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Executive Summary

 T 
his pa per e x a mi ne s t he history, 

prevalence, and economic importance of polar bear 

trophy hunting in Nunavut and the Inuvialuit Region  

of the Northwest Territories. It also examines the impact 

US law, specifically the Marine Mammal Protection Act, has had  

on the number of polar bears killed by trophy hunters in Canada each 

year. The US regulatory environment with regard to the importation 

of polar bear trophies has not only had an impact on the number 

of polar bears killed by trophy hunters but has also impacted which 

polar bear populations have been most heavily hit by trophy hunters. 

Polar bear trophy hunting is less deeply rooted in Canada than 

many people realize. It took active governmental effort in the early 

1980s for trophy hunting to establish a toehold in Nunavut and 

the Northwest Territories. Many Inuit communities were slow to 

embrace trophy hunting with some communities resisting entirely.  

A far greater share of communities have either never hosted a polar 

bear trophy hunt or have hosted them sporadically than have hosted 

them on an annual basis.

The considerable body of data from Nunavut and the Northwest  

Territories examined in the paper supports the conclusion that 

neither polar bear trophy hunting nor the economic benefits of such 

hunts are widespread in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. 

Polar bear trophy hunting may well be of economic importance to  

a handful of people in several Inuit communities, but there are  

a significant number of Inuit communities and vast numbers of 

individuals who have no connections to polar bear trophy hunting 

and reap no economic gains from it. The economic benefits of polar 

bear trophy hunting were, even at their peak, far too limited and far 

too heavily concentrated in too few hands to amount to anything  

approximating a solution to the broader socio-economic troubles 

faced by Inuk people seeking to integrate subsistence food sourcing 

into their lives.
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Introduction
Many studies examining the importance and impact of polar bear 
trophy hunting1 in Arctic Canada2 have suffered from an insuf-
ficient amount of detailed, historic data. Others have suffered from 
an unbending commitment to the narrative they wish the data to 
support. Some suffer from both. This is hardly a surprise given the 
politics surrounding trophy hunting, but it is ultimately a disservice 
to all parties concerned.

A large number of opinions (both in support and against polar bear 
trophy hunting) are in circulation, some of which are disconcertingly 
disconnected from fact. This paper seeks — where sufficient data ex-
ist — to draw attention to myth-challenging points about the history 
and current reality of polar bear trophy hunting in Canada’s north.

Polar Bears and the Inuit

As the largest predator in the Arctic, the polar bear has been much 

admired and much feared by the Inuit for thousands of years. 

As has been ably and eloquently discussed elsewhere, the polar 

bear — nanuq — has great socio-cultural importance for the humans 

who share the Arctic with them, factoring prominently in Inuit lore, 

Inuit mythology, and Inuit cosmology. Polar bears are seen to share 

many features and characteristics with humans with clear areas of 

acknowledged and respected superiority.3

For several millennia, polar bears and humans functioned on more 

or less equal footing in the Arctic. Killing a polar bear was a task 

not easily accomplished by even a group of people, let alone by a 

single hunter. Not surprisingly given the difficulty of killing them, 

polar bears did not factor into the diet of pre-modern Inuit in any 

significant fashion. Archaeological studies of Palaeoeskimo and Neo-

Eskimo sites show that polar bears accounted for less than one-tenth 

of one percent of the diet of pre-modern Inuit.4

This relationship of equal footing shared by humans and polar bears 

in the Arctic began to shift with the arrival of firearms in the Arctic 

in the late nineteenth century. For the first time, a single Inuk could 

feel confident that an unexpected encounter with a polar bear would 

be unlikely to result in the loss of human life. (Whether the polar 

bear would live past the encounter hinged on marksmanship of the 

hunter.) By the 1940s, guns were in wide-spread use by the Inuit of 

Arctic Canada. Though polar bear hides were sold sporadically by 

the Inuit to Western traders, other species, such as the Arctic fox, 

were in far greater demand from the Inuit of the Northwest  

Territories until the last half of the twentieth century.5 By the 1960s, 

however, demand for polar bear skins on the world market was high 

enough that Canadian officials found themselves alarmed by the rap-
id increase in the number of polar bears killed each year. In 1966/67, 
for example, 726 polar bears were reported as having been killed 

in the Northwest Territories.6 Given the significant record keeping 

deficiencies that existed in the unregulated polar bear hunting of the 

time, it is widely believed that the actual number of bears killed each 
year in the 1960s was considerably higher than the official figures.7

The Birth of North American Polar Bear Trophy Hunting

When looked at through the prism of the length of human co-

habitation of the Arctic with polar bears, the sale of polar bear hides 
in large numbers is an extremely recent phenomenon stretching back 
to no further than the 1950s. Trophy hunting in Canada is an even 

more recent phenomenon.

For several millennia, 
polar bears and  
humans functioned 
on more or less 
equal footing in  
the Arctic. 
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Trophy hunters first set their sights on polar bears in significant 
numbers in Alaska in the 1950s. With planes, helicopters and 
snowmobiles, polar bear populations in Alaska were accessible  
for the first time to trophy hunters. Enough polar bears were killed 
by trophy hunters in Alaska in the 1950s and 1960s to cause significant 
damage to polar bear populations and to spark global concern about 
the need to enact policies to ensure the survival of polar bears.8 This 
concern culminated in the 1973 International Agreement on the 
Conservation of Polar Bears (1973 Agreement) signed by all five  
of the “polar bear nations”—the United States, Canada, the then-
Soviet Union (now the Russian Federation), Denmark (for  
Greenland) and Norway.

Ironically, while the excesses of wanton trophy hunting in Alaska 
served to heighten public and governmental concern about polar 
bears and resulted in the end of trophy hunting in the United States 

and was one of the major factors in the passage of the 1972 Marine 

Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) in the United States, it had no 

such impact in Canada. In fact, in direct defiance of the prevailing 

international sentiment, from the outset, Canada has insisted  

in interpreting its obligations under the 1973 Agreement in such 

a way as to allow for non-Inuit hunters to participate in trophy  

hunts in Canada. Such hunts are arguably not permitted under  

the terms of the 1973 Agreement. (Two articles of the Agreement 

seem to limit hunting rights only to local people using traditional 

means in traditional areas, which would thereby preclude trophy 

hunting by outsiders.) Yet Canada is the only country that allows  

for the international commercial sale of hides of polar bears killed  

by indigenous hunters, and is the only country that allows polar bear 

trophy hunting. Canada attempts to reconcile its singular interpretation 

of the Agreement by insisting that non-Inuit trophy hunts be led 

by Inuit guides and use traditional transportation (not airplanes  

or snowmobiles).

In contrast to the 300–400 polar bears killed by trophy hunters 

annually in Alaska in the mid-1960s,9 at most a handful of polar 
bears were killed by trophy hunters in Canada during this period. 

