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Abstract 

 
This research examines the importance of Indigenous Knowledge for outdoor clothing in the Arctic. 

Government of Canada (GoC) employees are issued clothing such as Gore-Tex outerwear, boots, 

rainwear, underpants, cargo pants, and more as Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) to keep them warm 

while working in the North. These employees feel as though their issued clothing could be improved by the 

addition of Indigenous Knowledge, through incorporation of Indigenous-made clothing with their PPE.  

 

Through interviews with Indigenous craft producers in the Arctic, volunteers with the Canadian Rangers 

and the Coast Guard Auxiliary, as well as a survey to GoC employees, this project examined personal 

preferences for PPE, and construction, care and longevity for Indigenous-made clothing.  This was carried 

out to see if clothing handmade by northern Indigenous craft producers provided superior protection in 

harsh weather, from personal experience with the clothing, versus issued / commercially-available clothing. 

This research argues that by the purchasing of Indigenous clothing by Canadian Government departments, 

Northern economies will be bolstered, GoC employees can be better supported in their work and the 

economies for artists and craft producers in the North can also be improved.  This, in turn, could improve 

the quality of life for northern communities. 

  
Keywords: Northern economies, Indigenous people, Arctic, clothing, Craft Producers, Indigenous 

Knowledge 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Context 

Indigenous Knowledge (IK) provides leadership when it comes to protecting people from the elements in 

northern, often harsh, environments.  Canada’s northern residents have hundreds of years of successful 

development of clothing to protect themselves from the environment.  This project brings together IK and 

western science to identify the components of traditional clothing ensembles that are most suitable for 

operational activities in cold climates.  Government departments with operational requirements in the Arctic 

have commented that the typical clothing ensembles worn by their personnel are a limiting factor for 

successful operations in the north.  Frostbite, hypothermia, and challenges with basic usability of equipment 

with bulky outerwear, are all example trials faced by personnel.  An evaluation of the thermal protective 

properties of traditional ensembles, such as sealskin outerwear, parkas, mittens, boot liners, etc. will be 

performed.  Working closely with IK holders, craft councils, Hunter and Trapper Organizations, members of 

the Canadian Rangers and the Coast Guard Auxiliary, the project will examine the key properties that make 

these ensembles strong performers in harsh conditions.  Working with northern partners, the project’s 

outputs will include the co-development of a set of recommendations that can not only help guide federal 

departments with procurement decisions for personnel clothing, but also help to foster a network of 

commercial northern traditional clothing providers. 

 

A key component of this project, one that it indeed relies upon, is the intertwining of IK with western science.  

Indigenous garments have been developed with natural items, through observations that the component 

materials have properties that promote water resistance, wicking, and heat retention, all properties required 

for northern survival.  As acknowledged by the Government of Canada (GoC) in its reconciliation documents 

(see, for example, Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015), and as proposed by Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 

in its National Inuit Strategy on Research (Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2018) there are equal and different ways 

of knowing to those of western science.  This project works in partnership to investigate and share the 

knowledge outcomes across those ways of knowing. 

 

Aside from dated, passing mentions in non-scientific literature (e.g., a reference to use reindeer hide for 

aviator clothing in the 1930s, in Sweeting, 2015), there has been extremely little research on the thermal 

protection offered by Indigenous clothing (Post, 2020).  For the two Canadian studies available (Oakes et 

al., 1995; Hill, 2020), in the former, researchers used test subjects to compare the thermal protection of 

caribou skin clothing against military or expedition clothing ensembles, finding no significant differences 

between them; the latter study used thermal imaging, also on caribou skin clothing, with similar results.  It 

is commonly promoted that the individual components, such as seal skin, eider duck down or qiviut (muskox 

wool fibres) have superior thermal performance to synthetic materials, but studies evaluating either this or 

the thermal protection of such materials once they are incorporated into garments are widely unavailable 

in scientific literature, with the exception of how such fibres defend the animal from which they are affiliated 

(Post, 2020).  

