficient and compliant
with governmental bureaucratic pro-
cedures. Andrew was seen to be a
particularly troublesome community
member and worker in the
Kugluktuk office of the Nunavut
Department of Health and Social
Services. Andrew was strongly com-
mitted to the involvement of com-
munity members, especially youth

and elders, in ongoing processes of
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Impact and
Benefits Agreement” that BHP Billiton negotiated with the Kitikmeot lnuit Association.
Photo.: Patricia Simpson



change in his community. He in-
sisted that Inuit people be consulted
in meaningful, culturally-appropri-
ate ways, and had become a strident
critic of those who found it expedi-
tious to ignore or lend their own
interpretation to the principles and
obligations contained in the Bathurst
Mandate. “When we talk about
‘building community capacity,’
whose need and what capacity are
we talking abou?” he mused at the
end of one particularly long day to-
gether.

Andrew was seen by departmental
and other officials as a hindrance to
the advancement of the interests of
the diamond mining corporations.
He had spoken out on behalf of many
Inuit elders against the terms and
conditions of the “Impact and Ben-
efits Agreement” negotiated between
BHP Billiton and the Kitikmeot Inuit
Association. Although the terms and
condirions of the agreement are
deemed confidential, it is rumoured
to be worth $300,000 annually to the
Inuir of Kugluktuk, an amount that
many Inuit elders believe is too low.
As one man told me,

No one really knows the results, all
the damage of the diamond mines.
They say we should be happy about
the jobs at the mine and a new
arena, but we don't know all that
could happen.... We don’t know
what will be here in years ahead
... [what] will happen to our
people. These things will not be
understood for many generations
to come.

Throughout our many days to-
gether, Andrew and 1 shared our re-
spective concerns about Develop-
ment and some of our personal sto-
ries. I began to better understand his
vision fora new political reality based
on independence of mind from the
dominant structures and culture of
the Canadian federation. He de-
scribed this vision as “Inuit Quaji-
majatuqangit.” And [ began to more
fully comprehend some of the forces
that compelled him to act. Andrew
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told me that, unlike his ancestors
who had followed the animal herds
actoss the sandy plains and through
the deep canyons of the Coppermine
River until as recently as the 1980s,
he had been taken from his home by
local clergy when he was just a tod-
dler and raised in a church-run resi-
dential school near Edmonton. In
the hands of church teachers, he suf-
fered the kind of inhumane treat-
ment and personal violations that
now provide a well-documented cor-

“They say we should
be happy about the
jobs at the mine
and a new arena,
but we don‘t
know all that could
happen.... We
don't know what
will be here in years
ahead ... [what]
will happen to
our people.”

rective to the conventional version of
Canadian history with its celebration
of British imperialism. Andrew ex-
plained that he had moved back to
the Kitikmeot region only two dec-
ades before, around the time the Inuit
were settling into villages with names
like Coppermine {now Kuglukeuk)
and Pelly Bay (now Kugaaruk). These
villages served as conduits for the
more efficient delivery of church and
government services, and outposts
for Hudson’s Bay and Northern store
operations. It is a testament to the
Inuit people’s capacity for adapra-
tion that in the marter of just a few
decades “scattered Inuit villages have
been able to create a political move-
ment and a sense of community re-
sulting in a new and unconventional
political entity: Nunavut” (Dahl et
al. 2000: 12).

“Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best
Friend”

Atmy first meeting with the mem-
bers of the Kugluktuk Women’s
Group in the cold, cramped building
that houses the local shelter for
women and children victims of vio-
lence, they spoke about the changes
to their community over the past
twenty-plus years. These changes,
they told me, are tied to the exploita-
tion of non-renewable resources in
the region, including oil, gold, and
diamonds. They told me how, begin-
ning in the mid-1970s, their men
were hired by Esso to work as waged
labourers on the Beaufort Sea oil
projects. This change in the local
economy was both product and pro-
ducer of changes in the traditional
Inuit family organized by a more
settled way of life. The role of men as
hunters and trappers shifted as the
men started leaving their homes for
several weeks and even months at a
time to work out at sea. Just as the
Beaufort oil projects were shutting
down in the early 1980s, Echo Bay
started hiring workers for the Lupin
gold mine on Contwoyto Lake.
Workers were flown in and out of the
mine site on a two-week-in/two-
week-out rotation. Then, as produc-
tion began dropping at the aging
Lupin mine in the late 1990s, BHP
Billiton began to hire workers for its
Ekati mine site. In August 2003,
Kinross Gold Corporation of To-
ronto announced that the Lupin mine
will be closed for good soon because
of high operating costs and a declin-
ing return on owners investment.
This decision will put 235 fly-in/fly-
outworkers, and 70 contract workers
out of a job.