According to the best information available, this appears to not only 

have been the case in the mid-1960s but also the case at the time of 
the 1973 signing of the International Agreement on the Conservation 
of Polar Bears.10

Why, given the extremely limited extent of polar bear trophy hunting  
in Canada in 1973, did Canada insist on making and defending an 
interpretation of the 1973 Agreement that allowed for trophy hunting?

The answer seems to be that the negotiators were interested in 

defending not an existing, but rather a potential, income stream  

for Inuit communities. The hundreds of polar bears killed each year 
by trophy hunters in Alaska in the years prior to the MMPA were 
a clear indication that a certain amount of demand existed in the 
marketplace for polar bear trophy hunting. As the other four signatories 
to the 1973 Agreement were all prohibiting polar bear trophy hunting, 
one can imagine that some Canadian officials saw that these prohibitions 
in other countries could potentially convert into a business opportunity 
for the Inuit of Canada.

Though Canada claimed the right to conduct Inuit-led trophy hunts 
from 1973 onward, this right was rarely exercised by the Inuit through 
the 1970s. Only a handful of trophy hunts are on record as having 
been conducted in any given year in the Northwest Territories  
prior to the early 1980s.11

In the 1980s, in their on-going struggle to help develop means  
for Inuit to earn much needed cash, the territorial authorities  

of the Northwest Territories (which included all of present-day 

Nunavut until 1999) identified tourism — inclusive of polar bear 
trophy hunting — as a possible means by which additional non-wage 
income could be created in Inuit communities. The Department  

of Economic Development and Tourism established several programs 

to train and certify Inuit as guides as well as a program aimed to help 
develop community-based outfitters. As a sign of the level of seriousness 
of these efforts, these programs were included in the curriculum of 

Arctic College. The government made contacts with southern big 

Canada is the only 
country that allows 
for the international 
commercial sale of 
hides of polar bears 
killed by indigenous 
hunters, and is the 
only country that  
allows polar bear 
trophy hunting.
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game outfitters and provided (along with Inuit business organizations) 
start-up funding for local trophy-hunt entrepreneurs.12

In the 1960s and 1970s, snow mobiles had replaced dogs as the  
primary means of transportation on winter hunting expeditions  
in the Northwest Territories.13 As part of the extensive efforts by  
the territorial government to develop Inuit led trophy hunting 
expeditions, dog sled teams had to be re-introduced into many Inuit 
communities. In order to comply with the Canadian regulation that 
traditional transportation be used to escort trophy hunters on  
their Inuit-led polar bear hunts, young hunters in the Northwest  
Territories were taught an age-old skill that was new to them —  
working with dog sled teams. Though used by Inuit guides when 
taking trophy hunters on polar bear hunts, snow mobiles remain  
the preferred means of transportation used by Inuit hunters when 
they themselves are hunting for polar bears. And while dog sleds 

are used to transport trophy hunters on trophy hunts, snow mobiles 

are often used by the guides and their assistants to set up camp in 

advance of the trophy hunters and to bring supplies back and forth 

during trophy hunts.14

As a look at trophy hunt trade figures shows, there was almost  
no polar bear trophy hunting (a handful of bears each year) in the 
Northwest Territories prior to the extensive efforts by the territorial 
government in the 1980s to encourage the Inuit to set up trophy hunt 
businesses and/or work as trophy hunt guides for trophy hunters 
(Figure 1). Even with prodding from the government, Canada’s Inuit 
communities were slow to embrace trophy hunting. There is docu-
mentation of multi-year debates within communities about whether 
to offer trophy hunts, with objections focused on the disrespect 
trophy hunting shows to polar bears.15

How Widespread Is Trophy Hunting?

Not only were Inuit communities slow to embrace trophy hunting 
when the government first encouraged them to sell trophy tags in  
the 1980s, but in even the most robust years of polar bear trophy 
hunting in Canada,16 a fair number of communities opted against 

holding trophy hunts or held them only sporadically.

In the most recent five year period (2003/04 through the 2007/08 

hunt years) for which data are available from both the Northwest 
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Number of Polar Bears Killed by Trophy Hunters  
in Nunavut And the Northwest Territories Combined

figure 1

Data for total number of polar bears killed by trophy hunters each year from “Nunavut Inuit and Polar Bear: The Cultural Politics of the Sports Hunt,” George Wenzel, 2005 for hunt years 
1970/71 through 1990/91 and the Governments of the Northwest Territories and Nunavut for hunt years from 1991/92 through 2007/08.
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Territories and Nunavut, 17% of communities with the right to 
conduct trophy hunts17 opted against holding a single hunt.18 They 
sold zero trophy tags in each of the five years despite high prices and 
waiting lists of interested hunters.

As an indicator of the sporadic nature of engagement in offering 
trophy hunts shown by communities in Arctic Canada, one can  
look at the number of communities each year that offer trophy hunts. 
If all communities that host trophy hunts host them every year, 
then the share of communities not offering trophy hunts in any given 
year would always be 17%. Instead, in any given year across this five 
year period an average of 38% of communities with the right  
to conduct trophy hunts opted against doing so.19

Only 37% of communities held a trophy hunt in each of the five 
years. In addition to the 17% of communities that held no trophy 

hunts in this five year period, an additional 47% of communities 

opted against holding a trophy hunt in one or more years.20 Correct-

ing for rounding errors, the sum of these two groups — communities 

that hosted no trophy hunts and communities that hosted them only 

sporadically — comes to 63% of all eligible communities (Figure 2).

Trophy hunt advocates often seek to give the impression that polar 

bear trophy hunting is a key source of income to Inuit Canada. 

Were this the case, one would expect to see the vast majority — if 

not all — Inuit communities in Nunavut and the Inuvialuit Region 

of the Northwest Territories hosting trophy hunts more or less every 

year. As noted above, the reality is quite different. A far greater share 

of communities have either never hosted a polar bear trophy hunt or 

have hosted them sporadically than have hosted them on an annual 

basis. Polar bear trophy hunting may well be of genuine economic 

importance to a handful of people in a number of Inuit communities 

(see below), but it is clear that there are a significant number of Inuit 

communities in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories that have 

little to no engagement in polar bear trophy hunting.

Inuit Reluctance to Embrace Trophy Hunting

What explains these cases of resistance and hesitancy to embrace  
trophy hunting?

There are several factors in play, some of which can be easily under-

stood without insight into Inuit traditional beliefs and others that 

are harder to understand without cultural context. It is important 

to understand traditional Inuit views regarding hunting and the 

relationship between humans and polar bears to understand the 

source of much of the debate that has occurred in Inuit communities 

about trophy hunting. Traditionally, the Inuit view hunting as a 
necessary means of maintaining relationships with animals. Out of 

respect for that relationship, there were prohibitions against taking 

more polar bears than were needed. Polar bears were seen as making 
choices to engage — or not engage — hunters based on the level  
of respect humans show to them through their thoughts, words and  

actions. Thus, the number of bears one killed was seen, in large part, 

as having been determined by whether enough respect was conveyed 
to the bears. Killing bears was not seen as disrespectful; rather, it was 
a necessary part of the relationship between humans and bears. Bears, 

when satisfied with humans, made themselves available to be killed.21

With these views as the conceptual foundation, it is not surprising 
that some Inuit take issue with trophy hunting. Treating polar bears 

47%

37

17

Little more than 1/3 
of Inuit communities 
actually host polar 
bear trophy hunts 
annually.

