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1- INTRODUCTION 
 
Covering 475 000 square kilometers north of the 55th 
parallel, Nunavik accounts nearly for a third of the area 
of the province of Quebec (Canada) with a population in 
1991 of a little more than 7600 inhabitants, mostly Inuit. 
The population is scattered among 14 Inuit villages, 
gathered around Ungava Bay, Hudson Strait and 
Hudson Bay. In the course of the last few decades, 
Nunavik experienced an important evolution marked by 
the settling of its inhabitants, which favored the 
development of production activities. The impacts of 
this evolution and of government intervention, in 
particular the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement (JBNQA), on the regional economy are 
already noticeable.  
 
However, the absence of an efficient instrument to 
evaluate the socio-economic impacts of such changes is 
detrimental to the development of the region. Contrary 
to other Arctic regions for which detailed statistics are 
available, Nunavik has a very poor statistical base. In 
order to increase the knowledge of this region's 
economic evolution and to compare its economic 
indicators with those of Canada and other circumpolar 
regions, a social accounting matrix (SAM) was 
constructed for 1991. The first part of this paper 
presents the development of the Inuit economic over the 
last decades, the second explains the theoretical 
foundations of the SAM and its construction, and finally 
a comparison of some macroeconomic variables with 
Canada will permit to measure the differences and 
similarities with the rest of the country. 
 
 
2- ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT OF NUNAVIK 
 
Before the 1950's, the Inuit economy was essentially 
based on hunting. The preys and their furs were 
exchanged for other consumption goods. Barter was the 
principal form of exchange, and money was practically 
absent in the economy. For several reasons, notably 
precarious economic and sanitary conditions, federal 
and provincial governments increased their intervention 
in the 60's and 70's. This greatly encouraged the 
emergence of a wage-earning class and the settling of 
the Inuit nation. 
 
The signature of the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement in 1975 between the federal and provincial 
governments, the Inuit and the Crees, and the 
companies involved in hydro-electrical development, 
reinforced these new economic characteristics. New 
administrations at the regional and local levels and 

several firms were created as a consequence of the 
Agreement; the Makivik Corporation and its 
subsidiaries are such examples. These enterprises, in 
addition to providing jobs for the Inuit, contributed to 
the economic development of the region. 
 
By redefining the rights of the Inuit and Cree nations, 
the Agreement brought several deep changes in the 
structure of the Inuit economy. Compensations received 
since 1975 financed the creation of numerous new 
public services but also created an increasing 
dependency of the Inuit nation on public 
administrations. State intervention increased at the same 
rate as the ministries committed to the development of 
the region, so it is difficult to evaluate how much it has 
cost the provincial and federal governments. 
 
In spite of governmental ubiquity, the Inuit nation has 
little political autonomy; in fact, few decisions are made 
solely by local administrations (Duhaime 1993). The 
Nordic Village Corporations' activities, the Inuit version 
of municipalities, depend essentially on funds received 
from the remainder of country. The situation is the same 
for regional administrations. However, the redefinition 
of functions for each level of administration in the 
region can only be done properly with complete and 
reliable data on the region. 
 
A social accounting matrix (SAM) was constructed in 
1987 in order to depict the Inuit economy. Duhaime 
(1987) gathered and reconciled data from different 
sources in the coherent framework of the SAM 
concepts. This work is extremely innovative as it 
provided, for the first time, a complete portrait of the 
Inuit economy. However, this SAM is based on 1983 
data, which is now more then ten years old. Important 
changes have occurred in the structure of Nunavik's 
economy over the last decade. This paper therefore 
presents the updated version of the Nunavik SAM for 
1991, from which some macroeconomic variables are 
calculated and then compared with Canada. 
 
 
3- THE SOCIAL ACCOUNTING MATRIX (SAM) 
 
A social accounting matrix (SAM) is a picture, for a 
given year, of monetary exchanges in an economy. In 
the matrix, which is square, each line and its 
corresponding column are an account; each line shows 
the income of the account and each column its 
expenditure. The value in each cell therefore represents 
both an income for an account and an expenditure for 
another. Moreover, the sum of each line has to be equal 
to that of the corresponding column; in other words, the 
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income of each account is equal to its expenditure, 
which is a guarantee of coherent results.  
 
