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ABSTRACT

Though much media and academic attention has been paid to recent Arctic resource

development projects such as the Mary River project on Baffin Island (Canada), the

extraction of resources from circumpolar regions is not a new phenomenon. In fact

enclaves in the Arctic have been industrialized (and in some cases, deindustrialized) for

some time now, and these operations have been no less intertwined in historical and

contemporary Arctic geopolitics. Through an analysis of historical and contemporary

documents complemented by key-informant interviews, this thesis presents historical

geographical research on two case studies - Svalbard (Norway) and Nanisivik (Canada) 

that provide valuable insight into the political economies of extractive activities in the

Arctic. This thesis argues that the mines at Svalbard and Nanisivik were not simply

economic projects intended to produce valuable ores, but were "co-productive" in the

sense that they reproduced state territory and fulfilled political, geopolitical or

geostrategic objectives. FUl1hermore, this thesis suggests that the operation of these mines

was not characterised by a productive phase followed by a closure phase, but other

activities such as scientific research have revalorized these mining landscapes, owing to

the geographical, geostrategic and environmental importance of these Arctic sites.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis is about the industrial development of mining in the Arctic. At first

sight, this is a curious topic. The Arctic, encompassing the northernmost limits of Canada,

Russia, Alaska, Greenland, Norway, Sweden, Finland and Iceland when crudely

demarcated by a dotted line at 66°N, is an area often considered peripheral to industrial

development and commodity production. Though a diverse and dynamic landscape, the

Arctic is more commonly envisioned "as a wilderness, a place of the unknown -- cold,

mysterious, forbidding, inhabited by wild beasts, yet magnificent in its grandeur -- bereft

of Western civilization" (Grant 1998,27). Physical scientists have, historically speaking,

embarked on extensive research campaigns in the Arctic, feeding northern narratives of

the north as a dehumanized technospace for scientific exploration and study. Over time

the Arctic has been cast as a pristine wilderness (Grant 1998; Powell 2005); used as a

space of exploration and scientific discovery (Bravo and Sorlin 2002; Powell 2007;

2008b); deployed as a site of militarization and political contestation (Grant 1988;

Lackenbauer and Farish 2007; Wegge 2010); and most recently, understood as a

manifestation of climatic change (Johnson 2010; Launius, Fleming and DeVorkin 2010).

As the circumpolar north has grown in importance in recent years, geographers

have seized the opportunity to undertake increasingly fashionable Arctic research on

diverse themes such as indigeneity, storytelling and colonialism (Cameron 20 I I; 2012),

scientific practice and Arctic exploration (Bravo and Sorlin 2002; Powell 2007; 2008b),



resource development (Johnson 20 10; Keeling and Sandlos 2012) and the human

dimensions of climate change (Ford and Smit 2004; Ford el al. 2006). Focussing on

community exposure, vulnerability and adaptive capacity to climatic change, this latter

field has become oneofthe most influential strands of research in the Arctic (social)

sciences because it is perceived to be an applied field that infonns policy (Smit el al

208). This research has diversified scholarship on climate change that was largcly

dominated by physical scientists no more than a decade ago.

Unfortunately, some of this emerging research in the Arctic social scicnces is

preoccupied with climate change as a force external to broader political-economic

processes, including the development of mining projects in the north (Cameron 2012).

Despite a lack of critical academic engagement with resource development and political

economy in the Arctic, there are clear signs that this is an important issue. Recently, the

circumpolar north has become the focus of much new economic activity and estimates

suggesting that up to 25% of the world's untapped oil reserves are located in the Arctic

(Hargreaves 2006; see also Powell 2008a) have prompted a surge of investment in high

tech resource megaprojects designed to feed global demand for resources in the future.

For instance, the British newspaper The Daizv Mail reported on Russian plans to build an

Arctic city called Umka, with an artificial climate to sustain a community in close

proximity to hydrocarbon resources: "Welcome to Ice City: Russia plans to build h'ozen

community 1,000 miles from North Pole... as raee for Arctic minerals heats up" (Stewart

20 II, I). Fuelling claims of a mining boom in the Canadian north (Nunatsiaq News 2012;

Postmedia News 2012), the Canadian newspaper The Clohe and Mail reported on plans to



develop a mine dubbed the 'Mary River Project' on Baffin Island with the headline: "A

sea port, a mine that will move a mountain, and a I49-kilometre railway in between: The

N0I1h has never seen anything like the multibillion-dollar plan to tap Baffin Island's rich

supply of iron ore" (Waldie and Sopinski 20 II, B I). Amid uncertainty about the impacts

of a changing Arctic climate and heightened political anxiety ovcr depleting global

natural resources, stories ofa booming Arctic economy are becoming commonplace in

media narratives of industrial development in the circumpolar north.

