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Abstract 
 
Sea ice is an integral component of life in Inuit communities.  It has complex influences 

on economic, social, cultural, and subsistence activities.  Also, due to its influential role in 

regulating energy exchanges between the ocean and the atmosphere, sea ice is often used as an 

indicator of climate change in arctic regions.  Significant scientific research effort has been 

focused on determining the potential impacts of global climate change on arctic ice seasonal 

patterns.  Recently, interest in the impacts of climate change on arctic communities, and 

resulting societal adaptations, has emerged.  Sea ice is thus an essential component to include 

in vulnerability assessments designed to evaluate community-specific implications of climate 

change.  However, in order to undertake such an assessment, we must first understand Inuit 

characterizations of sea ice and the attributes of ice that most affect their livelihoods and 

lifestyles.   

Inuit have developed an intimate relationship with the sea ice and marine ecosystem 

through generations of observation and experience.  While they have long been able to harvest 

wildlife and forecast changes linked to ice conditions, little of this detailed knowledge has been 

documented to appropriately represent this expertise.  Therefore, working with Inuit sea ice 

experts in Cape Dorset, Igloolik, and Pangnirtung, Nunavut, this thesis characterizes the local 

importance of sea ice processes, use, and change.  Employing a collaborative research 

approach, a combination of participatory methods (i.e. semi-directed interviews, experiential 

sea ice trips, focus groups) were undertaken in four field seasons between 2003 and 2005.  
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Results from each community include descriptions of: i) freezing and melting processes; ii) the 

influences of winds and currents on sea ice; iii) sea ice uses for travel, hunting, and wildlife 

habitat; and, iv) observations of sea ice change.  These results facilitate a comparative regional 

analysis, with an emphasis on Inuktitut terminology and implications of a changing sea ice 

environment.  Experiences in a cross-cultural, community-based, collaborative research setting 

also enable an evaluation of the effectiveness of the research approach.  This thesis lays the 

foundation for knowledge-sharing between Inuit and scientists.  It is a starting point for 

attempts to link local and scientific knowledge in a complementary manner.   
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This work is dedicated to the Inuit elders who shared their wisdom and 
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