The SAM methodology was elaborated during the 
1970's and 1980's. However, the first conceptual 
developments are attributed to Stone (1961). 
Extensively developed and used by the World Bank in 
order to analyze the economy of developing countries, 
the SAM methodology is now widely used in developed 
countries. For example, SAMs have been constructed to 
study the region of Buffalo by Cole (1987) and the 
Mezzogiorno in Italy by Antonio, Colaizzo and 
Leonello (1988). In Canada, Lefebvre, Mayer and 
Morin (1988) built a SAM for the province of Quebec, 
which was subsequently used to construct a SAM for 
the Quebec Metropolitan Area by Fréchette, Villeneuve, 
Boisvert and Thériault (1991) and the Montreal 
Metropolitan Area by Lemelin (1994). Duhaime (1987) 
is the first to have used this approach in order to depict 
the economy of Nunavik.  
 
 
4- THE SOCIAL ACCOUNTING MATRIX OF 
NUNAVIK 
 
The SAM of Nunavik is composed of 73 accounts 
grouped in five categories: factors of production (labor 
and capital), current account (private and public firms, 
governments, households), capital account (private and 
public firms, governments, households)1, production 
activities (primary, secondary and tertiary sectors) and 
the rest of the world. Within most of these categories, 
there is a distinction between natives and non-natives; 
this makes it possible to measure the differences 
between the economic characteristics of the two 
populations.  
 
Production activities are the same as those used in 
national accounting with the following economic 
sectors2: fishing and trapping; mining; manufacturing; 
construction; transportation; communication; energy; 
trade; finance, insurance and real estate; public 
administration; services.  
 
The expenditure and receipts of each level of 
government in the region is estimated. For the federal 
and provincial governments, the expenditures on goods, 
services and transfers are much larger than the receipts 
from taxes; the gap between them is offset by a transfer 
from the rest of the country to governments in the 
region.  
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1 When aggregated, this account becomes “accumulation”, that is 
“saving” or “investment”. 
2 There is no agricultural activity in Nunavik.  

 
Finally, the not-for-profit organizations (such as 
Makivik Corporation, although some of its for-profit 
subsidiaries are included with private firms) were 
grouped with households in the aggregated version of 
the SAM, in order to respect national accounting 
practices.  
 
Official data from government publications and 
corporate annual reports were combined with non-
official data from interviews. When no data was 
available for 1991, estimations based on the 1983 SAM 
were used to complete the available information. Once 
the production of each firm and of each government was 
determined, the data were aggregated into 37 accounts, 
and the matrix was balanced. Balance was attained by 
modifying the value of accounts for which the data had 
been estimated; the transactions for which the 
information were the most reliable served as 
foundations to balance the matrix. Since the value and 
the composition of production activities and the value of 
their exports constitute the most reliable data, 
households consumption and investment were 
calculated as a residual so as to balance the production 
accounts. 
 
Table 1 presents the 1991 SAM  of Nunavik aggregated 
into 11 sectors with the income of each account 
appearing in line and its corresponding expenditure in 
column. It provides a good insight into the relative 
importance of the different accounts. This SAM does 
not include subsistence activities which are certainly 
important in Nunavik; only activities that are the object 
of commercial transactions are reported in the matrix.  
 
From the data of this SAM, it is possible to calculate 
various macroeconomic indicators which are then used 
to asses the economy of Nunavik.  
 
Total production of goods and services, for a given year, 
in a regional or a national economy is measured by the 
gross domestic product (GDP). It can be measured in 
three ways: production by industry (or value added by 
industry), final expenditure on goods and services by 
economic agents and income accruing to factors of 
production during the production process.  
 
Table 2 presents regional production by industry. The 
principal industrial sector of Nunavik is public 
administration, which represents a little more than half 
of total GDP, indicating the importance of government 
in the region's economy. It is also important to outline 
the virtual absence of the manufacturing sector. In fact, 
carving represents the only activity in this sector; no 
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other manufacturing activity is taking place in the 
region. 
 
Among the other production sectors, construction, 
transportation and trade represent approximately a third 
of regional economic activity. In fact, these three 
sectors are also related to government activities. Most of 
construction consists in housing for the population of 
Nunavik, which is almost entirely provided by the 
provincial government. Moreover, transportation and 
trade are strongly linked, given the distance between 
Nunavik and other Canadian regions; transportation is 
also an important part of government expenditures.  
 
Table 3 presents the GDP on an expenditure basis for 
Nunavik and Canada3. It reveals some interesting 
characteristics of the region; the pattern of GDP 
expenditure is very different in Nunavik than in the rest 
of Canada. Government expenditure on goods and 
services is much more important in Nunavik, where it 
accounts for 95,8% of total GDP, as compared to 21,4% 
for Canada. Per capita government expenditure amounts 
to 19 197$ in Nunavik, as compared to 5 137$ for 
Canada.  
 
