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Arctic
Survival Training
the Inuit Way

By Bob Mesher
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Patrick Quesnel learning to cut snow blocks.
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Relatively few non-Inuit have ever built his or her own igluq
and slept in it, but Air Inuit messenger Patrick Quesnel has.
Quesnel, a qualified pilot who hopes to eventually fly airplanes
in the North, decided to take the same Arctic Survival Training
Course this past March that other Air Inuit crew have been tak-
ing for the past three years. It was also his first time ever in
Nunavik.

“l am six-foot-three, and my iglug was six-foot-four inches
in diameter,” he said, recalling how patient his Inuit instructors
were, especially when it was time to show him how to insert the
last couple of pieces to complete the roof. “It might seem easy to
cut the snow blocks, but it is not that easy. When | broke them,
we laughed about it as | tried again — three, four, even five times
if | had to.”

When asked whether the survival experience has changed
his outlook on things in any way, Quesnel explained, “I think we
should take our time more. It is better to take your time to do a
good job because if you rush, sometimes what you have to do will
not be done very well.”

Hawker Syddeley 748 Captain Pierre Lambert, who partici-
pated in the same training session, has flown for Air Inuit for the
past 13 years. He says the course has reinforced the importance
of never travelling in the North unprepared. He also recommends
that passengers dress warmly, even though they expect to be
seated comfortably inside an aircraft. “I would never go without
the proper equipment,” he said, questioning the wisdom of any-
body travelling in only a T-shirt and a light jacket. “Even if there
is a blizzard in a place such as Salluit, and you have to walk from
the airport into town, it can be very rough,” he said.

The foremost thing that Arctic survival training stresses is
how to avoid getting into trouble in the first place, but then also
how to keep your wits and endure the circumstances should an
accident or an incident occur. For example, as Lambert now rec-
ommends, whenever anyone is travelling in the North, or even
just going for a walk on the land, they should always let some-
body know where they are going and stick to their plan. “If you
tell them you are going left, it will do no good if you then decide
to go right,” he said.

The Nunavik Arctic Survival Training Centre (NASTC) started
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A snowmobile ride on the bay near Ivujivik.
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up in 2000 when a group of Puvirnituq leaders met to try and come
up with some way to create jobs for the local Inuit by attracting
tourists to their community, realizing that they also needed to
bring in clients for their community’s large new CO-OP hotel.

Deciding on the idea of creating a survival training program,
they recruited the services of retired Canadian Army Sergeant
Mario Aubin, who was previously very involved with the Canadian
Northern Rangers and had experience with other Arctic military
expeditions. Aubin drafted a curriculum outline for the training
program, which was refined by a team of 15 to 20 Inuit elders,
temporary directors, and future guides. “As it is,” said Aubin, “the
Inuit have the expertise. Now is a chance for them to pass this
knowledge on to non-Inuit.”

Air Inuit, the Puvirnitug CO-OP, and the Municipal Village
of Puvirnituq, with the support of the Northern Quebec CO-OP
Federation (FCNQ), each provided $5,000, for a total of $15,000
for start-up funds. Today, NASTC is a proudly Inuit-owned and
managed non-profit organization. During the past year, they took
in $141,000 worth of revenue without accumulating any debts.
Instructors and guides are paid for their work with customers,
some of whom come from as far away as France and England,
thanks to recently opened offices in those countries.

Up to now, most of their Arctic survival clientele have been
Air Inuit staff. However, as Puvirnitug Mayor Paulusie Novalinga
explained during a presentation to the Makivik annual general
meeting (AGM) in March, they feel that everyone who works in
the North, and has other people in their care, should take a surviv-
al course. This includes not only airline personnel, but also others
such as police officers, medical workers, tour guides, geologists,
as well as personnel from other organizations.

NASTC hopes to receive Arctic Survival customers in the near
future from the Canadian Army and the RCMP, and also to eventu-
ally teach a tree line survival program for Hydro-Québec workers.
Their presentation, which received a warm round of applause from
the AGM audience, sought to raise awareness of the importance
of survival training and possibly attract additional customers.
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One other important source of exposure that NASTC

received was on the television program Wings Over Canada, a
popular show viewed all over North America. Theirs was also

one of only four Wings Over Canada programs that are
now also available on DVD. NASTC also has a web site
(www.nastc.ca) where people around the world can learn
about their specialized services.

As explained on their web site, besides their win-
ter survival courses, NASTC also offers First Aid training,
summer survival, guide training, a navigation course, as
well as adventure expeditions and trips for eco-tourists.
Their present board of directors is made up of Paulusi
Novalinga, Aisara Kenuajuak, Peter Ittukalak, Adamie
Sivuarapik, Juani Ugaituq, Jakusi Ittukalak, and James
Novalinga.

Air Inuit Twin Otter Captain David Palfreeman was
among those who took the Arctic Survival training in the
spring of 2002. He has flown for Air Inuit since 1993. He
says his group learned how to wait out for search and
rescue in the event that they should have to land some-
where out on the tundra. “It was basically trying to get
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an appreciation for how easy it is to get lost and how to
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Business consultant Brian K. Min and Puvirnitug Mayor Paulusie
Novalinga made a presentation about NASTC at the Makivik AGM.
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work so as to shelter ourselves,” he said. “We also saw that
it’s a very different world when you are actually on the tundra
as opposed to when you are flying over it — just the fact that
everything pretty much looks the same — unless you really
know the land like the guides know it.”

Although his instructors reiterated that probably the best
thing to do in a survival situation would be to stay put, this was
something that he had already learned from his former experi-
ences of flying search and rescue missions for people lost in the
North. “I have been involved in several search and res-
cue operations where we found the ski-doo hours,

if not days, before actually finding the person on
the ground,” he said, “A ski-doo leaves tracks
and it is also a larger mass on the tundra.”
Palfreeman was also glad to have been
able to spend time with Inuit in an environ-
ment away from the airline and away from
the villages. He had met his guides before,
having already been stationed in Puvirnituq
where he had seen them around the commu-
nity or as passengers on an airplane. “Seeing
them out on the land is very humbling for one
thing,” he explained. “To be out there with next
to nothing and to imagine how the Inuit survived for so
many years with so little is sort of mind-boggling. That is not
advertised in the course, but it certainly is a nice bonus.”

Meanwhile, Patrick Quesnel feels that he is now even more
prepared to work as an airline pilot in Nunavik, should he even-
tually be accepted for this job with Air Inuit. He recalls one of
his most memorable moments during the survival training was
at night, laying back in his iglug, with a temperature of minus-35
Celsius outside. “I was alone with myself, looking up at my snow
blocks and thinking ‘this is pretty nice’,” he then added, “If you
have the chance to take this course, you should try it.” H
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