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chapter 1

Resettlement in Newfoundland and  
Labrador in Comparative Perspective

yolande pottie-sherman,  
isabelle côté, and rebecca ledrew

communities  debate closure
In February of 2019, the remote community of Little Bay Islands 

off the northern coast of the island of Newfoundland voted unan-

imously in favour of resettlement.1 After years of decline, the per-

manent shuttering of the town’s crab processing plant (and major 

employer) had galvanized debate about its viability. The vote was 

the last and final step of the provincial government’s Community 

Relocation Policy: in December of 2019, essential services to the 

community were cut, with each resident to receive a buyout pack-

age of $250,000 ($270,000 for families). The process has been 

long and controversial, and a previous vote on the matter in 2015 

had failed by less than half a percentage point. Opinions on the 

Community Relocation Policy (CRP) have been bitterly divided in 

Little Bay Islands and Newfoundland and Labrador more broadly, 

with some viewing the resettlement of isolated communities as 
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an absolute necessity for both the provincial economy and the 

welfare of its rural citizens, and others seeing it as a coercive dis-

mantling of outport culture.2

Contemporary resettlement projects around the world are 

contending with many of the same issues raised in Little Bay 

Islands. In January of 2017, residents of Isle de Jean Charles, Lou-

isiana, were also considering the terms of their resettlement. Hav-

ing lost 98 per cent of its land area in the last 50 years, the state of 

Louisiana identified the narrow island in the Gulf of Mexico as a 

“resettlement zone.”3 The Isle de Jean Charles resettlement project 

represents the culmination of a process that has unfolded over 

two decades, as Indigenous groups on the island have asserted 

claims for tribal recognition and environmental protection from 

the state of Louisiana and the United States federal government.4 

This voluntary resettlement project has been contentious. Some 

residents do not want to leave or are unsure about relocating, and 

commentators have criticized the state government’s efforts to 

meaningfully involve all residents of the island in the process.5 

The cost and slow nature of the relocation process have also raised 

questions concerning the government’s financial commitment to 

resettlement.6 Its projected cost is $100 million — well beyond 

the US$48 million allocated by the US Department of Housing 

and Urban Development. Popular media have labelled the com-

munity as abandoned by the “first climate change refugees,” a 

narrative that ignores the layered vulnerabilities facing Isle de 

Jean Charles, including oil exploration, out-migration, and the 

failure of the federal government to recognize tribal sovereignty.7

Though these two contexts are very different, they involve 

common issues: how can resettlement projects — whether led by 

state actors or communities — meaningfully include the people 
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affected by them? How can we reconcile the layers of mobility and 

immobility that may engender rifts within communities debating 

relocation? Perhaps most importantly, the real cost of resettle-

ment goes far beyond the monetary value of the assets left behind. 

What is the true cost of resettlement and how can resettlement 

debates be reframed to recognize the social and cultural impor-

tance of places? This book takes up these questions by examining 

resettlement projects in Newfoundland and Labrador in critical, 

comparative perspective.

this  book
Our goal here is to place Newfoundland and Labrador’s ongoing 

experiences with resettlement in conversation with the broader 

field of resettlement studies. This field of study focuses on the 

dynamics of planned population movements, and takes stock of 

the causes and consequences of resettlement programs as well as 

the actors and policies involved.8 As a starting point, we employ 

Vanclay’s definition of resettlement as: 

the comprehensive process of planning for and imple-

menting the relocation of people, households, and com-

munities from one place to another for some specific 

reason, together with all associated activities, including: 

(a) provision of compensation for lost assets, resources, 

and inconvenience; and (b) the provision of support for 

livelihood restoration and enhancement, re-establishment 

of social networks, and for restoring or improving the 

social functioning of the community, social activities and 

essential public services.9
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In other words, resettlement is a process that begins before and 

continues long after communities or individuals move. It is dis-

tinct from other forms of relocation because it involves relatively 

permanent, organized movement by an entire community.10 Ide-

ally, too, resettlement involves appropriate compensation and the 

mechanisms and resources for those who are uprooted to start 

anew or rebuild communities elsewhere. 

In this introductory chapter, we start with a brief overview of 

Newfoundland and Labrador’s resettlement experience before ad-

vocating for a critical, comparative approach to resettlement stud-

ies in order to better understand the multi-dimensional agendas 

that underlie resettlement projects, their governance structures, 

their potential benefits and harms, as well as their global span. 

Next, we highlight the four overarching themes of this edited vol-

ume: (1) the layered, historical legacies of colonialism, disposses-

sion, and (re)resettlement; (2) the agency and legitimacy of the 

various actors involved in resettlement schemes, including gov-

ernment officials, academics, religious leaders, and non-state ac-

tors; (3) resistance and resilience; and (4) the role of resource and 

extractive development in resettlement. We conclude with an 

overview of the book.