The magnitude of imports must also be noted. Imports 
accounts for 104,7% of GDP (20 980$ par capita) in 
Nunavik and for 25,6% in Canada (6 133$ per capita).  
 
It is normal for a small regional economy like Nunavik 
to have much greater imports relative to total GDP than 
the country as a whole, since it produces a more 
restricted set of goods and services than the country. 
Moreover, because of the relatively small size of the 
private sector and of the virtual absence of a 
manufacturing sector, it is not surprising that exports are 
smaller in Nunavik (10,8% of GDP) than in Canada 
(24,3% of GDP).  
 
Finally, investment in fixed capital in Nunavik is 
relatively higher (41,2% of GDP) than elsewhere in 
Canada (19,1%), mainly because of airport and 
residential construction undertaken by the provincial 
government. 
 
Table 4 presents the GDP of Nunavik and Canada on an 
income basis. Non-natives receive 52,6% of total wages 
and salaries (or 38,9% of GDP), despite the fact that 
these households represents only 10% of the population 
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3 For a very formal comparison, Nunavik figures should be 
substracted from those of Canada, so that the comparison would be 
between Nunavik and the rest of Canada. However, Nunavik is such a 
small part of the canadian economy, that this arithmetical operation is 
not necessary for comparison purposes.  

of Nunavik. Several reasons could explain this result. 
Most of non-native workers originate from the south 
and their wages and salaries include their lodging and 
transportation allowances. Moreover, non-natives 
without jobs do not stay in the region, as opposed to 
natives. Finally, the natives working in traditional 
activities like fishing and trapping, which are not 
wage-earning activities, do not receive as much income 
as non-natives.  
 
Moreover, profits, interest and rent (capital income) 
account for a smaller portion of GDP in Nunavik 
(11,7%) than in Canada (19,1%) because of the 
weakness of the private sector in the region. 
 
Table 5 shows that government expenditure per capita 
in Nunavik is nearly three times that of Canada, and that 
government expenditure on goods and services is almost 
four times that of Canada.  
 
Table 6 aims at comparing the standard of living of the 
inhabitants of Nunavik with those of Canada. 
Interpretation of this table does not come straithforward 
and illustrates the complexity on the Nunavik society. 
The overall personal income per capita4 in Nunavik (22 
416$ in 1991) is superior to that of Canada (21 511$).  
 
However, the portrait is different when Inuit and Non-
Inuit personal income is taken into account. Most Inuit 
do not have access to paid employment and they have 
rather large families (4,3 persons on average) which 
leads to somewhat low average income, while Non-Inuit 
are high wage earners whose families tend to live in the 
south of the country, which leads to artificially high 
average income. The personal income per capita of 
Non-Inuit (82 269$) is thus five times that of the Inuit 
(15 765$).  
 
However, per capita personal expenditure on consumer 
goods and services by Non-Inuit is much lower (34 
384$) because they transfer an important part of their 
income to their families in the south (28 720$ per 
capita).  
 
Real differences in the standard of living are shown in 
per capita personal expenditure on consumer goods and 
services, where the Inuit average stands at 60,2% that of 
Canada.  

 
4 Personal income per capita represents income earned by individuals 
(wages and salaries, dividends, interests...), plus transfer payments 
(mainly from governments, including housing subsidies), before 
personal income tax, divided by the population of the region, in order 
to measure an average. Disposible personal income per capita is 
similar as above, except that personal income tax has been deducted.  
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5- CONCLUSION 
 
The economic evolution of the Nunavik economy is 
well recognized by historians, sociologists, 
anthropologists and economists. However, this 
recognition alone cannot insure a satisfactory basis for 
political and economic decisions. Many studies present 
data for this region, but they are often fragmented and 
contradictory. The work presented here is an effort to 
regroup and reconcile this data in a social accounting 
matrix.  
 