 
There are two phases to this research project.  The first phase was a laboratory study.  Full details may be 

found in Barker et al. (2022).  The phase reported herein focuses upon interviews with craft producers, 

volunteer members of the Canadian Rangers and the Coast Guard Auxiliary, as well as a survey to GoC 

employees, to examine use, construction, properties and preferences for clothing used in a northern 

environment. 
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1.2 Background 

This research was conducted because of the general lack of understanding of the differences between 

northern and southern economies, a need for safer workwear for GoC employees, and recognizing an 

opportunity for northern artists and craft producers as proprietors of small enterprises that develop and 

produce PPE. There is a disconnect between Northern residents with vast Indigenous knowledge about 

clothing for harsh environments and GoC employees whose PPE does not protect them sufficiently 

(Sullivan-Kwantes et al, 2020); this research aims to begin to close the gap between the two while providing 

an opportunity for the GoC to support Northern economies, and thusly northern livelihoods, all while 

enabling GoC employees to be better protected while doing duties in harsh or severe conditions at work.  

 
Indigenous economies are varied internationally. Some communities have strong, thriving populations with 

strong sustenance-based economies, some are struggling to meet their basic needs, and some 

communities are somewhere in between; generally, Inuit living within Inuit Nunagat are struggling with the 

wage-based economy due to the major differences between traditional living and current economies 

(Arriagada & Bleakney, 2019). Economies in the North are incredibly varied because of the differing 

availability of resources, governmentally or otherwise. The Western Arctic is very different from the Eastern 

Arctic, and so forth. Generally speaking, communities in the North have different economic landscapes than 

communities in the south because of the sheer amount of land that is considered the north; communities 

are also compartmentalized because of international and territorial borders, modern treaties, and 

community governance. The North was also colonized more recently than communities in the south-eastern 

part of Canada. These are all nuances that need to be considered when analyzing data researched in the 

North. For this project, most of the craft producers interviewed were from the Northwest Territories.  

 
Economies changed dramatically from the onset of colonization; colonial imposition made communities 

change from a sustenance economy to a wage-based economy (Arriagada & Bleakney, 2019). This is still 

relatively new to Inuit and Northern communities because of the delay in colonialism compared to the south. 

Suddenly community governance, participation, supply and demand all changed dramatically and hastily. 

Inuit and Northern people have always been reliant on their relationships with animals and the land; and 

we still are. However, the nature of how we interact with animals and the land has shifted. Not for the worse 

or the better, but differently. Inuit people in the recent past did not have to worry about jobs for pay, childcare 

costs, the cost of living, housing crises, etc. because those were all built into the communities that were 

consciously tended to. These considerations are now more prevalent than ever, and that changes the 

nature of the economy. People in the North now have to add jobs to their traditional arts, for example, in 

order to make ends meet. Alternatively, they can be full time-artists and rely on inconsistent monthly 

incomes. Some are full-time artists and they are content, some are part-time artists in addition to their full-

time work, some are artists casually, when they can create. 

 

Now, instead of being on the land, tending to community needs and participation, and sustenance being 

the primary Indigenous economies, we are required to participate in newer economic systems. For 

Indigenous communities in the North, it’s not uncommon to have family 1 or 2 generations behind to have 

been raised on the land and speaking our languages. The North is not monolithic and some communities 

still speak Inuktitut fluently from birth, spend significant time on the land, sustain themselves off of country 

food, etc. but these old ways of doing things have been changing rapidly.  

 
According to a research assignment done at the University of Alberta on the importance of being on the 

land for Inuit health, the author described the importance of the land as  
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“For Inuit, being "on the land" is more than simply a retreat from the stresses and constraints of 

settled life. It is an experience that enables feelings of interdependence and collective autonomy, 

according to Robertson… Supporting hunting and on-the-land practices in the Arctic would be an 

effective and inexpensive way to enhance Inuit health, according to new research” (Robertson and 

Ljubicic, as quoted in Cook, 20191).  

 
This really shows the importance of being on the land not as a vacation, but as a way of connecting to 

others, the land, and other economic systems; just like our ancestors have always done. This is also 

reasonable to assume in working with hands through fibre arts and other traditional arts. Working with 

communities and families through traditional arts with materials that have been hunted locally is another 

way of connecting to the land and our communities at-large.  

 

  

 
1 https://www.ualberta.ca/folio/2019/03/inuit-well-being-enhanced-by-connecting-with-the-land-new-study-
shows.html 

https://www.ualberta.ca/folio/2019/03/inuit-well-being-enhanced-by-connecting-with-the-land-new-study-shows.html
https://www.ualberta.ca/folio/2019/03/inuit-well-being-enhanced-by-connecting-with-the-land-new-study-shows.html
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2 Methodology 

2.1 Laboratory Research Overview 

Excerpts from the laboratory research report (Barker et al., 2022) that was written by the National Research 

Council of Canada (NRC) prior to Western Arctic Youth Council (WAYC) involvement, are listed below, 

providing a high-level overview of the laboratory testing that occurred and some of its results.  

