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1
Introduction

“Inuit don’t want a government that’s different, we want a  
government that’s better.”

– Laura Ulluriak Gauthier

The creation of the territory of Nunavut in 1999 represented, as cliché-inclined 
headline writers endlessly reminded us, the first “redrawing of the political map 
of Canada” since the entry of Newfoundland into Confederation half a century 
earlier. As such, despite its minuscule population, Nunavut garnered wide public 
attention, in Canada and abroad. Much of this interest reflected widespread 
fascination with the Arctic – for Canadians, the North looms large in the national 
imagination, though precious few have seen it first-hand. In addition, Nunavut 
generated public and media interest because of its larger political significance. 
Here was a small, marginalized Indigenous people who had succeeded against 
long odds and through entirely peaceful means in establishing a government 
they controlled within the Canadian state in order to gain control over their 
lives, their land, and their resources – and, ultimately, their destiny.

Nunavut came into being as a separate territory, with its own government, 
as one of the central provisions of the 1993 Nunavut Land Claims Agreement 
(NLCA), a modern-day treaty signed between the Inuit of Nunavut, represented 
by the Tungavik Federation of Nunavut and the Government of Canada.1 On 
April 1, 1999, the Northwest Territories was fundamentally transformed as the 
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Eastern and Central Arctic (roughly the area north and east of the tree line) 
was split off to form Nunavut, leaving a much smaller Northwest Territories.

The story of Inuit efforts at gaining – or, perhaps better, regaining – political 
control over their lives through the creation of Nunavut has many plots and 
subplots. (And, indeed, the ending of the story is far from clear.) Made in 
Nunavut follows some of the main plotlines entailed in the story of the creation 
of Nunavut, with special, detailed attention to a little known but important 
subplot: the decentralization of the Government of Nunavut (GN).

It is generally understood that government in Nunavut is “different” in the 
sense that the large Inuit majority is politically dominant. Less well known are 
the explicit measures adopted with a view to rendering the GN different in its 
structure, culture, and operation. Rhetoric on the theme of creating a different 
government was common in the years that Nunavut was taking form, as, for 
example, in interim commissioner of Nunavut Jack Anawak’s observation to 
Nunavut’s first deputy ministers: “Nunavut exists because the people wanted 
their own government and they wanted it to be different!!!!”2 In our view a 
better appreciation of the Inuit rationale for building the GN as they did was 
expressed by Laura Ulluriak Gauthier, a remarkable young woman who con-
tributed enormously to the building of Nunavut before her untimely passing  
in 2001: “Inuit don’t want a government that’s different,” she said, “we want a 
government that’s better.” One of the principal ways that the GN was to be dif-
ferent, not for the sake of being different but for providing better government, 
involved a far-reaching plan to decentralize its operations.

Decentralizing the Government of Nunavut

“Form follows function” is an architectural expression often applied to organiza-
tions. The idea is that structures – be they bricks and mortar or bureaucratic 
organizations – should be designed to fulfill the purpose of the building or in-
stitution. The principle applies only imperfectly to governments, however, because 
so many of their basic forms were established long before they acquired many 
of their present-day functions. In those rare cases in which govern ments are 
truly being constructed de novo, as opposed to being built on the foundations 
of previous regimes (as, for example, in post-Soviet Eastern Europe), we should 
expect the design of government to reflect the purposes it is expected to fulfill.

The creation of the GN in the 1990s was as close to fashioning a government 
on a blank piece of paper as anyone is likely to see. Certainly nowhere in Canada 
had there ever been an opportunity to, in effect, design a government of this 
scale or importance virtually from scratch. One of the federal officials who 
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worked on it described the Nunavut project as “a bureaucrat’s dream job.” Still, 
those who designed and put in place the GN encountered all manner of con-
straints. Some of these reflected limits of imagination and creativity, while others 
were rather more prosaic, if nonetheless very real, involving political, financial, 
and administrative considerations. This tension between opportunity and con-
straint was symbolized in a telling episode. Early in the design process, following 
a long day spent briefing Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) 
politicians and bureaucrats, several senior staff of the Nunavut Implementation 
Commission (NIC), the body charged with developing a design for the Nunavut 
government, were unwinding over beers at the Gold Range, a popular (if decid-
edly down-market) Yellowknife bar. In short order, a veteran GNWT politician 
accosted them, roundly denunciating the plans they had outlined for the new 
government. “What a waste of a fabulous opportunity,” he thundered, “you 
could have done things so differently; what you want could have been done in 
the 1960s.” Barely had this politician left when another came by to berate the 
NIC staffers, but from a very different perspective: “Who the hell are you,” he 
demanded, “to recommend such massive changes?”

Ultimately, the GN emerged as a decidedly conventional government, 
leavened with a few distinctive features: its departmental structure, which included 
such distinctive departments as sustainable development and culture, language, 
elders, and youth; a commitment to Inuktitut as a working language of govern-
ment; and an attempt to imbue both public policy and government operations 
with traditional Inuit values (Inuit Qaujimajatu qangit – IQ).

Made in Nunavut examines perhaps the most innovative design feature of 
the Nunavut government: an ambitious and distinctive, perhaps unique, scheme 
for geographically “decentralizing” its structure and operations. Several inter-
related political, economic, social, and cultural objectives underlay the decen-
tralization initiative, but, in essence, they boiled down to a strong desire to 
ensure that the structural “form” of the GN derived from its “function.” And 
that function was defined not simply in terms of delivering services to 
Nunavummiut (the people of Nunavut) but as being, in every possible way, an 
Inuit government.