Growing dependence on waged
labour has ushered in social upheaval.
Families have become increasingly
reliant on purchased foods brought
into the community from centres to
the south as people have less time and
skill for traditional hunting and trap-
ping out on the land. Consequently,
obesity, diabetes, and highblood pres-
sure have become the Inuit people’s
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new reality. As cash has flowed out of
the community, consumer goods—
televisions, satelite dishes, videocas-
sette recorders, compact disc players,
refrigerators, freezers, and stoves—
have flooded in. Se, too, have alcohol
and drugs. Substance abuse has con-
tributed to widespread family break-
down, a meteoric rise in school non-
attendance, a questioning of tradi-
tional Inuit values by young people,
youth suicides, and a skyrocketing in
the incidence of violence against
women and children. Assaults in the
community now outnumber prop-
erty crimes by almost two to one.
Some of the women remarked to me
that the men in their familiesarealot
more controtling of women than they
used to be, and they asked me ifTand
otherwomen in my community wete
experiencing this same phenomenon.
This question became the starting
point for anumber oflengthy discus-
sions between us. We ralked about
the differentially harsh effects of eco-
nomic globalization in the lives and
livelihoods of women. We shared
personal stories and strategies for
coping with this reality over pots of
tea and plates of cookies on two con-
secutive afternoons.

Following our discussions, we sat
down together to craft a proposal for
funds to be submitted to the
Kitikmeot Inuit Association (KIA).
Thewomenwanted to apply for funds
from the “Impact and Benefits Agree-
ment” negotiated between the KIA

“and BHP Billiton. They wanted to
use these funds to finance a visit to
the shelter for women and children at
Cambridge Bay. They wanted to find
out how the Cambridge Bay shelter
operated, and to learn about its
counseling programs for women and
children vicrims of violence. 1 re-
member that we shared a laugh over
the fact that the visit—and maybe
even the shelters themselves—may
not be necessary if it wasn’t for the
exploits of resource extraction con-
glomerates like BHP Billicon.

A few short weeks following my
arrival in Kuglukruk, I found myself
reflecting on all 1 had learned and
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shared with Andrew and the women
at the shelter as I loaded my luggage
onto the littdle counter at the
Kugluktuk airport. “Um, I thought.
Next stop, Ekati—land of the dia-
mond kings!” I determined to pay a
visit to the mine site in the months
ahead. But for now, Iwashappy to be
heading home. Once on board the
First Air flight south to Yellowknife,
I settled back to day-dream about the
happy reunionwith my daughter that
was just a few hours away, absent-
mindedly twirlinga gold band around
my ring finger. The ring was a fa-
voured gift from aloved one received
a few years before. Just then, the low
rays of the sun that hung on the
horizon on the othersideofthe plane’s
frosted window caught a point of
prominence on the ring. | was daz-
zled by the sudden glittering white
light cast around the airplane cabin.
“Ah yes,” T whispered to myself as |
raised my finger for a closer look,
“...diamond chips set in gold.”

Author’s note: I wish to thank the
women of the Kugluktuk Women s
Group for giving so generously to me
during my visists to their community.
I am indebted in my writing and
analysis to their insights and ideas. |
take seriously their pledge to me: “We
will tell others your story; you tell them
ours.”

Patricia Simpson is a community de-
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"My usc of a capital letter “D” on the
word “Development” is used to
specify the “Development regime.” 1
draw this term from the work of
sociologistand feminist thinker Adele
Mueller who describes the Develop-
ment regime as “the network com-
prising state and international agen-
cles, state regulated ‘non-governmen-

tal organizations,” universities and
technical fields, independent con-
sulting enterprises, and the work prac-
tices of professionals, scholars, bu-
reaucrats, technicians, and experts of
all kinds” (97). Where I use a small
letter “d” on theword “development”
[ reference the common understand-
ingofdevelopmentas “improvement”
or “progress.”
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