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Canadian Heritage Rivers System
The Canadian Heritage Rivers System has been established by federal, provincial and
territorial governments to recognize Canada’s outstanding rivers, and to ensure future
management which will protect these rivers and enhance their significant heritage values for
long-term benefit and enjoyment of Canadians.
To qualify for inclusion in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System a river or a section of river
must be of outstanding significance in one or more area; human heritage, natural heritage or
recreational values. The nominated section should also be large enough to encompass these
values and to provide the user with an appreciation of the river’s resources, as well as an
enjoyable recreational experience. The responsibility for the collection and analysis of
information to determine heritage values and for subsequent nomination of the river rests
with the particular government within whose jurisdiction the nominated river lies.
The Canadian Heritage Rivers Board, composed of federal, provincial and territorial representatives, will examine each nomination document and advise the Minister responsible for
Parks Canada and the Minister(s) of the nominating agency (ies) on the suitability of the
nominated river for inclusion within the Canadian Heritage Rivers System. When considering a river, the Board will determine the degree to which the nominated river satisfies the
“Guidelines for the selection of Canadian Heritage Rivers”. The Board will consider both
the river and its surrounding landscape which together capture the heritage values.
Within three years of acceptance for nomination by the Ministers, a management plan shall
be lodged with the Board, at which time the river or section of river shall be formally
included in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System. The Board will undertake periodic
reviews of Canadian Heritage Rivers to ensure that the designated rivers continue to merit
inclusion in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System.
The authority of the Board to carry out these functions is derived from the Ministers of the
Crown of the participating jurisdictions.
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Natural Heritage Values

To formally nominate the river
or section of the river for
inclusion in the
Canadian Heritage River System
WHEREAS the Coppermine River is the first river that flows into the Arctic Ocean to
be nominated for Canadian Heritage Rivers System designation
WHEREAS the Coppermine River plays a significant role in the life of the Arctic, the
people and the wildlife - a role that began long before Canada was established as a
nation, and a role that continues unchanged into the present
WHEREAS the Coppermine River is a place of rich and continuous history for the
Dene and Inuit culture and their ancestors with numerous archaeological sites, artifacts,
and trails of early Arctic people that date back over 8,000 year;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River and the surrounding mountains are a well known
source of copper, which was a major element for making tools and weapons in the life of
the Copper Inuit and their ancestors;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River has been a major route for explorers and economic
adventurers seeking to understand the landscape, culture and minerals of the watershed;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River and its watershed were a focal point for the fur
trade that flourished in the early 1900’s;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River is representative of a number of outstanding geological processes unique to this part of the Canadian Shield, as well as the location for
marine sea inundation glaciation and subsequent isostatic or glacial rebound;
8
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WHEREAS the Coppermine River is an example of a river changed only by the forces of
time; the river today is very much the river that May Algona crossed as a child 70 years ago,
that John Franklin paddled in 1821, and that the Thule culture experienced a millennia ago;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River and its entire watershed is an outstanding example of
the Arctic environment in its natural state, unchanged by man-made development other than
the small community of Kugluktuk at the mouth of the river;
WHEREAS the Coppermine River Watershed is representative of a number of unique
features, such as: two geological processes, the Slave and the Bear; two vegetation zones,
taiga and tundra; two climate zones, southern boreal and Arctic tundra; and two rich cultural
identities, the Dene and Inuit and their related ancestors;
WHEREAS the Coppermine river is a source of subsistence hunting and fishing, as it has
been for centuries, and is the main source of fresh water for the community of Kugluktuk;
WHEREAS, the Coppermine river is a major recreation corridor, and is an outstanding
place to experience wilderness, whitewater canoeing, sports fishing and hunting, as well as
being a place of distinctive human importance, and natural heritage appreciation;
WHEREAS, Article 9 of the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement recognizes Canadian
Heritage Rivers as Conservation Areas, and as places of special significance for ecological,
cultural, archaeological and research reasons. Article 9 ensures Inuit rights are maintained,
and provides for meaningful joint planning and management of the important values and
resources of the river through Inuit Impacts and Benefits Agreements.
THEREFORE, it is recommended that the 450 kilometres of the Coppermine River from
the Nunavut border to Kugluktuk, including the Kendall River and Melville Creek tributaries, be included in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System on the basis of its outstanding
natural heritage, human heritage and recreational values.
Date

Mayor
Hamlet of Kugluktuk, Nunavut

Date

Minister
Department of Sustainable Development
Government of Nunavut

Date

Minister
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development
Government of Canada
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Summary of Values

To summarize those outstanding heritage
and recreational values which provide the
rationale for the nomination
of the river to the
Canadian Heritage Rivers System
The Coppermine River and its watershed is the first river that flows into the Arctic Ocean,
to be nominated for Canadian Heritage Rivers System status. Natural, powerful and varied,
the river environment is one of the most scenic in the nation, rich in wildlife and culture. It
offers a trip of unsurpassed excellence.
The Coppermine River travels through two geological regions of the Canadian Shield. The
river runs clear over the granite and gneiss of the Slave Structural Province which extends
from Lac de Gras and merges into the Bear Structural province of Nunavut where the river,
now silt laden, cuts down through sedimentary layers of sandstone, siltstone, and shale. This
Bear geology has created a number of formations, such as canyon walls, and the Coppermine
Mountains, which are unique to this part of the world.
The Taiga Shield Ecozone corresponds to the Slave Province; a milder climate that supports
growth of the small, stunted spruce trees. Moving into the Bear Province, the low growing
tundra vegetation is found in the scouring winds and cold climate of the South Arctic
Ecozone. An unique element is the mirco-climate created by the river valley allowing the
boreal forest to push up the river well into the tundra landscape as far as Escape Rapids.
Isostatic rebound left behind a series of sand beaches marking the limit of the Arctic Ocean
as it receded from the land, Bloody Falls is one of the beach locations and the sand hills are
visible south of the river. Ever changing deltas are formed at the river mouth, as the land
continues to rise and sedimentary materials are deposited.
A mixture of Arctic and boreal wildlife inhabits the watershed: caribou, musk ox and moose,
wolverine and fox are some of the large animals found in this area. Raptors nest along the
river canyons in significant numbers. Numerous opportunities await the visitor to see the
wildlife in its natural setting.
10
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The Coppermine River Watershed continues to support the subsistence life style of the
Inuit. Wildlife, especially caribou and muskox are important to the people in region as
source of food and clothing. Fish, especially Arctic char, is a staple of everyone in Kugluktuk.
Seal is feed to the dog teams, which have dwindled in importance since the introduction of
the snow machine, but there are five or six teams still in Kugluktuk.
The river is rich in culture and archaeology sites, representing both the ancestors of the
Inuit and the Dene are found along the watershed. The Athabaskans, Pre Dorset, Dorset and
Thule inhabited the entire watershed, during different periods. Because of mineral exploration several sites have been excavated by archaeologists in the Northwest Territories. Bloody

Trappers cabin (left) Bob
photographing start of
Rocky Defile (right)

Falls and the Dease Lake are the few sites, which has been evaluated by archaeologists in
Nunavut. More research needs to be conducted in Nunavut to identify and provide information on other archaeological locations.
The area is well known for the copper resources found along the river valley. The use of
copper makes the early people, the ancestor’s of the Inuit, distinctive as one of the first to
use metal in making weapons and equipment. Copper was an important trade item and a
recognized valuable resource that brought British explorers, such as Hearne and Franklin in
the region. Other explorers include Richardson, Rose, Rae, Back, Dease and Simpson travelled the Coppermine in search of riches and to survey the north and the Northwest passage.
Today, small chunks of copper embedded in the rock can still be found along the river
channel.
The river has provided a way of life for aboriginal people stretching backed over 8000 years.
Today, it is central to the wellbeing of the region, and is a major source of fish for the
subsistence life of the Inuit. Unchanged by explorers, the fur trade or even modern technology, the river is an outstanding example of the Arctic environment at its best.
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Role in System

To describe the role which the river might play in
the Canadian Heritage Rivers System
from a national perspective,
referring to the characteristics
which make it distinct
The inclusion of the Coppermine River will add to the natural and cultural river heritage of
the Canadian Heritage Rivers System by first time representation of:
•A river system that flows into the Arctic Ocean.
•A mountainous shield topography, different from the typical low shield country relief,
with flat the flat-topped September and Coppermine Mountains rising to elevations
of 500 to 700 m.
•An extension of the Taiga ecozone protruding up the river valley deep into the tundra
beyond the treeline within 30 kilometres of the coast; a river landscape of stunted
spruce that is much different than the tundra surrounding the river.
•Deposits of Copper found along the river corridor and in the mountains.
•Two distinctive aboriginal groups, Dene and Inuit, and the archaeological sites of their
ancestors found along river corridor.
The inclusion of the Coppermine River in the Canadian Heritage Rivers System will proved
representation of:
•The drainage basin for two physiographic regions from the Canadian Shield, the Slave
Structural and Bear Structural Provinces.
•A strong, wildlife environment that continues to support the subsistence life of the
Inuit and the Dene, in the same way it supported their ancestors and prehistoric
people.
•A unique river canyon and shoreline geology created by a variety of sedimentary
materials laid down in geologic time, then cut-down and eroded by the drainage of the
river.
12
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•The erosion of landforms and deposition of sand to form beaches occurs at various
places along the lower reaches of the river, which continue to undergo rebound from
glaciation.
•A natural watercourse that has remained unchanged, unlike the rest of Canada where
exploration and fur trade eventually led to an increase in river traffic.
•The transition of Inuit culture from the nomadic life, following seasonal migration of
wildlife, to the establishment of a permanent community on the shore of the Coppermine River.
• route used by many well know explorers including, Hearne and Franklin, in the 18th
and 19th centuries, searching for mineral wealth and mapping the Arctic landscape.
•A spectacular and varied wilderness and recreation route - navigable with good white
water skills, an opportunity to experience ‘original’ wilderness in a remote, yet accessible location.
Start of Rocky Defile
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MAP
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Location and Description

To briefly describe
the location of the river through a map,
a description of it’s regional setting
and information on access to the river
Bounded by Great Bear Lake on the west, Great Slave Lake to the south and the Coronation
Gulf on the north, the Coppermine River winds its way through the wilds of the arctic
north; solitary, remote and powerful. The river flows in a wide sweeping valley within the
northwestern part of the Canadian Shield, north of Yellowknife and Great Slave Lake and
east of Great Bear Lake (640 50’ 670 50’ N, 1090 30’ and 1180 20’ W). An infinite
number of smaller rivers, lakes and streams that feed into the Coppermine River cause it to
surge into a wild torrent especially when filled with ice and snow melt from early spring
run-off.
Unpredictable and variable, depending on the summer season, you can face a much different
river than described by those who have gone before. In a dry year, there will be places where
it is necessary to haul canoes over the rocks before entering deep water beyond the islands
and shallows. Boulders, rapids and islands will pop out of the river, especially where it widens
into a broad valley below the rapids.
In a wet year, the river will continue to flood the low marshes, sweeping around the short,
willow bushes and soft clay shoreline. Rocks and rapids may disappear, riffles and standing
waves will change locations. Extra caution is required as canoeists sweep around the inside
curve of the river to avoid the strong currents and back eddies along the outside shore.
But no matter what the season, even into the winter, when thick ice has stilled the river and
smothered the white water at places such as Bloody Falls, the river continues to pound and
push through the arctic landscape. River ice can be dangerous, and the people from Kugluktuk are careful in picking their places to cross. During break-up ice will plough into the soft
clay banks at tight spots along the shore, and will jam up in the rock rapids, often pushing
through temporary spring run off channels.
15
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The river begins in the boreal forest 850 kilometres from the arctic coast, its eventual
destination. Not only is there a variety of lakes, whitewater and rapids, but the surrounding
landscape continually changes to present the river traveler with a varied and interesting river
experience. The Coppermine is a major arctic river, with a natural environment that is varied
in character from the source in the boreal forest of Lac de Gras and to the mouth on the
Coronation Gulf in the arctic tundra.
Beginning at Lac de Gras in the Northwest Territories, the river flows through a series of
long interconnected lakes such as Point Lake, which is 120 kilometres long.