Five Ye ar Study of the Share of Inuit Communities  
that Host Pol ar Be ar Trophy Hunts

Communities that Hosted  
No Trophy Hunts

Communities that  
Hosted Trophy Hunts  
in Some But Not All Years

Communities that  
Hosted Trophy Hunts  
Every Year

figure 2

Please note that despite the fact the 17% + 47% = 64% due to rounding, the figure noted above – 
63% – is the accurate share of communities that either offered no trophy hunts or offered them 
only sporadically across the five year period in question. Data from the Governments of Nunavut 
and the Northwest Territories for hunt years 2003/04 through 2007/08. Although there are 31 
communities in Canada with the right to hunt for polar bears, there are only 30 communities with 
the right to host trophy hunts. Iqaluit, the capital of Nunavut, has forfeited this right. Thus the 
denominator used for these calculations is 30 not 31.
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as a marketable good is not perceived as respectful, and there is fear 
that this lack of respect will provoke a negative response from the 
bears. Negative responses include the possibility of making them-
selves scarcer to hunters and/or approaching humans in a threatening 
and menacing manner.22 In her recent paper on trophy hunting in 
the Journal of Ecotourism, Martha Dowsley provides the following 
quote from her interviews with Inuit about trophy hunting that 
echoes these fears:

‘In the old days you were told to only kill what we needed. I’m so 
against how it is now. We were told not to play with animals, now 
there’s sport hunting and fishing derbies’ (M.A., Quikiqtarjuaq 
Elder, informal interview, 2004).23

As noted in a 2005 paper by well-known Inuit studies scholar George 
Wenzel, intense competition for clients by local polar bear trophy 

hunt outfitters in Clyde River, Nunavut has “increasingly come to  

be seen by community members as potentially offensive to bears.”  

As a result, the Clyde River Hunters and Trappers Organization 

decided to reduce its trophy hunt allocation.24

Other communities opt to either not allow trophy hunts or to allow 

them only in small numbers. Their reasons include concern about  

the unequal distribution of income resulting from trophy hunting 

(with a handful of trophy guides and assistants benefiting greatly  

and many others seeing no cash benefit) and the friction caused  

by squabbles over trophy tag allocation (such friction is something  

of an anathema in traditional Inuit culture).25 In some communities 

there was an absence of people who were interested in guiding trophy 

hunts and simultaneously possessed the interpersonal skills to be  

successful guides to trophy hunters. Other communities are not 

advantageously located in terms of ease of access by foreign trophy 

hunters and/or in terms of ease of access to areas in which polar  

bears can be reliably found. This obviously decreases the motivation 

for a community to offer tags to trophy hunters. Hard to reach  
communities without a “proven track record” of high success in 

terms of trophy hunters returning with large polar bears are less 

attractive candidates for trophy hunters than communities with 
well-established, well-proven trophy hunt records. Thus, marginal 
communities are likely to command a lower price per hunt than  

the major trophy hunting communities. This further lowers their 

incentive to give the business a try.

The Growth of Trophy Hunting

While the previous two sections dealt with communities and individuals 
within communities who are resistant — or at best conflicted — about 

trophy hunting, there is no question that polar bear trophy hunting in 
Canada has grown over the past several decades. It may have gotten 

off to a slow start and it may not be embraced by all Inuit commun-
ities in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories, but a cursory glance 
at the number of polar bears killed each year by trophy hunters 
makes clear that there has been significant growth in polar bear 
trophy hunting in recent years. This growth can be seen both  
in absolute terms and in comparative terms.

In absolute terms, the growth seen is remarkable:

1970 – 1981 = average of 4 bears a year killed  

by trophy hunters.26

1982 – 1994 = average of 39 bears a year killed  

by trophy hunters.27

1995 – 2008 = average of 96 bears a year killed  

by trophy hunters.28

In terms of polar bears killed by trophy hunters as a share of all polar 

bears killed in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories, the growth is 

also quite impressive (Figure 3).

Pol ar be ars killed by trophy hunters as a share  
of all pol ar be ars killed in Nunavut and the 

Northwest Territories combined

21%

1%

7%

1970-1981

1982-1994

1995-2008

Data for total number of polar bears killed each year from Canadian submissions  
to the IUCN for hunt years1970/71 through 1997/98 and the Governments of the 
Northwest Territories and Nunavut for hunt years 1998/99 through 2007/08.  
Trophy kill data from “Nunavut Inuit and Polar Bear: The Cultural Politics of the 
Sports Hunt,” George Wenzel, 2005 for hunt years 1970/71 through 1990/91 and  
the Governments of the Northwest Territories and Nunavut for hunt years from 
1991/92 through 2007/08.

figure 3
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As noted earlier in the paper, there was next to no polar bear trophy 
hunting in Canada prior to the 1980s. The figures above back up  
this assertion, with a mere 4 polar bears a year on average being 
killed each year in Canada by trophy hunters between 1970 and 
1981. The growth seen in the 1980s can largely be attributed to 
the active effort of the Government of the Northwest Territories to 
encourage the development of the polar bear trophy hunt industry. 
Figure 1 clearly shows that there was a slow but fairly steady growth  
in trophy hunting in the Northwest Territories through the 1980s. 
Thus it is important to keep in mind that the 39 polar bears killed 
each year during the period 1982 through 1994 represent an average 
figure. In the earlier portion of this period, the number of polar bears 
killed each year was less than in the latter part of the period.

As big a jump as it is between the number of polar bears killed by 
trophy hunters in the 1970-1981 period and that in the 1982-1994 

period, it is dwarfed by the change between the 1982-94 period and 

the 1995-2008 period. Again, a change in government policy is at  

the root of the drastic shift in the scale of polar bear trophy hunting  

in Arctic Canada. However, the government in question in this  

case was not based in Yellowknife, or even Ottawa. The change  

was made in Washington.

Impact of the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act
In 1994, the MMPA was amended to allow the importation of polar 

bear trophies. Prior to the amendments, there was a strict prohibition 

on the importation of polar bear trophies (indeed, on importation  

of any marine mammal or marine mammal product, unless it was for 

scientific purposes, enhancement of the species, or for public display). 

This meant that US trophy hunters who took the time and spent 

the money involved in going on a polar bear trophy hunt in Canada 

did not have any legal right to bring any part of the polar bears they 

killed home to the United States as a personal trophy. After extensive 
lobbying by hunter groups, amendments were made to the MMPA 

allowing for the importation of polar bear trophies from approved 

polar bear populations. Though the amendments were passed in 
1994, they were not implemented until 1997. From the date of the 
implementing rule forward, trophies from approved populations were 

allowed into the United States. This situation remained unchanged 

until the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) prohibited the 
importation of all polar bear trophies in response to polar bears  
being listed as threatened under the US Endangered Species Act 

(ESA) in 2008.