All modern governments are to some degree decentralized, by virtue of 
networks of regional and field offices; with few exceptions, though, these offices 
are engaged solely in service delivery. Decentralization in Nunavut was to be 
fundamentally different. Not only were a substantial number of government 
jobs to be located in small communities throughout the territory, but many of 
the governmental functions to be spread across the territory were “headquarters” 
activities that, in most governments, are located in the capital.
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Nunavut: A Thumbnail Sketch

An appreciation of the importance of the decentralization initiative to Nuna-
vut, and of the difficulties entailed in realizing it, requires a recognition of just 
how distinctive are the land and the people of this remarkable part of Canada. 
An overview of the geography, society, economy, and government of Nunavut 
is offered in Chapter 3, but a very brief sketch is necessary at the outset. Nunavut 
– “our land” in Inuktitut – stretches across more than 2 million square kilometres, 
more than 20 percent of Canada’s land mass. Nunavut is roughly the size of 
Western Europe; were it a sovereign entity, it would be the twelfth largest country 
in the world. Yet its population is barely thirty-seven thousand spread across 
some twenty-five communities, twelve of which number fewer than one thou-
sand residents. The capital, Iqaluit, with a population just over seven thousand, 
is by far the largest centre. No roads exist between communities; transportation 
is primarily by air, with bulk goods brought in by summer “sealift.” The climate 
is harsh. Non-renewable natural resources abound – diamonds, gold, iron ore, 
and other minerals as well as oil and gas – but logistical difficulties render ex-
traction on an economic basis problematic. The lack of infrastructure, distances 
from markets, and sparse population represent severe impediments to economic 
development; the public sector is therefore far more prominent as an economic 
driver and employer than is the case elsewhere in Canada.

Some 85 percent of Nunavummiut are Inuit. Nunavut has a fast-growing, 
and very young, population. Government consequently faces unrelenting  
pressure to provide adequate housing, education, and employment opportun-
ities. The territory is beset by serious social problems, ranging from unemploy-
ment and overcrowded, substandard housing to high rates of violent crime and 
suicide.

The Rationale for Decentralization

The creation of Nunavut was not simply about according the people of the 
Eastern and Central Arctic what other Canadians had long enjoyed: their own 
government attuned to their distinctive situation. The Inuit vision for a home-
land also entailed establishing an Inuit government. Not, however, an Inuit 
government in the sense of an Aboriginal self-government, with the exclusionary 
elements of the self-government regimes emerging elsewhere across the country. 
Rather, the goal was to create a “public” government structured and operating 
according to Inuit ways and values, a government whose organization and 
culture would reflect Nunavut’s unique demographics, geography, and culture 
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rather than simply replicating the conventional governance institutions of the 
provinces and other territories. This meant not only a government that would 
develop and deliver policies in the best interest of the large Inuit majority but 
also a government whose very structure and operation were rooted in Inuit 
culture and values. Decentralization was a critical element in the attempt to 
realize this goal.

The decentralization initiative had several interrelated purposes. In a juris-
diction where government is the mainstay of the economy, stable, well-paid 
white-collar jobs are critically important. Spreading the economic benefits of 
government employment beyond the capital into communities where private-
sector jobs are scarce was a prime consideration driving decentralization. 
Communities would realize economic benefits not only from the jobs and their 
economic spinoffs but also from the construction of the infrastructure neces-
sary to accommodate the decentralized units (primarily offices and staff hous-
ing). Tellingly, the translation of a common Inuktitut rendering of “decentralized 
communities” is “communities that got jobs.” While the number of jobs prom-
ised by decentralization may seem, by the standards of large modern govern-
ments, minuscule, the prospect of several dozen good, permanent jobs in 
communities of twelve or sixteen hundred was of enormous consequence. Aside 
from the desirability of spreading jobs and associated economic benefits broadly 
across Nunavut, decentralization was seen as necessary to avoid overburdening 
the community chosen as capital with an unmanageable influx of new employees 
and their families should the lion’s share of new jobs be located there. (In the 
mid-1990s, Iqaluit, the leading contender for capital, had a population of not 
much more than five thousand.)

Yet decentralization was not simply about economics. A central objective 
underlying the creation of Nunavut (explicitly enshrined in Article 23 of the 
NLCA) was a public service with a “representative” level of Inuit employment 
– meaning that Inuit should make up the same share of public-sector employees 
as their share of the total population – roughly 85 percent. A strong Inuit  
presence in government was seen as essential for imbuing it with Inuit cultural 
values. The hope for decentralization was that, with jobs (and not just entry-
level positions) located in the communities, a significant barrier to recruitment 
and retention of Inuit in the public service might be overcome. The assumption 
was that many Inuit were reluctant to accept employment or promotion that 
would take them away from their home communities.

Last, but by no means least, decentralization had a political edge to it,  
for the idea was to decentralize not just jobs and offices but power. In the 
Northwest Territories, power – both political and bureaucratic – had been 
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highly concentrated in Yellowknife, the capital. The framers of Nunavut en-
visaged a government close to the people not just physically but also in terms 
of power and influence. Accordingly, the units of the GN located in the com-
munities were to do more than forward ideas and information to Iqaluit,  
where decisions would be made: they were to exercise substantial decision-
making authority themselves.