resettlement in  newfoundland and  
labrador
Resettlement in Newfoundland and Labrador officially refers to 

the government-sponsored relocation of rural settlements that be-

gan in 1954, five years after Newfoundland joined the Canadian 

Confederation.11 These programs aimed at centralizing its rural 

population and stimulating economic growth. From 1954 to 1977, 
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under the leadership of Joseph R. Smallwood, resettlement pro-

grams in Newfoundland and Labrador involved the relocation of 

some 29,614 individuals (or 4,094 households) to 77 “growth 

centres.”12 These programs were modernization projects, and 

ideologically intertwined with many other post-World War II “state 

manipulations of communities of largely uneducated people.”13

Architects of high-modernism believed in training rural people 

for work in urban centres and in supporting large-scale, capitalized 

production in primary industries. Newfoundland’s resettlement 

(particularly its second phase, the Fisheries Household Resettle-

ment Program; see Withers, Chapter 3) was a type of state- 

sponsored centralization that aimed to move rural populations to 

growth-pole communities where increased development was ex-

pected to generate spin-off industries. Smallwood’s centralization 

plan dovetailed with his goal to modernize the fisheries, targeting 

the inshore and subsistence fishers he viewed as impediments to 

fisheries’ modernization (symbolized by frozen-fish processing 

and capacity to compete with offshore foreign factory trawlers).14 

State planners not only believed economic change was necessary, 

but also that outport people’s attitudes and habits needed trans-

formation. By the late 1970s, resettlement had become a “light-

ning rod” for discontent in Newfoundland, and for the next thirty 

years, it was anathema to politicians.15 Yet the program was not 

without its successes. Blake notes that by 1972, more than 95 per 

cent of the population had access to road connections and electric-

ity, and increased and varied economic opportunities offered 

many rural residents good year-round employment.16

Official accounts of resettlement, which begin with the 1954 

centralization policy, belie the far longer history of human dis-

placement in Labrador and the island of Newfoundland as a result 
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of European activity.17 Settler colonialism is a distinct form of colo-

nialism involving the purposeful physical displacement of Indige-

nous peoples from their lands in the interests of settlers and as “a 

method of asserting ownership over land and resources.”18 By the 

early sixteenth century, Britain had staked its claim to the island of 

Newfoundland, the traditional territory of the Beothuk and 

Mi’kmaq, a claim that would have disastrous consequences for 

these populations as permanent settlement from the British Isles 

unfolded over subsequent centuries.19 Pre-Confederation, there 

are numerous examples of the deliberate relocation of Indigenous 

communities in both Newfoundland and Labrador. Some of these 

relocations had geopolitical agendas: in the 1940s, Innu and 

Mi’kmaw people were forced to move from their traditional lands 

to make way for the wartime construction of Canadian and United 

States air bases at Goose Bay and Stephenville, respectively.20 Other 

relocations, such as that of the Labrador Mushuau Innu from 

Davis Inlet to Nutak in 1948, were carried out on the grounds of 

encouraging Innu “self-sufficiency.” For the Mushuau Innu, this 

was only the first of multiple socially and culturally destructive 

relocations they would experience from 1948 to 2002, before they 

were resettled in Natuashish as part of the federal government’s 

Labrador Innu Comprehensive Healing Strategy.21

With Confederation, the federal government, the province, 

and other actors including Moravian missionaries began with-

drawing services from Inuit settlements north of Nain, effectively 

forcing their southern migration.22 This process of withdrawal 

culminated with the closure of communities in Nutak in 1956 

and Hebron in 1959, when the provincial government abruptly 

shuttered the town stores and missionaries closed their missions, 

forcing the relocation of the Inuit who resided there.23 These 
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injustices were important motivations in the 1973 formation of 

the Labrador Inuit Association, which ultimately secured the 

2004 Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement and created the 

Nunatsiavut Government.24 In 2005, the province formally apolo-

gized for the closure of Nutak and Hebron, acknowledging that 

“the closures were made without consultation” with those commu-

nities and that as “a result of the closures, and the way they were 

carried out, the Inuit of Nutak and Hebron experienced a variety 

of personal hardships and social, family and economic prob-

lems.”25 Furthermore, since the 1970s, a series of hydroelectric 

and mining projects in Labrador, including the Churchill Falls 

dam in 1972, mining at Voisey’s Bay, and most recently, the Musk-

rat Falls project, must also be understood within the long series of 

development-induced displacements of Indigenous peoples in 

Newfoundland and Labrador, in Canada, and beyond.

Over the last decade, resettlement has once again come to the 

forefront of political debate in the province, revived by subsequent 

shifts in its resource economy. The collapse of northern cod stocks 

in the early 1990s prompted a moratorium that put 35,000 fish-

ers and plant workers out of work, inducing acute and ongoing 

out-migration and decline across the province’s coastal communi-

ties.26 After the moratorium, a transition to shellfish mitigated 

some of the disruptions (for example, by retrofitting former fish 

plants for use in crab processing), but with geographically uneven 

and precarious impacts. The rush to retrofit and build new crab 

processing plants resulted in extreme competition for crab, 

prompting a spatial reorganization of the relationships between 

fishers and crab buyers.27 These shifts have once again raised the 

question of community closure, as communities like Little Bay 

Islands have more recently seen their fish plants close for good. 
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The CRPs reflect the government’s desire to minimize the costs 

associated with providing services to remote communities by of-

fering struggling remote communities compensation for com-

munity closure (see Côté and Pottie-Sherman, Chapter 4).

Newfoundland Studies scholars have underscored the signif-

icance of resettlement to the history, culture, and politics of 

Newfoundland and Labrador.28 Our aim with this book is not to 

re-open old wounds and rehash old debates. As the archives adviser 

at The Rooms (the province’s major cultural gallery) noted recently, 

every generation “needs different things from the past.”29 We find 

this advice especially resonant in the case of resettlement: what 

Newfoundland and Labrador has learned about community closure 

— the controversies, the opportunities, the commemorations — 

provide crucial testimony for governments and communities 

around the world that are weighing such a decision. Further, 

scholars in this field have not yet adequately addressed the 

province’s new phase of resettlement (2009–present) in which re-

settlement has been carried out at the request of communities, 

implemented to mitigate the fiscal mismatch between shrinking 

populations and infrastructure costs.

why take a comparative approach?
Resettlement programs in Newfoundland and Labrador represent 

only a small sample of ongoing or potential resettlement schemes 

around the world. Taking a more global view of resettlement allows 

us to better unpack the main rationales, actors, structures, and po-

tential costs and benefits that underlie resettlement projects. 