For purposes of assessing whether amendments to the US MMPA 
and the recent ESA listing have had an impact on polar bear hunt 

patterns in Canada, the following four time periods (each of which 

begins with and ends with an MMPA milestone) will be used:

Period I: Hunt Years 1972/73 – 1993/94

MMPA in Full Force, No Polar Bear Trophy Imports Allowed.

Period II: Hunt Years 1994/95 – 1996/97

MMPA has been Amended but Not Yet Implemented.

Period III: Hunt Years 1997/98 – 2007/08

Polar Bear Trophies from Approved Populations can be Imported.  
Not all Canadian polar bear populations are approved. List of approved 
populations can and does change based on USFWS assessment of polar 
bear management regimes.

Period IV: Hunt Year 2008/09 Onward

Importation of Polar Bear Trophies Once Again Prohibited.

For the analysis of the impact of the MMPA and the ESA on country 

of origin of polar bear trophy hunters, data are available for the  

25 hunting communities in present-day Nunavut. If and when 
hunter origin data from the Northwest Territories are made available, 
this information will be added to this analysis. There are two other 

points worth bearing in mind in looking at the following analysis of 

the country of origin of hunters who killed polar bears from MMPA 
approved polar bear populations compared to the country of origin 
of hunters who killed polar bears from MMPA non-approved polar 

bear populations. First, country of origin information does not exist 

for all trophy hunters. Except where otherwise noted, the universe 
under examination here is limited to trophy hunters whose country 
of origin is known. Second, there are three polar bear populations 

whose MMPA status changed early on during the 11-year period 

Amendments of  
the MMPA resulted 
in a drastic increase 
in polar bear trophy 
hunting in Arctic 
Canada in the 1990s.
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during which the importation of polar bear trophies was allowed into 
the United States. For the purposes of this analysis, for Period I, each 
of these populations will be counted as belonging to the MMPA cate-
gory in which it was classified for the majority of that 11-year period. 
During Period II (the interim years) and Period III (which covers the 
11 years during which the importation of polar bear trophies was  
allowed into the United States), each population has been classified 
to reflect its proposed (Period II) and actual MMPA (Period III) 
status each year. Thus, each of these three populations is counted  
as MMPA approved in some years and MMPA non-approved in other 
years in Periods II and III — the switch occurs at the point when 
historically the population was re-designated under the MMPA.29

Period I

Through the first half of Period I (hunt years 1972/73 through 
1993/94) there was very little trophy hunting of polar bears by 

anyone in Canada. As the 1980s wore on, there was an increasing  

number of trophy hunts. In the period from 1978/79 through 

1993/94, on average 7 American trophy hunters killed polar bears  

in Canada each year.

Of trophy hunters whose country of origin was known, 37% came 
from the United States and 63% came from other countries.

Without the opportunity to bring trophies home,30 Americans accounted 
for less than 2 out of every 5 trophy hunters in these years. Given that it  
would be years before Canadian polar bear populations were divided  
into ones approved for US imports and ones NOT approved for US  
import (all polar bear populations were de facto non-approved during  
these years), this was not a criterion in selecting populations from 
which to hunt. Instead, selection of which communities to use as a  
base was made on other criteria — ease of access, word of mouth, etc.

Not surprisingly, then, in this period roughly half (45%) of the polar 
bears killed by US hunters came from polar bear populations that  
would later NOT be approved for importation into the United States 
while roughly half (55%) came from populations that would later  

be approved for importation.

Prior to the  
amendment of  
the MMPA, over 60%  
of trophy hunters 
were non-American.

9



Absent the strong motivational criterion provided by the amend-
ments to the MMPA in the mid-1990s resulting in some — but  
not other — populations being approved for importation into the 
United States, and given that which populations would be approved 
and which would not was a decision even the USFWS could not  
yet know, the small difference that existed in this period in favor  
of MMPA populations was almost certainly a matter of chance and 
had nothing to do with the as yet unamended MMPA.

Period II

Period II — lasting as it does for only three years (the 1994/95 through 
1996/96 hunt years) — may seem at first brush too short to designate 
as a stand alone period. However, as is abundantly clear when one 
looks at Figure 4, these three years fell into a unique limbo period 
with regard to the MMPA that motivated US hunters to behave  
differently than they did in either the period preceding these years  

or the period following (Figure 4).

Between 1994 and the implementation of the MMPA changes in 
1997, US hunters knew that polar bear trophies from Canada would 
be allowed into the United States, but they did not know how or 
when the changes would enter into force. The amendments made 
clear that imports would only be allowed from approved populations, 
and in July 1995 a proposed rule was published to allow polar bear 
trophies to be taken in six approved populations in the Northwest 
Territories (inclusive of present-day Nunavut).31 Despite this strong 
indication that not all polar bear populations were likely to be  
approved, there was a marked uptick in the number of Americans 
who went trophy hunting in Canada during these “limbo” years, 
and they did not confine themselves to hunting from the polar bear 
populations that were listed in the July 1995 proposed rule. Many 
appear to have done this because they were confident that the polar 
bears they killed would be allowed into the United States once the 
MMPA amendments were implemented.32 Judging from which popu-

lations they hunted, it seems fairly clear that the general operating 

assumption on the part of US hunters was that polar bear trophies 

60

45

30

15

0

1980
1982

1984
1986

1988
1990

1992
1994

1996
1998

2000
2002

2004
2006

2008

N
U

M
B

ER
 O

F 
P

O
LA

R
 B

EA
R

S

PERIOD I PERIOD II PERIOD III

Period I : No importation of polar bear trophies allowed under MMPA. Period II : Legislation amending MMPA passed but not yet implemented. US Hunters seem to be operating under the 
assumption that they will soon be able to import trophies from all Canadian polar bear populations. Period III : Importation of polar bear trophies allowed only from approved populations 
under MMPA. Data from the Government of Nunavut. Hunter origin data for the 2008/2009 hunt year are not yet available.

Number of Polar Bears Killed by US Trophy Hunters in Nunavut

figure 4

MMPA Approved Populations

MMPA Non-Approved Populations

10



from all Canadian polar bear populations would be allowed into the 
United States. Whether this operating assumption was based on lack 
of information, misinformation or hubris is unknown.

What is known is that in the period from 1994/95 through 1996/97, 
on average 45 American trophy hunters killed polar bears in 
Canada each year. This was more than a six-fold increase over  
the previous period.

Not only were there more American hunters across the board,  
but there were more polar bears killed by US hunters, regardless  
of whether the bears were from populations later approved under  
the MMPA or not.

The 1994/95 hunt year predates both the proposed rule and the final 
rule by the USFWS to determine which Canadian polar bear popula-

tions would be approved for importation, so this could not have 

served as an important influence on the decision of which polar bear 

populations Americans hunted that year. One would think that the 

proposed rule — issued in July 1995 — might have had some impact 

on hunter decisions in favor of hunting polar bears from populations 

which looked more likely to end up being MMPA approved populations. 