Approaching Big Bend

High round hills surround the lakes interspersed with lowland marshes and small lakes. The
headwaters are a source of endless water, draining from the multitude of lakes surrounding
the river. This reservoir provides the Coppermine with continual flow in both summer and
winter.
In the headwaters, the Coppermine flows along the Canadian Shield, over the granite and
gneiss of the Slave Geological Province. The water is clear, cold and intense. Spruce and
birch, which are stunted, strong and enduring, dominate the landscape.

The hilly landscape continues, as your cross Point Lake, Rocknest Lake and Fairy Lake. The
last two lakes are named by the Indians, Rocknest is described by Franklin as “a remarkable
rock”, but he does not provide an explanation for the name. Fairy Lake, according to
Franklin refers to the little people, who are “six inches high and live a life similar to Indians
and are excellent hunters”. The river traveler now passes through the enchanted landscape of
the Coppermine, and is alone faced with the remote expanse of wilderness and wildlife, that
seems to have taken on a life of its own, separate from the world of man.
Beyond Rocknest, the current speeds up and the rapids become more challenging as you
cross the Nunavut boundary. The current continues as far as Fairy Lake, where the river
slows again as it enters a low, broad marshy flood plain. This riverscape extends for the next
16

PARKS & TOURISM , GOVERNMENT OF NUNAVUT

130 kilometres to Big Bend. Impressive hills surround the river, rising up in terraces, covered with spruce and low shrubs in the higher elevations.
Just before Big Bend the river swirls around a corner, and the current turns you toward a
small sand beach at the base of a low hill. Half-way up the hill is a small, abandoned, leantoo log cabin, the sod roof falling in. It must be over fifty years old. The lone occupant
must have many stories of harsh winters, the solitude and the hard life of a trapper.
The river narrows as it approaches Big Bend, rapids and standing waves are encountered
more frequently, and in some places the valley seems to close in on the river, shutting out
any distant views. Then, it opens again into a broad expanse, sometimes the gradient is
apparent as the water rushes down the shallow slope. In the distance, the September Mountains peek over the nearby hills.
You are now entering the last and most dramatic stretch of the river. Like a good book, the
climax of river trip increases in the final chapters of the adventure. Five major white water
river canyons await you.
Without warning, the current can sweep the unwary into the whirlpools, standing water and
ledges of Rocky Defile, the first of the canyons. 500 metres of intense white water twist
around the curves, people have lost their lives here and a memorial at the top of the canyon

Slumping all on the
shore (left) and
Rocky Defile midway
(right.)

is a grim reminder that a mistake can be fatal. The cliffs dwarf you, towering 50 to 60
metres overhead.
Beyond the rapids there is a dramatic change in landscape, the boreal forest gives way to
infrequent stands of scrubby dwarf spruce. On the left bank are stunted trees, on the right
low tundra vegetation, grasses, heather and arctic willows cover the low rolling banks. For
the first time, it feels like you are entering the Arctic landscape.
17
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Kendall Creek quietly enters the Coppermine at a short distance below Rocky Defile. Red
sandstone cliffs form a canyon near the mouth of the river, which appears to run shallow late
in the season. The Kendall River Valley is on the caribou migration corridor and was the
route many explorers took to Great Bear Lake. The junction of the two rivers is a common
camping area, and a few tent frames are evidence of today’s sport fishing. This is an excellent place for fishing or short hikes up the Kendall River Valley. Downstream the September
Mountains rise up dominating the landscape, while upstream the green tundra landscape
spreads out for miles in all directions, interrupted by the occasional rocky obtrusion.
The river widens as it approaches the mountains, and occasionally the banks are low enough
to see across the tundra, dotted with stunted spruce trees and dwarf willows. Limestone
cliffs appear along the shore for a short distance. The Coppermine sweeps in a long curve
into the mountains, which rises up and step back from the river, leaving the river valley open.
The distinctive terraces stepping up the mountains, are evidence of glaciation. Five hundred
years ago glacial Lake Coppermine covered this area.

Coppermine River

Coppermine River

Thelon River

Kazan River
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The river flows between the September and the Coppermine Mountains in a broad sweeping
mass of flat water, however, the strong, relentless current is revealed by the swirls on the
surface. More limestone cliffs line the shore, and the occasional large mass of branches and
white streaks on the rocks indicate more raptor nests.
Again the river sweeps in a wide arc westward around the end of the Coppermine Mountains
and another small river, Melville Creek, enters the Coppermine river right on this long
curve. The riverbank rises into a flat terrace overlooking the junction of the two rivers and
hill appears in the distance on the opposite shore, an extension of the Coppermine Mountains. There are still enough scraggly spruce trees to provide wood for campfires.
In the distance, the red cliffs of Sandstone Rapids rise up along the shore of the river, but
before reaching them the Muskox Rapids must be negotiated. These rapids are not enclosed
in a canyon, so you may find yourself in a series of large standing waves, if the river is not
read continuously.

End of the Rocky Dfile

At Sandstone Rapids the river again is pinched into a narrow channel of standing waves,
rapids and back eddies. The cliffs of red sandstone dominant both banks but are higher on
the right. In the distance, where the channel opens again, there are more sandstone and clay
banks. On emerging from Sandstone Rapids, there are smaller sets of rapids and islands to
dodge. From this point to Escape Rapids, a distance of over forty kilometres, there is a great
deal of white water, more cliffs and bends in the river. At one point you are faced with at
least five kilometres of relentless boiling white water.
19
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Just before reaching Escape Rapids the river is wild with whitewater; then it opens into a
calm and wide channel surrounded by high cliffs. This is the calm before the storm. At
Escape Rapids the river is pinched again - it turns sharply to the left as it crashes between
the sheer canyon walls. Viewed from the top of the broad tundra plateau, the canyon forms a
long ‘S’ curve. A long thin waterfall drops the 80 to 100 metres into the gorge near the
entrance. The sheer cliffs rise straight up from the river, occasionally marked by a raptors
nests or a patch of flowers growing out of the cracks in the rock. The scrubby spruce have
disappeared completely from the tundra landscape
View upriver approaching
Rocky Defile

After a few miles the green rolling hills above Bloody Falls can be seen far off in the distance. White clay cliffs and hills,
sediments deposited by glaciation,
appear at a few locations above Bloody
Falls, where the river widens into an
enormous lake with braided streams.
The current pushes the gravel and
boulders into mounds along the channels.
Approaching Bloody Falls, the river is
squeezed again into a narrow channel
by the rock cliffs. On the left the
orange lichen covered cliffs rise into a
plateau, on the right a round hill rises
300 metres over the river. A Golden
Eagle’s nest hangs off the top of the
steep cliff walls. In the middle of the
rapids, the cliffs open up to a sand beach on the right, an excellent place for camping. From
here there is easy access to the river as it rushes down the steep gradient in an ‘S’ turn before
emerging in the enormous rooster tail standing wave. The river widens again, a few small

20
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rapids are encountered for a short distance, then the river slows for the last ten kilometres to
the mouth. It flows between clay cliffs that do not allow much viewing of the surroundings
except for high plateaus just below the falls.

The approach of civilization is marked by a number of cabins found in this last section of
the river. Finally, Kugluktuk comes into the view where the river expands into a mile wide
delta. The cemetery is on an island, channel right, the community appears on the left, and
numerous houses are visible around the rock outcrops high on the shore. The Coronation
Gulf spreads before you. Your journey is at an end.

21
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Identification of Heritage Values

To describe the method used
for information collection and evaluation
and to show the locations
of significant features on a map
Study Process
Interest in establishing a heritage river has been under discussion between the Territorial
Government (Northwest Territories) and the community of Kugluktuk since the mid
1980’s. Recommendations were put forward in the Trail and Park Development Management Plan, Coppermine, 1989 to purse nomination of the Coppermine River to the Canadian Heritage Rivers system.
The study process for the Canadian Heritage Rivers System background report was lead by
the community through the Kugluktuk Angoniatit Niovikvia Ltd. (ANL), the business arm
of the Kugluktuk Angoniatit Hunters and Trappers Organization. The process was facilitated by the Government of Nunavut through a consulting team that worked directly with
ANL in the community.
Community involvement was an essential element in the process. A heritage river office was
set up and operated in Kugluktuk by ANL, over a six month period, to communicate information to the community and the region through newsletters, community radio, public
meetings, open houses and focus groups, In addition, interviews were conducted in the
community by local people hired to obtain information on natural, cultural and recreational
values and to gain an understanding of community attitudes and interests related to the
heritage river study.
The results from the background report and interviews indicate there is strong support and
recognition of the value of designating the Coppermine River as a Canadian Heritage River.
The community has a keen interest in sustaining and preserving the integrity of the wildlife
and the river environment, as well as the quality of the drinking water from the river.
The elders were especially interested in preserving the fishing activities of the river, so the
22
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young people of the community can enjoy a subsistence life similar to the one that sustains
the community now. The community as a whole understands that hunting and fishing rights
of the Inuit will not change under the Canadian Heritage Rivers System designation.
Participation in a river management strategy will create a greater sense of community
ownership for the river. The Hamlet of Kugluktuk is actively pursuing a partnership with
the mining industry as well as Territorial and Federal Governments to initiate community
based river monitoring.

The community recognizes the economic advantages that are associated with Heritage
Rivers status, and they are interesting in developing tourism initiatives that will benefit the
local residents in the future.
Community support for the nomination of the Coppermine River has been received from
the Mayor and Council of Kugluktuk, Donald Havioyak member of the Nunavut Legislative
Assembly, and the Minister for the Department of Sustainable Development.
The first phase of the Heritage River study focused on the collection of background data on
the Coppermine River watershed and consideration of options for enhancing Kuklok Territorial Park as well as exploring opportunities for establishing other parkland along the river.
The second phase will be the nomination and designation of the river.

23
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Natural Heritage Values

To describe, using the document,
A Framework for the Natural Values of
Canadian Heritage Rivers, March, 2001,
the outstanding natural heritage features of
the river and its immediate environment
Description of Natural Heritage Values
The Coppermine River Basin is a coastal watershed of the Arctic Ocean Basin, a zone that is
16.7% of the land area of Canada.. In total, the Coppermine River watershed is 50,800 km2,
and it is the 8th largest watershed in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. Long and
narrow, the southeast/northwest length of the basin is 520 kilometres and the average width
is about 100 kilometres.
Its considerable endowments of arctic fish, plants and mammalian wildlife, its complex
geological history and interesting display of geomorphology and mineral deposits, and its
rapids attracts visitors from many parts of Canada and the world.

Hydrology
Drainage Basin (location)

The Coppermine River Basin is a coastal watershed of the
Arctic Ocean Basin, a zone that is 16.7% of the land area of Canada.. In total, the Coppermine River watershed is 50,800 km2, and it is the 8th largest watershed in Nunavut and the
Northwest Territories. Long and narrow, the southeast/northwest length of the basin is 520
km and the average width is about 100 km.
The watershed lies entirely within the northwestern part of the Canadian Shield bounded by
Great Slave Lake to the south, Great Bear Lake to the west and the Arctic Ocean to the
north and Bathurst Inlet to the east. (640 50’ and 670 50’ N, 1090 30’ and 1180 20’ W).
The segment of the river being nominated lies within the territory of Nunavut, beginning at
the Nunavut/Northwest Territories border (660 07’ N and 1140 15’ W). From this point
the total length about 400 km of river over a straight-line distance of about 240 kilometres.
24
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Seasonal Variation

The dual character of the Coppermine River influences the seasonal
flow of water throughout the system. In the upstream portion, large lakes serve as reservoirs
that moderate peak flows and attenuate the flow for long periods after peak melt each
spring. In the downstream Coppermine, peak flows occur immediately after peak melt or
heavy precipitation and winter flows would be negligible were it not for the large lake basins
upstream.