The analysis of the SAM permits to have a much better 
understanding of the regional economic situation. In 
addition to outlining the economic profile of Nunavik, 
the SAM allows to compare the different national 
accounting aggregates with the remainder of country. 
Based on such comparison and on the analysis of the 
standard of living in Nunavik, it is hoped to provide a 
coherent source of information useful to numerous 
studies. A similar analysis with other circumpolar 
regions would allow to appreciate more adequately the 
differences and similarities among these societies. 
Moreover, it would provide a complete portrait and 
comparable data which would be valuable to all social 
scientists interested in circumpolar studies. 
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TABLE 1- Aggregated social accounting matrix, Nunavik, 1991 (000$) 

 

   Factors 

 

Current account  
 

Accumulation
(investment)

Production activities 
Rest of 

the  
world 

TOTAL

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11  

Factors Labor 1   7 271,7 11 608,2 94 923,8 113 803,5

 Capital 2   42,4 4 486,7 14 766,8 19 295,9

Current Private Firms 3  5 949,5 1 674,9 302,7   7 927,1

account Public Firms 4     2006,9 2 006,9

 Governments 5 8 949,3  2 775,7 0,8 173 074,6 16 951,0  21 051,7 217 985,8 440 788,9

 Households 6 82 759,8 4 153,9 3 371,5 2 006,1 15 535,3 600,0   20,7 108 447,3

Accumulation 
(saving) 

7   58 782,2 3 294,1   1 482,0 63 558,3

Production Primary sector 8   28 600,0  228,7 6 223,1 35  051,8

activities Secondary  

sector 

9   30 647,4  545,0 31 192,4

 Tertiary sector 10   147 680,3 68 598,5 1 035,9 4 583,3 77 423,5 10 488,4 309 809,9

Rest of the world 11 22 094,4 9 192,5 105,0 45 413,8 19 003,7 4 310,9 26 701,8 10 514,2 100 870,8 378  577,6 616 784,5

TOTAL   113 803,5 19 295,9 7 927,1 2 006,9 440 788,9 108 447,3 63 558,3 35 051,8 31 192,4 309 809,9 616 784,5

 

 

TABLE 2- Gross domestic product by industry, Nunavik, 1991  

 
000$ %

Fishing and trapping 1 762 1,3

Mining 5 553 4,2

Manufacturing 351 0,3

Construction 15 744 11,8

Transportation 14 397 10,8

Communications 1 099 0,8

Electricity 1 907 1,4

Trade 15 657 11,8

Finance, insurance and real estate 853 0,6

Public administration 68 062 51,1

Services 7 717 5,8

GDP at factor cost 133 102 100,0
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TABLE 3- GDP on an expenditure basis, Nunavik and Canada, 1991 
 

 Nunavik Canada  

 000$ $ per capita % 000 000$ $ per capita %

Personal expenditure on consumer goods and 
services 

87 602 11 387 56,8 412 246 14 661 61,1

Government current expenditure on goods and 
services 

147 680 19 197 95,8 144 436 5 137 21,4

Investment in fixed capital and variations in 
inventories 

63 558 8 262 41,2 129 013 4 588 19,1

Exports 16 711 2 172 10,8 163 943 5 830 24,3

Imports -161 401 -20 980 -104,7 -172 453 -6 133 -25,6

Statistical discrepancy  -  -  - -2 419 -86 -0,4

GDP at market prices 154 150 20 038 100,0 674 766 23 998 100,0

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE 4- GDP on an income basis, Nunavik and Canada, 1991 
 
 Nunavik  Canada  

 000$ % 000 000$ %

Wages, salaries and supplementary labour income 113 803 73,8 381 645 56,6

- native 53 878 35,0 n.a.  -

- non-native 59 925 38,9 n.a.  -

Profits, interest and rent 17 997 11,7 129 095 19,1

Net domestic income at factor cost 131 800 85,5 510 740 75,7

Capital consumption allowances 1 298 0,8 81 622 12,1

Net indirect taxes 21 052 13,7 79 985 11,9

Statistical discrepancy  -  - 2 419 0,4

GDP at market prices 154 150 100,0 674 766 100,0

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE 5- Government expenditure, Nunavik and Canada, 1991 
 

Nunavik: Canada: 

000$ $ per capita 000 000$ $ per capita

Expenditure on goods and services 147 680 19 197 144 436 5 137

Investment 58 782 7 641 16 397 583

Transfers to persons 15 740 2 046 98 387 3 499

Transfers to corporations 320 42 15 886 565

Transfers to non-residents 0,0 0,0 2 690 96
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Total government expenditure (net of transfers between 
levels of governement) 

222 522 28 925 277 796 9 880

 
 
 
 
 
 
TABLE 6- Per capita personal income, personal disposable income and personal expenditure on consumer goods 
and services, Nunavik and Canada, 1991 
 

Per capita ($)  Nunavik  Canada

 Inuit Non-Inuit Total Total

Personal income 15 765 82 269 22 416 21 511

Personal disposable income 13 193 71 747 19 049 16 533

Personal expenditure on consumer goods and services 8 832 34 384 11 387 14 661
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