The data do not lend support to this being a widely held point of 

view. Instead, across the three years of Period II, 64% of polar bears 

killed by US hunters came from populations that were not included 

among the MMPA approved populations in either the 1995 proposed 

rule or in the 1997 final rule.

Unlike in Period I where there were 3 non-American hunters for 

every 2 American hunters, in Period II, the scales shifted strongly  

in favor of American hunters. In these years, Americans were far  

and away the most predominant group of polar bear trophy hunters,  

accounting for 76% of all trophy hunters in Nunavut. Americans 

killed 84% of trophy hunted polar bears from populations included 
in the proposed and final MMPA rules, and 72% of all polar bears 

from the rest of the Nunavut populations.

Period III

Period III covers the eleven years (1997/98 though 2007/08) during 

which US polar bear trophies were allowed into the United States. 

Bears killed in non-approved populations during Period II were 

allowed into the United States after 1997,33 but from February 2007 

forward only bears from MMPA approved populations killed in 

Period II were allowed into the United States. Two polar bear popu-

lations — Norwegian Bay and Lancaster Sound — which were not 

listed as approved populations in the original 1997 USFWS decision 

were granted this status on January 1, 1999. A year and half later, one 

polar bear population — the M’Clintock Channel population — that 

had originally been approved by the USFWS was removed from the 

approved list based on concerns about the population estimate and  
the sustainability of the population’s hunt quotas.

In Period III, on average 42 American trophy hunters killed polar 

bears in Canada each year. This was down, just slightly, from the av-
erage of 45 during the first three years after the MMPA was amended.

The huge change in this period was not in overall numbers of US  

hunters but rather with their sudden and highly focused shift away 
from MMPA non-approved populations to almost exclusive hunting 
of MMPA approved populations. This is hardly surprising given  

that killing a bear from an MMPA approved population had such  
a significant advantage to the hunter over killing a bear from a  

non-approved population — the former allowed hunters to have  

Following the 
amendment of the 
MMPA, Americans  
accounted for nearly 
60% of trophy hunters.
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a mounted polar bear or a polar bear rug in one’s home for years  
after the hunt, while the latter did not.

MMPA approved populations accounted for:

 � 55% of the polar bears killed by Americans  

in Period I;

 � 36% of the polar bears killed by Americans  

in Period II;

 �� 88% of the polar bears killed by Americans  

in Period III.

Among MMPA approved populations, US hunters accounted for:

 � 37% of the polar bears killed in Period I;

 � 84% of the polar bears killed in Period II;

 � 97% of the polar bears killed in Period III.

In contrast, among MMPA non-approved populations, US hunters 

accounted for:

 � 37% of the polar bears killed in Period I;

 � 72% of the polar bears killed in Period II;

 � 15% of the polar bears killed in Period III.

It was not just US hunters who rapidly changed their hunting  

pattern. While Americans shifted away from MMPA non-approved 

populations in droves, efforts were undertaken by Nunavut and by 
companies that sell polar bear trophy hunts to see that the spaces 

the Americans had filled in previous years in these non-approved 

populations were filled by non-Americans. There was a slight shift 
away from MMPA-approved populations on the part of non-American 
trophy hunters with the net result that only 3% of trophy-hunted 

bears from MMPA approved populations were killed by non-

Americans in Period III. As noted earlier, 45 American hunters 

on average killed polar bears each year in Period II (hunt years 

1994/95 — 1996/97). Of them, on average, 29 killed polar bears 

from non-approved populations.

The communities that hosted these hunts had grown accustomed to 

a certain volume of business. When the 1997 USFWS implementation 

decision was made, it had the potential to negatively impact trophy 
hunt outfitters and guides in communities whose only polar bear  
access was to non-approved populations.

From an average of 29 Americans killing polar bears from non-

approved populations in Period II, the average plummeted to 5 a year 
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in Period III. Thanks to a huge increase in the number of non-American 
trophy hunters hunting polar bears in MMPA non-approved popula-
tions in Period III, the communities that had previously led Americans 
on these trophy hunts saw their volume of business — albeit with  
a new client-base — surpass the levels seen in Period II. As the data 
in Table 1 illustrate, one can clearly see this trend if one looks at the 
average number of bears from MMPA non-approved populations 
killed by American and non-American trophy hunters in each period.

Number of Polar Bears Killed  

by Trophy Hunters in Nunavut

Table 1

Americans
Non- 
Americans

Total No. of 
Hunters of 
Known Origin

Period I 3 5 8

Period II 29 11 40

Period III 5 28 33

In terms of country of origin for trophy hunters the United States 

dominated the field in Period III, accounting for 59% of all polar 

bears killed by trophy hunters of known origin in Nunavut and the 

NWT (this combines MMPA approved and non-approved) popula-

tions. Canada was in distant second place, with Canadian trophy 

hunters responsible for having killed 7% of all polar bears killed by 

trophy hunters of known origin. Spain accounted for 6%, Mexico for 

5%, France for 4%, and Italy, Norway and Germany each accounted 

for 2%. During this period, 22% of trophy hunters of known origin 

came from European Union (EU) nations.34

Looking at the data, one sees several important trends in Period III. 
First, the MMPA amendment resulted in a significant increase in the 
number of polar bears killed from MMPA approved populations by 
trophy hunters. Second, rather than accepting the shift of American 
hunters away from MMPA non-approved populations, outfitters 
sought and found a new client base to fill the gap left by the vacating 
American hunters. This resulted in a significant net increase in the 
number of bears killed by trophy hunters. This increase in trophy hunt-
ers from other countries (chiefly Europe) did not happen organically. 
European trophy hunting of polar bears in Canada in Period III fo-
cused heavily on the Baffin Bay polar bear population, a population 
about which there has been growing concern among scientists.

Period IV

Only one hunt year (2008/09) has occurred since the polar bear was 
listed as threatened under the ESA thereby triggering a provision of 

the MMPA that prohibits the import of all ESA-listed species except 

for species enhancement and research purposes. As more time passes, 

it may well be easy to see clear and lasting changes in polar bear trophy 

hunt patterns that appear to have their genesis at the point the United 

States prohibited the importation of polar bear trophies in 2008. For 

now, we have community level trophy hunt data from Nunavut for the 

2008/09 hunt year. Data on the country of origin of trophy hunters in 

Nunavut for the 2008/09 hunt year are not yet available nor are any 

hunt data from the Northwest Territories for the 2008/2009 hunt year. 

Despite the data limitation, there are indications that the US decision 

may well have had a strong and immediate impact.
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In Period III, the average number of polar bears killed by all trophy 
hunters in Nunavut was 75. The average for the last five years of this 
period was 92 polar bears a year. In contrast, the number of polar 
bears killed by all trophy hunters in Nunavut fell to 50 polar bears  
in the 2008/09 hunt year (Figure 6).