First, contemporary resettlement projects have many guises, 

intersecting with many of the major forces reshaping global relation-
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ships in the twenty-first century, from economic development to 

geopolitics and climate change.30 Development-induced displace-

ment and resettlement — like that experienced by the Labrador 

Innu when their traditional lands were flooded by the Churchill 

Dam project in 1972 — occurs when individuals, households, or 

communities are directly or indirectly displaced by development 

projects, including hydro power and resource extraction (“mine- or 

dam-induced” resettlement), infrastructure construction (bridges, 

roads, and railway-induced resettlement), or large-scale agriculture 

(known as “land grab-induced” resettlement).31 Many of the world’s 

largest population resettlement schemes have accompanied the con-

struction of new transportation and energy infrastructure,32 includ-

ing the 1.4 million people who were relocated to make way for the 

Three Gorges Dam in China.33 Turkey’s Ilusu Dam, the largest 

hydro project ever undertaken in Turkey, impacts roughly 3 million 

people dispersed across five provinces in Anatolia.34 In Bangladesh, 

the Jamuna multi-purpose bridge development connecting the 

western and eastern halves of Bangladesh affected roughly 16,500 

households totalling 100,000 people.35 Agricultural development, 

too, continues to be a major driver of economic-oriented resettle-

ment projects such as in Ethiopia, where the government’s “villagi-

zation” program, begun in 2010, resettled nearly all of the rural 

population of Gambella state to make larger pieces of land available 

to lease for large-scale commercial agricultural development.36

In both Global North and South, urban resettlement schemes 

have also accompanied “world class” city ambitions.37 In the lead-

up to the 2014 FIFA World Cup and 2016 Summer Olympics, Rio 

de Janeiro’s municipal government embarked on a project of 

state-sponsored gentrification and growth acceleration. This proj-

ect relocated people away from the places where the government 
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planned to build infrastructure for these events and was decried 

as a “social cleansing” project.38 While the intentions of these proj-

ects may be development-oriented, the people typically displaced 

have been ethnic minorities or the urban poor.39 In this way, these 

projects share commonalities with the “slum clearance” urban re-

newal projects that were carried out in North America, including 

in St. John’s, Newfoundland, during the mid-twentieth century. 

Sarah Manning has recently drawn parallels between develop-

ment agendas in the Global South and Newfoundland and Labra-

dor’s resettlement policy, writing that “the agenda for economic 

development that played out in Newfoundland, linked to percep-

tions of outport life as primitive or backward, closely resembles 

the neoliberal development agenda forced on many post-colonies 

in the Global South after the end of formal British colonialism.”40

Resettlement schemes have often been geopolitically motivated 

or conflict-induced. During China’s Cultural Revolution (1966–

75) and Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge regime (1975–78), for example, 

urban people were sent to be “re-educated” in the countryside in 

an effort to eradicate their so-called pro-bourgeois or intellectual 

thinking.41 In other non-democratic states, including the former 

Soviet Union, Laos, and Turkey, “undesirables” (e.g., prisoners), 

“enemies of the state,” “troublemakers,” and “risky” minorities 

were moved to improve national stability and cohesion.42 During 

more recent conflicts, states and armies have used resettlement 

schemes to remake territory and exert control over their popula-

tions,43 including the Sudanese government’s forcible relocation 

of millions of ethnically African and non-Muslim groups through-

out two civil wars.44 Resettlement has also been requested by 

communities that find themselves in areas of territorial dispute, 

such as the Guatemalan community of Santa Rosa. Located in the 
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disputed “Adjacency Zone” with Belize, the village requested to 

relocate to Guatemalan territory in 2008.45

Many communities worldwide are now weighing resettle-

ment in the face of climate change due to sea-level rise, warming 

temperatures, and extreme weather.46 Given their unique geo-

graphical features, islands are particularly vulnerable to evolving 

environmental conditions (Marshall, Chapter 7). As a result, sev-

eral small island nations have recently devised demographic strat-

egies to address these issues.47 In Fiji, the village of Vunidogoloa 

asked to be resettled after a series of catastrophic weather events 

that made the village uninhabitable.48 In Kiribati, rising sea levels 

pose a significant threat to the future existence of the country in 

its current location. The relocation process has begun — with the 

government initiating a “migration with dignity” policy for the 

relocation of its citizens to other countries.49 In the Arctic, envi-

ronmental changes are having a significant impact on northern 

communities due to rising sea levels and melting sea ice and 

permafrost.50 But, as Marshall argues in Chapter 7, Indigenous 

peoples in Canada and the United States will have less control 

over climate-induced resettlement due to the nature of sovereignty 

within settler colonialism. Sea-level rise and melting sea ice have 

already significantly impacted many Alaskan villages built on 

permafrost and low-lying areas close to the coast or rivers, includ-

ing Shishmaref and Newtok.51 These current challenges must also 

be understood as produced by settler colonialism. As Kyle Powys 

White notes, the “colonial strategies that sought to missionize, ed-

ucate, and render sedentary Indigenous peoples in the Arctic, re-

placing the Indigenous institutions with settler ones,” have today 

limited the ability of communities, including Shishmaref, to 

adapt to environmental hazards.52 Further, Strauss et al. predict 
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that relocation induced by climate change will be necessary for 