Slumping above Rocky
Defile

Water Content

The Coppermine River’s dual geological
personality is evident in the contracting processes that have
formed the Slave and the Bear Structural Provinces. The river
begins life as a typical Canadian Shield river, arising in the clear
lake waters of the Slave Structural Province where folding and
faulting have resulted in a hard landscape dominated by granite
and gneiss bedrock. The water runs clear and clean through this
section of the river.
Between Red Rock Lake, Northwest Territories and its confluence with Fairy Lake River, Nunavut the geology changes to the
Bear Structural Province which has been formed through the
deposition of limestone, dolomite and sandstone beds. The
erosive forces of the river cut down through these layers and the
river picks up a heavy sediment load in the process. The clean,
clear waters are now cloudy and a light beige. Yet the water is
still good for drinking and is the only source of water for
Kugluktuk.

River Size
The Coppermine is a large, order 1 river that flows at the average annual rate of 262 m3/s
at Copper Creek, eventually emptying into the Arctic Ocean. The total river length is 845
kilometres;
The River basin hosts many tributaries of Orders 2 and 3. The Coppermine River experienced a 100-year peak in total annual discharge (10,486 x 106 m3 at Copper Creek Station) in 1984. This amount was almost double its lowest discharge (5655 x 106 m3),
recorded in 1990. The mean annual total discharge is 8,270 x 106 m3 (SD = 5655 x 106
m3, n= 12 years).

Physiography
Physiographic Region The Coppermine River flows through the extreme northwestern part
of the Kazan Physiographic Region of the Canadian Shield, an area composing about 29.4%
of Canada, one of the largest regions in Canada. Although it is part of the Canadian Shield,
the landscape does not reflect the typical low relief (60 to 100 m ) and endless expanse of
the uniform, monotonous landscape found in most Shield country. Features such as the flat25
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topped Coppermine and September Mountains reach over 500 metres, and more than 700
metres elevation in the range of hills northeast of Big Bend, in the Coronation Hills unit of
the Kazan Region.
The northern reaches of the watershed experienced glacial deposition in contrast to the
erosive forces that occurred in the Slave Province to the south. Glaciolacustrine,
glaciofluvial and marine material were added to the existing sedimentary and basaltic series
of the Proterozoic era. The Coppermine River has carved its riverbed through these deposited layers of overburden.

Geological Processes The character of the Coppermine River can be attribute to bedrock
geological events related to the formation of the Canadian Shield, from 500 million years
ago. In addition, large scale glacial forces were at work, starting 580 million years ago,
causing erosion and redistribution of glacial deposits.

Tundra landscape below
Rocky Defile

Two very distinctive geological events resulted from these forces. Within the Coppermine
River watershed, the Slave Province extends from Lac du Gras to beyond Fairy Lake, and is
dominated by granite and gneiss bedrock that were scoured by glaciation in the Pleistocene
period. From this point to the mouth, in the Bear Province, the land has eroded sedimentary,
volcanic and intrusive rocks which were formed from 2500 to 544 million years ago

Beach sand, the result of glaciomarine deposits are evidence the land mass was depressed
under the incredible weight of the Laurentide Ice Sheet during the Late Wisconsin period.
Raised sand beaches, formed in terraces, can be found forty kilometers from the river
mouth, the result of postglacial rebound.
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Hydrogeology

The Coppermine River flows through the Northern Hydrogeological Region,
an area continuously underlain by permafrost and characterized by a wide variety of crystalline rocks, merging with folded sedimentary rocks in the lower reaches. Glacial deposits are
found throughout its length. Permafrost strongly influences groundwater flows, restricting
movements, volumes and sources of groundwater.
Groundwater in the upper reaches flows mostly through granite and gneiss, typical of the
Canadian Shield. In the lower reaches portions of the river flow through limestone, dolomite
and sandstone beds which are more soluble and contribute to its lower water quality and
associated higher sediment loads.

Topography The slope of its general terrain within the Coppermine River Basin increases
towards the north until the last few kilometres heading toward Kugluktuk. From low relief
in the upper basin, slopes become increasingly steeper in the lower reaches, reaching the
highest elevation in the Coppermine and September Mountains.

Layers of sandstone rock
(left) and copper deposit
in rock (right)

From this point north, the river cuts down in the rolling topography which spreads in an
expansive plain interrupted by rock intrusions toward the Arctic coast. The lower Coppermine is a fairly sheltered basin rimmed with bedrock, often in the forms of scarps, but
sometimes covered in till veneer or lacustrine and marine sediments. Scattered rocky hills
and organic bogs on the basin floor support vegetation, which is significantly more lush than
in the surrounding area. Upon reaching the Coronation Gulf, a relatively broad river delta
has formed that experiences a tidal change of only about 1 metre, having little impact on
the flow of the river. The Coppermine River begins from Lac du Savage and Lac de Gras
with elevations of about 420 metres, and flows to sea level.

27

COPPERMINE RIVER NOMINATION DOCUMENT

River Morphology
Valley Types The Coppermine begins as an ill-defined valley type, with the large lakes on its
Bob and Matty overlook
end of Rocky Defile
(left) and raptor cliffs
just before the river bend
(right)

main stem being almost indistinguishable from surrounding lakes that are not connected to
the river. Between Fairy Lake River and September Mountains, the river formes a broad
channel through a relatively steep-walled U-shaped valley configuration. Thereafter it forms
broad channels cut through glacial till, in a gently–walled valley, except that gorges have

formed where the river has eroded completely through the glacial till and into the underlying bedrock.
At Big Bend, the river valley deepens and large rapids occur where volcanic dikes and sills of
resistant basaltic rocks transect the valley. Beyond the Coppermine Mountains, the river has
cut into ancient sandstones and created many miles of spectacular canyon. Sediments remain
high, ranging from clays to coarse sand. The lake in the low-land portion of the flood-plain,
just above Bloody Falls, is a natural sink for many sediments.

Channel Patterns In Nunavut, the Coppermine River is a confined channel, with no lakes of
any size. Even still waters are rare, with one exception just above Bloody Falls, 13 kilometres
above the mouth of the river where the river widens to 4 or 5 times its normal width. This
downstream pattern, is in contrast to its upstream character where large lakes form much of
its basin. Many ponds, medium-sized lakes, and some large lakes, exist within the lower
Coppermine River Basin.

Lake Systems Large oligotrohpic lakes, such as Lac de Gras and Point Lake, populate the
headwaters of the Coppermine River, but lakes are essentially absent from the lower half of
the watershed.
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Channel Profile

Rocky Defile is narrow twisting canyon, with high jagged cliffs on both
sides, with a total length of 500 metres. It is not possible to see round the bend to the end
of the rapids, that are boiling through the channel
Muskox Rapids appears as a series of standing waves beside a large rock outcrop but it is
not a canyon. Round boulders are exposed within the channel and provide an indication of
the erosive forces that must surge down the river at break-up when the water levels are high
At Sandstone Rapids the horizontal layers of red sandstone are clearly visible. From the
start of portage, it is possible to see the sandstone cliffs beyond the rapids where the river

Approaching Sandstone
Rapids in the distance

widens in the distance. Another wild series of standing waves fill the centre of the channel.
Escape Rapids, the last of the sandstone cliffs, lies ahead. Again the river is full of white
water on approaching the rapids. The channel twists to the left, producing a series of standing waves three to four feet high (class III or IV), making it impossible to get to the inside
edge. At the end, the river widens and the canyon walls fall away to round boulders and the
tundra hills off into the distance.
Bloody Falls is the last set of rapids, and the river is squeezed into a narrow channel by a
steep cliff on the left, and a high hill on the right. About half way along the rapid is a sandy
beach where it is possible to observe the steep gradient as the river crashes to the final big
wave at the end of the rapids.
The historic deltas of the Arctic Coast measure about 160 m at Muskox Rapids, 105 m at
Escape Rapids, 100 m south of Bloody Fall, 80 m north of Bloody Fall, then descend rapidly
to 10 m at the present delta.
29
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Fluvial Landforms
The colossal weight of the Laurentide Ice Sheet lowered the coastal area, allowing an inland
sea to cover much of the lower basin, extending up to 50 kilometres inland along the river
valley from today’s coastline. Marine silt and clay were deposited, and are the source of the
large sediment load the lower river develops during spring melt. Localized, catastrophic
slumping, sliding and blockfaulting are therefore common in these highly erodable
sediments during early-summer as peak river flow is realized.
This has created the rivers features today:
• At Big Bend, the river channel narrows and deepens and large rapids occur where
volcanic dykes and sills of resistant basaltic rocks transect the valley. Beyond the Coppermine Mountains, the river has cut into ancient sandstones and created many miles of
spectacular canyon.
• The small lake, essentially a widening of the river in the low-land portion of the
flood-plain just above Bloody Fall, is a natural sink for many of these sediments, which
in turn become deposits in the estuary. The lower reach of the Coppermine River from
Muskox Rapids to its mouth is characterized by boulder pavements at the bottom of
channels.
Cliffs along the Kendall
River

• Meanders, broad semi-circular curves that develop as the river erode the outer band of

a turn and deposit sediment on the inner band are found just above and many places
such as Sandstone Rapids. Here a number of small islands have been created.
• River terraces appear at Escape Rapids, where the river cuts deep into the limestone.
Along the Coppermine, most are incised surfaces from earlier erosion as land emerged
from the sea.
30

PARKS & TOURISM , GOVERNMENT OF NUNAVUT

• Gullies are common along the river, some are up to 80 metres deep cut through the
easily eroded sands and clays. A number of these are evident along the series of rapids
connecting Sandstone Rapids to Escape Rapids.
• Debris fans form at the mouth of gullies where sediment, eroded during severe
storms, has flowed out of the stream gullies into the Coppermine River, partially
blocking it. Where debris fans flow on top of river ice in the spring , the sands insulate
it and delay its melting, leaving irregular sand humps cored by river ice.
• Piles of well-rounded boulders of various rock types result from tumbling of rocks in
highly turbulent waters, such as near Blood Falls. One Kugluktuk resident noted that
these river polished rocks were excellent as sharpening stones for knives.
• Scour lines, earth gouges occur where ice pans of river ice gouge against the valley
walls during spring break-up.

Biotic Environments
Aquatic Ecosystems
Riverine Systems The part of the Coppermine being considered for nomination includes the
lowland zone, and to a lesser degree the middle zone of a riverine system. The middle zone
of the Coppermine is characterized as an area of active sediment transport, broad seasonal

September Mountains in
the distance

water temperature regime, and variable discharge. The lowland and tidal zone is one of
sediment deposition, fine sediment substrate and high species diversity as described in this
report.

Estuarine Systems

The subtidal zone or submerged substrate of the Coppermine River
estuary is still rising from the sea bed as isostatic rebound continues at about 25-50 cm per
100 years. In contrast, deposition is adding to the intertidal zone, causing the birth, modifi-
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cation and shifting of sediment bars across the mouth of the river and parallel to the coastline. The overall effect of these two forces is a noticeable trend towards a shallower river
delta. Amie Ahogona, Peter Ihumatak and a number of residents observed that, “the river
drying up”.

Wetland Systems

The wetlands of the Coppermine River watershed lie almost entirely
within the Low Arctic Wetland Region, particularly within the Nunavut portion of the river
system. Wetlands, comprising about 5% of land area in this region, are sparsely distributed,
though locally significant. Floodplain marshes, active floodplains adjacent to channels can be
seen along the Coppermine, with good examples just above Fairly Lake River.