In important operational ways, the GN simply represented the continua-
tion of the GNWT. Thus, for example, the vast majority of the more than two 
thousand people on the GN payroll on April 1, 1999, in both community-level 
and regional offices throughout Nunavut, had been working at the same jobs 
for the GNWT the day before. Under the Nunavut Act, NWT legislation applied 
to Nunavut until amended or repealed by the Nunavut legislative assembly. At  
the political level, Nunavut maintained the distinctive, non-partisan “con-
sensus” model of cabinet-parliamentary government that had emerged in  
the NWT. Initially, some government services in Nunavut were still delivered, 
on contract, by the GNWT.

Yet, if the GN was formed using many of the building blocks inherited from 
the GNWT, it was nonetheless possible – and, indeed, much desired – that the 
blocks would be put together in a substantially different way. Indeed, for many, 
this was central to their expectations for the new territory and its government. 
Routine transactions may have been done the same way by the same people, 
but key elements of government, including basic structures and processes 
(number, function, and jurisdiction of departments; operational culture; lines 
of authority and accountability; organizational and geographic links among 
constituent units; and the like) were subject to major changes. In particular, 
since virtually the entire “headquarters functions” of the GNWT had been 
concentrated in Yellowknife, it was necessary to construct a new departmental 
structure, including both line departments and central agencies, and to create 
within each department corporate offices responsible for policy, human re-
sources, finance, and so on. This necessity represented a tremendous opportunity 
to do things differently. By definition, the hundreds of staff hired to fill the 
headquarters positions were new to their jobs. Some could draw on experiences 
in similar positions with the GNWT or other governments, but many came  
to the GN without such backgrounds.

Governance innovations in Nunavut have not been limited to structural 
issues such as decentralization. Especially notable are the commitment to es-
tablish Inuktitut as the working language of the GN and efforts at imbuing it 
with IQ. Roughly translated as “things long known by Inuit,” perhaps the best 
definition of IQ is “the Inuit way of doing things: the past, present and future 
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knowledge, experience and values of Inuit society.”3 Infusing the GN with IQ 
entails nothing less than developing modes of thinking and acting in govern-
ment drawn from deeply held Inuit values and worldviews. This fascinating 
subject is largely beyond the scope of this book, but it bears mention as an 
indication of the ambitious scope of hopes and plans for the GN.

The balance of this chapter provides some essential definitions, demonstrates 
the distinctiveness of the decentralized model (with special emphasis on the 
nature of headquarters functions), sets out the rationale for Made in Nunavut, 
summarizes the data sources upon which we relied, and offers an overview of 
the book’s organization.

Definitions

In setting out definitions of key terms it is perhaps best to specify that we are 
not dealing with certain common notions of (de)centralization that have at  
best limited relevance to the design of the GN. In the Canadian political lexicon, 
“decentralization” most often means a shift in power and authority from the 
national government to the provinces and territories. Literature on this and 
other aspects of Canadian federalism is not in short supply. Another quite dif-
ferent concept, “centralization,” in the sense of concentration of power at “the 
centre” – the political-bureaucratic apparatus surrounding the prime minister 
or the premier – is a principal theme of both popular and academic writing on 
Canadian government.4 Overall, the literature on federalism and on political 
executives in Canada has little to offer the analysis of decentralization in 
Nunavut; thus, it is not examined here. Hence a word on terminology: what 
was attempted in Nunavut, and what we address in this book, is best thought 
of as “deconcentration” – the dispersal of government jobs outside the capital 
as opposed to dispersal of policy-making authority. However, since virtually 
everyone in the North uses the term “decentralization,” so, too, will we.

An extensive international and comparative literature exists on what is  
often termed “administrative decentralization,” but it is largely fixated on iden-
tifying solutions to the political and economic problems of developing coun-
tries.5 A good deal of this literature has been sponsored by international 
organizations such as the United Nations or by American agencies engaged in 
foreign aid. Accordingly, the context – especially governmental prospects and 
problems – tends to be radically different from that of Nunavut. In addition, 
the decentralization efforts analyzed or advocated in this literature are a mixture 
of (1) transferring jurisdictional authority and resources to local and regional 
governments or to private-sector organizations or NGOs and (2) beefing up the 
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staff complement and/or the decision-making authority of the field offices 
delivering public goods and services. The most widely accepted definition of 
administrative decentralization is Rondinelli’s formulation: “the transfer of 
responsibility for planning, management and the raising and allocation of re-
sources from the central government and its agencies to field units of government 
agencies, subordinate units of levels of government, semi-autonomous public 
authorities or corporations, area-wide regional or functional authorities, or 
non-governmental private or voluntary organizations.”6 This definition is broad 
enough to cover what was attempted in Nunavut. At the same time, even a 
cursory reading makes it clear that the many possible forms of administrative 
decentralization discussed in this literature have little relevance to Nunavut.

Although the international and comparative literature may have little by 
way of direct, practical relevance to Nunavut (and hence to its designers), it 
does offer some useful conceptualizations and analytical insights. The follow-
ing definitions are largely drawn from this literature and, if precise wording 
may vary slightly, enjoy wide acceptance and usage.