414 communities in the United States alone by 2100.53 Such reloca-

tions are part of a much broader set of environmental or climate- 

induced migrations spurred by deforestation, natural disasters, or 

conservation initiatives spanning both inland and coastal contexts 

around the globe.54

While resettlement schemes may be classified as economically, 

politically, or ecologically induced, they often have overlapping 

motivations. Warner argues that the ongoing dispersal of Kurdish 

villages in Anatolia for Turkey’s Ilusu Dam project (since 1997) is 

driven by hydro wars with neighbouring Iraq and Syria and the 

government’s desire to curb Kurdish mobility across these bor-

ders, as much as it is about hydropower development.55 Similarly, 

in Rwanda, climate change was used as an official justification for 

resettling people away from the Gishwati mountainous forest af-

ter a 2007 flood. Yet, Gebauer and Dovenspeck also emphasize 

that resettlement furthers the Rwandan government’s agenda of 

modernizing agriculture and protecting the country’s natural re-

sources.56 Along similar lines, writing about small Pacific island 

states, Connell argues that a history of migration in combination 

with ongoing hardship has encouraged these states to co-opt a 

climate change narrative of rising sea levels in order to engender 

sympathy in an environmentally conscious public.57

Despite the considerable attention paid to the political economy 

of resettlement globally, few scholars acknowledge that resettle-

ment may also stem from governments’ desire to minimize the 

costs associated with providing services to remote communities, 

as in the case of Newfoundland and Labrador’s Community Relo-

cation Policies. Loo labels this approach “neo-resettlement” to 

emphasize the role of neo-liberalism as a key driver.58 While other 
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commentators note that rural communities elsewhere may be 

weighing community closure due to population decline or neo- 

liberal restructuring, we are unaware of any other government 

(national or subnational) that has adopted this type of policy.59 

This, in itself, is surprising, given the declining economic and 

political weight of rural areas worldwide. 

Second, a complex multi-scalar regulatory landscape governs 

resettlement projects globally, involving the United Nations (i.e., 

the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights), na-

tional governments (and subnational ones) and their distinct laws 

and procedures for eminent domain and due process, interna-

tional lending institutions and their standards (the World Bank 

and the International Finance Corporation), non-state actors in-

cluding academics, religious leaders, and NGOs, as well as the 

resettlement project teams themselves.60

Many institutions, scholars, and practitioners argue that resettle-

ment projects can benefit communities when guided by a human 

rights framework.61 One key principle of this framework is that im-

pacted communities — including vulnerable groups — must have 

the ability to participate meaningfully in the process at all stages, 

from planning to implementation to monitoring. Before resettle-

ment planning begins, alternatives should always be considered, 

and people should retain access to heritage sites in their community. 

Overarching policy should acknowledge that resettlement projects 

may result in economic displacement, where people are displaced 

because of changes wrought by the project itself (i.e., pollution, loss 

of livelihood, housing costs). In light of these important repercus-

sions for the host region, it is particularly noteworthy that local host 

communities rarely have the ability to participate in resettlement 

planning. The lack of consultations with the host communities is 
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not only in effect in authoritarian states like China;62 it is also exhib-

ited in Louisiana, where plans to relocate the remaining 60 house-

holds of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw band were thwarted by a 

community nearby the chosen town site, which blocked the sale of 

property to Isle de Jean Charles residents.63 Finally, another princi-

ple is that resettlement projects must improve the livelihoods of the 

relocated community. In this light, compensation must be appro-

priate, and must include both “land-for-land” arrangements and 

monetary compensation. In other words, effective resettlement ne-

cessitates comprehensive, strategic, and sustained government 

support to aid those affected in the transition.64

Despite many calls among experts for a “people centred”65 ap-

proach to resettlement, adherence to these best practices is often 

undermined by expediency or budgetary concerns. Around the 

world, resettlement projects fail to engage communities properly 

or to consider adequately the people who have already been dis-

placed prior to implementation. More often than not, they also 

underestimate the true cost of resettlement; as Vanclay notes, 

“not everything is fungible.”66 How can one put a value on 

non-monetized things like the loss of culture and ties to “place”? 

And if such loss is not recognized as legitimate, how can it be de-

serving of restoration?

Because of this, no matter their scale, no matter how volun-

tary, and no matter how perfectly resettlement projects ascribe to 

human rights norms, they can still cause harm. The stressors in-

duced by resettlement are multi-dimensional and may occur at all 

stages of the process.67 Their impacts and benefits are highly var-

iegated by access to economic, social, or cultural capital, by inter-

ests, and by investment and access to land and property and ties 

to landscape.68 Thus:
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some people may benefit from being resettled, or at least 

from the project triggering the resettlement (e.g. through 

access to employment or business opportunities). Others 

may lose things they value and/or cherish dearly (e.g. 

memories, particular landscapes, sacred sites), for which 

no amount of remuneration can compensate.69

By focusing on resettlement in Newfoundland and Labrador 

in comparative perspective, this volume underscores four over-

arching common themes: (1) the layered, historical legacies of colo-

nialism, dispossession, and (re)settlement; (2) the agency and 

legitimacy of the various actors involved in the resettlement pro-

cess, whether government officials, academics, religious leaders, 

or non-state actors; (3) the simultaneous dynamics of resistance 

and resilience; and (4) the role of resource dependency and ex-

tractive development in resettlement. 

