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Snapshot 

Country: Canada  
Community: Kivalliq region, Nunavut (110km north of Baker Lake by road) 
Impact of COVID in the community: Two separate COVID-19 outbreaks reported at the mine 
site in 2021.1 One reported case of COVID-19 in Baker Lake as of January 1, 2022.2  
Mining Companies and their countries of origin: Agnico Eagle (Canada) 
Target mineral: Gold 
Project details: Open pit. A satellite mine of the Meadowbank Complex.  
Violations: Contravening the terms and conditions of its project certificate, unilaterally 
removing environmental protections agreed to with local Indigenous communities, failing to 
adhere to consultation protocols, and putting at risk caribou, a resource of fundamental 
importance to the local Inuit hunting culture.    
   
Introduction 

The case of Agnico Eagle’s Whale Tail Mine illustrates not only the pattern of mining 

companies contravening established regulations and Indigenous co-management protocols 

under the guise of maintaining profitability during the pandemic, but also important 

intersecting trends whereby community mobilization succeeds in pressuring mining companies 

to introduce new heath and safety protocols. That said, this case also illustrates how companies 

may publicly overstate the cost of implementing such protocols and portray themselves as a 

public-minded saviours. Most importantly, Agnico’s actions during the pandemic have violated 

key conditions of the project’s approval and disrupted caribou migrations. These actions 

contravened their legal obligation to work with a stakeholder advisory group that included Inuit 

representation before making changes to the project’s environmental governance framework. 

In the process, they have threated locals’ health.   

  

 
1 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/meadowbank-covid-19-1.6155973; 
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/meadowbank-mine-site-sees-2nd-covid-19-case-in-a-month/ 
2 https://web.archive.org/web/*/https://www.gov.nu.ca/health/information/covid-19-novel-
coronavirus#Notices%20of%20Exposure  

https://www.agnicoeagle.com/English/operations/operations/meadowbank/default.aspx
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/meadowbank-covid-19-1.6155973
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/meadowbank-mine-site-sees-2nd-covid-19-case-in-a-month/
https://web.archive.org/web/*/https:/www.gov.nu.ca/health/information/covid-19-novel-coronavirus#Notices%20of%20Exposure
https://web.archive.org/web/*/https:/www.gov.nu.ca/health/information/covid-19-novel-coronavirus#Notices%20of%20Exposure
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Local context: Extractive Economies and Regulation in Baker Lake 

The Meadowbank complex is the first industrial mining project to enter into operation 

on Baker Lake Inuit territory. It secured regulatory authorization in 2006, and development of 

the “Whale Tail” satellite mine, 64km (by road) north of the complex, began in 2018.3  

Unlike several rejected industrial mining projects that had been proposed in the area 

over the past decades, Meadowbank was supported by a majority of the community. Inuk elder 

Joan Scottie of Baker Lake writes that a majority of the community accepted the project in part 

because they believed it would provide jobs and other economic benefits, and that the 

project’s environmental regulation and monitoring would be stringent enough to protect local 

ecosystems, allowing traditional land- and water-use practices to co-exist alongside the mine.4 

Still, a number of elders and local community organizations expressed concerns about the 

mine’s possible environmental impacts, especially potential disruption to marine life.5   

Proposed mining projects in Nunavut are subject to Environmental impact Assessment 

(EIA) by the Nunavut Impact Review Board (NIRB), which sets the conditions under which a 

mine can operate. The NIRB has a history of establishing “environmental working groups”, 

ostensibly a mechanism for Inuit co-management, to monitor compliance with the terms and 

conditions of a project’s EIA. The proponent can only make changes to the project’s 

environmental protection measures in collaboration with the working group.6 The Whale Tail 

mine is overseen by a “Terrestrial Advisory Group” (TAG) comprised of representatives from the 

Kivalliq Inuit Association (a regional Inuit organization), the Government of Nunavut, and the 

local Baker Lake Hunters and Trappers Association.7    

The protection of caribou migration is a highly significant concern to the Baker Lake 

community. Caribou are of major cultural importance to the community, and help the 

community maintain food security in the face of very high prices at grocery stores in the North.8 

Community members have expressed serious concerns about Whale Tail’s impact on caribou 

migration, as truck traffic on the road connecting the mine to its processing facilities generates 

significant amounts of noise and dust: many have feared this could cause caribou to shift 

