Thiscasewaswritten by Lance Grigg for the purpose of entering the 1995
Aboriginal Management Case Writing Competition.

TITLE: A QUESTION OF LANGUAGE: TheProblem of Sdectinga
Languagefor the Government of Nanavut

THE PROBLEM

The new territory, Nunavut, will be aredlity on April 1, 1999. Nunavut will have dl the
rights and responghilities due to aterritory in Canada. It will have control over its hedth
care, education, public service, housing, etc. Its capital will either bein Igduit
Cambridge Bay or Rankin Inlet. Presently, many beieve Rankin Inlet will be chosen as
the capital of Nunavut.

Theisuethis case Sudy wants to describe is the problem of sdlecting an officid
language for Nunavut — alanguage which the laws and atutes of Nunavut areto be
written in. There are avariety of didects within the Inuktitut language, and the fact that
these didects are even different within communities as well; as many asfive different
ones in some communities, selecting an officid an officd languege for Nunavut will be
difficult.

The problem is exacerbated by the deve oping didects within Inuktitut coming from
young Inuit. Teenage Inuit are arting to develop their own didects and they are
sgnificantly different from the Inuktitut ooken by their parents. For example, many
young peoplein Baker Lake, N.W.T., have created their own dang which is difficult for
their parents to understand. Significantly, many older Inuit in Baker Lake do not spesk
enough English to understand their own children and grandchildren. Some teenage Inuit,
therefore do not have enough traditiond Inuktitut to understand their parents and their
parents do not have enough English to understand their children.

Some have suggested to arbitrarily desgnate one didect asthe officiad language for
Nunavut. Others have argued that the capitol's didect should be the one chosen since the
daily operations of government will be carried out in that didect. Still some have
suggested that English be the officid language of the new territory snce thiswould meke
al the laws and gatutes for Nunavut available to anyone who spoke English. All these
opinions have been the subject of much debate over the last year without any resolution

insgh.

RELEVANT INFORMATION

Citing extracts from the document " Footprints in New Snow", arecent press release from
the Nunavut Implementation Commisson (N.I.C.)(Footnote 1) satesthat al "law making



authority be concentrated at the Nunavut and community levels and the number of

advisory agencies be reduced. (Footnote 2) In order to avoid what N.I.C. members cal the
"Ydlowknife Experience’ (wherein dl the powers are centrdized in one community)

efforts are being made to ensure thet equa representation is afforded to dl Inuit in

Nunavut. Exactly what sructure the commisson hasin mind that will fadilitate such
representation is not yet clear, nor does such astructure asyet, exis.

Also, such a gructure would have to accommodate the Nunavut goa of decentraization.
The press release gates that the "Nunavut government be decentrdized as much as
practicable and new government employment be distributed across

Nunavut. (Footnote 3) Many fed thet decentraization is necessary, what areas of
government are to be decentraized and how those areas are to work with government
agendesin other communities remains undedr.

The problem of numerous didects of Inuktitut becomes more acute when government
agendesin different communities communicate in Inuktitut. If departments within the
government are to be decentrdized, there arises the communication problem among
communitieswith differing didects. If one common didect is chosen, the task of
educating al government employeesin that digect will be both expensve and time
consuming. If asngle didect is used, there arises the problem of legdigtic plurdism — of
laws being written in anumber of didects. Such an option isitsdf very expensve.
Trandaors, traning of trandators, manpower shortages and limited funds meke this
possibility less attractive.

N.I.C. satesthat "greaet emphasis be placed on preparing Nunavut residents to take up
Nunavut government jobs and a number of new training initiaives be introduced.
(Footnote 4) Given the problems brigfly outlined here, one would think thet training in
trandation would be an initigtive to be serioudy consdered. Presently, thereislittle if
any evidence to suggest that it is under congderation. Thisis disturbing given that NL.I.C.
emphasizes that the report " Footprints in New Snow”, is"built on solid public
conaultation. (Footnote 5)

Thelanguage issue in Nunavut becomes more pressing snce N.I.C. wants Nunavut'sfirg
election to take place as soon as possble after April 1, 1999, filling its 16 to 24 seat
Nunavut Legidative Assembly. They aso want draft rules of procedure to be devel oped
for the Legidative Assambly wdl in advance of itsfirg gtting.(Footnote 6) Presently,
there is no such set of procedures formulated to meet this expectation. Nor isthere
agreement on what didect such a st of procedures should be written in. If suchan
agreement has been reached, the decision has not been made public.

The sdf-governance of Nunavut's education and hedlth care systems are dso affected by
the language issue. N.1.C. wants to amadgamate the three exigting education and hedlth
boards into one: "'the three existing regiona education boards should be merged into a
sngle Nunavut board and the three exiging regiona hedth boards should be wound
down." (Footnote 7) Such amerger makes sound financid sense. The communication
problem thet potentidly exists among diverse didects within Nunavut would have to be



addressad before any merger could ensue. For example, Inuktitut texts in education and
nursng care developed in the Baffin area cannot be used in the Keawatin unlessthey are
trandated into the locdl didect.

Communities such as Arvia and Cord Harbour educate ther children only in Inuktitut
until Grade 4. Arviat does not alow its kindergarten - Grade 3 levd in English. Given the
high dropout ratesin high schools across the Eastern Arctic, many students end up
leaving schoal with very low literacy ratesin English language arts. Given the diversity

of didects and the Sgnificant differences among them, the mohility of these dropouts
gets regtricted to the communities they wereraised in.

A linguidtic regiondism, therefore, is cregping into Nunavut with each community
wanting itsfair share of the new government jobs, and the right to use their own didects
This makes it more difficult to merge boards when individual communities with their

own didects want to use them in the ddivery of pecific government sarvices. It dso
miakes consensus on the sdlection of an offidd language of government increasingly
problemdtic. Thereis dready tenson among communitiesin the Eastern Arctic regarding
the location of Nunavut's cgpitol, and the debate over the tearritory's officid language is
not releasing any of thet tenson.

LANGUAGE GROUPSIN NUNAVUT

Presently, there are gpproximately seven mgjor Inuktitut diaect groupsin the Nunavut
Taritory: Inuinnagtun, Natslik, Kivdlirmiutun, Aivilik, North Baffin and South Beffin.
Obvioudy, there are many cther didectsin Inuktitut but these are the mgor ones within
Nunavut. These didects, however, are dill developing themsdves and remainin flux.
The differences among them dready pose a problem and will only become more
problematic as time passes.

SUMMARY

Smply, this case sudy wants to describe a specific and ggnificant problem that a
progressive and developing community needs to solve very soon. It is hoped that such
exposure may help resolve the issue, and help the resdents of Nunavut achieve their
godsfor April 1, 1999. Congdent with traditiond Inuit notions of conflict resolution,
this author beieves that many heeds are better than one. Apologies are made for the
brevity of information offered in the case sudy but any attempt to include al the rlevant
information would require abook on the meatter.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION



1. Should Nunavut choose adidect within Inuktitut or have English asits language of
government?

2. If Inuktitut is chosen, who will sdect which didect will becomethe officia diaect for
Nunavut?

3. If adidect of Inuktitut isto be Nunavut's language of governmert, and
decentrdization remainsagod of that government, how will it facilitate effective
communication among those government departments whose offices will bein avariety
of communities with different didects?

4. Will the sdlection of one didect over another cause a power struggle to develop within
communitiesin Nunavut?
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