Terrestrial Ecosystems The Coppermine River flows through the Southern Arctic Terrestrial
Navigating between the
September and Coppermine Mountains

and the Taiga Shield Zones. At its extreme southwest, the river valley skirts and almost
defines the border of the Taiga Shield ecozone.
While physiographic regions influence the ecozones, the division between ecozones does not

correspond to division between physiographic regions. The reason for this is a unique
phenomenon. The Coppermine River Valley draws the more southern boreal climate northward providing a unique microclimate that support plants and animals more typical of areas
further south.
The taiga, or zone of little trees of the Boreal Forest, extends northward along the broad
valley of the Coppermine River and its major its tributaries, the Kendall River and Melville
Creek. This growth of trees protrude far beyond the normal tree-line up the river valley and
continues to within 30 kilometres of the arctic coast. Tundra vegetation grows outside the
river valley.
However, outside the river valley and away from the river the Southern Arctic Terrestrial
Ecozone dominates. The Southern Arctic Terrestrial Ecozone, constitutes 8.3% of Canada
and has a typically Arctic climate. This is major area of vegetation transition from small
boreal forest trees in the south to tundra vegetation that decrease in height and density
32
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towards the north. Beyond Rocky Defile there is a dramatic change from dense boreal forest
to stands of sparse, small spruce interspersed with open expanses of tundra.
The Taiga Shield ecozone covers 13.7% of Canada and supports open boreal forest stands
and lichen woodland. The flat lands and the rolling hill, where the river slows and broaden
between Point Lake and Big Bend is covered by short, stunted spruce trees.
Both boreal and Arctic species of wildlife frequent the river valley. In the northern part of
the zone typical of the middle Coppermine, barren-ground caribou and the more prominent
Bluenose caribou are found during spring and fall migrations, grizzly bears make forays from
their tundra habitat, moose reside in low densities. Southern species of birds reach their
northern limit while northern species reach their southern limit.

Vegetation

Cliffs in Escape Rapids
(left) Raptor nests
(right)

The Coppermine River valley is repeatedly described as supporting relatively

lush vegetation compared to the surrounding terrain. The middle river is
characterized by lichen woodlands often supporting stunted black spruce stands, alders,
willows and tamaracks associated with the fens and bogs; white spruce, trembling aspen,
balsam poplar and white birch in drier uplands along rivers, and abundant lichens.
Within the Coppermine River Basin but away from the river valley, low arctic tundra vegetation prevails. Arctic willow, shrub birch, grasses and sedges and lichens are typical.

Rare Plant Species

Upland terrain that supports taiga woodlands is found 150 kilometres
south of Kugluktuk at the river’s mouth. However, the Coppermine River more than
traverses the treeline - the northern limit of trees. It actually draws a tongue of northern
forest from its northwest/southeast limit northwards along its river valley and that of its
tributaries to within 30 kilometres of the Arctic coast. Isolated stands persist on favorable
south-facing hill slopes.
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Primarily spruce, tamarack and birch, extensive stands of willow also thrive in lower elevations, extending well beyond the treed area into tundra to the upper delta near Bloody Falls
10 kilometres from the coast.

Caribou on the gravel
shore (left) Raptors nest
(right)

In fact, so substantial is some of this forest that from 1960 to 1962 small experimental
logging projects were conducted along a section of the river. Almost continuous stands of
white spruce averaging 8 to 10 metres in height exist from Big Bend to 67 N, and logs were
selectively cut and allowed to float downstream to Kugluktuk. Logs were too severely broken
during their passage downstream, and too often lost to the sea, for the project to become a
feasible provision of building material for Kugluktuk.

The Black Tipped Groundsel, Senecoi lugens, is a plant unique to the Coppermine River. In
1821, it was first entered into biological records by the explorer, John Richardson, who
found specimens at Bloody Falls. Richardson collected biological samples on the Franklin
expedition. He named it in memory of the massacre witnessed by Samuel Hearne, the
botanic name, ‘senecio lugens’ means “to mourn”.

Fauna
Significant Animal Populations

Wild mammals are key elements of the Coppermine River
system, being seasonally abundant, readily observable, and of keen interest to residents,
visitors and developers. The large herds of caribou, the muskoxen with their prehistoric
appearance, the common carnivorous species such as wolverines and wolves, and the abundant fish contribute to the ability of the region to support man while simultaneously appealing to our non-consumptive tastes.
• Barren-ground caribou are generally associated with the Bathurst Herd to the east,
and the Bluenose East herd to the northwest.
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• Muskoxen were historically a common inhabitant throughout the middle and lower
watershed, as documented in John Richardson’s natural history notes from 1821. Residents of Kugluktuk report that they are found in reasonable numbers both east and west
of the river, and frequently on the flat-topped plateaus of the September Mountains.
• Moose occur throughout the Coppermine River Valley to within about 50 kilometres
of Kugluktuk.
• The barrenland grizzly bear also occurs throughout the Coppermine River watershed.
• Polar bear rarely venture beyond Amundsen Gulf, so they do not normally occur in the
watershed. Historically polar bears were found along the coast
• Wolverines and wolves are prominent carnivores are common in the basin.
• Arctic hare and Arctic ground squirrels are common herbivorous species throughout
the region, and are important prey for carnivores and sometimes food for people.
• Marine mammals occur in the Coppermine River Delta. Ringed, Harp and Bearded
seals may occur there, and hypothetically the white, or beluga, whale are also present.
• Stewart and MacDonald, in 1978, enthusiastically proclaimed that the lower Coppermine River has a greater diversity of fish species than any other Arctic area they had
surveyed excepting perhaps Great Bear Lake.

• The Coppermine River has been identified as an important area of interest for raptor
nesting, particularly for peregrine falcons, gyrfalcons, golden eagles and rough-legged
hawks.
• The last known nest of the Eskimo Curlew – the only endangered species – was
observed in the Coppermine River Valley near Point Lake in 1821 by John Richardson.
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Rare Animal Species
Three species of mammals and birds are considered of special status by COSEWIC.
Mammals (Special Concern)
• Grizzly
• Wolverine
• Polar Bear
Birds (Endangered)
• Eskimo Curlew
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Birds (Special Concern)
• Peregrine Falcon
• Short-eared Owl
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Assessment of Natural Heritage Values

To identify which of the natural heritage
selection guidelines appear to be met by the river,
by quoting each guideline and
briefly describing the natural heritage values
that appear to meet them
Summary of Natural Heritage Theme Representations on
the Coppermine River Relative to the Present Canadian
Heritage Rivers System
HYDROLOGY
Water Content

• Upstream- crystal clear water, low siltation, downstream
cloudy high in NWT medium to high siltation in Nunavut

Seasonal Variation

• Peak flow moderate, flow sustained by lakes upstream

Drainage Basin

• Coppermine River Basin is a coastal river of the Arctic
Ocean Basin

River Size

• Coppermine River - large river of order 1

PHYSIOGRAPHY
Hydrogeology

• Crystaline rocks - granite, gneiss - NWT
•Folded sedimentary -limestone, dolomite and sandstone Nunavut

Geological Events

•Metamorphosis - Slave Structural Province Glacial retreat
- Eskers. Coppermine River shoreline
•Metamorphosis - Slave Structural Province Glacial retreat
- Eskers. Coppermine River shoreline

Physiographic Region
37
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Physiographic Region

•Canadian Shield - Kazan physiographic region
•Slave Structural Province, Bear Structural Province

Topography

•Shallow gradient overall

RIVER MORPHOLOGY
Valley Type

•Ill-defined, with large lakes
•U shaped valley configuration

Lakes and Ponds

•Many ponds to medium size - lakes
•Large lake, lower Coppermine

Water Falls and Rapids

•Canyons, (Rocky Defile, Sandstone, Escape, Bloody Falls)
•Muskox (ledge)

Fluvial Landforms

•Glacial Lake Coppermine
•Rebound, Muskox Rapids, Escape Rapids, Bloody Falls
• River delta - mouth, Kuglutkuk
•High level terraces - Kendall to Mouse Rivers, Escape Rapids
• Volcanic dykes - Big Ben

BIOTIC ENVIRONMENT
Aquatic Ecosystems

• River systems - middle zone
• River system - lowland zone
• Lake system - oligotrophic
• Estuarine systems - intertidal
• Wetland systems - low arctic region
• Wetland system - peat bog
•Wetland system - floodplain marshes

• Wetland system - active floodplain
Terrestrial Ecosystems

• South Arctic Terrestrial
• Taiga Shield
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VEGETATION
Significant Plant
Communities

• Boreal forest - treeline
• Lichen woodland - middle river
• Low arctic tundra

Rare Plants

• Black Tipped Groundsel, Senecoi lugens

FAUNA
Significant Animal
Communities

• Population size - fish: Arctic Char
• Population size - Mammals: Moose, Grizzly Bear, Muskox,
Bearded Seal, Ring Seal

• Population size - Birds: Gryfalcon, Peregrin Falcon, Golden
Eagles, Rough Legged Hawks

Rare Fauna

• Vulnerable Mammals: Grizzly Bear, wolverine
• Vulnerable Birds: Eskimo Curlew, Peregrin Falcon, Shorteared Owl

Caribou
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The Coppermine River watershed forms a coastal river basin that flows into the Arctic
Ocean. This area, which encompasses 16.7 per cent of Canada’s land mass, is the first
river, with this distinction to be nominated for Canadian Heritage River designation. The
Coppermine Rivers meets all four of the Natural Heritage Values guidelines.
The Coppermine represents the period of geological time when the surface of
the earth underwent major changes and stream modification. In the formation of
the Canadian Shield, two distinctive geological regions, the Slave Structural Province and
the Bear Structural Province were created along the Coppermine River Watershed. The
the end of Escape Rapids

‘Slave’ starts in the headwaters of the Coppermine River, and at the boundary between the
two territories, the geological process changed resulting in the creation of the ‘Bear’.
Glacial Lake Coppermine covered much of the central basin for about 500 years and caused
major modification of the river stream. Dammed by a downstream lobe of glacier, it
covered an area from the Coppermine Mountains to the Rae-Richardson rivers then toward
the Dease Arm of Great Bear Lake.
As with many parts of the north, glaciation played a major role in the evolution and
formation of the river and the plants and animals.
The colossal weight of the Laurentide Ice Sheet lowered the coastal area, allowing an inland
sea to cover much of the lower basin, extending up between Sandstone and Escape Rapids,
about 50 kilometres inland along the river valley from today ’s coastline.
Marine silt and clay were deposited, and are the source of the large sediment load the lower
river carries during spring melt. The river bed erodes down through these layers starting at
about the Nunavut boundary and continuing to the mouth of the river. Localized, cata40
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strophic slumping, sliding and block-faulting are, therefore, common in these highly
erodable sediments, during early-summer as peak river flow is realized.
As the land rebounded, the marine coast migrated northwards to its current position, and the
river eroded downwards through the marine deposits. Left behind and easily seen today, is a
record of large river deltas, forming a stepped series of terraces steadily decreasing in
elevation toward the coast. These historic deltas are at Muskox Rapids, Escape Rapids, south
and north of Bloody Falls.

