Aklah, Akha, Grizzly Bear, perspectives from Inuit of Kuglutuk and Baker Lake elders collected by Gabriel Nirlungayuk
Introduction

This collection is a summary report,  a phone tape recording was done.  The collection is combing the elders recollection of their lives during the past 60-75 years in the area of Kukluktuk and Baker Lake area.  I wish to thank all the participants who were willing to do the interview.  The intent was to gather not in great detail of the Grizzly Bear but their perspectives and some of their knowledge.  A further in depth research is needed to really record their knowledge of the animal.   
Inuit in Nunavut have respect of the Aklah the Grizzly Bear.  It is cunning as well it can be unpredictable.  It is in our legends. Except from an Inuit legend “Kiviok was running away from the Grizzly Bear after killing the cub, as he crossed a stream he shouting now let there be a river, a huge river was flowing by the time the animal came, the grizzly bear asked how did you cross this river, Kiviok responded I drank it as I crossed it.  The bear did just that.  By the time he crossed the river he was so full, as he shook himself to rid of water his stomach burst…the fog was borne”. 
Participants

A phone conversation recording was done with an elder and a hunter of Kugluktuk with Tommy Pigalak an elder age 75 years old who has travelled extensively and lived off the land.  Frank Ipakohak of Kugluktuk, 60 years of age who works at mining sites and is a hunter.

A similar phone conversation was conducted with elders in Baker lake they were: Robert Inupak age 68 who had lived off the land with his parents and himself around Garry Lake  Back River and Baker lake area , Silas Aitauq age 75 who has lived off the land and similarly living in the area, Paul Aututuvaa who has also lived the area and one season survived eating mainly on Grizzly Bears.
These people combined have over three hundred years of experience living out on the land and then later moving into communities.  They have travelled extensively the area in all seasons both by land and water.  The elders and hunters have experienced the many changes within their life time and with knowledge past on from their ancestors.  

Today the past practices wither right or wrong by past government officials has had a great impact with these individuals’ lives.  The many restrictions put in place lead to distrust by Inuit and changed their lives forever.  Many of these people lived off the land and lived out in the wild trying to survive.  They have learned the cycle of the seasons and trekked the land and waters following the animals.  The Grizzly Bear is a small part of the cycle and these collections are concentrated on the Grizzly Bear. 

Perspectives

People of Baker Lake who lived off the land indicated that about forty to fifty years ago there were almost no encounters with grizzly bears.  There would be an odd encounter but these were few and far between.  One elder said about forty years ago during that time his father in law caught one and he himself caught another one soon thereafter.  The caribou did not come and they lived off these two animals for survival that year.  
The people of Kugluktuk have been living amongst Grizzly Bears for thousands of years. These people have lived among the animal and have many experience with the bear.  They have been intently hunted the animal and today sport hunts are done using guides. People who lived further inland hunted and ate the grizzlies and these people were expert grizzly hunters.  

The grizzly bears favorite meal is the ground squirrel (hic hic or sic sic).  The animal can survive on these rodents.  However they are known to put down Caribou by hiding in willows or coming across injured or sick animals.  They can also put down musk oxen but the musk oxen bull will injure an adult grizzly bear fatally using his horns.  Some bears have become expert seal hunters there are evidence the bear can hunt seals in the spring time.  Inuit have seen the animal along rivers in search of fish.  In Holman Island a hunter saw a Polar Bear killed by a Grizzly Bear.
The animal goes to a den, besides a cliff or a cave to hibernate for the winter.  The animal uses willows as bedding.  The animal dens depending on the weather usually October or November and people start seeing them again depending on the season usually April or May.  This is true for the ground squirrel.  Around Kukluktuk area they are seen amongst various islands getting ready to hibernate.
Depending on the food availability the bear usually has two litters, but during a bad season only one is often seen.  The cubs will be with their mother for about three years. 
Most times that people see them is late summer when the animal is trying to fatten up for the winter hibernation.

The animal is a good swimmer, Inuit have seen them crossing huge lakes and rivers.  They have also seen the animal swimming on its back as if swimming a back stroke but not using their front paws.

The animal is roaming northward to Victoria Island and further north in search of new hunting grounds.  The animal is also moving eastward. It was felt that because of forest fires and loss of habitat due to industry that they were moving in to new areas. The ones that are living up here already are multiplying without much harassment from people or industry. 

In Kugluktuk area they have noticed more and more bears for the past decade and are becoming some nuisance getting into town and peoples cabins.  Over the years a handful has been put down because of this problem.   
In Baker Lake area this is similar, most hunters today are not really practicing caching caribou because the Grizzly Bear is getting into hunter’s caribou caches. Hunter’s cabins are being rampaged by these animals. The elders felt that an increase of the quota is needed to control the population.
In Kugluktuk the proposed listing is supported, they felt that they should get money to manage the animal properly.  A hair sampling has been on going in that area with the government of Nunavut assistance along with local hunters.

In Baker Lake the listing as special concern is not supported. It is felt the animal needs to be controlled with the increasing population.  A compensation scheme is needed.  Hunters are losing out to the grizzly bears with caching caribou for winter, with the time and effort by hunters not to mention gas and their property.  The population they feel ought not to be managed for an increase, rather the population should be managed for a decrease.  

The elders felt not too many people ate the animal anymore which is a shame.  Some felt the restrictions that were in place over 50 years ago inadvertently contributed to people’s diet, because the restrictions were made not to hunt the animals.   

Summary

The listing of a species in Canada has not really been discussed in real depth.  The designatable units for species by COSEWIC is quite inconsistent.  For example Foxe Basin and Baffin Bay Bowhead whale populations.  Now this designate for Grizzly Bear as a single unit do people really agree with this single unit for Nunavut and the other jurisdiction.

In summary the Grizzly Bear population in Nunavut is healthy and expanding, the population has been increasing more then ever over the past five decades.  Definitely there are more Grizzly Bears then ever.  Both the science and Inuit both agree on this.  It can be argued that in Nunavut there are about 2000 Grizzly Bears roaming the territory.  Overall in Canada the animal is thought to be around 20,000 to 30,000.  Over the past decades the animal has lost it’s territory due to human activities south of sixty.  Logging, mining and human encroachment all have had its toll.  There are clear evidence of this impact on the animal.  However in Nunavut with a small human population and pockets of exploration camps under way, this has not really impacted the animal as seen south of sixty.  

Since the 1930’s Inuit were restricted to hunt the animal.  Clearly this restriction has had an impact with the dramatic increase that people see with the population.  Today there are some quota for sport hunts and it was felt that the sport hunters kill more bears the Inuit do.  Obviously hunting is not the problem.

The listing of the species as special concern is an interesting one.  Because of loss of habitat south of sixty the animal seems to be moving northward.  The bears that live north of sixty have been multiplying without much harassment from people and almost no impact from industry to date.  So the question is on a national wide consideration it may be deemed special concern because of loss of habitat in other areas, however in Nunavut the species has been steadily increasing over the past four decades.  If the species is increasing in Nunavut because of immigration from elsewhere and with an increase of the local population then it may be deemed not a concern.  Especially hunting and loss of habitat are not an issue.