 
3 Joan Scottie, Jack Hicks, and Warren Bernauer, I Will Live for Both of Us: A History of Colonialism, Uranium Mining, and 
Inuit Resistance, Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press (forthcoming 2022), p.129.; 
https://www.agnicoeagle.com/English/operations/operations/meadowbank/default.aspx  
4 Scottie, Hicks, and Bernauer: I Will Live for Both of Us, p.129. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Warren Bernauer, “Undermining Environmental Impact Assessment: Environmental Advisory Groups and Extractive 
industries in Nunavut, Canada,” Draft Research Paper, December 17, 2021. 
7 Ibid. 
8https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavut-inuit-caribou-calving-grounds-protection-1.3494752 

https://www.agnicoeagle.com/English/operations/operations/meadowbank/default.aspx
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavut-inuit-caribou-calving-grounds-protection-1.3494752
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migration routes in order to bypass the road.9 As a result, the Whale Tail mine’s EIA contained 

64 restrictions on the mine’s daily and seasonal operations in order to protect caribou.10   

Local Context: Mining and COVID-19  

Two years into the pandemic, the risk of COVID-19 transmission across Nunavut has 

been intimately tied to the activities of the mining industry. The territory’s first COVID-related 

public health lockdowns, in March 2020, were implemented in response to a Nunavut resident 

being exposed to the virus at an annual mining industry convention in Toronto.11 For a whole 

host of reasons, including the Canadian government’s concentration of health services in 

faraway southern urban centers and the particular threat posed by COVID-19 on Indigenous 

communities,12 people in Nunavut face particularly acute risks of serious harm from the 

pandemic.  

While the Government of Nunavut has implemented several lockdowns to prevent 

COVID-19 transmission over the course of the pandemic, mining has been designated an 

“essential service” and granted an exemption from complying with these orders.13 Moreover, 

many mines in Nunavut employ a large number of their staff on a “fly-in, fly-out” basis, and 

multiple COVID-19 outbreaks have been reported at mines across the territory. At the Whale 

Tail mine, September and October 2020 saw two fly-in mineworkers test positive for COVID-19 

in outbreaks which the government of Nunavut deemed to be “contained”.14  

Grassroots Resistance and Corporate Response  

 Communities in Nunavut have organized some of the most emblematic resistance to the 

threat of COVID-19 transmission from mine sites that Canada has seen during the pandemic. In 

March 2020, one week after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 to be a global 

pandemic, residents of Rankin Inlet blocked the road connecting their community to the nearby 

Agnico Eagle Meliadine gold mine, citing fears of viral transmission from the mine’s fly-in 

staff.15 In response, Agnico Eagle announced it would send home Nunavut-based employees 

from all of its mines, including Whale Tail, for a four-week period with pay.16 This reversed their 

 
9 Scottie, Hicks, and Bernauer, I Will Live for Both of Us, p.140. 
10 Government of Nunavut submission to Nunavut Impact Review Board, “RE: Comment Request for Agnico Eagle Mine’s 
Meadowbank and Whale Tail Project 2020 Annual Report”,  June 25, 2021; 
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/65674nunavut_board_says_yes_to_agnico_eagles_whale_ail_gold_mine/  
11 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/nunavuts-chief-public-health-officer-describes-his-pandemic-year/  
12 https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/covid-19.html  
13 https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-
in-nunavut-northwest-territories/  
14 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/meadowbank-covid-19-1.6155973 ; 
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/meadowbank-mine-site-sees-2nd-covid-19-case-in-a-month/ 
15 https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/nunavut-community-blocks-access-to-gold-mine-over-covid-19-fears/;  
16 https://www.miningnewsnorth.com/story/2020/03/20/northern-neighbors/agnico-sends-nunavummiut-home-with-
pay/6217.html  

https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/65674nunavut_board_says_yes_to_agnico_eagles_whale_ail_gold_mine/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/nunavuts-chief-public-health-officer-describes-his-pandemic-year/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/covid-19.html
https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-in-nunavut-northwest-territories/
https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-in-nunavut-northwest-territories/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/meadowbank-covid-19-1.6155973
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/meadowbank-mine-site-sees-2nd-covid-19-case-in-a-month/
https://www.aptnnews.ca/national-news/nunavut-community-blocks-access-to-gold-mine-over-covid-19-fears/
https://www.miningnewsnorth.com/story/2020/03/20/northern-neighbors/agnico-sends-nunavummiut-home-with-pay/6217.html
https://www.miningnewsnorth.com/story/2020/03/20/northern-neighbors/agnico-sends-nunavummiut-home-with-pay/6217.html
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statement from just three days prior to the blockade, where the company’s vice-president of 

Nunavut Operations declared it was “essential” for all workers to remain on-site.17 The 

company also announced it would bar fly-in staff from leaving the mine site to visit nearby Inuit 

communities.18 These policies ended up being extended for a 15-month period, until the 

Government of Nunavut approved the return of Nunavut-based employees to work in June 

2021.19 Workers were sent back home with pay as another wave of COVID-19 hit Nunavut in 

December 2021.20 

 While these policies received notably positive media coverage,21 echoing a pattern of 
mining companies portraying themselves as “public-minded saviours” that was documented 
earlier in the pandemic,22 some community-members critiqued why mining was continuing at 
all during the pandemic in light of the very real health risks it poses. Nunavut resident Sandra 
Oolooyuk, quoted by Nunatsiaq News, asked:  