Waterfalls at Escape
Rapids (left)
Hills of silt clay glacial
deposits (right)

Contained within the Coppermine River Watershed are the Southern Arctic Terrestrial
Ecozone to the north, and the Taiga Shield Ecozone, to the south. Unique to this area, is the
tongue of temperate climate that extends up the river valley, that enables the support of
Taiga Shield plant species well up the river to within 30 kilometres of the mouth. Beyond
the river valley the Southern Arctic Terrestrail Ecozone dominates.
As described in the natural heritage values section, both boreal and Arctic species of wildlife
frequent the Coppermine River Watershed. In the northern part of the Arctic Ecozone,
barren-ground caribou occur during spring and fall migrations, grizzly bears make forays
from their tundra habitat, moose reside in low densities.
Formations and areas of exceptional natural beauty, such as the series of rapids and
river canyon, are found throughout the course of the Coppermine River. Here the wild,
whitewater rapids tumble down the river channel before they open into flat water such as the
wide lake-like basin found just above Bloody Falls. Each canyon, Rocky Defile, Musk ox,
Sandstone, Escape and Bloody Falls expresses its own unique character in terms of river
profile and water course as well as varying geological formation of granite, sandstone, or
limestone.
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At intervals along the river and associated with the canyon walls or cliffs are long narrow
waterfalls, such as the thin fall at Escape Rapids, tumbling 50 to 75 metres from the tundra
plateau into the river below providing points of spectacular beauty.
Rare and endangered as well outstanding concentrations of plants and animals
of Canadian interest and significance are found within the Coppermine River watershed. Both boreal and Arctic species of wildlife frequent the Coppermine River Watershed.
In the northern part of the Arctic Ecozone, barren-ground caribou occur during spring and
fall migrations, grizzly bears make forays from their tundra habitat, moose reside in low
densities.
The Black Tipped Groundsel, Senecoi lugens, is a plant unique to this region and was first
entered into biological records by the explorer, John Richardson, in 1821.
Two species of mammals: Grizzly, and Wolverine; and 3 species of birds: Eskimo Curlew,
Peregrine Falcon, Short-eared Owl are considered of special status by COSEWIC. Polar bear
rarely venture beyond Amundsen Gulf, so they do not normally occur in the watershed, but
were historical found along the Arctic coast.

Raptor along the river
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Moose, caribou and muskox along with grizzlies and wolverine, all animals of Canadian
interest and the Coppermine is one of the few places in Canada where this combination of
wildlife thrives together.
The mixture of taiga and tundra plants is of particular interest. While the treeline is 150
kilometres south of the arctic coast, the northern boreal forest, sparse and stunted, is drawn
up the river valley beyond Escape Rapids. From this point north the trees disappear and are
replaced by low tundra vegetation, similar to the landscapes north of the Nunavut boundary
and outside the river valley.

Arctic cotton above
Rocky Defile
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Natural Heritage Integrity

To describe how the river
appears to meet the
natural integrity guidelines
For a river to be considered to have outstanding Canadian natural heritage values, it must
possess the Natural Integrity values outlined below.
There has not been any form of development within or along the river, leaving the entire
river free of any man-made impoundment. The Coppermine River has been the subject
of hydro studies, with a great interest in capturing the incredible energy flowing from its
waters. However, such developments have not proved economically feasible, due to the lack
of need and the lack of development within the river watershed.
There are no impoundments located within the nominated section of the river, consequently, all key elements and ecosystems remain unaffected. The endless rolling hills
and plateaus beyond the river provide a home for the free roaming moose, herds of muskox
and caribou as well as grizzly bears.
The river ’s outstanding natural
heritage features are undoubtedly the
series of river canyons and cliffs of varying
size and geological material, found at
intervals along the river. These canyons
coincide with the rapids, and whitewater,
and the bird nesting sites found along the
canyon walls.
One of the outstanding features is the
extension of the boreal forest beyond the
44
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treeline. A “tongue” of boreal vegetation extends up the river valley to within 30 to 40
kilometres from the Arctic Coast, about 120 kilometres beyond the treeline. Scrubby,
stunted spruce grow all along the river bank within this narrow microclimate. Immediately
outside the valley and away from the river, tundra vegetation dominates the landscape.
These areas and the endless rolling hills and other key elements of the ecosystems, such
as the flat topped Coppermine and September mountains, all remain undisturbed and
unimpaired by any form of human land use.
The river’s water is uncontaminated. It is the source of drinking water for the community of Kugluktuk, is taken straight from the river, with only minimal filtration. Many of the
elders have emphasized the importance of maintaining the water quality as it is the source of
life for the community. At present, the Hamlet of Kugluktuk is working with the Diavik

Diamonds Mines Inc. and the Government of Nunavut to research the possibility of starting
a community-based water monitoring program. This program will ensure that the quality of
the river water is not altered by any future developments that may occur in the river watershed.
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Human Heritage Values

To describe, using the document,
A Cultural Framework for
Canadian Heritage River, December 1999,
the outstanding human heritage features
of the river and its immediate environment
Description of Human Heritage Values
The Coppermine is unique among Canadian Rivers because of the natural grandeur and
untouched beauty of the river and the river watershed. The life of the river has been the
same as other rivers in Canada, with aboriginal people inhabiting the area for centuries, and
explorers appearing two to three hundred years ago, followed by the fur traders. But the
similarities end there as no development in any form has altered the physical appearance or
character of the river.
Today, as in the past, the watershed is important to the subsistence life of the Inuit, hunting
and fishing occur throughout cycle of the seasons. The only other visitors are the river
canoeists and rafters who enjoy the river for a few months in the summer. The human
heritage has respected and not altered the river

Resource Harvesting
Fishing
Aboriginal Prehistoric Fishing

For centuries, the Inuit and their ancestor’s have set up
weirs in the shallows of rivers to catch the Arctic char on the fall migration from the sea.
Weirs may have been set up in the quieter waters close to the shore at Bloody Falls or
further down stream. This practice came to an end in the 1900’s with the introduction of
modern fishing methods. Hunting with the kakivak, the fishing spear occurs today, although
nets and hooks are the most popular.

Historic Fishing

The falls at Kuklok Territorial Park reserve (Bloody Falls) are the best
known and most popular location for subsistence fishing on the River today. This is a
tradition that can be traced back for centuries. Elders in Kugluktuk tell stories of the
nomadic days early in their lifetime, about eighty to ninety years ago when part of the year
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was spent at the Falls fishing for char. In spring and fall when the char
are running they would visit this area, coming down from the Bernard
Harbour area on the Coronation Gulf to spend a month or longer fishing
and drying fish along the river.
Today people from Kugluktuk travel to Kuklok Falls throughout the open
water season to fish, hunt and camp. Early spring and early fall, when the
char are running, are popular times for fishing. Fishing continues to be
very important to the Community of Kugluktuk. Five years ago, in order
to protect the fish stocks, the community decided to end their commercial fishery on the Coppermine and imposed restrictions on fishing
practices to ensure a sustainable harvest in the future. This is the first
community in Nunavut to promote self-regulation to this extent and to
put fishing resources ahead of commercial gain. The first restocking of
fish resources in Nunavut occurred in the Coppermine River Watershed.
The people of Kugluktuk have demonstrated an outstanding interest in
the health of the river and have taken action to ensure protection of their
fishing resources.

Supper on the esker

Harvesting Shoreline Resources
Subsistence Hunting
Pre Historic Hunting Caribou and muskox were chief sources of country food for the
Copper Inuit and were preferred over marine creatures such as seal. Caribou herds migrate
annually through the Coppermine River Watershed making it a major hunting area for the
aboriginal peoples living along in the vicinity.
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Historic Hunting The Bluenose caribou migrate
annually through the Coppermine River Basin, and
are a significant food source for the community of
Kugluktuk. Diamond Jenness conducted archaeological research in 1913-18 and made the following observation about Coppermine. “It is a good
fishing ground, and when we were there in the
spring, herds of caribou were continuously visible.”

Mines and Quarries
The early people from the Coppermine River area
used copper in making tools and other equipment
and the mineral has been a well known trading commodity in the region for centuries. The
mineral is found on the surface of the ground and along the banks of the Coppermine River.
Earlier European explorers were looking for riches in the “new land”. It was an interest in
finding the source for copper that brought Samuel Hearne north in 1771, travelling from

Bob in the morning mist
(left) September
Mountains
raptor cliffs near
September Mountains
(right)

Hudson Bay for many weeks until he encountered the Coppermine at Sandstone Rapids.
According to Hearne, the river was known as “the far off metal river” in Inuktitut. Hearne
gave it the name, Coppermine River.
In this century exploration for gold, zinc, lead and diamond has occurred within the watershed on a continual basis and continues today. Mining companies are sensitive to the
concerns of Kugluktuk residents about contamination of the river and degradation of wildlife and fishing resources. In fact, to ensure the natural values of the Coppermine River are
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maintained into the future, the community of Kugluktuk is working with the mining industry and the Government of Nunavut to develop a water-monitoring program. The intent is
to create a community based initiative with a strong sense of ownership of the river amongst
Kugluktuk residents. The community wants to be actively involved in the management of
the river and take on the duties to regularly monitor the water quality Coppermine River.

Hydro

Sandstone Rapids

The river has never been harnessed to provide power in any form. Studies have indicated
that it is not economically feasible to develop the hydro infrastructure on the river. In fact
no development of any form has occurred along the entire length of the river, with the
exception of the community of Kugluktuk at the mouth of the
river. In 1991 plans for a hydro project at Bloody Falls were
abandoned and the area has since become a Territorial Park.

Water Transport
The Coppermine River did not follow the typical historic
growth and development scenarios found elsewhere in Southern
Canada, related to the movement of goods and passengers by
water. An area rich in minerals and wildlife, the harsh northern
climate, is fast flowing and has a number of rapids that interrupt the river course throughout its entire length.
In 1771, Samuel Hearne was the first European to experience
the river and encounter the Inuit. In 1821, the first European
explorer to travel the entire river was John Franklin, accompanied by John Richardson and the Dog-rib chief, Akaitcho.
Others followed and are described in the section entitled
Exploration and Surveying.
Today, the majority of river activity occurs between Kugluktuk
and Kuklok Falls and this is the best known section of river by
many people in town. This thirteen or fourteen kilometers
stretch of river is a favourite fishing area and a number of
cabins built on both shores of the river

Exploration and Surveying
Explorers The late 1700’s saw the first European travellers on the Coppermine - many were
British Explorers. In 1771, Samuel Hearne, working for the Hudson’s Bay Company, set out
from Hudson Bay in search of the source for copper, which he had heard about from the
Chipewyan. Lead by Matonabbee, a Chipewayn chief, Hearne encountered the river and
travelled along it to what is now know as Bloody Falls where the Chipewayn massacred a
number of Inuit who were fishing at the Falls.
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One of Sir John Franklin’s earlier land expeditions, 1821, included a stop at the Falls. Dr.
John Richardson, the surgeon who accompanied Franklin, was also a naturalist and he
catalogued numerous varieties of wildflowers, lichens and minerals in the Coppermine Area,
as described earlier in the natural section. The misadventures from Franklin’s expedition
should have discouraged him from undertaking any more Arctic adventures or trips to the
search for the Northwest Passage and other places.

Fishing lodge, Coppermine Mountains in
background

But others explorers travel sections of the river from 1823 to 1885, these included, Hood,
Back, Richardson, Ray, Dease and Simpson. Some travelled upstream along the shore as far
as the Kendall River, then headed west, along the Kendall to Great Bear Lake. Furs trade and
mineral wealth were the main motivating forces for these ventures and eventually lead to the
establishment of first buildings at the mouth of the Coppermine.
Still remote and unknown, the Coppermine River attracted a number of adventurers and
researchers well into the early 1900’s. John Hornby, Frank Russell, expedition leaders
Vilhjlmur Stefanson and Knud Rasmussen were interested in the culture as well as the
economics of the region. The archaeologist, Diamond Jenness recorded the last years of the
nomadic way of life of the Copper Inuit.

Riparian Settlement
Seasonal Campsites Archaeological sites found along the Coppermine River and within the
watershed are indicative of the rich and varied cultural life that has occurred in this area for
over eight thousand years. Sites can be found from the Arctic coast all the way inland to the
source of the Coppermine River.

Kuklok Kuklok or Bloody Falls has been a favourite fishing and gathering areas for many
cultures for many centuries. It has been postulated that between 8000 and 6800 years ago,
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Kuklok was on the Arctic coast, prior to the post
glacial rebound and emergence of the central Arctic.
The Athabaskans inhabited these regions, this being
the northern boundary of their incursion. David
Morrison and Robert McGhee, archaeologists for the
Museum of Civilization, have found a number of
archaeological campsites along the west shore,
indicative of this early “Indian” occupation.

