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Battle for the Northwest Passage

Global warming could turn the once-frozen-solid Northwest Passage into the 'next Panama Canal' within a decade.  This potential pot of Arctic gold has spurred Canada to reassert its claim to ownership ' but no one appears to be listening, reports Alex Binkley 

After years of paying scant attention to its frigid northern territories, Canada's Prime Minister Paul Martin has embarked on a whirlwind of sovereignty-asserting behaviour in recent months.  This summer, Martin toured a string of mostly aboriginal communities across the Arctic, promising more support for the issues of the Nunavut, the Yukon and the Northwest Territories.  At the same time, the Canadian Armed Forces staged a major military exercise in the region, Operation Narwhal ' a display designed to 'send the world a message on our sovereignty', according to Canadian Northern Command Colonel Normand Couturier.  Partly driving this Canadian campaign is the belief that ice blocking the Northwest Passage is melting fast, with perhaps a decade remaining before a new shipping route could open for business, turning the voyage between Asia and Europe 7,000km (4,350 miles) shorter than via the Panama Canal.  

Equally lucrative to Canada are rights to the region's natural gas reserves and other resources.  But the US and other countries continue to ignore Canada's claims to the Northwest Passage, refusing to seek permission for submarine transits on what they consider an international waterway.  Canada's insistence that it must secure oversight of the passage to prevent pollution damage has fallen on deaf ears.  

Scientists are now focused on mapping the passage to ensure future safe navigation.  That process is far from complete, however, according to Louis Fortier, a professor at Laval University and chief scientist for the Canadian Arctic Shelf Exchange Study.  'Only a small fraction has been done,' he explained.  'We will need this before commercial navigation can proceed.' 

The Arctic Shelf Study has brought together hundreds of scientists from Canada and nine other countries to conduct research on the impact of climate change on the north.  The scientists conduct field work from the Canadian Coast Guard icebreaker Amundsen, which has been extensively refitted for Arctic research.  It spent the winter of 2003-4 locked in the ice in the western Arctic and will do so again this year.  

Fortier said last winter's research showed how much thinner the ice cap has become.  'Last winter we had a record low ice year, and we don't think this winter will be much different,' he explained.  After years of speculation, the timeline for the opening of the Northwest Passage to shipping remains elusive, but all parties agree that it's a question of when, not if.  As Colonel Couturier told Fairplay: 'The impact of climate change on the Arctic is quite remarkable.  They used to get ice in Frobisher Bay near Baffin Island in the first or second week of October.  Last year it was the first week of December.  The aboriginal elders say winters have become shorter and are not as severe as they used to be.' Couturier also offered parting advice for next-generation captains who will ply the passage: 'It's a rugged environment.  There are always communication difficulties ' and the weather up here can change in no time at all.' So even when the ice melts, the voyage will never be as smooth as the southern passage.  

Russia's link with Manitoba 

The Arctic passage to Asia is not the only route in the spotlight.  Last week, Russia's ambassador to Canada, Georgiy Mamedov, made an official visit to the Arctic gateway of Churchill to discuss plans to create a permanent trade route between that port and Russia's Murmansk.  Churchill is situated in the central Canadian province of Manitoba, on Hudson Bay.  The idea of using icebreakers to develop a shipping route between these ports is not a new one ' a letter of intent was first signed in 2002 ' but recent dredging of the Port of Churchill has now made the plan more feasible.  Proponents of this Arctic route believe it would provide the fastest and most efficient shipping connection between Northern Europe and North America.  
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