1. Legacies of Colonialism, Dispossession, and (Re)Settlement
Resettlement schemes have often been used as a tool of human 

territoriality, with human populations reorganized to serve expan-

sionist goals, consolidate control, and rationalize territory.70 Some 

states, such as China and Indonesia, have relocated populations 

to claim sovereignty over newly integrated territories like Tibet 

and Papua, respectively.71 In South Africa, under apartheid, non-

white South Africans were moved to government-prescribed 

and -administered Bantustans in the late 1970s as part of “an 

attempt to rationalize the detached pieces of African occupied 

areas within delineated Bantustan boundaries.”72 An understand-

ing of many contemporary resettlement projects begins with an 

understanding of colonialism, as such plans have often involved 
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the forcible displacement or centralization of marginalized peo-

ple — national minorities or Indigenous peoples — for territorial 

control, legitimized by ideological superiority. 

Post-war Canadian resettlement projects have occurred in 

both urban and rural contexts, along all three coasts. In most cases, 

these projects involved sovereignty, modernization, or conserva-

tion goals, often targeting Indigenous populations who, displaced 

for centuries through myriad colonial mechanisms, have also 

more recently been the targets of explicit relocation initiatives.73 

The Canadian government often carried out disruptive post-war 

resettlement schemes under the pretense of acting in the best in-

terests of Indigenous peoples in Canada.74 One such case involved 

the Sayisi Dene First Nation community, whom the state forcibly 

relocated to Churchill in 1956 from their traditional lands in 

northern Manitoba and the southern Northwest Territories.75 The 

abrupt shift from a semi-nomadic life to a sedentary way of life 

and the loss of access to traditional means of subsistence intro-

duced layers of social dislocation. As Ila Bussidor and Üstün 

Bilgen-Reinart write, the resettlement marked “the beginning of 

two decades of destruction and suffering. During our time at 

Churchill, nearly a third of the Sayisi Dene perished — many 

from alcohol abuse and violence. For my people, the impact of the 

relocation had the same effect as genocide.”76 In the 1970s, 300 

remaining members left Churchill to rebuild a new community 

and commenced a long process of seeking redress in the form of 

a relocation claim from the provincial and federal governments, 

finally established in 2010 and 2016.77

As the Sayisi Dene story illustrates, any discussion of resettle-

ment in Canada must also be informed by an understanding of 

settler colonialism and its structures of territorial dispossession, 



17

1: Resettlement in Newfoundland and Labrador in Comparative Perspective 

which also produced treaties, the reserve system, and Indian resi-

dential schools.78 The Canadian government designed treaties to 

take control of large areas of land while the reserve system re-

stricted the mobility of Indigenous peoples and set the terms of 

their economic and political participation.79 From 1879 to 1986, 

the residential school system removed Indigenous children from 

their families and traditional lands, placing them in church-run, 

government-funded schools apart from their families, communi-

ties, and cultures — a system that constituted “cultural genocide.”80 

As a settler colonial country, Indigenous–non-Indigenous rela-

tions in Canada continue to be structured by the legal and practical 

norms established by European colonialism. 

The 1996 Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peo-

ples documents the series of relocations of Indigenous peoples in 

the twentieth century. Some of these forced movements were 

development-oriented, involving the relocation of communities to 

allow for industry or agriculture, such as the 1930s removal of the 

Métis from Ste. Madeleine, Manitoba, under the Prairie Farm Re-

habilitation Act. There is also a substantial history of relocation 

related to conservation efforts and park creation in Canada involv-

ing Indigenous dispossession.81 Many of these projects had ad-

ministrative goals and aimed to centralize Indigenous populations 

across the country and administer government programs and ser-

vices, and included the relocation of the Mi’kmaq to Isakson or 

Shubenacadie from 20 locations around Nova Scotia; in British 

Columbia, the Gwa-Sala and ’Nakwaxda’wx; and in Labrador, the 

Mushuau Innu of Davis Inlet and the Inuit from Hebron.82

Among the best-known of these projects, the Inuit Resettle-

ment Project uprooted Inuit families from Inukjuak, Quebec, and 

Baffin Island’s Pond Inlet to High Arctic settlements in Resolute 
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Bay (Cornwallis Bay) and on Ellesmere Island (Grise Fiord) in the 

1950s to shore up Canada’s control over and sovereignty claims to 

the High Arctic.83 Such policies have had enduring legacies. As 

the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples underscores, the 

High Arctic relocation project should be viewed as “part of a 

broader process of dispossession and displacement, a process with 

lingering effects on the cultural, spiritual, social, economic, and 

political aspects of people’s lives.”84 The enduring consequences 

of settler colonialism have crucial implications for any future re-

settlement claims that may be made by Indigenous groups in 

Canada due to environmental change (see Marshall, Chapter 7). 