Arriving in Kugluktuk

Lunch before Sandstone
Rapids

McGhee excavated the remains of two Thule houses
on the knoll overlooking the rapids. A number of
artifacts were found scattered over a large area of the
knoll and some are associated with the Arctic Small
Tool tradition or Pre-Dorset tradition. The majority of artifacts are probably from a single
site, perhaps associated with a summer camp used by people fishing at the Falls. The artifacts date from 1350 B.C.

People of the Thule culture occupied the site at some period between 1200 A.D. and 1450
A.D. The late prehistoric Copper “Eskimo”, descendants of the Thule, occupied the site
since that time.

Other Seasonal Camps

While Kuklok Kuklok has been the subject of the most intense
archaeological investigation and research, there are other sites located along the river and
within the Watershed indicating the region has been extensively and continuously occupied
by a number of cultural groups. Examples of these are found in the Lac de Gras and upper
reaches of the Coppermine River Basin where archaeological research has occurred since the
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early 1970’s and most recently in the 1990’s.
Lithic sites, places where tools or weapons were manufactured from stone, are most commonly found; sites others include cairns, hearths, tent rings and burial sites. The location of
archaeological sites are often found on eskers, near rapids or elevated landforms, outcrops
and knolls. These sites, often associated with the inland lakes, yield cultural evidence from
the Plano, Arctic tool and Taltheilei traditions, some dating back as far as 8,000 years. It
has been identified that additional archaeological work is required along the lower reaches
of the Coppermine, as part of various exploration projects.

Cabins below Bloody
Falls (left)
Kugluktuk (right)

River-based Communities

Kugluktuk can be termed a river-based community as it has
developed around traditional Inuit hunting and fishing activities related to the river. The
Copper Inuit have occupied the area for centuries, living a nomadic life that included
seasonal campsites along the river, especially near the mouth.
Located on the mouth of the Coppermine River on a large open site, Kugluktuk was settled
in the 1950’s and today has grown to a population of about 1250 people.

River-influenced Transportation Travel in the Coppermine Watershed is by air craft or small
land based motorized vehicles such as All Terrain Vehicles in summer and snow machines in
winter. These last two modes of travel have taken over the old ways of dog team travel and
walking, although dog teams are still used for recreation and tourism today. Many of the
elders have told stories about the long distances and the short time that families would take
to travel on foot. A rapid pace would be set and long trips, even from the headwaters at Lac
de Gras all the way to the coast, would be undertaken.
While a “road system” has not been developed, there are numerous traditional trail systems
or informal routes that people travel from Kugluktuk to hunt and pick berries or to return
to visit their family camps. This trail system is indicative of the level of development in the
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region. Today, trails used by All Terrain Vehicle and the snow machines follow the old dog
team and foot trails.

Culture and Recreation
Spiritual Associations
Sacred or Spiritual Sites The land is very important to the Inuit and Dene people, not only
Matty selecting the route
into Escape Rapids (left)
Entering Escape Rapids
(right)

in terms of sustaining life but also in a spiritual sense. They has a strong sense of place and
a strong sense of being associated with with the land. Bloody Falls represents a site of
special significance to the Inuit.
The Inukshuit are stone markers or cairns the Inuit use to identify routes and hunting areas.
And they also indicate places of good and bad spirits as well as places of cultural importance

to the Inuit. Travelling along the shore of the Coppermine River, Inukshuit are often found,
sometimes pointing the way for others to follow.

Burial Places

Archaeologists have focused research on burial sites in the Lac de Gras area
where they have identified the age of various cultures that occupied the area. Often the skill
and experience of the archaeologist is required to locate these small sites, which are unmarked and unrecognizable to the layman. In general, archaeologist concentrates on places
where sites are often found, such as eskers and the junction of a lake and stream. There are
numerous places on the lower part of the Coppermine such as the junction of the Kendall
and Coppermine River or Melville Creek and the Coppermine that will no doubt reveal
burial places of early civilizations.

Riverside Museums
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Kuklok National Historic Site In 1990, the site at Kuklok Territorial Park, formerly
Bloody Falls Park, was designated a National Historic Site to commemorate the “long
archaeological record of use of the site as a fishery”. The process for designation began in
1978, when the National Historic Sites and Monuments Board recognized the site as a
place of national significance. The long history of occupation of the site by early people
dates back to 8000 BC. In Kuklok Territorial Park the archaeological sites of the
Athabaskan, Pre Dorset, Dorset and Thule are found along the hills overlooking the river
and immediately adjacent to the Falls. The park will be formally established upon completion of the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement obligations.

Lunch at the castle (left)
Collecting driftwood for
Bloody Falls camps
(right)

The Kugluktuk Visitor Centre is a small facility that houses information of both cultural
and historical important and tourist information from the Coppermine Area. An interpretative display explains the Copper Inuit culture and touches on earlier people who lived in the
watershed of the Coppermine River.

55

COPPERMINE RIVER NOMINATION DOCUMENT

Jurisdictional Use
Conflict and Military Associations
Aboriginal Internecine Conflict Kuklok Falls is well known for the famous “massacre” that
Samuel Hearne witnessed in 1771 while travelling north with the Chipewayn in search of
mineral resources, principally, Copper. A group of Inuit had set up a camp at the falls to
fish, and according to Hearne’s diary, the Chipewayn processed to massacre the unsuspecting
group.
Warfare between Inuit and Chipewyan and other southern tribal groups was common and
there was a well-established fear in all groups when travelling in “foreign” lands. There were
times when tribes met and traded rather than fought, and expeditions were made specifically
for trading purposes. However, Hearne appears to have been witness to life on the land at
its most precarious. Unplanned and unprepared, the Chipewayn weighed the odds and
decided they were in their favour. The resulting battle is graphically described in Hearne’s
diary, and the sensational event has captured the imagination of all who visit the area.
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Boundaries The tree line is recognized as a boundary that separates people, land and wildlife.
It is commonly thought, that the first nation people occupied land in the forest, while the
Inuit and their ancestors occupied land on the barrens. This concept was one of the deciding factors in establishment of the boundary between the Northwest Territories and Nunavut. But archaeology has shown that both peoples lived in both areas at different times and
this may have been due to the shift in the tree line in response to warming and cooling
trends in weather.
The Coppermine River or the Watershed does, in many ways, represent the western edge of
the territory occupied by the Copper Inuit. To the west and south are the lands of other
first nations and to the north west is the land of the Mackenzie Inuit.
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Assessment of Human Heritage Values

To identify which of the
human heritage selection guidelines
appear to be met by the river, by quoting
guidelines and briefly describing the
human heritage values that appear to meet them
Outstanding human heritage value will be recognized when a river environment meets one or
more of the following guidelines for Human Heritage Values for Canadian Heritage Rivers.

RESOURCE HARVESTING
Fishing

• Aboriginal Prehistoric fishing
• Historic subsistence fishing
• Commercial fishing
• Sports fishing Char, grayling

Trapping and Hunting

• Subsistence hunting, caribou, muskox, grizzly bear
• Trapping of wolf, fox, bear
• Sports hunting moose, grizzly bear, caribou, muskox

Mines and Quarries

• Copper Gold, diamonds, zinc, lead

WATER TRANSPORT
River Navigation

• Navigable Channel
• Early explorers, Hearne, Franklin

Onshore Services
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RIPARIAN SETTLEMENT
Riparian Settlement

• Archeological sites along river
• Subsistence hunting/fishing camps along river

River Based Community

• Kugluktuk, mouth of Coppermine River

CULTURE AND RECREATION
Sacred and Spiritual Sites

• Inukshuit

Burial Places

• Numerous archaeological sites

Riverside Museum

• Kuklok Territorial Park
• National Historic Site

Riverside Museum and
Art Galleries

• Kugluktuk Visitor Centre

Artistic Expression

• Diaries, journals and reports
• Paintings, drawings of river and people in the river landscape

JURISDICTIONAL USE
Exploration and Route
Surveys

• Official exploring parties
• Surveying parties
• Official parties claiming land for colonizing power
• Inuit land claims

The Coppermine River has had a remarkable influence on the historical development
of native people living within the river’s watershed. The significant historical
themes are related to the ancestor’s of both the Inuit and the Dene who have inhabited the
Coppermine River valley continuously for over 8000 years. “Settlement” along the river has
been unobtrusive, because of the transitory and migratory nature of early people. A way of
life that was always in transition, following the seasons and the wildlife, was not conducive
to building permanent structures.
Only in the early 1900’s, when the presence of Europeans became more common in the
region, were permanent structures built at the mouth of the river where Kugluktuk is now
located. Here, traders built trading posts in 1916 and a flurry of building occurred in the
20’s with the Hudson Bay Company establishing a post in 1927, and the Anglicans set up a
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mission in 1928. A nursing station was built in 1929 to deal with an influenza epidemic. In
1932 the RCMP arrived along with a weather and radio station in 1937. A school was not
built until 1959 when people moved from camps into the community.

Sandstone cliffs below
Sandstone Rapids

A few cabins are dotted along the lower reaches of the river below Bloody Falls within the
Municipal boundary. Infrequently it is possible to find the remains of cabins higher up the
river. Some temporary sports fishing camps are the only signs of “settlement” along the
river.
Many of the major rivers in Canada were
transportation corridors, and as a result, many
changes have occurred along these rivers. The
Coppermine is not easily navigated and never
became a transportation route in the same
sense as other rivers. However, it is a focal
point around which transportation occurs.
Today, as in the distant past, there are hunting
routes along the river taking people inland, to
various other lake and river systems within the
Coppermine River Watershed. Examples are
Dease Lake, Melville Creek, and the Kendall
River where people and wildlife follow trails
along and across the river.
The Coppermine River became an area of
interest for European explorers between the
late 1700’s to early 1900’s. Hearne, Franklin, Richardson, Ross, Back, Rae, Dease and
Simpson all travelled along some or the entire Coppermine river conducting geological
surveys of the region. The diaries of these explorers contain vivid descriptions of the Arctic
landscape, the climate and the people of which little was known in the western world. These
are events and achievements of great Canadian significance.
In the 1900’s a number of expeditions were conducted along the Arctic Coast and up or
down the Coppermine River to Great Bear Lake. The Fifth Thule Expedition commanded
by Knud Rasmussen, Vilhjalmur Stefansson on his second expedition to the Arctic in 1910,
and geologists, such as David Hanbury and K.G. Chipman wintered along the river. And like
the explorers, they all kept diaries describing the river and life along it
Archaeological sites which are unique and of great antiquity include the early
Athabaskans, the Pre Dorset, Dorset, and Thule as well as Copper Inuit. Here people overwintered in camps for several months or stayed for a few weeks while hunting or perhaps
stopped to have a meal and repair some equipment.
60

PARKS & TOURISM , GOVERNMENT OF NUNAVUT

Inuit sites have been found along the river valley at such locations as Dease Lake and Bloody
Falls or Kuklok Territorial Park. The archaeological sites a Kuklok, contain representation
from all the different ages and early cultural groups. The archaeological sites of the PreDorset, Dorset, and Thule are found in the vicinity of the battle-grounds and on the nearby
hills are archaeological sites of the Athabaskans.
Along the Coppermine River, there are a number of historical and archaeological
structures and sites, representative of major themes in Canadian history.
Kuklok Territorial Park, at Bloody Falls, has been designated as a National Historic Site
recognizing the explorer, Samuel Hearne and the historic battle between Inuit and
Chipewayn as recorded in Hearne’s diary. It also recognizes the archaeological significance
and long history of early aboriginal cultures in the area.
Above raptor campsite

In Kugluktuk there are a number of historic structures representative of the first buildings
constructed along this part of the arctic coast. The Hudson Bay warehouse, Anglican Church
residence and a few earlier homes are found along the shore where there were constructed in
the early 1900’s.
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Human Heritage Integrity

