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O R T H E R N B R I T I S H COLUMBIA is very similar to the northern parts of many other Canadian provinces and, indeed,
many other parts of what are known as the circumpolar
north, such as northern Scandinavia and northern Russia.1 It has a
similar geology and climate, a similar dependence on the resource
sector, and a similarly diverse population. However, in some respects
the development of northern British Columbia has been out of step
with the rest of the circumpolar north. This can be seen very clearly in
the development of universities in these northern regions and in the
development of bureaucratic agencies dealing with the north.
In the 1960s and 1970s universities were built in several places in the
Canadian provincial north. However, no university was built in northern British Columbia. Among the universities built elsewhere in
northern Canada were Laurentian University in Sudbury (1962),
Lakehead University in Thunder Bay (1965), the University of Quebec
in Chicoutimi (1970), and the University of Quebec in AbitibiTemiscamingue (1975). This construction mirrored the similar
development of universities in other parts of the circumpolar north at
much the same time. In northern Finland the University of Oulu
opened in 1965, in northern Sweden the University of Umea opened in
1963, in northern Norway the University of Tromso opened in 1972,
and in the then northern USSR several universities opened in the sixties
and seventies including Tyumen University, Syktvkar University and
Kemerovo University.2 Some people must have been thinking of the
possibility of building a university in northern British Columbia
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because maps of the city of Prince George dating to the early sixties
show an area of land marked "university reserve," but there is no
record of any serious pressure for a university at that time.
In the 1970s a proliferation of bureaucratic agencies were dealing
with the Canadian provincial north. However, despite all of the
activity elsewhere, British Columbia was the one province not to
establish any kind of special agency for its northern region. 3 Ministries
of Northern Affairs were established in Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and
Ontario in 1972,1974 and 1977 respectively. In 1979 the Department of
Rural Development in Newfoundland was restructured to include a
Northern Development Branch and the department was renamed
"Rural, Agricultural and Northern Development." In 1977 Quebec
established the Secrétariat des Activités Gouvernementales en Milieu
Amérindien et Inuit (SAGMAI). In Alberta the Northern Alberta
Development Corporation was instituted in 1973. This increased
bureaucratic attention to an almost forgotten region of the country
was also indicated in the formation of the Interprovincial Conference
of Ministers Responsible for Northern Development. The first conference was held in Fort McMurray in 1978 and they have been held in
different parts of the provincial north in most years since.4
In the late 1980s some people in northern British Columbia recognized the value of and need for a university in the region and began
lobbying for one. They argued that a university was needed to overcome the significant barriers to access to education and to assist in the
economic, social, and political development of the region. 5 After
much campaigning and lobbying, they finally succeeded when in 1990
legislation was passed creating the University of Northern British
Columbia (UNBC). 6 T h e university opened with a new main campus in
Prince George in the fall of 1994. However, there has yet to be any
really serious pressure to establish a Ministry of Northern Affairs or a
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specialized bureaucratic agency to deal with northern British Columbia. There have been some rumblings but no serious lobbying. 7
This paper raises the question of whether or not the time has come
to establish a Ministry of Northern Affairs in British Columbia. It
begins by looking at the nature of northern British Columbia and
ways in which it is similar and different to other parts of the Canadian
provincial north. This analysis might help to explain why British
Columbia did not establish a ministry two decades ago when other
provinces did so. T h e paper goes on to indicate why the current
circumstances in the region and province might mean that it is a good
idea now to at least consider the possibility of creating a Ministry of
Northern Affairs. It then proceeds to discuss what type of new
ministry would be the most logical to best serve the needs of the
people of the region. This is followed by some suggestions concerning
the policy initiatives a ministry might undertake and why these would
be of advantage to the region. T h e paper then goes on to discuss the
possible disadvantages of such a ministry and the problems that it
might encounter. The paper concludes that, on balance, the creation
of a Ministry of Northern Affairs would be of benefit to northern
British Columbians and to the province as a whole.

THE NATURE OF THE REGION
Northern British Columbia, like so many of the other regions of the
circumpolar north, covers a huge land mass which constitutes a large
proportion of the political jurisdiction of which it is a part. Northern
British Columbia is about as big as Germany and covers 68 per cent of
the territory of the province. However, the population is very small in
absolute numbers and as a percentage of the provincial total. T h e
301,000 people in the northern two thirds of the province and they
constitute 10 per cent of the total provincial population. The population is also widely scattered, with the largest city being Prince George
with a population of about 70,000. T h e rest of the communities are
widely spread across the north with the next largest, Prince Rupert,
having only approximately 16,000 residents. Like most other northern
regions, northern British Columbia has a relatively high percentage of
First Nations people. This is especially the case in the northwest
where they constitute about a third of the population. T h e climate of
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northern British Columbia, like that of most other northern regions,
is relatively harsh but it is more varied than most.