In the United States, contemporary questions of relocation 

are predominantly affecting Native American and Native Alaskan 

communities, a pattern that reflects similar legacies of disposses-

sion and forced migration. As Verchick argues, this pattern is “not 

a coincidence. Native people have rarely been able to choose the 

location in which they’re currently living.”85 Writing about the Isle 

de Jean Charles resettlement project, Maldonado et al. argue that 

efforts to help the tribal communities adapt to sea-level rise must 

acknowledge that they fled to isolated parts of the Louisiana coast-

line in the nineteenth century to survive the Indian Removal Act 

and the U.S. government’s forcible relocation of Indigenous peo-

ple.86 Similarly, in Alaska during World War II the US govern-

ment forcibly relocated the Aleut in Alaska, and elsewhere aimed 

to concentrate Indigenous peoples around schools to prevent no-

madic migration.87 Research with the Isle de Jean Charles com-

munity, however, illustrates that settler colonialism is an often 

unacknowledged dimension of the “layering of disasters” that 

render places uninhabitable.88 These legacies of forced displace-

ment of Indigenous communities must be considered in light of 



19

1: Resettlement in Newfoundland and Labrador in Comparative Perspective 

proposals to “manage” the retreat of entire communities away 

from the coasts of Alaska and Louisiana.89

Globally, the breadth and depth of the social impacts of resettle-

ment on Indigenous peoples have often been ignored while the 

legacies of previous resettlement projects are often not ad-

dressed.90 Such legacies can profoundly impact the affected com-

munities. Gilbert Islanders within the Republic of Kiribati, for 

example, are today contending with the realities of climate-change 

resettlement, alongside relatively recent memories of previous 

colonial resettlements. In the 1930s, British colonial authorities 

resettled Gilbert Islanders to the previously unsettled Phoenix 

Islands, a largely political manoeuvre done under the guise of mit-

igating overcrowding. However, the move placed the Islanders in 

far greater danger due to the arid conditions and high risk of 

drought in the Phoenix Islands. By the 1950s, many residents 

begged the authorities to be moved.91 This case, like that of Isle de 

Jean Charles, illustrates how histories of forced migration cannot 

be separated from contemporary attitudes towards climate- 

induced relocation.

The historical legacies of such “layered resettlement” were 

made obvious in the cases of Indigenous resettlement in Canada 

(see Loo, Chapter 2, and Marshall, Chapter 7). In Greenland (see 

Christensen and Arnfjord, Chapter 5), the post-war Danish cen-

tralization policy entailed the closure and resettlement of targeted 

settlements, and under Home Rule (autonomy from Denmark) 

resettlement continues to be used as both an overt and passive 

instrument to encourage urbanization. Such histories of colonial 

uprooting have had profound consequences for Indigenous peo-

ples and also shape contemporary debates about resettlement.92
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2. The Agency and Legitimacy of State and Non-State Actors 
A second important theme of this book concerns the role of govern-

ment officials, academics, experts, and non-state actors in resettle-

ment projects. Who is ultimately at the reins? With what outcomes? 

When resettlement has been government-led or managed, the 

question of voluntarism has been a contentious one. What ap-

pears to be a purely voluntary decision may contain elements of 

coercion.93 In fact, the distinction between voluntary and involun-

tary resettlement is often a false dichotomy.94 Authorities may 

label a resettlement voluntary in order to abrogate their responsi-

bilities to the population and may choose to call another move in-

voluntary in order to justify the use of force. Conversely, the role of 

authorities in successful resettlement where little choice is pre-

sented to those relocating is crucial to the success of the project. 

From their comparison of “voluntary” poverty alleviation resettle-

ment in China and the “involuntary” resettlement associated with 

the Three Gorges Dam project, Wilmsen and Wang conclude that 

the voluntary program was more successful due to its emphasis 

on people-centred practices, including sustained support in help-

ing those resettling to establish permanent communities. However, 

the picture was far more nuanced than a simple voluntary/invol-

untary split, as even within the involuntary scenario, resettlers had 

some choice as to where to relocate and Chinese authorities have 

learned to incorporate some of the successful practices from the 

voluntary program into the Three Gorges framework. How actors 

behave within these contexts is also profoundly instructive as local 

decision-making can shape the outcome of resettlement even 

within politically restrictive climates.

More often than not, resettlement programs are initiated, 

organized, and funded by state actors — national government 
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officials as in Greenland (see Christensen and Arnfjord, Chapter 

5) or subnational government workers as in Newfoundland and 

Labrador and Quebec (see Loo, Chapter 2), or by both (see With-

ers, Chapter 3).Yet, what this volume makes clear is that a variety 

of non-state actors are also instrumental to resettlement projects, 

some of whom exercise a surprisingly high degree of agency and 

autonomy. As Loo demonstrates, academics working through 

Memorial University played an important role in guiding New-

foundland’s first resettlement programs, a partnership that was 

sometimes controversial. While many scholars were sympathetic 

to outport residents, thus putting them at odds with the govern-

ment, some were not. Academic expertise was also brought to 

bear in Quebec, where “an army of 75 researchers from Laval Uni-

versity” came up with a development plan for eastern Quebec that 

included the consolidation of the rural population (Loo, Chapter 

2). This reliance on expert knowledge has in turn pushed out local 

Indigenous knowledge of the land, and silenced the relationship 

between people and place that this knowledge was built on (Mar-

shall, Chapter 7). Other non-state actors have also played a role in 

leading resettlement programs. Looking at early resettlement in 

Newfoundland and Labrador, Withers, in Chapter 3, underscores 

how the clergy and religious leaders could determine the fate of a 

remote outport by closing the school or the church, thereby shap-

ing attitudes towards resettlement. In Ireland, for instance, a 

small grassroots organization called Rural Resettlement Ireland 

has relocated hundreds of Dubliners to rural counties (Barry and 

Côté, Chapter 6), whereas in Greenland the non-profit sector 

stepped in to provide programs and services for the housing inse-

cure, newly resettled population (Christensen and Arnfjord, 

Chapter 5). While the small, voluntary, and bottom-up approach of 
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these organizations gave them the flexibility that larger state pro-

grams would not have possessed; they also lacked the legitimacy, 

deep pockets, and institutional infrastructure that would come 

with being an organ of the state. 