 
“Government departments, such as the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), with operational requirements in 

the Arctic have commented that the typical clothing ensembles worn by t heir personnel are a limiting factor 

for successful operations in the north.  Frostbite, hypothermia, and challenges with basic usability of 

equipment with bulky outerwear, are all examples of trials faced by personnel.  Indigenous Knowledge (IK) 

provides leadership when it comes to protecting people from the elements in northern, often harsh, 

environments.”  

 
“Nineteen Indigenous-made garments were tested as part of this project, along with various garments used 

by Parks Canada and the Canadian Coast Guard, as part of their issued personal protective equipment kits 

for their staff. The garments were combined to create different clothing ensembles. The thermal insulation 

(clo value) of the various garments and ensembles were measured using a 23-zone submersible thermal 

manikin, NEMO, in the National Research Council of Canada’s Thermal Measurement Lab. All tests were 

conducted in 4.0°C air while NEMO maintained a mean skin temperature of 40.0°C.   

 
The larger Indigenous-made garments (e.g., parkas and pants), provided a high level of thermal protection 

equivalent to, and sometimes exceeding, that provided by garments used by Parks Canada and the 

Canadian Coast Guard. An ensemble composed entirely of Indigenous-made garments had the highest 

measured clo value out of all those tested, which would allow a physically active person to remain warm in 

-60.0°C air.   

 
All of the Indigenous-made hand garments had higher clo values compared to the base layer and Parks 

Canada mittens. Based on previous research not affiliated with this project, we can deduce that the thermal 

insulation provided by the Indigenous-made hand garments can help protect against frostbite for up to 180 

minutes in -30.0°C air.”  

2.2 Organizational structure 

The structure for this phase of research was based on the applied science-based research that the NRC 

completed prior to this social-sciences research. The NRC applied for all of the research licenses, and 

developed and maintained connections with Craft Councils across the North. The NRC provided 

approximately half of the funding required to hire a researcher for this phase of the project to Aurora 

Research Institute, who then contracted WAYC, and provided the remaining funding to complete this phase 

of the research. NRC wanted an early career researcher who was from the North to undertake this research. 

Because of the three tiers of the contractual relationship, this created a difficult structure for the researcher 

to work within. Contracting and communications were very challenging.  Ultimately, the researcher met with 

NRC weekly for check-ins and research planning because of these difficulties. In the future it is 

recommended to avoid having a middle-organization in order to maximize relationship development for the 

researcher and the NRC to ensure the research is being done within NRC protocol with sufficient guidance. 



Growing Northern Economies and Safer Personal Protective Equipment    

8 
 

2.3 Research Structure 

Research was conducted with 22 participants: 8 craft producers across the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, 

and Nunatsiavut. Two Canadian Rangers were interviewed, in Labrador and the Yukon. Ten GoC 

employees were interviewed, with locations ranging across the North. It is noted that 22 Craft Producers 

and 18 GoC employees were contacted to be interviewed.  Although the response sample size is not what 

was hoped for, the responses are sufficient to provide insight into craft producer expertise and personal 

preferences when it comes to personal protective equipment. 

 
One of the core elements of the methods for the research interviews is based in Indigenous methodologies. 

This was considered deeply in allowing the craft producers who are in community to share what they like, 

redact what they like, remove what they like, allowing them to opt-out of consent at any point in time, and 

allowing stories to be an integral part of learning and listening. The primary craft producers in our 

communities are elders, specifically women who are elders, and they have a lot to share regarding 

traditional arts; but they have also watched the world change rapidly in front of them and they bring those 

insights and analysis into their worldview. Respecting that and what they want to share is a foundational 

part of interviewing elders in the North and that was the foundation for the interview-based research that 

were conducted for this project.  

 
The research was done in two components. The interview-based research was conducted with craft 

producers and Canadian Rangers. There was the intention to interview Coast Guard Auxiliary (CGA) but 

the researcher had a difficult time connecting with the GoC employees so no CGA employees were 

interviewed. Then a survey was conducted. One was developed for GoC employees and one for CGA and 

Rangers. The CGA and Rangers are volunteer-based organizations so they were significantly harder to 

recruit for interviews or surveys. There were 9 respondents for the GoC staff and 0 for the CGA and 

Rangers. The interviews took between 30-90 minutes, depending on how long the participants spoke for. 