The economy of northern British Columbia is also similar to other
circumpolar economies in being heavily dependent on forestry, mineral extraction, power-generation, and tourism. Although the resource
sector is quite varied across the region, the forest sector predominates
throughout much of it. In the Prince George region seven out of ten
jobs are either directly or indirectly reliant on the forest sector.8 There
is a second economy of hunting, fishing, and trapping. As elsewhere
around the circumpolar north, this second economy is strongly identified with the indigenous population. There is relatively little manufacturing or agriculture in northern British Columbia. T h e transportation links are typical of northern regions in that they are good from
the north to the south, largely for the purpose of moving natural
resources out of the region, and relatively poor for purposes of movement within the region.
The nature of the economy and society of northern British Columbia is quite different from that in the south, and the province is in
many ways divided into two unequal worlds. 9 The southern economy
and society is much more diversified, much stronger, and growing
rapidly. Moreover, social indicators, such as those for health 10 and
education, are poorer for the north than they are for the south. For
example, the transition rate of high school graduates to university is 8
per cent in the north compared to 23 per cent for the greater Vancouver area.11 While there are significant gaps between north and south in
other similar regions, such as Scandinavia, these gaps are not as great
as they are in northern British Columbia. This may well be because
there have been significant efforts to diminish the differences that
have been going on for decades whereas there has not been a similar
effort in northern British Columbia.
Given all of these similarities with other northern regions and given
that the region has a wide range of problems, one might ask why
northern British Columbia seems to have been out of step with other
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parts of the Canadian provincial north, and the entire circumpolar
north, in terms of developments in the university and bureaucratic
arenas. There are several possible reasons. One of these is that the
development of northern British Columbia has been more recent than
in some other parts of the Canadian provincial north. Several efforts
to develop similar parts of northern Quebec and northern Ontario
occurred in the early part of this century, and sizeable communities
had developed in some areas by the mid-1960s. 12 In northern Ontario
the Sudbury area had reached a population of 150,000 by the 1960s
and the communities that amalgamated in 1971 to form the city of
Thunder Bay had a combined total of about 110,000. In the mid-1960s
most of the communities in northern British Columbia were very
small with even what was to become the largest of them, Prince
George, having a population in 1965 of only 25,000. The population of
that city grew very rapidly in the rest of the sixties with the coming of
three large pulp and paper mills, and then more slowly to its present
population of just over 70,000. It should be noted that the pulp and
paper industry started in northern Ontario as early as 1918, whereas
the first mill was not built in northern British Columbia (the Skeena
Cellulose mill) until 1959. However, the factor of population size
cannot be the entire explanation; northern Saskatchewan, with a tiny
population of about 30,000 in the mid-1960s, established a special
northern ministry, although not a university.
Another possible part of the reason may well be that the sense of
there being a "northern" region was less developed in northern British
Columbia than in the northern parts of the other provinces.13 T h e
northern areas of most of the other provinces are very similar in that
the geology and climate is much the same across all of them. Essentially they are all located on the vast swath of territory known as the
Canadian Shield. While mining may dominate in one community and
forestry in another, there is an essential similarity across all of the
regions. This is not the case in northern British Columbia. Not only is
no part of the region on the Canadian Shield, but the region can
clearly be divided into three sub-regions with some considerable
differences among them. The northwest is different in that it is on a
productive sea coast, as opposed to northern Ontario and Quebec
12
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being on a relatively unproductive sea coast (Hudson Bay). It also has
a much higher percentage of First Nations peoples. T h e northeast is
different in that a good part of it is an extension of the prairies, with
extensive oil and gas reserves. T h e central interior is the least different, but even here the possibility of agriculture is greater than in
most other parts of the Canadian provincial north. In the other
provinces this essential similarity produced a common sense of being a
"northerner" even if one were from, say, northeastern Ontario or
northwestern Ontario. However, in northern British Columbia the
terms "northerner" and "northern" were far less frequently applied;
instead people referred to themselves (as many still do) as coming
from the Peace region, the Central Interior or the Northwest. In
short, there was very little consciousness of there being a region called
northern British Columbia in the 1960s and 1970s.