The number of polar bears killed by trophy hunters in Nunavut  
in the 2008-09 hunt year was 33.3% lower than the average number 
of polar bears killed by trophy hunters in Nunavut in Period III,  
and 45% lower than the average number of polar bears killed by 
trophy hunters in Nunavut in the five years immediately prior to  
the 2008/09 hunt year.

Not only was there a sharp drop in the number of polar bears killed 
by trophy hunters in Nunavut in the 2008/09 hunt year, but there 
was a marked shift away from MMPA approved populations toward 

MMPA non-approved populations. Only 16% of polar bears killed 

by all trophy hunters in Nunavut in the 2008/09 hunt year came 

from MMPA approved populations. In Period III, 55% polar bears 
killed by all trophy hunters in Nunavut came from MMPA approved 
populations.

The huge drop off in the share of polar bears from MMPA approved 
populations killed by trophy hunters and the drop in the total 
number of polar bears killed by trophy hunters are both consistent 
with the conclusion that the 2008 ESA decision and the resultant 
prohibition on the importation of polar bear trophies into the United 
States have resulted in a decline in the number of American hunters 
participating in polar bear trophy hunts in Canada.

In addition to the 2008 ESA decision in the United States, there was 
another major international decision in 2008 that will likely result 
in a decrease in the number of trophy hunters who hunt for polar 
bears in Canada in the coming years. Late in 2008, the European 

Union — out of concern about overhunting of polar bears — passed 

a ban prohibiting the importation of polar bear trophies (killed by 
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trophy hunters) and of polar bear skins (from bears killed by Inuit 
hunters) from the Baffin Bay and Kane Basin polar bear populations.35 
The Baffin Bay polar bear population has historically been the popula-
tion from which the vast majority of polar bears killed by EU hunters 
were taken. This was true even before the 1997 implementation of 
the 1994 MMPA amendments declared Baffin Bay a non-approved 
population and this preference for Baffin Bay bears by EU hunters 
became even more marked in the years since. When the 2008/09 
hunter origin data becomes available from the Government of Nunavut, 
it will be interesting to see whether there was a discernable drop off 
in the number of EU hunters who participated in polar bear trophy 
hunts in Baffin Bay communities. Given that the decision was made 
quite late in 2008, it is possible that the impact of this decision will 
not be seen until the 2009/10 hunt year.

The Economics of Polar Bear 
Trophy Hunting
There is a range of figures in circulation that attempt to quantify the 

economic value of polar bear trophy hunting in Canada. The chief 

reason that there is such a profusion of different figures is that that 

nobody knows how much polar bear trophy money stays in Nunavut 

and NWT communities each year.

Various studies have been done attempting to quantify polar bear 

trophy income in specific communities, but no comprehensive 

analysis has been undertaken. The number of hunts hosted varies 

from year to year, the price paid for hunts varies not only from year 

to year but from community to community (and sometimes hunter 

to hunter) in any given year, and the share of the total price paid by 

trophy hunters that lands in the hands of people in the host com-

munities also varies by year and from community to community. 

None of this makes it easy to estimate the revenue generated for  

Inuit communities from polar bear trophy hunting.

In the fight against efforts by the United States and the European 
Union to enact legislation that would place limitations on the 
importation of polar bear trophies, there has been an unfortunate 
tendency on the part of some Canadian and territorial officials,  
as well as trophy hunting advocates, to fill the information void  
with unrealistically high estimates of the amount of income polar 
bear trophy hunting generates for Inuit communities in Nunavut  
and the Northwest Territories.

Some of the highest figures purporting to demonstrate the economic 
benefit of polar bear trophy hunting to Inuit communities are flawed 
in that they are based on estimates of the total amount trophy hunters 
pay for their hunts, not the amount that actually lands in the hands 
of members of the host communities. In 2001, under commission 
for the Government of Nunavut, George Wenzel undertook a study 
of economics of polar bear trophy hunting in Nunavut. His study 

found that only about half of the money paid by trophy hunters ends 

up in Inuit communities. The Government of Nunavut opted against 

publishing this study, but mention of it is often made.36 In his most 

recent book, Wenzel indicates that it is still the case that barely  

half of the money paid by polar bear trophy hunters arrives in the 

communities of Nunavut.37

As it is widely cited and appears to have greater basis in fact than any 

of the other estimates in the public domain, this paper uses Wenzel’s 

estimate that a little under $1.5 million CAD finds its way into the 

hands of people who live in polar bear hunting communities in  

Nunavut.38 For simplicity’s sake, this figure has been rounded up 

to $1.5 million CAD. Without any detail on how the figure was  

derived,39 no assessment can be made about the validity of this figure, 

and its use in this paper should not be seen as an endorsement of it.

The Inuvialuit Region of the Northwest Territories has been studied 

less. As there are only six polar bear hunting communities in the 

Northwest Territories, only four of which host polar bear trophy  
hunts, it is not surprising that the question has received less study. For 
the purposes of this paper, the figure that will be used as the estimated 

revenue generated for the Inuvialuit communities of the Northwest 

Territories by hosting polar bear trophy hunts is $700,000 CAD  
a year. This figure comes from the Government of the Northwest  
Territories,40 and like the Nunavut figure, this figure comes with no 
explanation of its derivation and is simply being taken at face value.

Taken together, the estimated revenue garnered by Inuit communities 
of Nunavut and the Northwest Territories as a result of polar bear trophy 

hunting, for the purpose of the sections that follow, is $2.2 million 
CAD ($1.5 million CAD for Nunavut and $0.7 million CAD for the 
Northwest Territories).
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It is important to bear in mind that this $2.2 million CAD figure is 
an estimate of the revenue that polar bear trophy hunting brings into 
Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. From this figure one would 
need to subtract all costs associated with running/leading trophy 
hunts (advertising, food, supplies, equipment maintenance, etc.) to 
arrive at the amount of net financial gain these hunts actually bring 
to the Inuit. Costs most be recouped before any money is earned. 
As reliable data on the costs associated with running/leading trophy 
hunts are not available, the analysis in this paper will focus on the 
$2.2 million CAD gross revenue figure. In doing this, one must 
not lose sight of the fact that this is a significant over-estimation  
of financial benefit.

Trophy Hunting as Part of the Larger Economic  

Picture in Arctic Canada

The reality of life in the far north of Canada is that there are a number 

of serious restrictions inherent in the location and climate that 

impinge on the viability of certain forms of economic activity. The 

Government of Nunavut41 and the people of Nunavut are working had 

to carve out viable economic opportunities to generate more revenue. 

Despite these efforts, government funding remains vital to the 
economy of Nunavut. In 2005, 90% of the budget of the Nunavut 

government came from the Canadian federal government.42 Against 
this backdrop, there is a temptation on the part of some polar bear 

trophy hunting advocates to overstate the economic importance of 
polar bear trophy hunting at a macro economic level. A quick look  

at Nunavut’s accounts undercut any such attempts. Nunavut has  
a large economy in which trophy hunting of polar bears plays only  

a very small part.

Trophy hunting contributes only a small fraction of one percent to 

the overall economy (gross domestic product or GDP) of Nunavut. 