The survey took approximately 10 minutes for individuals to complete.  

2.3.1 Interview-Based Research 

Questions that were asked of the craft producers are listed below. 

 

1. Can you introduce yourself? 

2. What culture and/or ethnicity do you identify with?  

3. Can you give an example of activities you would do during a day on the land? What would extreme 

weather be like? 

4. When performing tasks in harsh weather, what do you want in your choice of clothing? For example, 

warmth, lightness (does not weigh much), waterproofness, dexterity, flexibility, layering ability. 

5. Can you give an example of the types of activities that you do in the cold that need a lot of manual 

dexterity, like the use of your fingers? Some examples could be fileting a fish, skinning a caribou, 

frost fleshing a hide, etc. When you perform tasks like this in extreme weather, what type of clothing 

would you choose? What would it be made of? 

6. Can you give an example of the types of activities that you do in the cold that might require a lot of 

movement (walking long distances, running)? When you do tasks that require lots of movement 

(walking long distances, running) in extreme weather, what type of clothing would you choose? 

How many layers would you wear? What would it be made of? 

7. When you do tasks that require a variety of tasks in changing weather (for example, cold but sunny, 

becoming snowy and windy), what type of clothing would you choose? What would it be made of? 
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8. Can you give an example of a time when you were outside for a long period of time in cold or 

extreme weather? What would you have been wearing? Is that typical for you? 

9. What do you like best about the clothing that you would typically wear when performing tasks 

outdoors for long periods of time in extreme weather? 

10. Is there anything you don’t like about the clothing that you would typically wear when doing tasks 

outdoors for long periods of time in harsh weather? 

11. Is the majority of your harsh weather clothing purchased from commercial (national or international) 

companies, or made by a local company or community member? 

12. Do you spend more time on the land or the water? Do you have different clothing for the land vs. 

water? 

13. Do you have a preference for commercially available clothing or for locally-made clothing when 

performing tasks in harsh weather? 

14. If you have a preference for locally made or store-bought clothing? Does your preference depend 

on the type of clothing (that is, do you prefer, for example, commercially available toques, but 

locally-made boots? Or other preferences)? 

15. For the clothing you have, does it require particular care? If so, how do you care for it? 

16. When you make clothing, do you make it differently for light use vs. rigorous use? 

17.  For the clothes you have, how long do you wear it during an activity? For example, do you use if 

for less than an hour? Half a day? All day? Does it change for specific activities (i.e., Do you have 

specific skinning gloves, snowmobiling boots, etc.?) 

18. Of the clothing you have described, for how long do you typically use it during a year? For example, 

once a month for a couple of hours at a time, daily for a number of months, other? 

19. Of the clothing you have described, for how long can you typically wear it before it needs to be 

replaced? 

20. Are the clothes that you typically use when performing tasks in harsh weather expensive in your 

opinion?  

21. If so, in your opinion are they worth the cost, and why? 

22. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

2.3.2 Survey-Based Research 

The two surveys can be found in Appendix A – one for GoC employees, and one for Canadian Coast 

Guard Auxiliary and Canadian Rangers members. 
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3 Results  

3.1 Interview-Based Research 

3.1.1 Craft Producers:  

In total, 9 craft producers were interviewed from the Northwest Territories, Nunavut and Nunatsiavut, all of 

whom were Indigenous from the North.  

 
All of the craft producers came to similar conclusions:  

1. Handmade garments are warmer than their commercial counterparts and that is why they chose 

to make them for themselves, their families, and communities.  

2. They choose to wear their own handmade clothing and clothing that their community makes. 

3. Practicing traditional arts is good for them and their connection to their cultures.  

4. Handmade clothing is more expensive than commercial clothing but they unanimously agreed that 

it is worth the investment.  

5. Craft producers seemed to be the group who spent the most time on the land, compared to GoC 

staff and the Rangers and Coast Guard Auxiliary. Some craft producers said that they spent weeks 

at a time on the land, and would visit their camps as much as bi-weekly for 2 or more days at a 

time.  