3. Resistance and Resilience
A large body of literature examines the resistance and contentious 

politics surrounding resettlement schemes in non-democratic 

and democratizing states.95 With limited room for debate, control 

over the media, and full access to extensive financial and material 

resources, non-democratic states are particularly well positioned 

to organize population movements to promote their interests. 

The quasi-unfettered ability of such states to resettle large seg-

ments of their populations in turn constrains the ability of those 

affected by resettlement to exercise agency and control over 

whether or where they relocate.96

But authoritarian states are not the only regime type that has 

relied on population resettlement to promote their respective 

agendas: democratic states have also done so over the years, fos-

tering contention in the process. For instance, in India, the world’s 

largest democracy, mass displacements alienated already vulnera-

ble people from their natural sources of sustenance, resulting in 

stiff resistance and even violent agitations against the develop-

mentalist policy of the Indian state.97

Lestrelin argues that resettlement is fundamentally a “joint 

process” of de-territorialization and re-territorialization. The former 

process involves the uprooting of a population and their disloca-

tion from the territory in which they resided, while the latter en-

tails the relocation of the population to a new location with its own 

norms and socio-economic dynamics. Resistance to resettlement, 
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including “passive non-compliance, footdragging, and deception,” 

should be understood, then, as a form of counter-territorialization. 

As Lestrelin shows, villagers in Ban Lack Sep and Ban Done Kang 

in Laos have been able to resist government territorialization 

schemes.98 Despite a coercive state with frequently detrimental 

policies, local actors engage in acts of everyday resistance and form 

empowering, dynamic social alliances that link various actors, 

institutions, and practices to present a challenge to state power. 

Community affiliations may have been much stronger than an-

ticipated and override participation in state goals. Despite being 

separated by geographical distance, members of the original com-

munity may still engage in alliances to circumvent state-sanctioned 

regulations. 

Along similar lines, Li et al.’s study of China’s displaced farm-

ers also illustrates bottom-up “creative resistance” to involuntary 

resettlement schemes. Farmers displaced by the state’s reappropri-

ation of collective agricultural land for urban development who 

move to transitional communities in the buffer zone between ur-

ban and rural areas maintain their rural lifestyles within their new 

communities. As these environments are not often amenable to 

such practices, the resettlers transform their spatial environments 

through “dynamic replacement, addition, superposition and per-

manent replacement.” Such practices represent “creative resis-

tance from the bottom up [to] the structure enacted by authority.”99

The chapters of this volume continue in the same vein and 

highlight how, even though they may take place in democratic 

countries and are being touted as “voluntary,” resettlement proj-

ects may contain elements of coercion (see Côté and Pottie- 

Sherman, Chapter 4). As we noted above, authorities may label a 

resettlement project voluntary to renege on their responsibilities 
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to the population and may choose to call another move involun-

tary to justify the use of force. More important is the degree to 

which the voluntary resettlement program incorporates people- 

centred practices into its mandate.100 Resettlement can never be 

considered fully voluntary when national or subnational govern-

ments invoke eminent domain.101 Even when resettlement is 

voluntary, Lyall cautions, observers must not lose sight of the po-

tentially coercive practices by the state, nor should they ignore the 

legacies of oppression and disenfranchisement that may have led 

to certain kinds of decision-making.102

4. Resources, Extractive Development, and Resettlement
The state of the Newfoundland fishery looms large in any discus-

sion of resettlement, and the global literature on resettlement also 

reflects natural resource development and its boom-and-bust re-

source geographies (see Withers, Chapter 3; Côté and Pottie- 

Sherman, Chapter 4). 

From the Amazon to the Gulf of Mexico to the Arctic, the 

opening up of new spaces of oil extraction are also fuelling resettle-

ment projects. Ecuador’s Millennium Communities Resettlement 

scheme (comunidad del Milenio) involves the relocation of Indig-

enous Kichwa people displaced from the Amazon by oil exploration 

and development to a series of master-planned communities.103 

The policy emerged in response to sustained Kichwa resistance to 

oil development efforts by the state-owned oil company, Petroama-

zonas, in Sucumbios province.104 After failed attempts to form an 

Indigenous-run oil company and a month-long period of armed 

resistance against Petroamazonas in 2008, Kichwa residents ulti-

mately agreed to resettle to so-called Millennium Communities, 

which would be built and paid for by the oil company. The first of 
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these communities was completed at Playas de Cuyabeno in 2013. 

