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Snapshot 

Country: Canada  

Community: Treaty 9 territory, the traditional territory of many Matawa and Mushkegowuk First 

Nations. Part of the Kenora district, Ontario. 

Impact of COVID in the community: Several communities in the region have seen significant 

COVID outbreaks 

Mining Companies and their countries of origin: A majority of mining claims in the region are 

held by Noront Resources (Canada) – at time of publication, the Canadian business press is 

reporting that Noront has been purchased by Wyloo Metals (Australia). The formal closure of 

the deal is expected in the next few months.1 

Target mineral: Chromite, nickel, platinum, copper, zinc 

Project details: Development is in its exploration stage2 

Violations: Profiteering from changes to resource extraction regulations that favour industry 

over community opposition, contravening a moratorium issued by local Indigenous nations 

Introduction  

 The so-called “Ring of Fire” mineral development project in Treaty 9 territory has been 

heavily promoted by the provincial government of Ontario, whose Premier previously declared 

he would “jump on a bulldozer” to jumpstart extraction.3 Exploration activities for this proposed 

project in the Hudson-James Bay lowlands have continued during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

taking advantage of regulatory exemptions granted to the mining industry4 and directly violating 

a moratorium on mining developments during the COVID-19 pandemic called for by several of 

the region’s Indigenous nations5 and Indigenous grassroots organizations.6 Leadership of 

several Indigenous nations have gone public with their concerns that the government is taking 

 
1 https://financialpost.com/commodities/mining/confusing-convoluted-mess-ring-of-fire-set-for-speedy-
development-under-new-owner-but-challenges-loom  
2 https://www.mndm.gov.on.ca/en/ring-fire  
3 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-ontario-renews-push-to-develop-stalled-ring-of-fire-
but-indigenous/ ; https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/sudbury/doug-ford-northern-ontario-1.4579311  
4 https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/  
5 https://wwf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Moratorium_.pdf  
6 https://attawapiskatriverprotectors.com/2020/12/13/response-joint-request-to-pause-decisions-on-ring-
of-fire-exploration-permits/  

https://financialpost.com/commodities/mining/confusing-convoluted-mess-ring-of-fire-set-for-speedy-development-under-new-owner-but-challenges-loom
https://financialpost.com/commodities/mining/confusing-convoluted-mess-ring-of-fire-set-for-speedy-development-under-new-owner-but-challenges-loom
https://www.mndm.gov.on.ca/en/ring-fire
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-ontario-renews-push-to-develop-stalled-ring-of-fire-but-indigenous/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-ontario-renews-push-to-develop-stalled-ring-of-fire-but-indigenous/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/sudbury/doug-ford-northern-ontario-1.4579311
https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/
https://wwf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Moratorium_.pdf
https://attawapiskatriverprotectors.com/2020/12/13/response-joint-request-to-pause-decisions-on-ring-of-fire-exploration-permits/
https://attawapiskatriverprotectors.com/2020/12/13/response-joint-request-to-pause-decisions-on-ring-of-fire-exploration-permits/
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advantage of the pandemic to push through a project which does not have the support of all 

affected communities.  

Local Context: Extractive Economies, COVID-19, and Public Health  

The Ring of Fire project is planned in Treaty 9, on the traditional lands of many Matawa 

and Mushkegowuk First Nations. The proposed location for the Ring of Fire is within the world’s 

second-largest intact peatland (a vital carbon sink) and on lands which have not previously been 

disturbed by industrial mining activity.7 Current proposals for the region include applications for 

mineral exploration and extraction as well as the construction of a supply road from the south.8  

 COVID-19 poses a particularly significant risk to communities in the region, contributing 

to centuries-long cycles of colonial violence that have created lasting health challenges for 

communities. It is worth pausing to scrutinize how governments are now spending millions to 

push through a controversial mining project during a pandemic, while underlying health 

challenges in communities persist.  

To this end, a report by Human Rights Watch highlights how decades and centuries of 

colonial violence have put Indigenous communities in Canada at particular risk of facing serious 

harm from the pandemic: the government has under-invested in housing in Indigenous 

communities, making social distancing more difficult, and has failed to ensure all communities 

have access to clean drinking water. Centuries of colonialism have also created additional 

public health crises which predate and are exacerbated by COVID-19, including elevated rates 

of tuberculosis and mental health crisis in several impacted communities.9 Further, three 

Indigenous nations whose territories are affected by Ring of Fire mining are, at the time of 

publication, under boil water advisories—one of the three, Neskantaga First Nation, has been 

under boil water advisory for twenty-seven years, the longest such advisory in Canada.10 In 

October 2020, as COVID-19 cases were rising across the country, the entire community had to 