 
Other observations and comments provided by some of the craft producers were as follows:   

 
Construction: 

• They make their clothing differently according to the different needs and uses of the person 

wearing it. Clothing made for extreme use is made differently from clothing for fashion. Some of 

the examples are the fibres used to make it will differ, e.g. thread types, beading, the ways it’s 

sewn, trial and error of their personal use. However, with mild-medium use, clothing for fashion 

can and will still provide significant warmth. 

• Generally, most craft producers suggested that mittens are best when seal was used for the 

exterior and sheared beaver for the lining of the mitten.  

 

Care and Longevity: 

• Most said that their clothing requires no extra care other than drying the clothing out thoroughly 

prior to storage. 

• Some craft producers said that if they used hide that was commercially tanned it had no extra 

storage other than thoroughly drying before storage. Some said that if the hide was not tanned at 

all then you must store them in a paper bag in a cool, dry place for the warm season. Some 

suggested placing them in a paper bag in the freezer for longevity during the warm season. Some 

said this was not necessary. 

• Most suggested that mittens, as the most common item mentioned, would last a minimum of 3 

years. Other outerwear, such as a fur trapper hat, producers said would last 20 years or longer. 

Items such as parkas could last as long as 10 years, with some lasting 70+ and passed down 

generationally.  
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Preferences: 

• Most craft producers, when they were on the land, said that they would use trapper hats, seal 

mittens lined with beaver, and homemade parkas. They said that they would wear commercial 

snow pants, commercial boots, and commercial base layers including long johns and gloves.  

3.1.2 Canadian Rangers and Coast Guard Auxiliary (CGA):  

These two were grouped together for anonymity, because there were only 3 interviews in total. Their 

locations were the NWT, Yukon, and Nunatsiavut. Generally, the consistent findings were:  

1. They were not issued PPE clothing for their duties as Canadian Rangers or Coast Guard Auxiliary. 

Some were issued things like hoodies, a jacket, but it is not described as PPE when they are given 

it. 

2. They spent 30+ days on the land a year as members of the community, with 10+ being for their 

duties as Canadian Rangers or CGA.  

3. What they are given, if anything, is not enough to keep them protected during extreme weather.  

4. They fully supplied their own outerwear, and chose to include elements of traditionally made 

clothing.  

5. They would all be happy if they were supplied traditionally made clothing for their duties.  

6. They told the researcher that this research needs to be done and is important.  

7. They were all a part of their communities and contributed to the Canadian Rangers or CGA on a 

volunteer basis.  

8. The Canadian Rangers and CGA had high levels of Indigenous volunteers.  

 
The variable findings were: 

1. Some chose to include very little elements of traditionally made clothing, such as only one pair of 

mittens. Some chose to wear primarily traditional clothing.  

2. Some of them wanted their voices heard because they don’t often get to speak on these matters.  

3.2 Survey-Based Research 

Two versions of the survey were sent out, one for GoC employees and one for Coast Guard Auxiliary and 

Canadian Rangers.  

3.2.1 GoC Employees: 

Eighteen GoC employees were sent a survey and 9 responded to it. In total there were 3 Parks Canada 

employees and 6 Canadian Coast Guard employees. Of the 9 respondents:  

• 8/9 said that they were issued clothing for the purposes of their work and 5/9 said that they worked 

both in the north and outside of the north. 7/9 said that they had been working 5 years or less in 

the north, with 3 of those individuals working one or less. 

• 3 said that they occasionally work outside of the north and 1 said that they worked exclusively in 

the north.  

• Everyone said that they worked more than 5 days outside a year, with 4 saying that they worked 

more than 10. 

 

The general findings are described below.  Figure 1 is the distribution graph for the question “If you are 

issued clothing, does it allow you to complete your work comfortably?”. For this question, 5/9 rated their 

comfortability for issued clothing a 7 or below.  
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Figure 1 Government of Canada employee responses about the ability to complete assigned work comfortably, with 1 

being the least comfortable and 10 the most. 

 

Employees were divided about the longevity of their issued clothing.  5/9 said that their issued clothing last 

6 years or less, but 3/9 also said that their issued clothing lasts 7 years.  

 
Of the 9 respondents, all but two supplemented their issued clothing in some manner.  5/9 said that they 

supplement their issued clothing with clothing of their choosing. 2/9 said that they partially supplement their 

issued clothing with other clothing.  7/9 said that they prefer to mix commercially available clothing with 

traditionally made clothing. 1/9 said that they prefer only handmade products and 1/9 said that they prefer 

only commercial products. 