A further set of reasons that a Ministry of Northern Affairs was not
created in the 1960s in British Columbia were political and bureaucratic. Successive governments decided that the creation of a ministry
based on the rationale or logic of region rather than of function,
industry, client group, or some other criterion was not appropriate. T h e
government of Ontario long argued much the same way, as did the
governments of some other provinces, but they eventually succumbed to
the logic of region. Just why British Columbia did not is not clear.14
Another factor that may have had some effect is what appears to be
a greater divide between the north and the south in British Columbia
than in the other provinces with extensive northern regions. Of
course, this is an impression that is difficult to quantify or illustrate.
There may be several reasons for perceiving a greater gulf. One is the
much greater climatic difference between north and south in British
Columbia than exists in other provinces. Another is that northern
British Columbia is more off the beaten path than some other parts of
the Canadian provincial north, especially northern Ontario, which has
to be traversed if one is travelling across the country by road or rail.
Yet another reason is that the recent development of northern British
Columbia relative to some of the other parts of the provincial north
has created a kind of lag factor in southerners' understanding of
northern British Columbia that doesn't appear to exist in relation to
the other provincial northern regions. Many people in southern Brit14
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ish Columbia still think that Prince George has the population that it
had at the beginning of the 1960s and are surprised to hear that it now
has four times that.
ADVANTAGES OF CREATING A MINISTRY OF
NORTHERN AFFAIRS
The major reason for raising the idea of the creation of a Ministry of
Northern Affairs in British Columbia is that it could be a useful
vehicle for counteracting the trend in the province to a drift toward
two increasingly distinct and markedly unequal economies. T h e
southern economy is diversified, growing and healthy, whereas the
economy of the north is narrowly resource-based, not very healthy,
and facing the possibility of decline. The resource sector underpinnings of the northern economy clearly needs to be scrutinized and
further developed, probably largely with value-added resource industries. There also needs to be some diversification away from the
resource sector into other areas. In addition, there is the possibility of
partially solving some of the large problems the south faces from
large-scale growth by diverting some of the southern growth to
selected sites in the north and interior. There is a clear possibility of
killing two birds with one stone in this regard. A Ministry of Northern Affairs could be the needed bureaucratic tool to effect these
changes if the political realm decides that they are necessary.
The northern ministries in other provinces have tackled the economic development field in a two-stage process. In the first stage, they
emphasized infrastructure development as a means of promoting
economic development. In most provinces this took the form of help
with water supply and sewer systems as well as roads. Another major
thrust was the delivery of incentive grants to the major industries
already established in the north. The second stage emphasized job
creation and the promotion of the type of economic development that
would diversify or broaden the economic base of the regions. It also
included a new awareness of the need to include native northerners in
northern development and a new awareness of environmental and
social problems in the north. 15 In the case of Ontario the actions of
the Ministry of Northern Development and Mines have had a significant cumulative beneficial effect on the nature of the region for which
it is responsible. If a northern ministry were to be created in British
15
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Columbia it would undoubtedly have the same effect, although it
would not be able to take a staged approach and would have to act in
both areas at once and at the outset.
Another strong reason for creating a Ministry of Northern Affairs
would be the existence of a bureaucratic instrument to help to correct
the markedly unequal status between the north and south of the
province in virtually all social policy areas. Educational statistics are
much poorer for the north than they are for the south. The same can
be said for health care status indicators. A concerted and coordinated
effort is needed to try and correct this state of affairs; a bureaucratic
vehicle for analysing the problems, analysing what it is best to do to
correct them, and then carrying out agreed upon policies on a regionwide basis is essential.
A precondition for being able to do something about the problems
and potentials of the north is knowing precisely what those problems
are and what the range of options are that might be used to tackle
them. Thus one of the more important reasons for having a Ministry
of Northern Affairs would be to have an agency that would conduct
appropriate research on the region. One of the big benefits that was
derived from the creation of the Ministry of Northern Affairs in
Ontario was the basic and specific region-wide data that it collected
and the studies that it performed in a variety of policy areas. An added
benefit was that the Ontario ministry became steadily more aware that
the problems it faced had been faced elsewhere in Canada as well as in
other nations, so it took an increasingly comparative view of the
situation. British Columbia seems insular by comparison and there is
little evidence in the literature and reports on the north or at conferences on the north that people are very aware of the developments
in the northern regions of other provinces, let alone other nations.