 
7 https://thenarwhal.ca/ring-of-fire-ontario-peatlands-carbon-climate/  
8 https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80468; https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/63925; 
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80183  
9 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/09/systemic-inequities-increase-covid-19-risk-indigenous-people-
canada; https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-
from-omicron-variant/;   
10 https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1620925418298/1620925434679; https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-
news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-from-omicron-variant/   

https://thenarwhal.ca/ring-of-fire-ontario-peatlands-carbon-climate/
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80468
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/63925
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80183
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/09/systemic-inequities-increase-covid-19-risk-indigenous-people-canada
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/09/systemic-inequities-increase-covid-19-risk-indigenous-people-canada
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-from-omicron-variant/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-from-omicron-variant/
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1620925418298/1620925434679
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-from-omicron-variant/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-urging-ottawa-to-help-protect-community-from-omicron-variant/
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be evacuated to a hotel in a Southern population center over 400km away after an “oily sheen” 

was discovered in the community’s drinking water reservoir.11  

Several Indigenous nations on the territory have already been impacted by COVID-19 

outbreaks over the course of the pandemic, with dozens of people having fallen ill at time of 

publication.12  

Grassroots Resistance and Corporate Response  

Exploration and permitting in the Ring of Fire has continued despite the realities of the 

pandemic, putting corporate profitability over local residents’ concerns and Indigenous 

communities’ right to determine land use on their territories. Community capacity to participate 

in environmental assessments and monitoring has been limited in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic, which has stretched community resources thin. Moreover, exploration is often highly 

disruptive and can include the use of heavy machinery and drilling technologies which cause 

lasting damage to local ecosystems.13  

Calls to respect Indigenous rights by pausing exploration and permitting have gone 

ignored by both by the government and by mining companies working in the region. Here is a 

short list of some of these calls by affected communities, as well as some notable direct actions 

and lawsuits:  

• April 2020: Chief Chris Moonias of Neskantaga First Nation calls for pausing all 

exploration and permitting activities during the pandemic, noting that his nation 

was “overstretched and exhausted.”14 Noront Resources briefly pauses 

exploration on some of its sites in the Ring of Fire, but had resumed exploration 

by August.15 

• October 2020: James and Monique Kataquapit of Attawapiskat First Nation 

conduct a 15-day boat trip through the territory staked for Ring of Fire mining. 

James Kataquapit explained to CBC News that he wanted to demonstrate 

Indigenous presence on the land, saying "more than ever now, it is crucial that 

the many prospectors and small mining companies that are reported here and 

that are coming know we are here... They always say nobody's there.”16 

 
11 https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/stefanovich-neskantaga-water-thunder-bay-evacuation-1.5822885  
12 https://www2.nwhu.on.ca/covid-19/data/; https://www.waha.ca/daily-covid-19-report/  
13 https://wildlandsleague.org/news/new-photos-reveal-extensive-damage-done-by-ring-of-fire-mining-
exploration/  
14 https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/first-nations-mining-permits-ontario-covid19-1.5550033  
15 https://northernontario.ctvnews.ca/noront-to-resume-exploration-in-the-ring-of-fire-1.5053494  
16 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/attawapiskat-trip-ring-of-fire-1.5835177  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/stefanovich-neskantaga-water-thunder-bay-evacuation-1.5822885
https://www2.nwhu.on.ca/covid-19/data/
https://www.waha.ca/daily-covid-19-report/
https://wildlandsleague.org/news/new-photos-reveal-extensive-damage-done-by-ring-of-fire-mining-exploration/
https://wildlandsleague.org/news/new-photos-reveal-extensive-damage-done-by-ring-of-fire-mining-exploration/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/first-nations-mining-permits-ontario-covid19-1.5550033
https://northernontario.ctvnews.ca/noront-to-resume-exploration-in-the-ring-of-fire-1.5053494
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/attawapiskat-trip-ring-of-fire-1.5835177
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• December 2020: Six First Nations impacted by the Ring of Fire project submit 

letters asking for additional time to submit comments to an important regional 

assessment process. The government relents and grants additional time.17 

• January 2021: The Mushkegowuk Council, representing seven affected 

Indigenous Nations, calls for a moratorium on Ring of Fire development.18  

Civil society organizations including the Canadian Environmental Law 

Association, Friends of the Attawapiskat River, MiningWatch Canada, 

Northwatch, Wildlands League, and West Coast Environmental Law also lend 

their support to the call for a moratorium on mining and permitting in the region.19 