The GDP of Nunavut is roughly $1.5 billion CAD a year. 43 

The estimated value of the polar bear trophy hunt in Nunavut, as 
noted above, is $1.5 million CAD a year. Thus, the estimated value 
of the polar bear trophy hunt is equal to one-tenth of one percent 
(0.1%) of the GDP of Nunavut.

Economic Contribution at the Community Level

While its importance to the economy of Nunavut as a whole is 
extremely limited, a case has been made that the income generated by 
polar bear trophy hunting is significant to the communities that host 
polar bear trophy hunts. By looking at estimates of trophy hunt gross 
revenue (calculated by prorating each community’s share of total 
polar bear trophy hunt revenue) and comparing these figures to com-
munity income data from Census Canada for the indigenous popula-
tion of each of Canada’s polar bear hunting communities,44 one is 
able to come up with a back-of-the-envelope means of assessing how 
important trophy hunt revenue is to the communities in question. 
(As the polar bear trophy hunt figures used in these calculations are 

revenue figures rather than income figures, they overstate the value 

of trophy hunting. To arrive at income figures one would need to 

subtract the cost of running/leading trophy hunts from the revenue 

figures. As noted above, reliable cost data are not available.)

What follows is a reasonably good estimate based on the information at 

hand. Aggregated across the communities, the figures are as accurate 

as the revenue figures from Wenzel and the Northwest Territories 

on which they are based, but in this case, the goal is de-aggregation. 

Without better data, there is no way to know how close the estimates 

are to reality for each community. For the present purposes, this 

lack of accuracy is of less concern than it might be in a great many 

other situations. This is because the goal here is to assess the general 

order of magnitude. Is revenue generated by polar bear trophy hunts 

closer to accounting for 5% or 50% of community income? Do only 

a few communities bring in the lion’s share of the revenue, or is the 

distribution more widespread? Imperfect though they are, the data 

and rough calculations that follow are more than strong enough to 
make this sort of assessment.

We have reasonably good data for 28 of the 31 polar bear hunting 

communities in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. As the 
data in the following table show, in 26 of these 28 communities  

— 93% — trophy hunting revenue accounts for 2% or less of the  
average income of Inuit residents of the communities. In all 28 of 

these communities, trophy hunting revenue accounts for 5% or less 
of the average income of Inuit residents of the communities when  

one uses realistic estimates of trophy hunting income.

The estimated value 
of the polar bear 
trophy hunt is  
equal to one-tenth 
of one percent of 
Nunavut’s GDP.

16



Ball Park Estimation of Polar Bear Trophy Hunt Revenue as a Share

of Inuit Community Income in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories

2006 Census Estimated 
Aboriginal Community 
Income A

Hunt Years: 2000-2008 
Average Annual No. of 
Trophy Tags Sold B

Hunt Years: 2000-2008 Esti-
mated Annual Community 
Trophy Tag Revenue C

Rough Estimate of Trophy 
Hunt Revenue As a Share 
of Total Community 
Income D 

Nunavut

Arctic Bay  $ 6,908,333 8  $ 120,157 2%

Arviat  $ 20,393,377 6  $ 87,387 0%

Baker Lake  $ 18,480,378 0  $ 1,821 0%

Cambridge Bay  $ 22,646,938 2  $ 27,308 0%

Cape Dorset  $ 12,167,053 1  $ 18,206 0%

Chesterfield Inlet ^  $ 4,646,787 0  - 0%

Clyde River *  $ 8,705,571 8  $ 143,520 2%

Coral Harbour  $ 7,895,838 12  $ 169,312 2%

Gjoa Haven  $ 12,981,056 0  $ 5,462 0%

Grise Fiord + n/a 10  $ 145,645 n/a

Hall Beach  $ 6,925,893 1  $ 10,923 0%

Igloolik  $ 15,826,438 3  $ 40,052 0%

Iqaluit (Capital) ^  $ 76,040,667 0 - 0%

Kimmirut  $ 4,275,962 2  $ 21,847 1%

Kugaaruk  $ 7,190,757 1  $ 14,565 0%

Kugluktuk  $ 18,111,585 2  $ 29,129 0%

Pangnirtung  $ 17,335,443 2  $ 25,488 0%

Pond Inlet  $ 16,672,667 7  $ 96,490 1%

Qikiqtarjuaq *  $ 6,280,800 8  $ 140,600 2%

Rankin Inlet  $ 32,383,909 0  $ 3,641 0%

Repulse Bay ^  $ 5,815,456 0 - 0%

Resolute * + n/a 18  $ 361,000 n/a

Sanikiluaq ^  $ 7,324,464 0 - 0%

Taloyoak *  $ 8,360,217 1  $ 15,600 0%

Whale Cove  $ 3,783,582 2  $ 21,847 1%

Northwest Territories:

Aklavik ^  $ 5,138,143 0 - 0%

Holman (Ulukhaktok)  $ 4,567,121 11  $ 197,315 4%

Inuvik ^  $ 25,021,151 0 - 0%

Paulatuk  $ 3,244,355 8  $ 155,034 5%

Sachs Harbour + n/a 8  $ 145,638 n/a

Tuktoyaktuk  $ 8,183,781 11  $ 202,013 2%

Table 2

All figures in Canadian dollars.
^ communities that hosted no polar bear trophy hunts during the 9-year period 1999-00 through 2007-08.
* communities for which Wenzel has calculated estimated community revenue per hunt. His estimates are used as the 
community revenue per tag for these communities. The 9-year average annual number of tags sold was multiplied by his 
estimated revenue per tag to arrive at the average annual community revenue figure for these four communities. 
+ communities for which Census Canada provides no indigenous income data. 
[A] Data from Statistics Canada, 2007. 2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. The figure was calculated for each 
community by multiplying the number of “aboriginal people with earnings” by the average earnings per “aboriginal 
person with earnings” and then multiplying that figure by 1 divided by the average share of aboriginal income that comes 
from earnings. 
[B] Data from the Governments of Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. This table looks at data for the 9-year period 
from the 1999/2000 hunt year through the 2007/08 hunt year. Data on the average number of trophy tags sold in 
Nunavut were not available for the 1997/98 and 1998/99 hunt years. Had they been, the calculations in this table would 
have looked at the 11-year average from 1997/98 though 2007/08 so as to capture the entire period during which polar 
bear trophies were allowed into the United States. 