 
Most GoC employees mentioned that using traditionally made clothing works better, is warmer and is more 

suited for the conditions. Most also emphasized supporting local economies in trying to locate traditional 

clothing.  

  

When asked what they were issued for clothing, the employee descriptions can be grouped as shown 

below.  The responses varied by organization, and largely aligned with the items tested in the laboratory 

component of the research project (see Barker et al., 2023). 

 

Outerwear: 

• Goretex jackets (often for summer work) 

• Carinthia parkas 

• Canada Goose snow pants 

• Rain jackets and pants 

• Outdoor Research gloves or mittens 

• Baffin boots 

• Steel-toe work boots 

• Hat (sometimes described as Thinsulate) 

• Balaclava 
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• Helmet 

• Floater and/or dry suits or jacket and pants 

Mid-layer 

• Cargo-type pants 

• Arc’teryx mid-layer insulated hoody jacket 

• Regular uniform work pants, t-shirts or long sleeve shirts, sweater 

 

Inner layer 

• Socks 

• Longjohns 

 

Some individual comments about the issued clothing included: 

• Staff preferentially went back to using older parkas, as it was felt that they were better than the 

Goretex jackets provided 

• “The clothing makes me camouflaged in the environment I work in; in emergency situations it 

would be difficult to locate me” 

• “Unisex - sizing is not adequate for women” 

• “Rain gear that isn’t waterproof” 

 

When asked with what they choose to supplement their issued clothing, underlayers were frequently 

mentioned, as well as mittens and hats.  In particular:  

● “Base layers with real wool or more moist wicking materials that actually work, mid layers with 

fleece or down, gloves, mittens either seal of beaver, fur hat (trapper hat) and outer layers like 

snowmobile bibs, and sometimes my personal Skookum Parka.” 

● “Canada Goose, Klim and high-quality hats and mitts. My own rain pants and jacket. My own fleece 

underlayers. Would prefer to wear Inuit traditional parkas, pants, boots, hat and mitts.” 

● Merino wool base layers, and socks, wool hat, mid-layer insulation 

● Warm hat, wool neck buff, woold glove liners, Arctic made seal-skin or shearling mitts, wool base 

layer, wool socks. 

● mitts/gloves 

● “Supplement with my own balaclava and goggles plus merino base layers and socks” 

● fur mitts (either seal or beaver skin), fur hat (beaver/seal), down and/or wool underlayers 
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Figure 2 Word cloud visualizing the feedback from GoC employees concerning with which clothes they choose to 

supplement their issued clothing. 

 

When asked if their issued clothing needed special care, 8/9 respondents answered and these were their 

answers:  

● “The Gortex needs con[stant] care, washing and re applying the water proofing, as well as zippers 

need continued maintenance due the amount of sand we encounter in our work” 

● “Useful to use water repellant spray on rain gear, pants need to be altered as they do not fit 

comfortably” 

● “Baffin boots are the worst. They fall apart” 

● “Washing care - dry clean only.” 

● “Wash when required, best to use non detergent soap.” 

● “rain gear needs to be treated with care and special soap” 

● “need to rinse the salt water off of it and dry it out when wet” 

● “Mustang floater suit and dry suit to be laundered at manufacture recommendations. Hand wash, 

hung to dry” 

 

When asked what they preferred to be handmade, all respondents indicated mittens.  As well, almost-

unanimously mentioned were hats.  In addition, boots, socks and parkas were often mentioned.  These 

were the responses:  

a) Mittens, fur hat, knit socks, and neck warmers. 

b) Inuit style parka, seal skin boots, fur hat and fur mitts 

c) mittens, boots, hat, parka 

d) Mittens, boot liners, fur hats, “Northern made PARKAS! Way better than any issued parka I've ever 

had.” 

e) mitts 

f) “It depends. Based on feedback from my employees, handmade mittens and fur trim around hoods 

would add more warmth than what we currently have.” 

g) mittens, fur hats, neck warmers, boot liners 

h) Hats, mittens, socks. 