To describe how the river
appears to meet
the historical integrity guidelines
In addition to meeting at least one of the above guidelines, for a river to be judged to have
outstanding Canadian human heritage value, it should possess all of the following historical
integrity values.
The state of preservation of the river environment is representative of the
historic period considered to be of outstanding importance. This historic period
spans, at a minimum, the last eight thousand years, taking into account the early Indian and
Inuit cultural groups living in the area.
Natural is the best way to describe the visual appearance of the river - some would use the
expression “pristine environment”. Boreal forest, tundra plateaus and the stone canyon walls
are the dominant features along rushing torrent of the Coppermine.
Essentially the river environment is free from and unimpaired by any form of development, structures and impoundments for the entire length of the river.
While hydro research has been conducted on the river, no construction or development has
occurred in the long history of the rivers existence.
Neighbouring land use does not effect the historical experience of the river.
Today canoeists see a river very similar to the one that Franklin travelled almost two hundred years ago or the Thule experienced one thousand years ago. The Coppermine is made
up of stunted spruce boreal forest, low growing willow and heather tundra plants, mountains,
endless plains and steep canyons of white water. Caribou, moose, muskox as well as birds of
prey visit the river regularly. Foot prints and trails are worn into the ground by animals but
the impact of humans has not been intense or permanent.
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The community of Kugluktuk, (1250 population) is slowly growing on the shore of the
river, but there are no bridges, dock, piers, landings or signs constructed along the shore or
in the river. A number of small cabins and fishing camps are located along the last ten
kilometres from Bloody Falls to the mouth of the Coppermine.
The biophysical quality of the water is suitable for a number of non-contact
recreational activities. Drinking water is one of the main uses for the river water; it is
free of pollution and contaminants and has a regular strong flow supporting a wide range of
biological and physical elements.

Raptor nest (left)
Cliffs along Escape
Rapids (right)

Boating, canoeing, kayaking and fishing are the major recreational activities, along with
swimming near Kugluktuk. Travelling by snow machine and fishing on the ice are popular on
the lower part of the river.
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Recreation Values

To describe the outstanding
ecreational features of the river
and its immediate environment.
Description of Recreational Values
The Coppermine River is a rich resource for natural and human heritage appreciation. The
wilderness environment of the Coppermine River makes it an ideal place for canoeing,
rafting, angling and sports hunting. Solitude, an endless expanse of forest and tundra interspersed with streams, lakes, rapids and waterfalls are the natural resources offered by the
river.
The abundant human heritage values relate to the rich culture of the Inuit and Dene and the
history of well known explorers such as Hearne, Franklin, and Hanbury. These qualities make
the Coppermine River an outstanding recreational experience from the national and human
heritage perspective.

Boating
With 850 kilometres to travel, the Coppermine gives the canoeist or river rafter an almost
infinite variety of landscapes to experience travelling through shield country. The level of
difficulty along some rapids is classified between one and three on the International
Whitewater Scale of Boating Difficulty. This is definitely a river for the experienced
whitewater traveller. The majority of the whitewater and rapids is found in the lower 250
kilometres of the river, where there are continuous sections of white water up to 40 kilometres long.
In the upper reaches, wild rapids are found between the lakes. Throughout the entire length,
the river continues to move rapidly, although in the upper section there is a long stretch of
about 128 kilometres from Fairy Lake to Big Bend where the river widens and moves at a
slow pace.
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Raft, kayak and canoe are the preferred modes of transport for the recreationalist and the
tour guides who lead anywhere between ten to twenty people down the river annually. The
total number of river users is quite small relative to canoe river traffic in southern Canada.
Perhaps 20 to 30 people annual canoe or raft the river, but these numbers are typical for
northern remote rivers.
In Kugluktuk, in the 24 hour day of Arctic
summer sunlight, Kugluktuk residents enjoy
swimming at the mouth of the river, where the
slower moving water gets a chance to warm.
Other activities include water-skiing, and kneeboarding.
Along the upper sections of the river and away
from Kugluktuk, opportunities for swimming
are more limited because of current and the
cold water. However, on hot day, when the
mosquitoes are thick and the air is still, there are shallows that provide excellent swimming
holes in which to cool off and escape the buzzing black clouds of insects.

Checking out Escape
Rapids at a distance
(top)
Getting a ride into
Kugluktuk (bottom)

Water Associated Activities
Campsites can be found almost anywhere
along the river, some locations may take a
little more time to find than other. Dry
gravel eskers and sand beaches are the best
locations for setting up camp. Firewood is
available along most of the river but
beyond Sandstone Rapids it becomes sparse
and disappears all together beyond Escape
Rapids. Tundra heathers provide a good
substitute if there is no wood available, but
picking an adequate supply will take time
to find and gather.
People often hike from Kugluktuk, along
the old dog sled trail (now an All Terrain
Vehicle Trail), to Kuklok Territorial Park, a
distance of about 13 kilometres. Hiking beyond the falls is possible but is not a common
activity.
Sports hunting, as mentioned earlier is popular with hunters flying in for the day or perhaps
camping for a week to hunt moose, musk ox and caribou as the animals migrate through the
area.
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Winter Activities
Popular winter activities are camping, fishing, travelling by snow machine to remote areas
along the river. In fact, the winter may see more traffic along the river than the summer as
people can easily access places that are long distances away, such as Melville Creek, or the
Kendall River and Rocky Defile. These will mostly be hunting trips, although spring camping before snow melt is very popular with the people from Kugluktuk. The Nattiq Frolics is
a celebration of old traditions and welcoming spring back, held in April in Kugluktuk. The
Peter Gzowski golf tournament, which sponsors literacy in the north, has been part of the
festivities as well.

Natural Heritage Appreciation

waterfalls at Escape
Rapids

The Coppermine flows through a beautiful, wild, wilderness setting. The upper river is
surrounded by small lakes and streams that flows into the Coppermine. The boreal forest
made up of stunted spruce and birch cover this section of the Slave Geologic Province
The boreal forest, stunted spruce and birch cover this section of the Slave Geologic Province. Traveling north into the Bear Geologic province, the vegetation surrounding the river
turns into tundra, with the exception
of the river valley itself. Here the
boreal forest continues to creep up the
valley and cover the banks and nearby
hills. Eventually the tundra dominates
along the river valley.
Along this route the voyageurs experience the flat-topped September and
Coppermine Mountains which dominate the landscape for miles. Spectacular views are possible in all directions over the seemingly endless
rolling tundra plateaus.
Along this route there are opportunities to view wildlife, such as moose,
caribou and musk ox as well as fox and wolverine. Raptors are found in along the river
canyon, sometimes perched on next hanging from the rock, peregrine falcon, bald eagle, and
rough legged hawk are common.
Some of the areas of specific note are described here.
Rocky Defile is narrow twisting canyon, with high jagged cliffs on both sides. It is not
possible to see round the bend to the end of the rapids, that are boiling through the channel.
Raptor nests and wild flowers spring from the canyon walls at various intervals. About
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sixteen kilometres to the north, the Coppermine Mountains rise up and appear to block the
path of the river.
Muskox Rapids appears as a series of standing waves beside a large rock outcrop, but it is
not a canyon like the other rapids downstream. Stunted spruce sparsely vegetated the banks
of river. Round boulders are exposed within the channel and provide an indication of the
erosive forces that must surge down the river at break-up when the water levels are high.
Sandstone Rapids waits in the distance, appearing dark and ominous from here.
Bloody Falls (left)
Limestone cliffs (right)

At Sandstone Rapids the horizontal layers of red sandstone are clearly visible. From the

start of portage, it is possible to see the sandstone cliffs on both sides where the river widens
in the distance beyond the rapids. Another wild series of standing waves fill the centre of the
channel. The vegetation here can hardly be called trees, they are more like spruce shrubs,
grouped together in stands of three or four on the sometimes flat, sometimes rolling tundra
landscape.
Forty kilometres later these rapids come to an end between two steep stone cliffs where the
river narrows and abruptly turns left.
Escape Rapids, the last of the sandstone cliffs, lies ahead. Again the river is full of white
water approaching the rapids. It is difficult to understand how Franklin entered Escape
Rapids unaware of the dangers. From a distance the narrow channel of steep grey rock is
clearly visible and is a distinctive indicator of restricted and consequently white water. The
canyon, viewed from the tundra plateau above, is beautiful. A long thin waterfall cascades
into the canyon, the rock walls plunge straight into the river; Only the most agile and
experienced of climbers would have a chance of getting up the canyon walls. The channel
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twists to the left, producing a series of standing waves three to four feet high, making it
impossible to get to the inside edge. At the end, the river widens and the canyon walls fall
away to round boulders and the tundra hills off in the distance.
A little further down stream, the hills above Bloody Falls are visible. Just before reaching
the Falls the river widens into a large lake-like basin with shallow channels flowing over
boulders.
Bloody Falls is the last set of rapids, and the river is squeezed into a narrow channel by a
steep cliff on the left, and a high hill on the right. About half way along the rapid is a sandy
beach where it is possible to observe the steep gradient as the river crashes to the final big
wave at the end of the rapids.

Human Heritage Appreciation
7Spring Breakup channel
at Bloody Falls

The river corridor abounds with human life, and can hardly be called an empty landscape,
although a person does not get this impression from viewing the river. People have traveled

the length of the river, up and downstream, on the water and on the shore, summer and
winter. Animal trails are found along the shore. People walking from place to place in the
past often followed these trails. Today, snow machines and all terrain vehicles use some
routes.
No structures, forts or trading posts ever existed along the river, although, sometimes a
trapper’s log cabin appears amongst the trees. Even at Bloody Falls, the archaeological sites
are hidden under willow. Despite the lack of physical entities, the river has a strong history.
Visitors to the river will experience the same landscape that the British explorers saw three
to four hundred years ago and the Thule, a thousand years before them.
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Franklin and Hearne and all the explorers left vivid accounts of their travels along the river,
the rapids and the tributaries of the Coppermine. The Kendall River is a popular jumping
off or entry point for those travelling to and from Great Bear Lake.
The fact that there are not any structures, buildings, bridges or dams along the river makes
it absolutely unique in the Heritage Rivers System, as no other river has this degrees of
original, untouched landscape, still completely in tact.
Bloody Falls
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Assessment of Recreational Values

To state whether or not the two selection gidelines
appear to be met by the river and,
if so, to quote the guidelines and
briefly describe how the river’s recreational
values appear to meet these guidelines
The combination of recreational opportunities and related natural values
provide for exceptional canoe and rafting experiences in a landscape corridor that offers
excellent opportunities to view wildlife, a variety of tundra and taiga landscapes and
birdlife.
Swimming is popular in the slower waters at the mouth of the river. Places to hike occur in
both the boreal forest and on the open tundra, leading to beautiful view points, such as the
September Mountains which provide incredible panoramas of the surrounding country side.
And there are numerous places along the river as well as inland to hike or camp. Fishing
and hunting opportunities can co-exist without impinging on other recreation.
Over 850 kilometres of lakes, river canyon, whitewater, as well as, two distinct river landscapes, the taiga of the south and the tundra of the north await the whitewater enthusiast
along the entire length of the Coppermine River. From the Nunavut/Northwest Territories
boundary the river winds 400 kilometres northward to the Arctic Ocean, which includes five
of the most dramatic and challenging sets of the rapid. Here, history, archaeology and
geology all combine to give the visitor an unparalleled canoeing experience. The fact there is
no development along the entire river, other than the community of Kugluktuk at the
month, means river travelers enjoy the same Arctic wilderness experience as the explores, the
Copper Inuit, the Thule and all early peoples enjoyed.
Boreal Forest, rolling hills, endless plains of tundra and the high flat-topped Coppermine
and September Mountains provide a variety of landscape and topography throughout the
river corridor. There are opportunities for nature appreciation along the entire river valley.
There are eskers covered with tundra and the steep, stone-walled canyons interspersed along
the river where torrents of water twist through the narrow wind corridors.
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The five, most remarkable rapids, as well as some of the lakes, all have been named by
explorers and some names are the result of Franklin’s 1821 trip down river. Rock nest Lake,
Fairy Lake, Rocky Defile, Muskox Rapids, Sandstone Rapids, Escape Rapids and Bloody Falls
are not only unique geological landmarks but as also spectacular landscapes representative of
the Coppermine River watershed. At different sites there are stories related to Inuit life, the
white water misadventures of explorers and the life and death struggles of early cultures.