• April 2021: Attawapiskat, Fort Albany, and Neskantaga First Nations jointly 

declare a moratorium on mining in the Ring of Fire, asserting their jurisdiction 

and explaining their concerns that a Regional Impact Assessment planned for the 

area would not be thorough enough to account for the intersecting and 

cumulative impacts of the multiple developments under evaluation.20 

• November 2021: Neskantaga First Nation announces lawsuit against the 

Government of Ontario for failing in their duty to consult them on mining in the 

Ring of Fire.21  

• December 3, 2021: Canada announces draft Agreement for Regional 

Assessment.22  

• December 2021: Chiefs of Fort Albany First Nation, Neskantaga First Nation, 

Attawapiskat First Nation, and Eabametoong First Nation call for the extension of 

comments and engagement on Regional Assessment in light of COVID-19.23 

• January 2022: Chiefs of five nations call for Indigenous-led Regional 

Assessment;24 petition and letter writing campaign launched by Indigenous 

grassroots calling for Regional Assessment process to be stopped.25 In a letter to 

Environment and Climate Change Minister Steven Guilbault, the chiefs called the 

existing draft terms of reference "fundamentally flawed in their scope, purpose, 

and legitimacy".26 

 
17 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/growing-pressure-from-northern-ontario-first-nations-
forces-feds-to-extend-ring-of-fire-consultations-1.5844678  
18 https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2021/01/13/mushkegowuk-chiefs-call-for-moratorium-on-ring-of-
fire-development.html  
19 https://cela.ca/call-for-moratorium-in-ring-of-fire/  
20 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/ring-of-fire-moratorium-1.5977066  
21 https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-first-nation-sues-ontario-for-failing-to-consult-on-
ring-of-fire-development/ 
22 https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/document/142278?culture=en-CA  
23 Private communication, East Coast Environmental Law. 
24 https://twitter.com/Hookimaw2/status/1484542867938893828  
25 https://www.timminstoday.com/local-news/letter-campaign-aims-to-protect-indigenous-rights-stop-
potential-ring-of-fire-development-4996153  
26 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/ring-of-fire-regional-assessment-broken-fn-leaders-
1.6330328  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/growing-pressure-from-northern-ontario-first-nations-forces-feds-to-extend-ring-of-fire-consultations-1.5844678
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/growing-pressure-from-northern-ontario-first-nations-forces-feds-to-extend-ring-of-fire-consultations-1.5844678
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2021/01/13/mushkegowuk-chiefs-call-for-moratorium-on-ring-of-fire-development.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2021/01/13/mushkegowuk-chiefs-call-for-moratorium-on-ring-of-fire-development.html
https://cela.ca/call-for-moratorium-in-ring-of-fire/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/ring-of-fire-moratorium-1.5977066
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-first-nation-sues-ontario-for-failing-to-consult-on-ring-of-fire-development/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/neskantaga-first-nation-sues-ontario-for-failing-to-consult-on-ring-of-fire-development/
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/document/142278?culture=en-CA
https://twitter.com/Hookimaw2/status/1484542867938893828
https://www.timminstoday.com/local-news/letter-campaign-aims-to-protect-indigenous-rights-stop-potential-ring-of-fire-development-4996153
https://www.timminstoday.com/local-news/letter-campaign-aims-to-protect-indigenous-rights-stop-potential-ring-of-fire-development-4996153
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/ring-of-fire-regional-assessment-broken-fn-leaders-1.6330328
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/ring-of-fire-regional-assessment-broken-fn-leaders-1.6330328
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Settler-Colonial Supports for Pandemic Profiteering 

 Beyond ignoring calls to pause mining-related activities in the Ring of Fire, the federal 

and provincial governments have played important roles in facilitating resource extraction and 

circumventing the jurisdiction of Indigenous communities, even as community institutions are 

being placed under strain by the pandemic. Riley Yesno, Yellowhead Institute27 research fellow 

and member of Eabametoong First Nation, which is affected by the Ring of Fire development, 

explained to CBC News that this a “weaponization of the health crisis...a way to get their desired 

projects put through”.28  

Among other political interventions, the Government of Ontario has introduced new 

regulatory exceptions that benefit resource extraction companies at the expense of impacted 

communities. When pandemic lockdowns were first being announced in March 2020, Ontario 

declared mining to be an “essential service” and passed “extension of time” and “exclusion of 

time” policies which grant companies up to an additional year to conduct work on a mining 

claim.29 Communities were given no extra time to submit comments to environmental impact 

assessments.30 These measures contravene guidance from Ontario’s Ministry of Indigenous 

Affairs, which advised “delay[ing] or defer[ing] non-urgent projects that impact First Nations 

treaty rights during the pandemic”.31  

Only a few months later, the provincial government introduced the “COVID-19 Economic 

Recovery Act”32 which included dramatic cuts to the environmental impact assessment process. 