 

When asked if there was anything else they wanted to mention about the clothing they wear while working 

outdoors in the north, respondents had a variety of comments, ranging from their interest in supporting local 
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Indigenous economies through comments on the quality of issued clothing.  A few respondents also 

reflected on the commercial availability/timeliness of procurement of Indigenous clothing when compared 

to commercial clothing.  There were sometimes conflicting opinions on the subject of the performance of 

Indigenous clothing compared to commercially-available clothing, although the comments focused upon 

weight-to-warmth ratios versus the ability of a garment to protect the wearer.  The responses2 are below, 

with key concepts illustrated in Figure 3:  

 

a) “Availability of commercial goods is often an issue and supporting the local economy is often a 

major priority of government organizations with northern led mandates. Getting functional, quality, 

handmade goods can be a viable and often more preferred option, rather than buying or being 

issued uniform intended for use south of 60. In most communities you can find multiple people or 

businesses that can supply everything from [department], pull overs (spring jackets), mittens, 

gloves, hats both fur and knitted, boots, boot liners, socks, neck warmers and hand warmers. All of 

which come from sustainable materials (hide, fur, wool) and can be made to fit each 

individual’s/organization’s needs (example: adding reflective materials for visibility during the dark 

months, color to match agency brand, pockets and vents to suit the activities being carried out.” 

b) “I would love to see Inuit seamstresses benefit from making quality gear for Northern employees.” 

c) “The worst piece of issued gear I have is winter boots” 

d) “Fur is very helpful around the hood for warmth in colder Northern climates. Zippers on parkas are 

detrimental to insulation.” 

e) “One thing that I really appreciate with the parka's we were issued is the removable [department] 

patches for the sleeves. We cannot mix work and personal clothing together so being able to 

remove the identifying patches allows us to travel with only one parka making it so much more 

convenient.” 

f) “The biggest concern for me is packability since I need to travel north to get to the places I work. 

Warmth-to-weight ratio needs to be high. Prior to [department], I worked in the outdoor clothing 

industry for close to a decade so I have had the opportunity to test a multitude of gear in a wide 

variety of conditions. The current PPE that we are issued is warm enough if I supplement with some 

of my own gear but it is not as packable as other options on the market, largely because our parkas 

have too many pockets/zippers, which greatly reduce packability and create cold spots. I love the 

idea of having some handmade additions to our issued PPE but would want to ensure that there is 

consistency in the products received and also that we could get them on quick timelines when 

needed. This is one advantage with commercial products that are mass produced.” 

g) “Handmade mitts and hats are much, much warmer than what is provided through issued clothing 

and they provide economic opportunity to the community we work in (as well are beautiful). As well, 

the issued clothing is not fitted for the extreme cold in the arctic, we often have to buy PPE 

jackets/snowpants for staff to ensure they can complete their jobs safety outdoors.” 

h) “The handmade Indigenous clothing is beautiful and a vibrant part of Inuit (and all Indigenous) 

culture so it needs to be respected. It also encourages cultural engagement / comfortability for 

those of Inuit background. The downside of it however is that it tends to not be the best 

waterproofing, the weight of the garment to the warmth of the garment is not a favorable ratio (i.e., 

stuff that is warm is extremely heavy and almost encumbersome, when commercially available 

materials are much lighter and just as warm if not warmer), and lastly the commercial availability of 

the already issued PPE is so readily available that it is easy to replace if required. However, one 

improvement of Inuit clothing is the fur on the hoods, this does add warmth to a jacket for sure.” 

 
2 Where identifiers to a particular Government of Canada department were mentioned, these have been 
removed and replaced with [department]. 
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i) “I personally find the issued PPE for [department] of very high caliber and I find myself using my 

work PPE for personal endeavors outside of work; it is that good. The main problem with it is "will 

you be issued the correct size for you?", lots of people are given poor fitting PPE and expected to 

just wear it.” 

 

 
Figure 3 Word cloud of Government of Canada employee reflections about their issued clothing and Indigenous 

clothing. 

3.2.2 CGA and Rangers Survey: 

There were no responses for the CGA and Rangers survey. While the survey was created to increase the 

inclusion of CGA and Rangers members, there were 0 responses.  