[C] This calculation is based on the Wenzel estimate that communities in Nunavut together bring in $1.5 million CAD 
worth of polar bear trophy hunt revenue each year and that the Inuvialuit communities in the Northwest Territories bring 
in $700,000 CAD. In the case of the Northwest Territories, this $700,000 CAD was divided by the average number of 
trophy tags sold by each community each year to arrive at a NWT average revenue value per trophy tag. This figure was 
then multiplied by the average number of trophy tags sold each year in each community to arrive at the average annual 
community trophy tag revenue figure. The same process was followed for the 25 communities in Nunavut with the excep-
tion that community specific estimates of revenue were used for four communities (those marked with an * in the table) 
based on calculations undertaken by Wenzel. The estimated total revenue for these four communities was then subtracted 
from the Nunavut total of $1.5 million and the remaining sum was divided by the total number of trophy tags sold by the 
21 remaining communities to arrive at a Nunavut average revenue value per trophy tag. This figure was then multiplied 
by the average number of trophy tags sold each year in each community to arrive at the average annual community trophy 
tag revenue figure. 
[D] To arrive at these figures, the average annual community trophy tag revenue figure for each community was divided 
by the estimated average annual aboriginal community income figure for each community.
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Grise Fiord, Resolute, and Sachs Harbour are each so small that 

Census Canada does not provide any economic data about aboriginal 

populations in these communities. This leaves us on much shakier 

ground in estimating the relative importance of polar bear trophy 

hunt revenue to community income in these three communities. 

Given this important caveat, using our best estimates for the three 

communities, we conclude that polar bear trophy hunting revenue 

may account for 10%, 10% and 13% of the average income of Inuit 

residents of these communities. While speculative, these figures have 

been included in the interest of full disclosure. As a fair number  

of trophy hunts are hosted by these communities, failure to include 

income estimates for them might be taken as a sign of bad faith. 

Rather than risk this, the decision has been made to err on the side  

of over-estimating the importance of trophy hunt revenue to these 

communities and to share these highly provisional figures.

These three small communities host a disproportionally large share 

of polar bear trophy hunts. Thus, one would expect that the back-of-
the-envelope calculations undertaken here would indicate that polar 

bear trophy hunt revenue represents a larger share of community 
income for them than it does for other communities in Nunavut  

and the Northwest Territories.

Though they account for less than 2% of the population of Nunavut 
and the Inuvialuit Region of the Northwest Territories, roughly a 
quarter of all polar bears killed by trophy hunters in Canada each 
year come from these three communities. This share has been dropping 
in recent years, from 48% in 1992/93 to 24% in 2007/08. This has 
come about not so much as a result of a decrease in the number  
of trophy hunts hosted in these communities as by an increase in  
the number hosted in other communities. Thus, one has reason  
to believe — all else being equal — that leading up to the 2008/09  
season, polar bear trophy hunting in these three communities  
emained about as important as it has over the past decade.

If one were to include the three communities (Grise Fiord, Resolute, 
and Sachs Harbour) for which no community income data are available, 
and if one assumes (likely accurately, based on the number of polar 
bear trophy hunts hosted in these communities) that polar bear trophy 

hunt revenue in these communities accounts for well over 2% of 

community income, then the percentage of communities for which 

trophy hunting revenue accounts for 2% or less of the average income 

of Inuit residents of the communities drops to 84% (26 of 31), still  

a large proportion.

Polar Bear Trophy Hunting Engagement  

Levels by Communities in Nunavut

Table 3

Community Status No. of Communities

Hosted No Trophy Hunts 6 

Trophy Hunt Revenue Rounds  
to 0% of Community Income 12 

Trophy Hunt Revenue Rounds  
to 1 or 2% of Community Income 8 

Trophy Hunt Revenue Rounds  
to 3-5% of Community Income 2 

Trophy Hunt Revenue Rounds  
to 6-10% of Community Income * 2 

Trophy Hunt Revenue Round  
to 11-15% of Community Income * 1

Data from Census Canada, the Government of Nunavut and the Northwest Territories,  
and from George Wenzel. * The calculations behind the estimates for these three  
communities are highly speculative.
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It is difficult to emphasize strongly enough that the above figures, 
while small enough on their face, are still a significant over-estimation 

of the economic benefit of polar bear trophy hunting to Inuit com-

munities. These figures assume that there are no costs associated 
with running/leading trophy hunts — that every dollar of revenue is 
pure profit. This is clearly not the case. There are a great many costs 

involved in running/leading trophy hunts, which were they factored 
in would reduce the estimation of polar bear trophy hunt income for 
these communities.

Even take at face value, the above rough community income analysis 
supports the assertion that polar bear trophy hunting is not a main-
stay of community income in Nunavut and the Inuvialuit Region  
of the Northwest Territories. This point, like that having to do  
with polar bear trophy hunting’s share of Nunavut’s GDP, has been 
given attention in this paper in hopes of correcting misapprehensions 
that may exist with regard to the economic importance of polar  
bear trophy hunting to the populations of Nunavut and the  
Northwest Territories.

Conclusion
The considerable body of data from Nunavut and the Northwest  

Territories that has been examined in this paper supports the  

conclusion that neither polar bear trophy hunting nor the economic 

benefits of such hunts are particularly widespread in Nunavut and 

the Northwest Territories. Pending better data, the jury is still out as 

to whether there are any communities in which the income from polar 

bear trophy hunting is large enough and well enough distributed that 

the community as a whole realizes some significant financial gain 

from the hunts. If so, they are in the minority.

That said, there is no doubt that there are a number of individuals  

— chiefly guides and owners of outfitting companies — in Nunavut 

and the Northwest Territories who have enjoyed significant economic 

benefit as a result of polar bear trophy hunting. There are also a larger 

number of individuals — chiefly those who serve as assistants on 

polar bear trophy hunts — who have realized more modest economic 

gains from their involvement in polar bear trophy hunting.

Just as it would be wrong to pretend that the demise of polar bear 

trophy hunting will have no economic impact on anyone in Nunavut 
or the Northwest Territories, it would likewise be wrong to pretend 
that polar bear trophy hunting made attainment of a land-based life-

style feasible for large numbers of people. In truth, the pool of people 

for whom income from polar bear trophy hunting made a decisive 
economic difference is likely several dozen individuals at most.  
The economic benefits of polar bear trophy hunting were far too 

limited and far too heavily concentrated in too few hands to amount 

to anything approximating a solution to the broader socio-economic 
troubles faced by Inuk people seeking to integrate subsistence food 
sourcing into their lives.
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Trophy Hunt Income Rounds to 1 to 2% of Community Incomes

Trophy Hunt Income Rounds to 0% of Community Incomes

Trophy Hunt Income Rounds to 6 to 10% of Community Incomes

Trophy Hunt Income Rounds to 3 to 5% of Community Incomes

Trophy Hunt Income Rounds to 11 to 15% of Community Incomes

Hosted No Trophy Hunts

figure 7

Income and population data from Census Canada. Data on the annual number of tags allocated 
to trophy hunters in each community from the Governments of Nunavut and the Northwest 
Territories. Trophy hunt value estimations from Sometimes Hunting Can Seem Like a Business: 
Polar Bear Sport Hunting in Nunavut, George Wenzel, 2008 and from the Government of the NWT. 
The above figures are estimations. The eight years included in the calculations for this chart 
are 2000/01 through 2007/08. If tag allocation data from Nunavut becomes available back to the 
1997/98 hunt year, these calculations can be re-done for the 11 year period (peak trophy hunt 
years) used elsewhere in the attached paper.
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