Designed by Petroamazonas engineers, its aesthetic mimicked the 

organization of the oil fields themselves. Andrade argues that the 

project reflects a broader “colonial matrix” in Ecuador that seeks to 

rationalize Indigenous communities, first through violence, and 

then later through social control, including the erasure of tradi-

tional architectural styles and spiritual spaces. Three other Millen-

nium Communities have since been built (Pañacocha, Cofán 

Dureno, and Ciudad Jardín) and the government of Ecuador has 

vowed to build 200 more as part of its initiative for sustainable 

development and urbanization in the Amazon, although efforts 

have been slowed by slumping oil revenues.105

Climate change-induced rises in sea level have made retreat 

the only adaptation available for some coastal communities and 

small island states (Marshall, Chapter 7). Extractive development 

in the Gulf of Mexico has also been a double-edged sword for 

low-lying coastal communities like Isle de Jean Charles. In addi-

tion to the burning of fossil fuels impacting sea-level rise through 

greenhouse gas emissions, which cause rising temperatures that 

lead to melting ice sheets and ocean thermal expansion,106 off-

shore oil development has also involved the dredging of wetlands 

to create canals for the oil industry. These efforts, for example, 

have increased the vulnerability of Isle de Jean Charles to storm 

surges and coastal erosion, making the area more susceptible to 

catastrophic flooding.107 Sea-level rise and canal dredging have led 

to saltwater intrusion and amplified the impact of frequent hurri-

canes and flooding. Oil and gas exploration in the Gulf beginning 

in the 1960s disrupted the tribe’s subsistence fishing and trapping- 

centred livelihood on the Louisiana coast via routine and dramatic 

oil spills in the Gulf of Mexico.108 The nature of work opportunities 
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in extractive industries undermined social cohesion, as “working 

‘on the clock’ restricts the flexible time available for community 

residents to be able to participate in time-honored practices of rec-

iprocity and mutual aid.”109 Additionally, regulatory changes in 

the Louisiana fishery disrupted the communities’ access to oyster 

beds for subsistence, which they now must lease (including from 

oil companies).110 In short, global oil development has contributed 

to combinational vulnerabilities driving the Isle de Jean Charles 

need for resettlement.111 These overlapping difficulties resulted in 

out-migration and a threat to the people’s way of life. As Peterson 

and Maldonado (2016: 348) note, Isle de Jean Charles’ vulnerability 

must therefore be understood as “socially constructed,” and consid-

ered in the context of a “long-standing foundation of extractive- 

industry driven economic and political forces that more often place 

communities in harm’s way.”112 Similar socio-economic vulnerabil-

ities are also displayed in Greenland (Christensen and Arnfjord, 

Chapter 5) and in the Canadian Arctic (Marshall, Chapter 7).

Recent literature on global resettlement processes leaves us 

with a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon, illus-

trating that resettlement projects must be understood as prod-

ucts of the confluence of unique circumstances. Resettlement 

schemes often involve multi-layered agendas and competing in-

terests, which frequently disadvantage those without a strong 

enough voice to counter the will of powerful authorities. Where 

challenges to power have been successful, local actors have fre-

quently developed cohesive networks unified around a common 

goal. Moreover, challenges to official agendas can come in small, 

quotidian acts of resistance, which include maintaining practices 

and relationships from the original communities. Resettlement, 

then, may be seen to include human and cultural aspects as 
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much as economic and political dimensions. Success can only 

come through a thorough consideration of all the factors in play 

and sustained engagement with those affected.

overview
While all resettlement programs are, to a certain degree, ingrained 

in their historical, social, and economic particularities, in this 

book we highlight points of connection, arguing that much is 

gained by placing Newfoundland and Labrador’s resettlement 

projects in conversation with other contemporary resettlement 

cases. To do so, we adopt a multi-disciplinary approach, with nine 

contributors drawn from the fields of geography, history, law, and 

political science. Part I focuses on resettlement in Newfoundland 

and Labrador. Chapter 2 (Loo) contextualizes Newfoundland’s re-

settlement history within “travelling rationalities” of community 

development, drawing parallels between Newfoundland and Lab-

rador, the Arctic, and eastern Quebec. Chapter 3 (Withers) ex-

plores the agency of coastal communities during the Newfound-

land Fisheries Household Resettlement Program (FHRP) from 

1965 to 1975. In Chapter 4, Côté and Pottie-Sherman focus on the 

more recent Community Relocation Policies (CRPs) from 2009 

to 2018, approaching the process as a negotiation of the right to 

“stay” (or relocate). 

Part II examines resettlement in Greenland, Ireland, and Can-

ada’s Arctic. We highlight these cases because of their geograph-

ical proximity to Newfoundland and Labrador, but also because 

they allow us to explore layered histories of resettlement and 

vulnerability and the role of different kinds of actors in resettle-

ment projects in Global North democracies. Beginning with 
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Chapter 5, Christensen and Arnfjord review historical and contem-

porary processes of state-sanctioned resettlement and urbaniza-

tion in the Greenlandic context, showing how resettlement projects 

in Greenland shape the pathways to homelessness experienced in 

particular by vulnerable young people and women. Then, using 

the case of Rural Resettlement Ireland, Barry and Côté ask in 

Chapter 6 how the politics around such a project change when 

resettlement emerges from the bottom up, suggesting that NGO-

led voluntary resettlement might provide a useful way of mitigat-

ing both housing crises and rural demographic decline. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, Marshall focuses on the ethical chal-

lenges surrounding climate change resettlement of Indigenous 

people in the Canadian Arctic. Marshall argues that sovereignty is 

a contextually specific concept and must be examined in Canada 

in connection to settler colonialism (and, hence, resting on the 

control/subjugation of Indigenous peoples). Contemporary (and 

future) climate change/environmentally induced resettlement 

cannot be addressed ethically without acknowledging that Arctic 

Indigenous communities do not have the same kind of (sover-

eign) autonomy to seek protection as do small island states. Mar-

shall adopts a “capabilities approach” to show how settler-colonial 

notions of autonomy undermine the Inuit’s ability to be recog-

nized as legitimate climate migrants.
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