Several Indigenous nations prepared a legal challenge of the law, which lawyer Kate Kempton 

described to CBC News as “gut[ting] the Environmental Assessment Act...remov[ing] a bunch of 

protections."33 Chief Sheldon Oskineegish, of Nibinamik First Nation, argued that the 

 
27 https://yellowheadinstitute.org/  
28 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/first-nation-consultation-covid-1.5761963  
29 http://www.geologyontario.mndm.gov.on.ca/mines/lands/policies/extension_of_time_policy_e.html; 
http://www.geologyontario.mndm.gov.on.ca/mines/lands/policies/exclusion_of_time_policy_e.html;  
30 https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/  
31 Internal memo, reported by CBC News: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/first-nation-
consultation-covid-1.5761963; https://cela.ca/northern-services-project-brings-community-concerns-to-
ottawa/  
32 https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-42/session-1/bill-197  
33 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/bill-197-first-nations-1.5712623  

https://yellowheadinstitute.org/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/first-nation-consultation-covid-1.5761963
http://www.geologyontario.mndm.gov.on.ca/mines/lands/policies/extension_of_time_policy_e.html
http://www.geologyontario.mndm.gov.on.ca/mines/lands/policies/exclusion_of_time_policy_e.html
https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/first-nation-consultation-covid-1.5761963
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/first-nation-consultation-covid-1.5761963
https://cela.ca/northern-services-project-brings-community-concerns-to-ottawa/
https://cela.ca/northern-services-project-brings-community-concerns-to-ottawa/
https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-42/session-1/bill-197
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/bill-197-first-nations-1.5712623
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government was “attempting to use the COVID-19 global pandemic as a smokescreen to ignore 

their constitutional duties to First Nations”.34 

In October 2020, despite the ongoing pandemic and the evacuation of Neskantaga First 

Nation, the government posted proposals for disruptive exploration work and supply road 

construction, giving only 30 days for affected communities to respond.35 In the permitting 

process for the supply road, the government signed agreements with only two impacted First 

Nations, leaving leadership of other nations to express “alarm”, as well as “shock and 

disappointment”.36 By November 2021, the government had introduced new legislation to 

remove environmental protections from land in the Ring of Fire and make it easier to push 

through road construction. It argued that the new law was necessary to position Ontario as a 

supplier for the growing electric vehicle industry: many minerals mined in the Ring of Fire can be 

used in the manufacturing of electric car batteries.37 On December 1, 2021, Chiefs David 

Nakogee (Attawapiskat First Nation), Robert Nakogee (Fort Albany First Nation), and Wayne 

Moonias (Neskantaga First Nation) published an open letter decrying the government’s “clear 

intent for unilateral action no matter whether First Nations in the James Bay Lowlands – being 

the only people who have ever lived here – consent or consider it safe and fair to do so.” The 

Chiefs went on to argue that such actions are “the very essence, or pit, of colonialism”.38 

Beyond this legislative circumvention of Indigenous rights and sovereignty, the 

Government of Ontario has provided millions of dollars of direct and indirect funding to Ring of 

Fire exploration projects, as well as proposing a joint framework with the federal government to 

cover the cost of the $1.6 billion supply road.39 

  

 
34 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/bill-197-first-nations-1.5712623 
35 https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/  
36 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/northern-link-road-enviro-assessment-1.5838738  
37 https://www.torys.com/our-latest-thinking/publications/2021/11/ring-of-fire-development-gets-a-fresh-
push  
38 https://raventrust.com/a-searing-open-letter-anishinaabe-leaders-call-out-ontario-over-ring-of-fire-
violations/  
39 https://theconversation.com/will-debt-liability-and-indigenous-action-see-the-sun-set-on-the-ring-of-fire-
169311  

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/bill-197-first-nations-1.5712623
https://cela.ca/mining-injustice-exploration-decision-making-community-voices-in-ring-of-fire/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/northern-link-road-enviro-assessment-1.5838738
https://www.torys.com/our-latest-thinking/publications/2021/11/ring-of-fire-development-gets-a-fresh-push
https://www.torys.com/our-latest-thinking/publications/2021/11/ring-of-fire-development-gets-a-fresh-push
https://raventrust.com/a-searing-open-letter-anishinaabe-leaders-call-out-ontario-over-ring-of-fire-violations/
https://raventrust.com/a-searing-open-letter-anishinaabe-leaders-call-out-ontario-over-ring-of-fire-violations/
https://theconversation.com/will-debt-liability-and-indigenous-action-see-the-sun-set-on-the-ring-of-fire-169311
https://theconversation.com/will-debt-liability-and-indigenous-action-see-the-sun-set-on-the-ring-of-fire-169311
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Final Word  

 The Ring of Fire case illustrates how governments and corporations have used the 

COVID-19 pandemic as an opportunity to push through resource extraction projects, presenting 

them as an economic imperative, while violating the rights of Indigenous communities in the 

process. For many Indigenous communities in the Hudson-James Bay lowlands, their requests 

are simple: pause mining and permitting activities during the health crisis, when emergency 

health and community needs require their immediate attention. Despite the taxing 

circumstances, these communities continue to resist and push back on processes which are not 

Indigenous-led and do not respect their inherent rights to the lands. Now, it’s time for the 

government to listen.  
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