Another good reason for broaching the idea of creating a Ministry
of Northern Affairs is a political one. They have been used in other
jurisdictions to stave off political discontent resulting from the differential conditions in, and treatment of, the north or as a means of
getting much-needed votes in the north. 16 Since political discontent
seems to be mounting in northern British Columbia, it might be a
useful political vehicle either for helping to ensure the survival of the
current government or for gaining victory by a political party which
hopes to form the government. Leo Bernier, Ontario's first Minister
of Northern Affairs, made no bones about the fact that his ministry
16

See Geoffrey R. Weller, "Political Disaffection in the Canadian Provincial North" Bulletin of
Canadian Studies (U.K.) Vol. IX, No. i (Spring 1985), 58-86.

Should B.C. Create a Ministry

of Northern Affairs

IJJ

was created to recapture some seats in the north for his Progressive
Conservative Party at a time when the situation in the legislature was
such that the northern seats could conceivably have determined the
balance of power. Mr. Bernier also claims that he was successful in
winning back a significant number of seats. 17 Some years later the
Liberals obtained power in Ontario. Although they had initially
criticized the Ministry of Northern Affairs, they retained it and also
used it to undertake initiatives in the north that they hoped would
redound to their political credit.18 The same was later true of the New
Democratic Party.
The creation of a Ministry of Northern Affairs would also have the
political benefit of assuring northern residents that their interests were
being expressed in the corridors of power in Victoria and that the
government was trying to do something about the common and
continuing accusation that the north has not been treated fairly in the
past and is currently not being fairly treated. There is clearly a
symbolism in the creation of government ministries, as can be seen
from the changing titles and nature of their responsibilities over the
years. A Ministry of the Environment symbolizes the concern for that
policy area as does a Ministry of Women's Equality for women's
issues. Thus a Ministry of Northern Affairs would symbolize a concern for the problems and potentials of the north. Of course, there has
to be more than symbolism. Useful actions also have to be undertaken,
and it could easily be argued that much needs to be undertaken in
northern British Columbia. It is certainly the case that there have
been fewer unified and politically visible attempts to investigate and
solve the problems of northern British Columbia than has been the
case with the other provincial norths. This may be because British
Columbia resisted the creation of a northern ministry in the early
seventies when the other provinces were creating them and has only
made a few bureaucratic attempts to deal with the problems of
regional economic development. Moreover it has not had the same
concerted spending programmes as, say, Ontario has had to upgrade
things like communications and transportation across the north.
Whatever the truth of the matter, there is a fairly common perception
among northerners in British Columbia that the line departments
don't have the same unity of interest or response in delivering services
to northern regions as they appear to have in the south. This was a
17
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common theme among delegates to a recent conference on northern
economic development in Prince George. 19
WHAT TYPE OF MINISTRY?
If British Columbia were to consider creating a Ministry of Northern
Affairs, there are three Canadian organizational models for such a
ministry that could be analysed for their applicability to British
Columbia. The first is what could be called a limited ministry because
it would only be responsible for certain specified policy areas affecting
the north. The original Ministry of Northern Affairs in Manitoba was
of this type, as its mandate was limited largely to two areas. T h e first
was local government development in the more remote areas of the
province. T h e second was the coordination of the federal-provincial
agreements affecting the north, such as the Manitoba Northlands
Agreement and the special Agriculture Rehabilitation and Development Act (ARDA) and the Nelson hydro-electric project.20
T h e second could be called a full-service ministry because it would
be responsible for virtually all provincial government services delivered in the region. T h e Department of Northern Saskatchewan was of
this type. The arguments for a ministry of this sort are that it would
evince a greater awareness of the total needs of the north and be able
to develop a comprehensive and integrated set of programs to meet
these needs. It would also be a single voice for the north both in the
bureaucracy and in the cabinet and, therefore, would be likely to
increase the awareness of the north and produce greater emphasis on
solving its problems. 21
T h e third type of ministry for which a model exists is that of the
coordinating ministry. The Ministry of Northern Development and
Mines in Ontario is of this type. Here the main role of the ministry is
to coordinate the activities of the line ministries in the north and to
deal with any federal-provincial matter that touches upon the north.
T h e Ontario ministry does have some delivery capacity of its own in
the area of transportation and mining, but its main role is that of
19
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