...if anyone can explain to me how the Agnico Eagle Mine in Rankin Inlet and Baker Lake, 
Nunavut, is an essential service? They are flying people in and out every day to pull gold 
out. That gold will still be there tomorrow, next week, next month, even next year. No 
amount of gold or money would replace a loved one if they pass away from COVID-19?23 

 In addition, while the ostensibly high cost of these measures was highlighted in several 

media reports,24 Agnico Eagle recorded $541 million in net income in 2021 (a $40 million 

increase over 2020), due in part to the high price of gold.25 The Nunavut mining sector as a 

whole earned $500 million more in mineral production than it had in the previous year.26 

  

 
17 https://www.nnsl.com/nunavut-news/agnico-eagle-forges-ahead-despite-covid-19-risk-introduces-screening-of-
employees/ 
18 https://www.mining.com/agnico-eagle-shares-drop-as-covid-19-cases-rise-in-nunavut/  
19 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-okd-to-bring-back-nunavut-workers/  
20 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-sends-nunavut-miners-home-amid-13-covid-19-cases/  
21 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B66-ijerph-18-11266  
22 https://miningwatch.ca/news/2020/6/2/new-report-canadian-mining-companies-profiting-covid-19-pandemic-
putting-communities; https://www.nunavutnews.com/special-feature/nunavut-mining-companies-provide-pandemic-
relief/ 
23 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/to-prevent-covid-19-agnico-eagle-will-let-nunavut-workers-go-home/; quoted in 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B70-ijerph-18-11266  
24 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-spending-1-4m-a-month-on-nunavut-workers-kept-home-by-
pandemic/; https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B70-ijerph-18-11266  
25 https://www.nunavutnews.com/business/record-gold-production-for-agnico-eagle/  
26 https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-
in-nunavut-northwest-territories/  

https://www.nnsl.com/nunavut-news/agnico-eagle-forges-ahead-despite-covid-19-risk-introduces-screening-of-employees/
https://www.nnsl.com/nunavut-news/agnico-eagle-forges-ahead-despite-covid-19-risk-introduces-screening-of-employees/
https://www.mining.com/agnico-eagle-shares-drop-as-covid-19-cases-rise-in-nunavut/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-okd-to-bring-back-nunavut-workers/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-sends-nunavut-miners-home-amid-13-covid-19-cases/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B66-ijerph-18-11266
https://miningwatch.ca/news/2020/6/2/new-report-canadian-mining-companies-profiting-covid-19-pandemic-putting-communities
https://miningwatch.ca/news/2020/6/2/new-report-canadian-mining-companies-profiting-covid-19-pandemic-putting-communities
https://www.nunavutnews.com/special-feature/nunavut-mining-companies-provide-pandemic-relief/
https://www.nunavutnews.com/special-feature/nunavut-mining-companies-provide-pandemic-relief/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/to-prevent-covid-19-agnico-eagle-will-let-nunavut-workers-go-home/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B70-ijerph-18-11266
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-spending-1-4m-a-month-on-nunavut-workers-kept-home-by-pandemic/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-spending-1-4m-a-month-on-nunavut-workers-kept-home-by-pandemic/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8583534/#B70-ijerph-18-11266
https://www.nunavutnews.com/business/record-gold-production-for-agnico-eagle/
https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-in-nunavut-northwest-territories/
https://www.nunavutnews.com/opinion/from-the-chamber-of-mines-tough-year-for-mineral-exploration-and-mining-in-nunavut-northwest-territories/
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Pandemic profiteering: Circumventing Environmental Regulations and Co-Management Process, 

Putting Health at Risk 

 The pandemic has provided a window of opportunity for Agnico Eagle to weaken 

environmental protections in an attempt to increase profits. During a moment where the 

pandemic has understandably drawn the attention and resources of local community-members 

and organizations alike, Agnico Eagle has rolled back some of the caribou-protection measures 

it had been mandated to implement, contravening its obligation to discuss these changes with 

community representatives through the TAG.27 Compounding with the health risks posed by 

mining during the COVID-19 pandemic, threats to the caribou population are also significant 

threats to holistic community health: beyond how important they are as a source of food, land-

based activities like hunting are also part of community mental health and well-being programs 

in Baker Lake.28  

 Most notably, the initial EIA conditions for the Whale Tail mine promised working to 

ensure “zero harm” to caribou.29 On this basis, Agnico Eagle was required to close the road 

linking the mine and its mineral processing facilities at the Meadowbank Complex when 

significant groups of caribou migrate through the project, to minimize potential disturbance. 