Centralization in organizations, and thus decentralization, is essentially about 
power and authority (which may not be coterminous in large government 
bureaucracies).7 Within a single government, decentralization means the re-
allocation of power and authority from the centre of government to regionally 
dispersed units. As a classic study of decentralization in a US government 
agency put it, “delegation of authority to the field is the stuff of which decen-
tralization is made.”8 Decentralization may thus exhibit both functional and 
geographic elements. And it may be achieved in a number of ways.

Deconcentration is about the physical dispersal of government employees. 
As a recent Canadian study put it, “there is a presence but no defined respon-
sibility or authority associated with geographic dispersal.”9 All governments 
have regional and field offices, usually devoted mostly to service delivery. At its 
core, deconcentration “involves ministries retaining power over key tasks at 
the center while transferring the implementation roles relating to such tasks 
to staff located in ministerial field offices. Typically, deconcentrated activities 
are those that the centre, for political reasons, believe only it can or should 
control or closely supervise but that require field-level implementation in order 
to be effectively carried out.”10 Deconcentration, as a noun, is thus a measure of 
the proportion of staff located outside the capital; as a verb, it refers to the process 
of transferring staff from the capital to regional or field offices. Especially in the 
Nunavut context, it is well to bear in mind that, “in and of itself, a deconcentrated 
organization need not be decentralized.”11
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Devolution and delegation are often confused, sometimes inadvertently, 
sometimes purposefully in order to make limited change seem more far-
reaching. Devolution refers to the transfer of formal jurisdictional authority 
from one government or governmental unit to another, normally with the ex-
pectation that the transfer will be permanent. The devolution from Ottawa to 
the territorial governments of responsibility for health, social services, renewable 
resources, and other powers in the 1970s and 1980s and the long-sought but 
still only partially realized transfer of ownership and control of non-renewable 
resources to the territories are examples. It is worth recalling that, as Katherine 
Graham and Gene Swimmer point out, “devolution has also been linked to 
downloading – the practice of governments simply dumping financial and 
program responsibility on the other levels of government or other sectors.”12

Delegation may look like – and be portrayed as – devolution, but it is limited 
to the central government (or departmental headquarters) permitting other 
entities to exercise its authority while it retains control and direction. Delegation 
does not entail the transfer of authority. Whether the delegation is to another 
order of government, such as a municipality, or to a field office within a govern-
ment department, officials with delegated authority may have very little discre-
tion and may find themselves simply following rules and procedures mandated 
from the centre. Conversely, in some cases delegation may be far-reaching. 
Indeed, within governments, delegation is typically the main route to genuine 
decentralization.

Privatization might seem to lack any connection to decentralization, refer-
ring as it does to the transfer to the private sector of activities performed by the 
state. Not so, as an analysis conducted for the Tungavik Federation of Nunavut 
(TFN) concerning decentralization options for the Nunavut government points 
out. Privatization, along with joint ventures between the public and private 
sectors, it shows, holds the potential for shifting responsibility for developing 
and delivering services from distant central governments to local communities 
– clearly a form of decentralization. This study, commissioned as the final touches 
were being put on the NLCA, does note that, in practice, the likelihood of 
achieving significant decentralization in Nunavut through privatization or joint 
ventures is limited due to the weakness of the private sector.13

In purely analytic terms, these concepts are clear and distinct from one 
another. Once applied to real-life situations, however, ambiguities and inter-
connections become evident. As noted, no necessary correlation exists between 
decentralization and deconcentration, and yet, given the impossibility of total 
control from the centre over regional and field offices, some degree of effective 
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decentralization (power if not authority) inevitably accompanies deconcentra-
tion. An extensive study of headquarters-field office interactions in Canadian 
bureaucracies documents how the reality of field operations can diverge from 
policies and procedures laid down by head office.14 Such inadvertent decen-
tralization through deconcentration, though doubtless limited, illustrates that 
the concepts are less than watertight. The message, then, is that, just as govern-
ments are best thought of as continually shifting along a broad centralization-
decentralization continuum, so the relationship between decentralization and 
deconcentration is highly variable.

The Distinctiveness of the NIC Model

A central theme of Made in Nunavut is the distinctiveness of the radically de-
centralized/deconcentrated organizational model for the GN developed by NIC. 
In order to demonstrate this distinctiveness, the following discussion contrasts 
what might be termed the “standard” way that Canadian government depart-
ments are organized with the NIC model.

We begin, however, by observing that, in one important respect, the NIC 
model was conventional in that it did not deviate from the Canadian bureaucratic 
tradition of functional government departments. Functional departments are 
those organized in terms of policy sectors (agriculture, transportation, health, 
and the like) or internal “staff ” functions (finance or human resources, for 
example) as opposed to being organized on a geographic basis. The latter, in 
Nunavut, would entail departments charged with the entire gamut of policy 
development and service delivery within defined regions. A department of 
North Baffin affairs, for example, would be responsible for formulating and 
delivering a vast range of programs and services to the communities of that 
region – health, social services, education, economic development, transporta-
tion, and so on. Organizing the GN along such regional lines was never seriously 
considered.

That NIC didn’t entertain the possibility of geographically organized de-
partments might seem surprising in light of the GNWT’s distinctive “matrix 
management” arrangement, which would have been familiar to both NIC com-
missioners and staff. In this hybrid of functional and geographic organiza-
tional principles, which the GNWT maintained until the mid-1990s, the 
standard array of functional departments, all headquartered in Yellowknife, 
was overlaid with a set of five administrative regions, each headed by a regional 
director who carried substantial operational and even policy-making clout 
within the region (i.e., over officials of line departments) but who reported to 
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the Department of the Executive, the bureaucratic arm of cabinet. NIC did not 
attempt to pursue a similar organizational approach because of early and very 
clear direction from commissioners to their staff that they wanted to avoid 
structuring the new government along regional lines.

