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 (Minister makes awards presentation)  

Thank you, and congratulations, gentlemen.  

The H.H. “Spud” Huestis Award for the year 2000 recognizes excellence in prospecting and mineral exploration.  It is awarded to three individuals who cover the whole spectrum of exploration skill—from “bush sense” through persistence and traditional knowledge to the highest of high-tech geo-science.  

The winners include two prolific prospectors from Ross River, Yukon: Mr. Arthur John and Mr. George Etzel.  As well, geological scientist, Dr. John A. McDonald, founding Director of the Mineral Deposit Research Unit at UBC, former VP of Exploration at Winspear Resources Limited, and now of DiamondEx Resources Limited.  

Art John and George Etzel began their prospecting activities in the 1950s and have had 40-year careers working with such notable companies as Prospectors Airways, Dynasty Exploration and Welcome North.  

Together they’ve made lifelong contributions to discoveries directly through grass-roots prospecting in east-central Yukon, and indirectly by encouraging and mentoring many younger Kaska people from Ross River.

John McDonald’s geological work has ranged from the Australian desert to the Canadian Arctic.  His own 40-year career ultimately led to the discovery of diamondiferous kimberlites at Snap Lake in the NWT.  

Congratulations, all of you.
(Minister begins speech)
And thank you for your kind invitation to take part in Cordilleran Exploration Roundup 2001.  I welcome this chance to share ideas and information with the people who are helping us to develop Canada’s North through investments in the three territories’ wealth of mineral resources.

I’ve come to talk to you today about my plans to improve the Northern operating environment for industry to ensure ongoing growth.  And I want to talk about the many exciting prospects that await you.  

But before I do, I want to thank and congratulate the B.C. and Yukon Chamber of Mines for sponsoring this annual conference.  The chance for geologists, prospectors, venture capitalists and government representatives to get together – to explore the sector’s challenges and strategies to address them – is extremely valuable.  And let me say that the exhibits at this Roundup are first-class.

As you are all aware, the Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development wears many hats.  

I am here to talk about my responsibilities as Minister for Northern Development, but I also want to say a few words about Aboriginal participation in the economy, and the progress we are making in settling claims.  

We must continue to address concerns of First Nations and Inuit to help create a better climate for northern development.  I don’t want to downplay the challenges that lie ahead.  

However, I do believe it is fair to say that, as a result of the efforts of the federal government and territorial governments and the private sector to address the concerns and needs of Aboriginal northerners, support of local communities and their ability to participate in development opportunities has changed for the better.  We need to build on this progress and address the challenges that remain.

In the meantime, however, the federal government is investing in business partnerships that will allow investors and developers to work with Aboriginal groups in achieving their respective objectives.  That is why here in British Columbia, for example, the federal government is working with its treaty negotiation partners to identify opportunities for increasing First Nation participation in the mainstream economy.  The goal is to start strengthening economic capacity now so that First Nations can become more effective in an increasingly competitive world.

Indeed, I have just recently approved a $2.75 million economic partnership initiative to fund economic development projects designed to increase First Nations’ participation in B.C.’s resource industries, primarily forestry. 

Now, let me say at the outset that I recognize these are difficult days for the mining sector.  In addition to staying at the leading edge of rapid technological change and increased competitiveness as countries shift to a global economy, you are confronting low commodity prices and the fall-out from the continuing financial crisis in Asia. 

Compounding this challenge, there has been a decade of steady decline in mineral prices.  The last real high for mineral prices was in 1989.  Generally, prices have been on a downward spiral since 1995.  

This reality puts a lot of pressure on mining executives when deciding where and when to invest.  

I also realize that operating in Canada’s North presents its own challenges.  I have listened to concerns that there are serious constraints within the regulatory and political environments that further complicate corporate investment decisions.

A lack of certainty, clarity and consistency are cited as factors constraining investment and limiting business opportunities and economic growth.

As the Minister responsible for Northern Development, I have a vested interest in ensuring your needs are addressed.  I recognize that resource development—and particularly mining—has been, and continues to be, the backbone of the Northern economies.  It plays a vital role in both the economic and social development of the many communities across all three territories.

In 1999 alone, mining and minerals contributed $861 million – or $20,708 per capita – to the economies of what is now the NWT and Nunavut.  

And up until recent years, the numbers in Yukon were about the same.  

I can assure you that your industry’s contributions are well recognized by this government.   We fully appreciate that the investments you make in communities across Canada’s North yield social and economic dividends that benefit not only northerners, but all Canadians. 

We also understand that mining is a long-term proposition – that it takes years before the promise of prospecting translates into production and profits.  

We know that when you decide to invest, you are in it for the long haul.

So it is important that we develop an open and positive working relationship that supports the sustainable development of Canada’s mineral resources throughout all stages of development. 

At the same time, we recognize there is enormous wealth waiting to be tapped in the Northern landscape – and exceptional opportunities for profits for companies that stake a claim to the North’s future.  Clearly, the potential rewards are great for companies that invest in Canada’s North.

Given the enormous potential of diamonds and other important minerals, the mining sector will be a key contributor to ongoing growth and self-sufficiency for Northerners.  

And that is one of my key priorities – to promote greater independence and self-sufficiency for northern governments, institutions and individuals, so northern Canadians can achieve their political, economic and social objectives, while at the same time increasing prosperity and innovation in the national economy.