However, the company soon began to argue these measures were “too costly” and needed to 

be loosened.30 In April 2020 it announced significant changes to its caribou protection measures 

without first “appropriately consulting” the Terrestrial Advisory Group, a legal obligation. 

Notably, these changes increased the number of caribou that trigger road closures. These 

unilateral changes were criticized by all members of the TAG, who argued that Agnico had 

violated the terms and conditions of its project certificate. In response to these criticisms, 

Agnico retracted the changes to caribou protections, and indicated that it would discuss the 

issue with the TAG before proceeding. 

However, Agnico Eagle still managed to unilaterally relax caribou protection measures 

during the 2020-2021 season. The company avoiding fully implementing protection measures 

for over 22,000 migrating caribou by designating them “project tolerant” and arguing that they 

were not being disturbed by mining operations. This designation was applied without prior 

discussion with the TAG.31  

Meanwhile, even prior to these relaxed protections, local community-members had 

observed significant disruptions to caribou migration, with elder Joan Scottie noting that “many 

 
27 Scottie, Hicks, and Bernauer, I Will Live for Both of Us, p. 142.  
28 https://www.nunavutnews.com/kivalliq-news/formed-in-2018-the-baker-lake-mens-group-was-founded-to-promote-
mens-emotional-well-being/  
29 Nunavut Impact Review Board, 2017, Vol 2, pp. 225, cited in Bernauer 2021 
30 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-tries-to-ease-caribou-protection-measures-for-nunavut-mine/  
31 Bernauer, “Undermining Environmental Impact Assessment”.  

https://www.nunavutnews.com/kivalliq-news/formed-in-2018-the-baker-lake-mens-group-was-founded-to-promote-mens-emotional-well-being/
https://www.nunavutnews.com/kivalliq-news/formed-in-2018-the-baker-lake-mens-group-was-founded-to-promote-mens-emotional-well-being/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-tries-to-ease-caribou-protection-measures-for-nunavut-mine/
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hunters were coming home empty handed, even though they would drive more than 80 

kilometres out of town looking for caribou”.32 A 2020 report from the Government of Nunavut’s 

Department of Environment provides further evidence of disrupted caribou migration: this 

report uses satellite collar data to analyze caribou movements and finds that the access road 

has both delayed and deflected migration.33 

As of 2021, Agnico Eagle has acknowledged concerns about caribou protection and 

committed to re-visit these with the Terrestrial Advisory Group; however, there is still reason 

for sustained concern given the company’s recent track record of acting unilaterally even while 

claiming to consult the TAG and the fact that TAG members are facing serious capacity limits 

during the pandemic.  

Worker Health and Safety  

 While Agnico Eagle has introduced a set of generally well-received protocols for the on-

site prevention of COVID-19, including mandatory vaccination for all employees,34 two 

employees at the Whale Tail site have tested positive for the virus and there has been a 

proliferation of COVID-19 cases at mine sites across Nunavut during the omicron variant 

wave.35 The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety highlights how mineworkers 

face many potential health threats on the worksite,36 lending further weight to community-

members’ concerns about why mining has been deemed “essential” in the first place.  

Last word  

 Agnico Eagle has removed important environmental protections during the pandemic, 

circumventing legally required Indigenous co-management mechanisms in the process. The 

story of Whale Tail is also a story of how grassroots mobilization to protect community health 

can win some concessions, in this case adding important new safeguards for community-

members’ health in Baker Lake. Still, mining continues to pose serious threats to the health of 

workers and communities alike: two cases of COVID-19 have been reported at the mine site so 

far, and the company has continued to put caribou at risk in order to maximize its profits. This 

story remains unfinished, as it remains to be seen whether the company will fully reverse its 

controversial rollbacks and re-institute stronger protections for caribou. As Joan Scottie 

highlights, “sometimes, we need to take action outside of official processes to be heard...”37 

 
32 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/game-changer/  
33 Boulanger et al, “Kivalliq Caribou Monitoring Program - Analysis of Caribou Movements Relative to Meadowbank Mine 
and Roads During Spring Migration,” Nunavut Wildlife Research Trust Final Report, Department of Environment, 
Technical Report Series – No:01-2020, July 31, 2020. 
34 https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-announces-vaccination-requirement-at-its-worksites/  
35 https://www.mining.com/agnico-eagle-shares-drop-as-covid-19-cases-rise-in-nunavut/  
36 https://www.ccohs.ca/covid19/mining/  
37 Scottie, Hicks, and Bernauer, I Will Live for Both of Us, p. 146.  

https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/game-changer/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/agnico-eagle-announces-vaccination-requirement-at-its-worksites/
https://www.mining.com/agnico-eagle-shares-drop-as-covid-19-cases-rise-in-nunavut/
https://www.ccohs.ca/covid19/mining/
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