3.3 Key Take-Aways 

Some of the key take-aways from both the craft producer interviews and the surveys are that Indigenous 

clothing, as a potential part of GoC-issued PPE, could provide an opportunity to address PPE fit concerns 

(often for women) brought forward by some GoC employees.  With smaller procurement volumes, this could 

be feasible and lead to better-fitting and safer PPE options.  As well, customization for purpose-driven 

needs could also be achieved for smaller-volume procurements.  Procurement times, warmth-to-weight 

ratios and waterproofing of some types of Indigenous-made garments were the two drawbacks mentioned 

with respect to potentially supplementing issued PPE.  Mittens were the most-commonly mentioned item 

with which employees personally supplemented their issued PPE.  And fur mittens and hood liners were 

also frequently mentioned as important.  That hood liners were noted in particular is of interest, given the 

commercial parka industry’s move away from using fur (and now down) in their products.  Anecdotal 

comments from participants in a recent forum (https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/gnwt-hosts-genuine-

mackenzie-valley-fur-forum) indicated that there is a push away from synthetic fur, as a derivative plastic 

product, in the northern academic, federal research and tourism sectors due to concerns about the 

prevalence of plastics from clothing sources in the environment, leading to personal preferences for organic 

materials. 

https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/gnwt-hosts-genuine-mackenzie-valley-fur-forum
https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/gnwt-hosts-genuine-mackenzie-valley-fur-forum
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4 Suggestions for the Future of this Research 
In order for this project to remain community-led, I think more community involvement is necessary. There 

are lots of opportunities for this project to benefit Northern communities. This includes economically, 

traditionally, relationally, etc.  

 

The main suggestion from the laboratory phase of this project for next steps is buying products from various 

craft producers and testing them to see if their reliability is consistent amongst various producers. I think 

this is a strong next step in the product procurement process.  

 

This project is valuable in that it fulfills 2 major gaps: economic development in northern communities 

through the creation of a pool of craft producers, and sufficient PPE for GoC employees. Both of these are 

important for northern communities and GoC staff. However, there are ways to utilize this project to develop 

not just economically, but also traditionally and relationally.  

 

With respect to traditional considerations, several craft producers brought up the idea that creating 

traditional fine arts is important culturally for them. This is because due to the changes in the type of 

economy, people are having to focus more on monetary survival than traditional or cultural survival: i.e., 

traditional fine arts making, hide production, traditional hunting practices, etc. 

 

For relational possibilities related to this project, the development of “makerspaces” or some style of shared 

spaces could be an example of relationship development. Another example could be a mentor-apprentice 

program, where elders and youth get to connect through the art of making traditional clothing. Or a relational 

possibility could be something simpler, such as crafting circles, where community members get together to 

create clothing for this project, but have time to connect while doing so. Another option is community hunts, 

where elders take youth out on the land to hunt materials that could be used for this project – a seal hunt 

camp for example. Some of these might be more viable options than others, but they are ideas of projects 

that have been conducted in the North in the past, that could also be incorporated into a research context.  
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5 Conclusions 
Through interviews or surveys with craft producers, Government of Canada staff, Canadian Coast Guard 

Auxiliary and Canadian Ranger volunteers, the benefits and preferences with respect to using northern 

Indigenous-made clothing has been highlighted.  Government of Canada staff interviewed almost 

universally supplemented their issued clothing and personal protective equipment in order to stay warmer 

at work.  Those same staff members are interested in the opportunities to support Indigenous craft 

producers through the purchase of their products.  Craft producers prefer using natural and traditional 

materials due to warmth, performance and longevity.  And the act of creating their products has cultural 

significance with perceived positive mental health benefits.   

 

The biggest takeaway for this project is that there is the option to fiscally support Northern communities 

through the development of a pool of craft producers, buying products from a large array of them in order 

to produce a large stock for purchase by the GoC, but there is also a need for cultural, community, 

ceremonial, and craft resurgence in the North. One of the largest ways that mental health and general 

health can be improved in the North is through connecting to the land; this project can also fill that gap 

though community investment.  

 

One of the largest epidemics in the North right now is the suicide epidemic. It’s possible to understand why 

this may be through the topics that I have covered in the background section. This project can be only an 

opportunity to create a pool of craft producers to purchase from, or it can be an opportunity, to connect 

people from Indigenous communities to traditional crafts, practices, relationships, etc. through the 

investment in these communities. I strongly believe that this investment would and could change the lives 

of people living in Northern communities if this investment was done correctly and long-term.  
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8 Appendix – Surveys 



 

Government of Canada Employee Survey Questions 
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Canadian Coast Guard Auxiliary and Canadian Rangers Survey Questions  
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