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Western Arctic Lowlands

Represented by: Aulavik National Park

DOMAIN OF THE MUSKOX

“Here I stand

Surrounded with great joy,

For the spirit of the air,

Lets glorious food sink down to me,
Here I stand”

Muskoxen

THE LAND:

Low-lying, barren islands in the southwest-
ern Arctic Archipelago distinguish this region.
Victoria Island, the largest, is bigger than
the four Atlantic provinces combined. The
coastlines of these islands range from
extensive lowlands to spectacular cliffs.
Most of the area has been aifected by the
recent passage of the continental ice sheets.
Fields of drumlins on southern Victoria
Island impart a regular but complex “grain”
that contrasts with the flat horizon of adja-
cent lowlands. Patches of undulating mor-
aines, which appear from the air to be like
gargantuan ploughed fields, break up vast
plains where sinuous eskers provide the
only vertical relief. Upland platcaux cut up
into an Arctic version of badlands con-
trast with areas where nothing but broken
limestone, sand and gravel are to be seen.
Coal scams blacken the hills on Banks Island
and loose chunks of coal are scattered on
the beaches.

song recorded on Victoria Island
by the Fitth Thule Expedition, 1924

VEGETATION:

Most of this region is sparsely vegetated,
with vast seemingly lifeless areas. Wet sites,
however, have a heavy cover of sedges, cot-
tongrass, mosses and saxifrages. In the
southern fringes of the region, the thawed
layer above the permafrost supports a thick
layer of dwarf tundra shrubs. Dwarf birch,
willow and alder can reach two metres in
height. In windswept areas, trees - some as
old as 400 years - grow horizontally, their
branches twisted and convoluted and nev-
er rising more than a few centimetres above
the soil.

Thomsen River, Banks Island

Parks Canada (1997) National Park System Plan


https://parks.canada.ca/pn-np/plan
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WILDLIFE:

In winter, this land
appears to be almost
empty of life. The

summer cacophony of
bird calls is gone. Of
the large mammals,
only musk-oxen and
caribou remain, stead-
fast in the face of the
fiercest Arctic blizzards.
Of the birds, only the raven, ptarmigan
and a few snowy owls stay to face the cold
and darkness. Bencath the snow, lemmings
scurry along wecll-packed tunnels. But the
surface of the land is still and silent. In
summer the land comes alive under the
benevolence of 24-hour sunshine. Caribou
and musk-oxen get fat and bear their young
in sheltered valleys. Flocks of snow geese
and other waterfowl nest on the sedge
meadows along river valleys.

STATUS OF NATIONAL PARKS:

An agrecement for the establishment of Aulavik
National Park was signed in August 1992 at
a ceremony in Sachs Harbour, the only
community on Banks Island. The park
agreement was signed by representatives
of the Inuvialuit, the federal government,
and the government of the Northwest Ter-
ritories.

Aulavik National Park comprises some 12,200
km? of windswept tundra landscape - about
twice the size of Prince Edward Island.
The Inuvialuktun name was suggested by
one of the elders of Sachs Harbour, and
means “where people travel”.

Patterned ground, Banks Island

The core of this national
park on northern Banks
Island is formed by the
relatively lush Thom-
sen River and its tribu-
taries. The park also
features deeply-cut river
canyons and rugged,
desert-like badlands.
The hills and valleys
surrounding the rivers
support about one-
quarter of the muskox on Banks Island,
and some of the highest concentrations of
muskox in the world. Archacological sites
dating from 3,400 ycars ago arc cvidence
of the area's rich cultural heritage.

_

The most popular visitor activities in the
park are travel by canoe or raft down the
Thomsen River, and hiking the vast expanses
of tundra in the core of the park.




June pack ice jams the narrow passages of the Arctic Ocean.

Major Land Uses
Traditional living

Main Communities

Cambridge Bay
Sach’s Harbor

Gjoa Haven

Aboriginal Peoples
Inuvialuktun, Inuinnaqtun

Parks and Natural Areas
Aulavik National Park

Further Information



https://www.cambridgebay.ca

Russell Island, at the north-east corner of this region, has only very low-growing
vegetation.

This area, like most of the Canadian Arctic islands, shows raised beaches, visible on
air photos as contour lines, and on the ground as linear ridges of gravel. During glacial
times, the weight of the giant glaciers pushed the land down, and beaches formed.
Later, as the ice melted, the land rebounded (very slowly!), leaving the beaches raised
above the sea..
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Bruce McLeod




The ocean around Russell
Island teems with life. Fish-
eating sea birds nest on the
cliffs. At this site, the
population is mainly Thick-
billed Murres on the small
ledges and several species of
gulls on the flatter sites.

The layered cliffs indicate the
region has sedimentary
rocks, not part of the
Canadian Shield.



Evan Gardner

The Municipality of Cambridge Bay in the distance.




These views of tundra on King William Island, east of Cambridge Bay, show
the level landscape and sparse vegetation.
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The traditional lifestyle still flourishes here, with country food
harvested and preserved for future feasts. This often happens at
summer cabins, away from the main settlements.



Municipality of Cambridge Bay

With no road access to the mainland of Canada, all communities depend on the

annual sea lift for all supplies. Building materials, clothes, non-perishable food all
come by barge down the Mackenzie River. Perhaps most important is the year’s
supply of diesel to keep the electricity generators running.