This northward flow of industrial capital has not been driven by a profit-motive

alone, but has often been motivated by various interconnected geopolitical and

geostrategic imperatives. Anticipating a scramble for Arctic resources in the future,

symbolic acts of territorial claim such as the planting ofa Russian flag on the North Pole

seafloor in 2007 demonstrate that the Arctic is increasingly considered a "zone of

contestation" (Powell 2008a; Johnson 20 I0). In response to these developments, several

scholars have wril1en about the Arctic as both an economic resource and as a space of

political contestation in books such as Afier the lee (Anderson 2009), The World in 2050

(Smith 2010), The Scramblefor the Arctic (Sale and Potapov 2010), and The FlItllre

HistolY a/the Arctic (Emmerson 20 I0). This surge of attention on Arctic resource

development projects has clearly captured the imaginations of the public and policy

makers alike.

Though much media focus is paid to recent geopolitical strategies that seek to

secure the economic exploitation of Arctic resources into the future, the extraction of

resources from circumpolar regions is not a new phenomenon. In fact enclaves in the



Arctic have been industrialized (and in some cases, deindustrialized) for some time now,

and these operations have been no less intertwined with historical and contemporary

Arctic geopolitics. Geographers and historians alike have examined the industrialization

of the north and the proliferation of resource extractive activities there (McPherson 2003;

Barnes 2005; McGhee 2005; Powell 2008a; Hacquebord and Avango 2009; Keeling and

Sandlos 2009; Piper 2009; Keeling 2010; Sandlos and Keeling 2012, to name a few).

Though this literature is far from a coherent body of scholarship, it often highlights the

negative economic, environmental and cultural legacies of northern resourcedevclopment

projects. Mining developments, in particular, are conceived to provide only temporary

economic prosperity and infrastructural development, while causing severe environmental

destruction. The temporary and destructive nature of mineral extraction is amplified in the

Arctic, where remote communities are often dependent on a single resource, where few

opportunities for diversification exist, and where mineral extraction can be devastating to

the Arctic environment.

At some pioneer industrial sites in the Arctic, however, mines have developed for

reasons other than to produce valuable commodities. Some mines have been established

not only to produce economically valuable ores but to fulfill a variety of objectives tied to

the environmental, political, geostrategicoreconomic importance of these Arctic sites.

These resource development projects are not just economic ventures driven by what

eminent geographer David Harvey calls the 'capitalist logic of power' (processes of

capital circulation and accumulation following a profit-motive), but are often established

to fulfill political, geopolitical or geostrategic objectives, what Harvey calls the 'territorial



logic of power' (processes that (re)create configurations ofplacc and territory across

space and scale) (Harvey 2003). Furthermore, some Arctic development projccts oftcn

operate for a long time, and even after closure seemingly 'post-productive' landscapcs

continue to perfonn economic functions and fulfill a variety of objectivcs as a rcsult of

revived mineral development, environmental reclamation activities, tourism promotion,

scientific research, brownfield industrial development and even military activities. Thcsc

renewed activities challenge images of devaluation and degradation after mining projccts

have stopped producing ores, and illuminate how 'closed' mine sites can continuc to be

productive. These observations raise the questions: I1'halfimc/ions do Arc/ic mines

perform. and wha/ do /hey produce during /heir opera/ion and alier /heir closure? Rathcr

than conceiving production as a linear process that fulfils economic functions alone, this

thesis (re)evaluates the interlocking economic and non-economic impcratives driving

mincral production, and examines the "on-going-ness" of production processes at pioneer

sites in the High Arctic (cf. Lepawsky and Mather 2011).

This thesis explores these questions though a historical-geographical analysis of

the mining political economy at two High Arctic case study sites - Nanisivik on north

Baffin Island (Canada) and Svalbard (Norway) (Figure I). Though these sites are located

on what is popularly imagined as the geographic margins of modern capitalism at 73°N

and 78°N respectively, pioneering mining ventures developed as the primary economic

activity at Nanisivik and Svalbard, and purpose-built company towns werc constructed

with state support. Nanisivik and Svalbard are both what I term minescapes: sitcs wherc

mining is the defining characteristic of the human landscape; where mining is the raison

d'e/re for the existence of settlements at these Arctic locations; and where flows of
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Figure I. Map locating Nanisivik (north Baffin Island. Canada) and Svalbard
(Norwegian High Arctic). Map courtesy ofCharlie Conway. Memorial University.



industrial capital are imprinted into the human and physical morphology of the landscape.