Our government’s vision for Canada’s north is to see that the territories become strong and prosperous so they can share in the social and economic growth of Canada, and play a strong role in the Canadian federation.

This vision is based on the understanding that jobs and wealth creation through the development of the North’s non-renewable resources are an important underpinning to self-reliant communities and meaningful self-government.

It acknowledges that it is essential to eliminate barriers to sustainable economic growth, and to provide an operating environment that enables the private sector to create opportunities, prosperity and choice for the people and governments in the North.  That is why I share the determination to work in close partnership with industry, territorial governments and Aboriginal leaders – and to play a more active and aggressive role – to ensure we find long-term solutions that work to our mutual benefit.

Of course, industry must appreciate that this is a period of transition for governments, northern peoples and northern Aboriginal groups.  While land claim and self-government agreements build certainty for investors, changes don’t take place overnight.  

Devolution of provincial-type responsibilities to the territorial governments and,  in the NWT and Nunavut in particular, the establishment of co-management regimes for natural resources are key to promoting northern economic development.  

They place decision-making in the hands of the people who are the most knowledgeable about the situation on the ground, those who are most affected by these decisions.  But these changes take time to design and implement.  We are all adjusting to the impact of these developments. 

The people I have appointed to the various boards overseeing northern development understand that common sense and open communication are critical.  There is a new spirit of co-operation and commitment to sustainable development throughout the three territories that bodes well for long-term relations with industry.

In addition, the North, like all other regions, has entered a new era of environmental review and regulation. This has implications for consultation and procedural fairness, as well as on the time lines for the review and approval processes.

We are all too aware that there are many examples of abandoned and problem mines that continue to occupy both industry and governments at all levels.  Future environmental permitting has to ensure that this doesn’t keep happening.  

While much is changing, one thing remains constant: my challenge is to strike the right balance – to make improvements to the northern operating environment for industry that will not be at the expense of environmental or social values.  There will continue to be rigorous assessment of the environmental and social—as well as the economic—impacts, before permits and authorities are issued. 

We will maintain the standards that are so vitally important to the health of the environment and the northern way of life.  

Matters that have such long-term consequences for the health of people and wildlife will be given full consideration.

The mining sector has never asked us to relax our standards.  In fact, the industry has been at the forefront in promoting sustainable economic development.

I fully understand that the changes you want relate to ensuring the ground rules are fair, that they are clear and that they are applied in a consistent manner.  

That is why I am paying particular attention to the views and opinions of all people who live and work in the North as we all work our way through this transition period.  

I know it is important that you know the rules, who you are dealing with, and what is expected of your sector.

Let me take a few minutes to outline the steps we are taking to respond to these concerns and to create a favorable and balanced operating environment.  First, let me touch on policy and regulatory matters.   

To help ensure certainty, transparency and clarity, DIAND has begun the process of filling in policy and regulatory gaps.  Work is underway on a wide range of initiatives such as:

· Minesite Reclamation;

· Amendments to the Canada Mining Regulations;

· Developing a Nunavut Mining regime;

· Mine Production License Regulations for the Yukon; and,

· Impact and Benefits Policy.

My officials and I see this as an ongoing process.  Some of these proposals you have already seen, while others will be distributed for consultation in the coming months.  I want to work closely with the mining community to see that your concerns and priorities are addressed in a timely and efficient manner.

There are a number of other equally important developments that I believe will contribute to creating a better operating environment for industry.  

For example, in his fall Economic Statement, Finance Minister Paul Martin announced a  temporary Exploration Investment Tax Credit (EITC) for flow-through share mining exploration expenditures.  

In addition to the income tax deductions investors currently enjoy for such flow-through share expenditures, the EITC provides a 15% federal investment tax credit for certain of those expenditures.  This tax credit is specifically designed to stimulate investor interest in mineral exploration in Canada. 

The investment tax credit expenditures may, depending on the circumstances, include expenses for prospecting, geological, geophysical and geochemical surveys, and drilling.  

Don’t get me wrong.  I am not suggesting that government has all the answers.  

That point has been made loud and clear in my meetings with industry leaders.

Since arriving in Vancouver this week, my officials and I have had a number of fruitful discussions with mining representatives.  

These are a follow-up to talks that took place between us and industry leaders last September, at which time they identified a range of sector issues requiring government action.

I am very pleased to report that we are moving forward on several fronts to resolve as many of the remaining issues as possible, which require government support, and creating a process for improved dialogue.  I hope that when we next meet, I will be able to update you on our progress in introducing further steps to address both policy and regulatory gaps.

However, I don’t want to wait until then to continue this dialogue.  What I want to make clear is that I have not only come to talk to you today, I have also come to listen and learn.

I am keen to hear your ideas about how industry, governments and Aboriginal organizations can work together to resolve outstanding issues that continue to pose problems for mining.   The challenges facing the sector are not the sole responsibility of any single jurisdiction.  They belong to us all.

Based on our productive discussions over the past few days, and your industry’s clear determination to remain a major player in Canada’s north, I am confident we can look forward to an improved northern operating environment that will lead to a more self-sufficient and prosperous north.

I know that each of us here is committed to ensuring that Canada’s three territories flourish in the 21st century, based on dynamic, innovative and sustainable resource development.  I look forward to discovering new ways we can work together to turn today’s vision into tomorrow’s reality.  Thank you.
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