The two models outlined below are “ideal types,” in the sense of portraying 
conceptual arrangements, from which real-life government departments would 
vary to some degree: they are simplified versions of what are typically highly 
complex organizations. Each model depicts a single department under the 
political direction of an elected minister and the administrative direction of an 
appointed deputy minister (DM) within a multi-department government. Since 
the models are highly stylized, they could represent either large departments 
with wide-ranging remits or small departments with narrow mandates.

The Standard Canadian Department
The possible ways of structuring government departments are legion, though 
in Canada most are minor variations of one basic organizational design. By and 
large the model portrayed in Figure 1.1 is the standard configuration for depart-
ments of Canada’s federal and provincial governments. In it, all key policy and 
administrative functions are carried out at the departmental headquarters, 
which are typically located in the capital city. The number of tiers of regional/
local offices depends on the size and complexity of the department and the 
geographic expanse of the jurisdiction. A single tier of regional offices may 
suffice or two or more tiers of regional/local offices might be necessary. The 
regional and local offices may vary in size but all are primarily engaged in pro-
gram and service delivery, enjoying relatively little program development or 
decision-making autonomy from headquarters. This is reflected in a heavy 
concentration of senior bureaucrats at headquarters, quite possibly the entire 
coteries of top-ranking officials, with even the most senior regional officials 
occupying at best mid-range positions in the departmental pecking order. With 
perhaps some variation arising from scale differences in regional operations, 
all regional offices follow a standard pattern of linkages to the departmental 
centre (degree of autonomy, nature of reporting relationships, and the like) and 
engage in a set range of activities. The model is silent on the degree of decon-
centration; a high proportion of departmental staff may be located in field offices, 
but power and authority are highly centralized in the capital.

A few Canadian government departments have their headquarters located 
outside the capital. At the national level, Veterans Affairs Canada is headquar-
tered in Charlottetown. Provincially, all headquarters operations outside of 
bare-bones offices of the minister and deputy minister of the Ontario Ministry 

Sample Material © 2016 UBC Press



Introduction14

of Northern Development and Mines are located in Sudbury. When it was a 
stand-alone ministry, the province’s Ministry of Correctional Services operated 
out of North Bay; the corrections side of the ministry still has significant head-
quarters functions there. Similarly, before the Ministry of Revenue was folded 
into the Ministry of Finance, virtually all its headquarters operations were lo-
cated in Oshawa; most of the revenue side of the ministry remains there.

It is crucial to recognize, however, that this is not at all what NIC had in 
mind for decentralizing the GN, though early on considerable staff thought was 
devoted to the possibility of locating entire departments in communities outside 
the capital. In the examples cited in the previous paragraph, all headquarters 
functions are grouped together in the same location, albeit outside the capital. 
This is very different from what NIC proposed. Thus the organizational arrange-
ments diagramed in Figure 1.1 pertain to departments regardless of whether 
their headquarters are located in the capital or outside it. Locating departmental 
headquarters in a city or community other than the capital does not preclude 
a high degree of centralization of power and authority, nor does it necessarily 
entail significant deconcentration of staff. As well, symmetry prevails in the 
relations between the various regional offices and headquarters.

The standard model can also encompass departments that are substantially 
decentralized in terms of power and authority. As noted above, whether a de-
partment is headquartered in the capital city or elsewhere does not necessarily 
imply anything about the degree to which it is decentralized. The model can 
accommodate regional and perhaps local offices enjoying significant policy-
development and decision-making autonomy from the departmental centre.

Given the logic underpinning departmental decentralization, the strong 
likelihood is that extensively decentralized departments will also have a high 
degree of staff deconcentration. In Canada, the best-known exemplar of a highly 
decentralized department was the mid-1970s version of the federal Department 
of Regional Economic Expansion, discussed in Chapter 2.

Figure 1.1  The standard Canadian department

Sample Material © 2016 UBC Press



Introduction 15

That substantial variation in departmental structure can be captured in the 
same basic “org chart” carries a clear message. Genuine decentralization – as 
was desired for the GN – is not primarily a function either of the number and 
distribution of regional field offices, or of the location of departmental head-
quarters (in or outside the capital city), or even of the degree of staff deconcen-
tration. Rather, it reflects the extent of authority and autonomy that regional 
offices exercise in terms of program development, decision making, and, to a 
lesser degree, internal administrative functions.

Certain functions of some departments may be hived off into what are in 
effect stand-alone units, typically engaged in processing transactions, con-
ducting research, or providing routine administrative support across the de-
partment. They serve the entire department but are separate from its network 
of field offices. Such units are almost entirely engaged in routine transactions, 
scientific research, and so on, with little role in policy development or substan-
tive decision making. Requiring minimal policy and operational direction from 
headquarters, their self-contained nature renders them prime candidates for 
dispersal outside the headquarters city.