When they were established, the economic feasibility of establishing mines at both

Nanisivik and Svalbard was questionable, and both of these High Arctic mincscapes were

developed with strong government support to perform national and geopolitical

objectives.

Nanisivik and Svalbard have been selected as study sites in this thesis because

their stories problematize the notion that mines operate on linear lifecycles determined by

economic or geological variables. Both Nanisivik and Svalbard provide interesting

historical-geographical examples of the way mineral production did not simply generate

valuable commodities, but functioned as a means of fulfilling a variety of political

objectives at these pioneering sites. Furthel1110re, these cases suggest how 'closed' mining

sites can be revalorized or can continue to be productive as other activities have made use

of these minescapes.

While visiting Svalbard, an archipelago located in the Norwegian High Arctic, for

a four month period in 2009 I was intrigued by the industrial mining landscape that

dominated Svalbard's main settlements and the unique history of unprofitable coal

mining at this Arctic location. At the beginning of the twentieth century, early mining

companies from Norway, Sweden, Russia and other nations opportunistically exploited

the status of Svalbard as terra nu//iu!;. driven by a profit-motive. From 1920 onwards,

however, only Norway and Russia continued to mine on Svalbard. During this time, the

production of coal served as a geopolitical strategy in consolidating and contesting

Norwegian sovereignty over the islands. Indeed most of the mining undertaken on



Svalbard has been historically unprofitable, and the need to maintain a Norwegian

presence on Svalbard has taken precedence over the economic viability of mineral

extraction. While over time, many mines have opened and c1osed,and manynationshavc

come and gone, several Norwegian coal mines still operating on Svalbard are central to

sustaining Svalbard's largest settlements and are important in fulfilling a number of

geopolitical strategies. At some former mine sites, other activities have developed (such

as scientific research) using mining infrastructures to maintain this landscape as a

(geopolitically) productive one. Svalbard offers an interesting insight into the economies

of Arctic sites where mining not only produces ores but fulfills geopolitical objectives as

well.

Nanisivik, 25km from the Inuit community of Arctic Bay on nOlih Baffin Island,

is the site of an abandoned mine and town, now dismantled. Having first learned about

the Nanisivik lead-zinc mine from a reading of annual government reports from the

1970s, I was enthralled by the explicit terms that cast Nanisivik as a political project.

Operational between 1976 and 2002, the Nanisivik venture was supported by the

Canadian government in the hope that this pioneer project would pave the way for mining

across Canada's north em resource frontier. The government envisaged Nanisivik as

prompting an industrial revolution in the Baffin Region, but also viewed the mine as a

method of maintaining Canadian sovereignty and security in the North. In particular, this

venture provided an opportunity to develop Canadian shipping in the Arctic, and through

rigorous scientific study become a working model of technological innovation and

engineering triumph. The Nanisivik townsite was purpose-built for mining, and destroyed

after mining finished. After the mine's closure, a variety of technical and scientific



consulting companies were hired to inform reclamation activities. Nanisivik functioncd as

a site of scientific experimentation that not only produced scienti fic knowledge, but

produced valuations of the cost of reclamation. Far from simply a site of waste and

degradation, Nanisivik continued to be a site of (scientific) production and valuation after

its closure.

While the stories of Svalbard and Nanisivikareunited by a numbe I' of similarities

and both sites possess fascinating histories of High Arctic industrialization that offer

surprises to the dominant modes of understanding mines and their 'lifecyclcs,' therc arc,

of course, important geographical and historical differences between the two. Whereas

the Nanisivik townsite, for instance, developed in close proximity to an indigenous

community, Svalbard has never sustained an indigenous population, and mining

developed at each site under different political, economic and environmental conditions.

Importantly, the stories of Svalbard and Nanisivik are not linked to one and another, nor

does this thesis attempt to compare or connect these two sites. Rather, narrating these

stories together is important because very little detailed scholarship on Svalbard,

Nanisivik or indeed, on High Arctic industrial development generally, has been

undertaken in geography, history and cognate disciplines. These stories are significant

because Svalbard and Nanisivik provide valuable understanding into the potcntial impacts

and legacies of new extractive activities, research that is timely given the rcccnt surge of

interest in developing the circumpolar north.

In addition to narrating these stories, this thesis makes a theoretical contribution to

understanding the political economy of resource production in the Arctic. Thc
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