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BEFORE THE SECOND WORW WAR, the 
northern territories of Canada were a sparsely 
populated frontier of aboriginal peoples, fur traders, 
miners and adventurers. Many ideas about the North 
were based on the Klondike Gold Rush and the 
stories of nineteenth-century polar explorers. 
Outsiders typically viewed the entire region as a land 
of ice and snow, occupied by subsistence hunters 
and gatherers. This perception was largely true. 

Trading posts were the most prominent 
feature of early settlements, along with 
missions and RCMP outposts. The Second 
World War brought about gradual, signifi
cant changes to the North, with the con
struction of a chain of airports north and 
northwest of Edmonton, the Alaska 
Highway, the Canol Pipeline, and later on 
the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line. 

Before contact with Western cultures, the 
native peoples of the North were hunter
gatherers. The food resources of the 
North, particularly the large game animals, 
were scattered over a vast area, so it was 
necessary to hunt in small groups. Such 
mobility demanded social structures that 
seemed poorly defined to most Europeans. 

Thus began the deliberate and, until the 
1970s, sustained effort to organize the 
peoples and lands of the North according 
to principles that were often destructive. 

The present 
Since the 1970s, Northern aboriginals 
have actively sought self-determination 
and a reaffirmation of their cultures. Yet 
the aspirations of Northern communities 
are not so different from those of south
ern Canada. Residents wish to have safe 
and healthy places to live, work and play, 
even though the vastness and harsh cli
mate of the North pose great challenges 
to these fundamental aspirations. To 
address these challenges while accommo
dating the aspects of traditional culture 
that remain strong, community planning 
must involve unique documents and mod
ern technology. 

Three types of modern technology have 
proved to be particularly well suited to the 
unique planning challenges faced by 
Northern communities: 

Digital image technology: Use of this 
technology in the North includes collect
ing digital images by camera, scanning 
sources such as aerial photographs, and 
creating digital maps. Because Northern 
land-use planning usually involves limited 
site inspections, photographs become an 
important reference for the non-resident 
planner. The phrase "film is cheap" takes 
on added significance in Northern plan
ning, given the fact that the expenses 
associated with a site visit of less than a 
week may exceed $5,000. 

Digital photographs are easily manipulated 
to fit a variety of presentation formats, 
from single images to mosaics with descrip
tive captions. The latter format, with its 
photojournalistic approach in which pic
tures and words tell a complete story, often 
produces presentations that are appealing 
to Northern communities. Because of the 
cross-cultural nature of Northern planning, 
photographs and images are often more 
effective than words. 

Communication technology: Internet 
communication has allowed planners 
direct and convenient access to statistical 
information and to Northern stakeholders 
themselves, allowing timely feedback on 
development projects and plans. 
Moreover, the professional translation 
resources available through Internet tech
nology have extended written communi
cation to the distinct Northern cultures, 
where English often remains a second lan
guage. 

Global position system technology: GPS 
technology has provided a simple, cost
effective tool for positioning development 
activity in and around Northern communi
ties. It has also proved effective at locat-
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ing traditional and historic sites (such as 
campsites) that would be difficult to iden
tify otherwise. Finally, the technology has 
allowed communities to define future 
development areas for which accurate 
base maps did not exist. 

The future 
Future planning in the North must apply 
the principles of Northern context, appro
priate technology and incremental 
improvement. The costs of developing 
and sustaining Northern communities 
become prohibitive if these principles are 
not applied at every step of the planning 
and implementation process. The future 
of Northern planning must include a sus
tained, accessible base of technical knowl
edge, maintained outside the control of 
individuals or corporations from the south. 

Before they were "discovered" by out
siders, then subdued and marginalized for 
what was thought to be their own better
ment, Northern aboriginal peoples 
answered to no one but themselves. They 
are now, once again, on the path toward 
self-determination. Clearly, modern tech
nology will play a role in the future devel
opment of Northern communities, as the 
practice of planning in the North shifts 
from the non-aboriginal to the aboriginal 
community. 
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