An example is the Vegreville, Alberta, office of Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada, which processes applications for permanent residency and citizenship 
for the entire country. Departments with substantial scientific remits, such as 
Health Canada and Fisheries and Oceans Canada, maintain a number of lab-
oratories and research stations across the country that either serve the entire 
department or that are engaged in activities pertinent only to headquarters. 
Similar arrangements are found provincially. These units may operate largely 
in isolation from the rest of their departments, but they are constituent units 
of the departments under the direct, if perhaps little used, authority and control 
of the minister and the deputy minister. This distinguishes them from the 
myriad semi-independent, arm’s-length boards and agencies that report to 
ministers but that are outside the actual departmental structure. These ABCs 
(agencies, boards, and commissions) enjoy far-reaching autonomy in both 
policy making and operational terms and are run not by departmental civil 
servants but by (government-appointed) independent boards of directors. 
Examples in Nunavut would include such regulatory and adjudicative agencies 
as the Liquor Licensing Board, the Human Rights Tribunal, and the ill-starred 
Nunavut Business Credit Corporation.15 By virtue of their organizational dis-
tance from the central apparatus of government, semi-independent agencies 
can be prime candidates to be located outside the capital. The designers of the 
GN did indeed place several ABCs outside the capital to supplement the basic 
decentralization design.
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The NIC Model: Departments with Dispersed Headquarters
NIC gave serious thought to a government design built around locating entire 
headquarters of line departments, and perhaps of central agencies as well, in 
communities outside the capital but ultimately chose another route. The ap-
proach NIC did adopt was premised on spreading departmental headquarters 
functions across a number of communities, as opposed to placing entire (or 
almost entire) departments in communities outside the capital, as a less radical, 
more practical alternative. Paradoxically, in important ways the model NIC 
settled on and that became the template for the GN turned out to be highly 
unconventional, as a glance at Figure 1.2 makes clear.

In the variations of standard model discussed above and presented schem-
atically in Figure 1.1, all or virtually all headquarters functions are found together 
in the community where the central department office is located, usually the 
capital city but occasionally a community outside the capital. Organizational 
units situated outside the city housing the departmental headquarters are either 
field offices primarily engaged in service delivery or stand-alone units. In the 
NIC model, many units performing headquarters functions are distributed 
across communities outside the capital. Thus what is so unusual about this 
design is not only that headquarters units are located outside the capital but 
also that they are not consolidated in a single location; rather, they are dispersed 
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Figure 1.2  The NIC departmental model
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across several communities. Indeed, for many observers and, once the GN was 
up and running, participants, the most problematic aspect of decentralization 
was not that headquarters units were located outside the capital but that they 
were dispersed across several communities.

Figure 1.2 makes the NIC model seem orders of magnitude more complex 
than the more commonplace model. And, while it was in important ways more 
complex, the diagram makes the distinction appear more pronounced than  
it actually was. In the NIC model, various headquarters functions (policy de-
velopment, finance, research, etc.) are parcelled out to separate communities, 
whereas in the other models all are located in the capital. However, whether 
the headquarters units are geographically concentrated in the capital or spread 
out across the territory, the lines of communication among them can be com-
plex. The linkages shown between and among the top five (headquarters) boxes 
in Figure 1.2 would also occur in the standard model but within the one head-
quarters box.

It would be presumptuous to claim that no government save the GN has 
ever been structured along the lines portrayed in Figure 1.2, but certainly the 
NIC staff never came across an exemplar. Even if other real-life governments 
organized in this way could be found, it is hard to imagine that their circum-
stances even remotely resembled those of the GN.

Headquarters Positions

What made Nunavut’s foray into broadly based deconcentration distinctive, if 
not unique, were the minuscule size of the communities targeted for decentral-
ized jobs and the emphasis on distributing what were typically described as 
headquarters positions throughout the territory. Accordingly, it is important  
to distinguish headquarters functions, which in Canada have almost invariably 
been located in the capital city, from service delivery functions, which are nor-
mally provided by regional or local offices.

Among the most long-standing and basic distinctions in the public admin-
istration literature is that between staff functions and line functions.16 Line 
departments are those dealing with specific policy sectors such as transportation, 
agriculture, health, and consumer protection, and whose resources are over-
whelmingly directed to providing services to the citizenry. Central agencies, 
such as finance departments, cabinet offices, and treasury/management boards, 
have little or no contact with the public; instead, they direct and coordinate 
government-wide corporate policy and practices. It is highly unusual for central 
agency staff to be located outside the capital.
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A similar distinction obtains within departments. Departmental officials 
“on the line” interact directly with citizens and organizations and deliver services 
to them. Most often and most effectively this is accomplished through regional 
or field offices located close to the organizations and people who deal with the 
department. Bureaucrats who perform staff functions – policy development 
and coordination, human resources management, budgeting, auditing and 
evaluation, procurement, and so on – have little contact with the public. Their 
focus is internal to the department and they are almost invariably found in the 
capital city. These are the headquarters functions and jobs that figured so prom-
inently in the decentralization of the GN.

As the successor to the Government of the Northwest Territories, with  
its extensive network of regional and local service delivery offices, it was never 
in doubt that the GN would inherit significant deconcentration in terms of  
line jobs dealing with the public. Where the designers of the GN had scope  
for more sweeping decentralization and deconcentration was in the allocation 
of departmental headquarters (i.e., staff) functions. They made a deliberate, 
far-reaching, and innovative decision to deviate from the standard practice of 
locating all departmental headquarters activities and staff in the capital in favour 
of distributing them across the territory.

