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Marine Mammals Research – Makivvik (Nunavik) 

 

About Makivvik and its Department of Environment, Wildlife and Research (DEWR) 

Makivvik is the birthright organization that represents the Inuit of Nunavik. It is mandated to 
protect the rights, interests and financial compensation provided by the 1975 James Bay and 
Northern Quebec Agreement (hereinafter the “JBNQA”) and the 2006 Nunavik Inuit Land 
Claims Agreement (hereafter the “NILCA”). Makivvik represents approximately 14 000 Inuit 
who are beneficiaries of the JBNQA and the NILCA, of whom the majority live in 14 coastal 
communities north of the 55th parallel in Nunavik, in the northern portion of the province of 
Québec.  

The rich ecosystems and abundant wildlife of our region are essential to the rights, culture, 
and sovereignty of Nunavik Inuit. The Department of Environment, Wildlife and Research is 
working at all levels, from research to policy development, to protect Nunavik Inuit rights 
and interest and to bring tangible results for Nunavik communities.  

1. Beluga 

Research and sampling 

Nunavik Inuit harvesters have been participating in a tissue sampling program led by DFO 
since the mid-1990s. The samples collected are essentially used to estimate the proportions 
of animals from each stock that are taken in the subsistence harvest. Makivvik and its 
Nunavik Research Centre has been central in this program to provide sampling kits to 
harvesters, collect samples and age the sampled beluga using teeth samples. On average, 
30 to 35% of beluga harvested in the Nunavik Marine Region are sampled each year. In 2025, 
the Nunavik Research Centre received 141 kits containing beluga, teeth for ageing, muctuc 
for hormone and isotope analysis and DNA analysis for stock identification 

Management 

The current management plan (2021-2027) has been extended for a year until January 2027. 
a lot of new significant scientific information was made available over the recent the course 
of the beluga management system. Starting in 2022, a Department of Fisheries and Ocean 



 
(DFO) genetic reanalysis reaffirmed the existence of four populations (WHB, EHB, JAM, 
Cumberland Sound) while also distinguishing a new population in the Belcher Islands (BEL). 
In addition to the genetic component, a survey was conducted in the summer of 2024 
indicating a further decline of the stock abundance. Moreover, the population dynamics 
model has also been updated by DFO to include new parameters.  

In addition to scientific information, the management plan must equally consider Inuit 
knowledge. The Nunavik Hunting, Fishing, Trapping Association (Anguvigaq) is currently 
leading the work to prepare an Inuit knowledge report on Nunavik beluga to inform the next 
iteration of the beluga management plan. 

Given that these scientific results and reports could have profound implications on the 
current management system, Makivvik is actively engaged with the Nunavik beluga working 
group, composed of Makivvik, DFO and the Anguvigaq, to prepare for the renewal of the plan.   

2. Ringed Seal – Natsiq Project 

 

Makivvik and the Nunavik Marine Region Wildlife Board have been collaborating on a ring 
seal monitoring project but in the recent years, budget and capacity have been limited and 
the progress was minimal. In 2026, the project is relaunching and the objectives are to 
collect ringed seal harvest information and tissue samples to document seal health, 
condition, diet, distribution, and habitat use. The project will also aim to reinvest efforts in 
education (in schools) and in community-based monitoring for seal and marine wildlife 
monitoring in Nunavik.  

3. Walrus 

A research project on the impact of climate change on the walrus population in the Nunavik 
Marine Region is currently ongoing in partnership with McGill university. We deployed 14 tags 
in July 2025 in Hudson Strait with local walrus hunters; the data has not yet been analyzed. 
We installed 18 biologgers in September 2023. In addition, we analyzed 60 walrus tongues 
harvested in Nunavik (2019–2024) for contaminant concentrations (PFAS, mercury, arsenic), 
and diet (Stable isotope (C, N, S) and fatty acid analyses). We are currently waiting for the 
remaining fatty acid lab results before proceeding with modeling and sharing results. 
Moreover, a paper on Inuit knowledge of Atlantic walrus will be published in 2026 in the 
Canadian Journal of Zoology, based on interviews conducted in June 2023. 



 
Finally, an honors student will likely work on overlaying satellite imagery with biologgers data 
to help identify important haul-out sites in Hudson Strait that may not have been previously 
documented through Inuit knowledge. 

4. Impact of Shipping 

Arctic shipping is expected to increase in the coming years in the Nunavik Marine Region. 
The understanding of interactions between Nunavimmiut rights and Arctic shipping is 
underdeveloped. Makivvik is collaborating with the Inuit Circumpolar Council, the 
government of Canada, Academics and the other Inuit Treaty Organizations to develop of 
research programs to better understand the impact of shipping and ensure sound shipping 
activities in the Canadian Arctic. 

More specifically, our focus will be on the navigable waters of the James Bay and Northern 
Quebec Agreement territory and the Nunavik Marine Region as a whole, with a particular 
emphasis on the Hudson Strait. The Strait is especially important as it is the main corridor 
for all sealift operations supplying Nunavik as well as transit shipping going to the central 
Arctic. It’s also a biodiversity hotspot that Nunavimmiut rely on for their food security, 
including communities from Ungava Bay and Hudson Bay who may travel to the Strait to 
harvest. The Hudson Strait provides a key migration route for beluga, Atlantic walrus, and 
baleen whales. Other important local marine mammals harvested by Hudson Strait 
communities include ringed seals, bearded seals and bowhead whales.  

The research program will be developed in 2026 and the objectives will be, in part, to 
document shipping-related impacts on marine species and ecosystems and identifying 
sensitive areas and seasons critical to wildlife and food security. 

 

5. General marine mammal health investigation and capacity building 

The Marine Mammal Health Monitoring Project, launched in August 2025, aims to monitor 
the health status of seals and walruses across Nunavik communities, with other species 
included based on community priorities.  

Sampling kits for selected organs have been distributed across all Nunavik communities. 
Hunters submitted samples for both apparently healthy and visibly diseased animals. 
Approximately 20 samples have been received to date. 

At the Nunavik Research Centre (NRC), samples are tested for priority diseases including 
toxoplasmosis and trichinellosis, with plans to expand diagnostics to additional diseases, 
such as influenza. The project serves threefold purposes: improving sample submission 



 
logistics between communities and NRC, increasing NRC’s diagnostic capacity, and 
estimating the proportion of healthy and diseased marine mammals across Nunavik to guide 
future surveillance priorities. Additional specialized diagnostics, such as histology, are 
conducted in collaboration with southern laboratories. Results are shared with the hunters 
and communities through personal outreach and bimonthly infographics. 

Additionally, interview prompts are being worked on to develop community-based health 
indicators of marine mammal health. These interviews will take place in 2026 across four 
different communities, which primarily harvest marine mammals, depending on the 
availability of local interviewees.  

NRC personnel were also provided training on marine mammal necropsy at the University of 
Montreal in 2025 as part of the project. Additional funding opportunities are being used to 
deliver educational workshops to school children to demonstrate dissection and sampling 
of marine mammals. These activities are aimed at encouraging the students to further 
appreciate their local marine wildlife and learn about wildlife’s health.  