Bloody Falls in the
distance

Wildlife abounds along the river corridor, especially opportunities to view birds of prey and
their nesting sites perched on the steep rock canyon walls. Peregrine falcon, rough legged
hawk, gryfalcon and bald eagles; are seen daily by the whitewater traveller. Moose, caribou
and muskox, and grizzly are the other dominant wildlife that can be seen throughout the
different seasons crossing or meandering along the shore of the river. They are also found
close to certain areas, such as the junction of the Coppermine and Kendall Rivers, which is a
common fishing and campsite.
The river traveller follows the route of well know explorer such as Franklin and Richardson,
and pass by places which Rae, Stephanson, and Rasmussen explored on their trips up and
down the river. Diaries of these early adventurers describe sites and places that have remained unchanged and are easily recognizable today. Turn of the century (1900’s) adventurers and geologists have also recorded their travels along the river in search of the mineral
wealth and new landscapes. Even though these accounts are one to two hundred years old,
they are excellent records of the river experience today’s travellers may expect to enjoy or
endure.
While the river is navigable, it is not recommended for the novice and should be travelled
by only the most experienced kayakers, rafters and canoeists. Above Bloody Falls, canoes and
rafts are the major form of river traffic. Here people can experience strong currents, rapids
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and whitewater along most of the river. Below Bloody Falls, motor boats are used for subsistence fishing as well as recreational activity

Rapids at Bloody Falls

Being able to travel the routes and camp and fish at the same sites as ancient peoples is an
exciting experience, almost like living with the ghosts of the past. Bloody Falls or Kuklok is a
well-known location for archaeological sites, and there are many others that have been
found, especially in the Northwest Territories. Just as many likely exist in Nunavut, such as
the Thule site at Dismal Lake, but these area have not enjoyed the same level of archaeological research as the Northwest Territories. Occasionally, it is possible, to find tent
rings and the fire pits, which may have
placed by early river travellers.
The river corridor is capable of supporting
recreational activity in the future and has
not had significant impact on the natural,
historical or aesthetic qualities with past
use.
The people of Kugluktuk have emphasized
the importance of maintaining quality of
the river and water. The fact the community uses the river as its source of drinking
water is indicative of the strong interest the people have in the water. Concerns were expressed about mineral exploration and development, expediting companies and canoeists not
being careful of the environment, the handling of garbage and in the case of mining the
handling of fuels and other toxic material. People want the river to stay the same! This was a
very clear message heard in interviews and public meetings.
Recreationalists are welcome to use the river as long as they take care of it. Most river trips
are guided by people who base their living on the fact the natural, historical and aesthetic
qualities are not altered or damaged by river-users.
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Recreational Integrity
RECREATIONAL INTEGRITY

To describe how the river
appears to meet the
recreational integrity guideline.
The quality of water is suitable for a variety of recreational opportunities,
making the Coppermine River a place of outstanding Canadian recreational value.
The Coppermine is capable of supporting recreational activities such as boating, fishing,
scenic qualities, sufficient flow, navigability, accessibility and a suitable shoreline conducive
to recreation. It has a national and international reputation as a canoeing river to the Arctic
Coast and a place for sport hunting and fishing. These activities present a variety of challenges, and, with assistance, can be enjoyed by a variety of ages and skill levels from the
whitewater enthusiastic to the hardy adventure that may require the assistance of a guide.
Local people, as well as Canadian’s in general, benefit from the recreational opportunities
which are available in an incredibly beautiful natural setting. Inuit culture has a strong
presence, giving the river a rich and unique cultural environment, different from other parts
of Canada. The Coppermine River, offers Canadian’s a high degree of recreational integrity
in the taiga and tundra, in wide lakes and white water, in its canyons carved from the rough
stone of the region.
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River Integrity

To describe how the river meets general
Canadian Heritage Rivers System integrity
guidelines, with specific reference to values
not addressed in the preceding integrity sections.
The feasibility of maintaining the
river’s integrity may also be addressed here.
The Coppermine River is of sufficient size, with over 850 kilometres total and 450
kilometres in Nunavut of powerful water, that runs year round, ice or no ice and is continually feed from a reservoir of lakes and streams covering surrounding the river. Major tributaries such as the Kendall River and Melville Creek add to the power of the river.
This area contains most of the key inter-related and inter-dependent elements to
demonstrate the river is of outstanding value. The Coppermine River Watershed
forms the eighth largest drainage area in northern Canada and one of the key systems in the
arctic. This river has flowed since the formation of the Canadian Shield, over 500 million
years ago and will continue to flow in its natural state, free of development and impoundment for many years to come
Many people have depended on the Coppermine River waters shed to support wildlife and,
in turn, to provide food through a subsistence lifestyle. The abundance of wildlife, birds and
plant life makes the watershed a river, and fertile environment, despite the harsh climate of
the Arctic Coast.
The ecosystem components required under the Canadian Heritage Rivers
System, related to Natural and Human Heritage and Recreation Values are
found on the Coppermine River
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Natural Heritage:
• The Coppermine River is the first river system that flows into the Arctic Ocean, to
be nominated for Canadian Heritage Rivers System designation.

• Integrity analysis indicates that the Coppermine River represents age old geological
processes of the Canadian Shield, the Slave and Bear geological province which are not
found anywhere else in Canada.

• The river valley is an unique mircro-climate created by the valley draws the Taiga
Shield ecozone well up into the South Arctic Tundra ecozone, providing conditions for
plant growth and wildlife that are not usually found this far north.

• Moose, muskox and caribou roam the tundra/taiga landscape, along with wolf, wolverine, grizzly bear, raptors and fish within the Coppermine River Watershed.
The Nunavut Land Claims Agreement, article 9, recognizes Canadian Heritage Rivers as
Conservation Areas, which are considered to be places of special significance in Nunavut for
ecological, cultural, archaeological and research reasons. Article 9 ensures Inuit rights are
maintained, and provides for meaningful joint planning and management of the important
values and resources of the river through Inuit Impacts and Benefits Agreements.
Hills below Bloody Falls
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Human Heritage:
• The Coppermine River Watershed, as revealed in the integrity analysis, has and still
continues to support a subsistence life-style for the Dene and Inuit and their ancestors
who have lived along the river for over 8,000 years.

• Numerous archaeological sites are found along the river, indicative of long period of
time that the river has supported people and provided food and water to plants and
animals.

• Explorers were drawn to the area in search of copper, furs and to discover the landscape of the arctic.

• A vibrant community, Kugluktuk, has grown on the shore of the river, representing a
transition away from the traditional nomadic life of the Inuit.

• This community of Kugluktuk expresses an interest in stewardship by monitoring and

maintaining the quality and integrity of the river long into the future.

Recreation Values:
• Recreational activities have developed in the last century, canoeing, rafting, sports
hunting and fishing are the main interests to tourists. While the river never was a key
transportation corridor to the indigenous people, they did travel along its shore and
throughout the watershed, walking and a carrying their procession. This activity continued right into the age of recreational vehicles.

• Recreational integrity analysis indicates the river provides a superior quality of
recreational opportunities, and has the potential to increase the scope and variety of
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recreation in the future, through exploration of Inuit culture, archaeology as well as
enjoying the beauty of the vast and powerful Arctic landscape.

• The Canadian Water Service has monitored the river flow for a number of years and
the community of Kugluktuk is researching a process for community-based river monitoring for pollutants and water quality. Great interest and concern about preventing
pollution and preserving the integrity of the river water was expressed in interviews and
at public meetings. The river is and has been the source of drinking water for the
community for a number of years. Given this level of interest, the community will
ensure that the future integrity of the river and its water quality will be maintained as a
Canadian Heritage River.

• The fact the river is free from development and that development interests, such a
mining, are being carefully screened with environmental assessments before development
and ongoing monitoring after development ensure that the river water quality will be
maintained.

Packing up Northwinds
raft
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Appendix A
Checklist for Annual Report Submission
Name of River

Coppermine River

YEAR

Listed below are values for which the Coppermine River, Nunavut was nominated to the
Canadian Heritage Rivers System, and activities which might in the future affect these
values. Please check off those values which have experienced significant changes
(natural or human induced), and potentially important activities which have
occurred in the past year (April 1 to March 31).
FOR EACH VALUE OR ACTIVITY CHECKED, PLESE ALSO COMPLETE AN ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION FORM

1. CHANGES IN CONDITION OF RIVER VALUES
Natural Heritage Values:
Hydrology
Physiography
River morphology
Biotic environments
Vegetation
Fauna

Human Heritage Values:
Resource harvesting
Water Transport
Riparian settlement
Culture and recreation
Jurisdictional use

Recreational Values:
Boating
Angling
Water contact recreation
Water association activities
Winter activities
Natural heritage appreciation
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Human heritage appreciation
Resource Integrity
River size
Ecosystem integrity
Water quality

2. ACTIVITIES POTENTIALLY AFFECTING RIVER VALUES
Planning:
Management planning
Site or area plans
Operational plans
Land use category/zoning
Consultation/public meetings
Boundary changes

Operations:
Resources conservation actions
Facility developments
Permit approvals
Access/egress changes
Cooperation/volunteer groups
Environmental assessments

Research:
Visitor use research
Natural resource research
Historical/archaeological

External Activities:
Mineral exploration/development
Oil and gas exploration/development
Streamflow alterations/threats
Local residents’ activities
Non-government organization
Other external activities
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Supporting Documentation
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Ministak Angohikiikoni
Minister of Sustainable Development
Ministère du Développement Durable

January 10, 2002

Canadian Heritage Rivers Board
c/o Canadian Heritage Rivers Secretariat
National Parks Directorate
25 Eddy Street
Hull, Quebec, Canada
K1A 0M5
Nomination of the Coppermine River as a Canadian Heritage River

In 1821, when John Franklin paddled the Coppermine River as part of his quest
to find the Northwest Passage, he remarked that the river had undoubtedly been
changed only by the forces of time. The Coppermine River still used by
Kugluktumiut today for subsistence and recreation is very much the same river
experienced by Franklin, and the Thule millennia before him. It remains a river
with a rich history, an important natural heritage, and significant recreational
opportunities.
Residents of Kugluktuk have worked hard to ensure these same values remain
unchanged today. At the same time, they want to showcase their river to
Nunavut, Canada, and the world through the Canadian Heritage Rivers program.
The nomination, and future designation of the Coppermine River as a Canadian
Heritage Rivers highlights the importance of the river; and will provide new
opportunities for tourism and attraction development in Kugluktuk through the
CHRS.
For these reasons, the Government of Nunavut adds its strong support for the
nomination of the Coppermine to that of the Hamlet of Kugluktuk, Donald
Havioyak, MLA - Kugluktuk, the Kugluktuk Hunters and Trappers Association and
the Kitikmeot Regional Inuit Association. We look forward to working with
Kugluktuk, and in fact, all the River stakeholders in developing a Coppermine
River Action Plan/Strategy.
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We are proud of the Coppermine River and will ensure its values, so strongly
recognized by Kugluktukmiut, remain for future generations so they can
experience the same river as their ancestors.

Olayuk Akesuk
Minister, Sustainable Development
cc.
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Stanley Anablak, Mayor, Kugluktuk
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