In its first comprehensive report to the parties signatory to the Nunavut 
Political Accord, NIC specified what, in the Nunavut context, it considered 
head quarters functions:

•  legislation, policy and program development;
•  long range planning;
•  overall budget development and management;
•  policy and program evaluation;
•  allocation of resources among programs, services, regions, and 

communities;
•  monitoring of policy, program and service implementation in the regions;
•  management support to ministers, Cabinet, and the various committees of 

Cabinet; and,
• professional and technical support for regional staff.17

Some of these would be corporate or staff functions provided within a de-
partment, such as legal services; finance, audit, and evaluation; human relations; 
procurement; communications; and so on. Others are activities carried out by 
units whose work involves close interaction and coordination with other de-
partmental units and/or other departments. While they might have program 
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and service delivery functions and have extensive dealings with the public and 
with client groups, their work would also entail significant policy development 
and implementation. In the Nunavut context, examples could include health 
promotion, consumer protection, support for the craft industry, parks manage-
ment, capital planning for educational institutions, and fisheries development 
and diversification.

Rationale for the Book

Opinion in Nunavut is divided on how well the ambitious goals of the decen-
tralization initiative have been met (and how realistic they were to begin with). 
Criticism has not been lacking, though not all critics would go so far as the 
editorialist who proclaimed that broad swathes of the GN “have been carpet-
bombed into near-total dysfunction by the GN’s badly-implemented decen-
tralization policy.”18 A wide-ranging independent study of GN performance 
published in 2009 – the GN Report Card – found serious flaws in the functioning 
of decentralization and high levels of public dissatisfaction with decentraliza-
tion. The extensive follow-up study conducted by consulting firm Oliver Wyman 
found that, although GN staff “offered a strong critique of the current state  
of decentralization,” they were nonetheless supportive of the ideas underlying 
decentralization and wished to see it improved rather than abandoned.19 Over-
all, though, the report was unequivocal: “the decentralized model has not  
been implemented fully or effectively,” in part because of a lack of a clear vision 
or plan.20

Certainly, at the most elemental level, decentralization has been achieved, 
though it is important to recognize that, as planned from the outset, fewer than 
half of Nunavut’s communities – those with populations of one thousand or 
more in 1999 – received decentralized jobs. Several hundred GN positions were 
established in the communities (some having been transferred out of the capital, 
others created afresh), offices and staff housing were built, staff were hired or 
relocated, and high-tech communications links developed. Save perhaps some 
minor adjustments, no further decentralization initiatives are likely. Beyond 
the raw numbers, though, has decentralization succeeded?

The story this book tells about the GN’s decentralization is an important 
one not only for the people of Nunavut, who are entitled to know the whys and 
wherefores of the government so prominent in their lives, but also for academics 
and practitioners. Public administration specialists, at least in Canada, have 
few case studies of organizational engineering of the scope and ambition of  
the Nunavut decentralization. As well, this topic is of direct relevance to those 
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interested in what rank among the most pressing and most difficult governance 
issues in this country – those connecting Aboriginal peoples and the state. For, 
as with efforts at imbuing the GN with IQ, decentralization was at root an at-
tempt to meld the structures and processes of modern bureaucratic government 
with the needs and cultural imperatives of an Aboriginal people.

Three principal themes thus inform Made in Nunavut: (1) the success of  
the GN and its designers in realizing this ambitious decentralization project 
(understanding, of course, that nothing like a definitive judgment will be pos-
sible for another decade or more); (2) the capacity of apparently mundane or-
ganizational features to advance fundamental political objectives; and (3) the 
difficulty of devising a government with a truly Aboriginal character, even under 
relatively favourable conditions.

Some of the questions addressed in subsequent chapters are primarily of 
interest to those directly concerned with Nunavut, while others raise issues of 
wider scope. In most cases only partial answers are possible. Among the ques-
tions that animate our analysis are:

•  To what extent has the success/failure of the decentralization been deter-
mined by Nunavut-specific factors and to what extent has the outcome 
been determined by more fundamental principles of governance, found in 
jurisdictions far beyond Nunavut?

•  Must government efficiency necessarily be in tension with other objectives 
for government structure and process, such as equity and accessibility?

•  Have there been significant unintended consequences of the GN decentral-
ization? In particular, to what extent do the dysfunctions that continue to 
plague the GN stem from the decentralization initiative?

•  Of the many predictions (positive and negative) about how the decentraliza-
tion would work out, which have proven accurate?

•  To the extent that decentralization has not fulfilled its objectives, was the 
fundamental design at fault or were shortcomings in implementation to 
blame?

•  Has the decentralization of jobs, offices, and functions led to changes in the 
structure of power and authority in the GN?

•  What has been the role and significance of communications technology in 
the GN decentralization?

By any standard, the commitment to create a truly decentralized Nunavut 
government was a path-breaking initiative. Many in Nunavut (and in the  
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NWT and Ottawa) were surprised that it actually happened. It is a story worth 
telling.

Data Sources

The account of decentralization offered in this book draws on numerous gov-
ernment documents, published and unpublished; on the secondary literature 
about government in Nunavut; on personal interviews; and on personal experi-
ence. From mid-1994 to early 2013, we conducted in-person interviews with 
several dozen individuals involved in or knowledgeable about the creation of 
Nunavut in general and decentralization in particular. These included members 
and staff of NIC, staff of the Office of the Interim Commissioner, journalists, 
academics, MLAs and bureaucrats of the GNWT and the GN, and officials of 
the Government of Canada and of Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated. Many 
were interviewed more than once and many provided additional information 
by e-mail or by phone. All of these interviews were conducted on a not-for-
attribution basis; all otherwise unattributed quotations are taken from these 
interviews (as noted in the Preface, we also conducted a number of on-the-record 
interviews with prominent political figures). Formal interviews were supple-
mented by innumerable informal conversations.

Details about documentary sources are contained in the notes. Most of  
the unpublished documents were obtained from the Nunavut Archives in Iqaluit 
or from the NWT Archives in Yellowknife. Copies of all documents quoted or 
cited in Made in Nunavut are in the authors’ possession, with two exceptions. 
We do not have a copy of the 1996 federal Cabinet decision, discussed in  
Chapter 6, authorizing funding for Nunavut (though from time to time we did 
wonder, as the project dragged on, whether we might still be working on the 
book when the thirty-year rule for access to cabinet documents became opera-
tive). Nor do we have a copy of the mysteriously elusive Consulting and Audit 
Canada report mentioned in Chapter 7.

Outline of Made in Nunavut

Prior to outlining what is in the book, it may be useful to note what Made in 
Nunavut excludes or mentions only in passing. The full story of how, between 
the finalization of the NLCA and the passage of the Nunavut Act in June 1993 
and the start-up of the Government of Nunavut on April 1, 1999, the political 
and administrative issues surrounding the creation of Nunavut were identified, 
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approached, and resolved (or at least managed) goes far beyond the question 
of decentralization. We attempt to chronicle both the creation and the de-
centralization of Nunavut, though to be sure our prime focus is decentraliza-
tion. Still, a range of important topics receive at best cursory treatment in the 
following pages: education and training; conception, design, and construction 
of offices, staff housing, and other infrastructure; and design, development, 
and procurement of complex computer systems and communications facilities. 
Only passing attention is devoted to debates and decisions on such political 
questions as establishing constituency boundaries, creating a gender-equal 
legislature, and moving to direct election of the premier; dealing with territory-
wide institutions such as the NWT Power Corporation and the Workers’ 
Compensation Board; reviewing, evaluating, and (re)negotiating dozens of 
intergovernmental agreements; and contracting for service delivery by the 
post-division GNWT in fields where the GN lacked capacity at start-up. The 
full story would examine all these, and others, in detail.

That said, Made in Nunavut does cover a good deal more than simply the 
decentralization initiative for decentralization cannot be understood in isola-
tion. The story of decentralization touches on many facets of the Nunavut 
project, and, accordingly, we try to place it within a larger context by looking 
briefly at various organizations, processes, and issues involved in creating the 
Nunavut government.

Following a brief review of the relevant literature on decentralization and 
deconcentration in Chapter 2, the two subsequent chapters provide a more 
fulsome account of Nunavut’s social and political characteristics and an overview 
of the key organizational players involved in the creation of the GN. Chapters 
5 to 7 chronicle the germination of the decentralization idea in NIC, its adop-
tion by the parties to the Nunavut land claim, and work towards its implemen-
tation before the GN came into being on April 1, 1999. Chapter 8 examines a 
number of issues and developments not directly related to decentralization but 
integral to the creation of the GN. Chapter 9 examines the consolidation of the 
decentralization project and various decentralization-related organizational 
issues once the GN was up and running, mostly in the years between 1999 and 
2003, when the formal process of decentralization ended. Chapter 10 looks at 
several evaluations of decentralization and outlines the GN’s 2012 Decentral-
ization Action Plan, which was developed in response to the most recent evalua-
tions. Chapter 11 provides an overview assessment of decentralization in 
Nunavut and offers a critical assessment of the effectiveness of the GN in terms 
of the oft-made claims that many of its problems stem from decentralization.
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Well before April 1, 1999, it had become apparent that, in many quarters, 
only one aspect of the multifaceted rationale for decentralization underpinning 
the NIC model was of prime interest: the prospect of new jobs and infrastructure 
in small communities. Our analysis demonstrates that, while the decentraliza-
tion initiative did succeed in delivering hundreds of jobs and the associated 
infrastructure (primarily offices and housing) to ten small communities outside 
the capital, it has all but entirely failed to establish government “close to the 
people” in the sense of spreading genuine decision-making authority widely 
across Nunavut. Moreover, although Inuit have come to hold a substantial 
proportion of decentralized jobs, overall rates of Inuit hire differ only margin-
ally between decentralized communities and the GN as a whole. More signifi-
cantly, NIC’s hope that locating headquarters jobs in small communities would 
produce career paths featuring progressively more responsible positions in 
those communities, thus increasing the number of Inuit in GN middle and 
senior management, did not materialize.

In the concluding chapter, we discuss whether decentralization’s failures are 
attributable to inherent design flaws, based in part on unrealistic assumptions, 
or to inadequate implementation of an essentially sound initiative. Ultimately, 
our view on this question is that both interpretations have merit. On another 
issue, we have no hesitation reaching a clear conclusion. In Nunavut, particularly 
in Iqaluit, decentralization is often held responsible for a good deal of the GN’s 
many and varied policy and administrative failings. We disagree, maintaining 
that, overall, decentralization has proved at least as successful (or unsuccessful, 
depending on one’s degree of pessimism) as the GN as a whole and that lack of 
competence, vision, and leadership among Nunavut’s political and bureaucratic 
elite has far more to do with the GN’s problems than does decentralization.
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