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Feasibility of a Floor Price on Wild Fur

ablishmenteof°«Sv>Se^Si??S* Council has expressed interest in the est- 
tv»™. „ „ Ü1C flOCr price on uilâ fur aa a means of assist!»*
In "  rs ^ " ly °r !ntlrely on traPPin« for cash income,of establishing! I s request that a paper outlinin* „ays and means 
tration в ™ ™ *  r Î ‘/ 1ИГ price be Prepared, the Northern Adminis- nnm!nt I ?h °f the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern [level- opment undertook a thorough study and submitted the following report
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on, the following problems must be considered:
(a) The best assessment of the future of the fur industry is

that the value of raw wild furs will probably decline 
dollarwise and certainly in comparison with the value of 
other basic consumer commodities. Hence the problem is 
primarily one of a declining industry, at least in rela­
tion to other areas of production, and not only a matter of 
coping with periodic fluctuations in price and volume of fur.

(b) Unless the present number of N.W.T. residents depending on 
fur as their primary source of income can be
reduced substantially thereby increasing the individual 
catch, there appears to be no realistic prospect that 
the average trapper can obtain a reasonable income from 
fur alone even if a substantial subsidy were provided 
to increase the dollar value of wild fur.

(c) Because of Canadian dependence on free access to foreign 
markets for natural fur, a proposal to subsidize the 
production of wild fur in the N.W.T. cannot be considered 
in isolation. The Department of Agriculture is very 
concerned that the introduction of a support price or 
subsidy payment anywhere in Canada would interrupt the 
free access of Canadian fur to the United States market. 
This could only result in still lower prices for the 
whole of the Canadian fur industry.

(d) The greatest benefit of a floor price policy would go to the 
best trappers who least need help, and such a policy could 
encourage more persons to trap.

Background

In 1966-67, the total value of furs sold by trappers and hunters 
ть• 6 °^bhYest Territories (including sealskins) was $l,3 7 b 000 -This was divided among some 3,780 persons, which would mean an. 
average of about $300 each. For many, the only other important source
woindSb*lnCOm+ WOUl6 be Family Allowance payments, which in many cases uld be greater than the income from fur. However, it is estimated 
that not more than about 3,000 of the 3,780 were full-time trappers-
a n d T 4ftn%\1StribUti0n °f th6Se W°Uld be 260 Metis’ 1.1*0 Indians ’ ana i,5o0 Eskimos.
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Year Value of Fur Sold
1966-67 $1 ,37^ , 0 0 0
1 9 6 5 - 6 6 1 ,1 5 2 , 0 0 0
1961+-65 1,536,000
1 9 6 3-бЬ 1,855,000
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Beyond demonstrating the dependence of fur prices on current, 
and mainly foreign, consumer demand, the main fact established by 
the foregoing is that the average cash income of individual full-time 
trappers and hunters, even in a good year such as 1 9бЗ-6Ь, was 
slightly less than $600 a year. Although certain individuals 
earned excellent incomes from hunting and trapping, there were very 
many trappers whose income from fur was well below the average 
figure of $6 0 0.

In addition to the problem of low prices, it would appear 
that the number of hunters and trappers is excessive in terms of the 
wild fur available to them in the less remote areas in which they 
are willing to trap. This condition is aggravated by the changing 
way of life in the North which is tying trappers even more closely 
to settlements and giving an uneven distribution of trappers to 
available fur areas. While the trapper is normally engaged in 
his occupation for about six months each year, the statistics 
demonstrate that the majority are not able to obtain any signifi­
cant wage employment when they are not on the trapline. This is 
particularly true in the more isolated settlements and for older 
residents with limited skills and work experience.

As a result, a group of people are locked into a low income 
occupation in the midst of a rapidly changing society which places 
increasing emphasis on wage employment. They are unable to 
purchase their main consumer needs by cash payment.

It is now rare to find a steady job in wage employment 
in the N.W.T. that does not pay at least ,000 a year. The great 
disparity between average income from trapping and even the lower 
paid steady jobs is all too obvious. It is also obvious that the 
trappers' low income is not going to be rescued in the long run 
by subsidizing the market price for fur which would have to increase 
on the average by almost 7 0 0% to be competitive with even the lower 
paid steady jobs as a source of income. The economics of the fur 
industry are changing and it must be recognized that competition 
from synthetic furs is increasing rapidly and will be an even greater 
threat to prices for natural fur.
Feasibility of a Floor Price for Furs

With the discouraging long-term market outlook for natural fur, 
it is apparent that the introduction of a floor price for wild fur 
would not solve the basic problem of a very low cash income for 
full-time trappers in the Northwest Territories. Some of the results 
of such a policy would be:

(a) Although a floor price would result in an immediate 
increase in average income from fur trapping, this 
increase would be most significant in the incomes of 
the more successful trappers who are not the object of 
the proposal. Marginal trappers would gain only to a 
limited degree. Only by establishing support prices at 
an unrealistically high level, could incomes of marginal 
trappers be increased to any significant amount. If 
this were done, it would certainly result in serious 
problems for the Canadian fur industry, of which the 
industry in the N.W.T. forms only about 10J?.
With increased employment opportunities (Great Slave 
Lake Railway, mines, etc.), higher fur prices

(b)
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would tend to hold trappers and possibly attract others 
into an increasingly uneconomic vocation. Admittedly, 
few alternatives are now open to some trappers because 
of the scarcity of employment opportunities in 
their areas and because of their age, lack of educa­
tion and training. However, increasing numbers of 
young people are receiving education and training 
which will fit them for a variety of occupations.
It would be a mistake to introduce a policy that

^  might encourage them to enter an occupation which can-
not adequately support those already engaged in it.

(c) The history of floor prices established in other 
areas of our economic life over the past few decades 
has not been a resoundingly happy one. Although 
usually initiated as temporary measures to deal with 
unusual economic problems, floor price subsidies have 
proven extraordinarily difficult to terminate and have 
served only to perpetuate uneconomic employment..

(d) In all areas where floor prices or other forms of 
subsidy have been applied they have been limited to 
no more than a small percentage of the gross value of 
the product. A floor price which resulted in adding 
1 0? or even 20? to the value of furs to the N.W.T. 
trappers would do very little indeed to solve their 
problems.

Cone lus ion
From the foregoing, it must be concluded:

1. That the problem of very low cash income for full-time 
trappers and hunters in the Northwest Territories demands 
priority attention;

2. That an acceptable solution to the problem must be 
designed to :
(a) maximize the cash return from all fur that full-time 

trappers can obtain,
(b) increase the volume of fur available to full-time 

trappers as opposed to persons with an alternative 
source of income,

(c) concentrate the application of financial assistance 
toward those who because of location, age or exper­
ience, are now locked into trapping and hunting
as a way of life, and avoid giving encouragement 
to others capable of an alternative vocation;

3. That a floor price for wild fur does not meet the basic 
requirements of "2" above and is not recommended;

b. That any worthwhile measures to achieve the principles 
described in "2" above must provide control over both 
the utilization of fur resources available in the N.W.T. 
and over the residents allowed to harvest these resources.

Recommendatio n s
Alter reviewing several approaches to a solution of the problems 

described in this paper, the Northern Adminstration Branch recommends 
that the best and most enduring results could be achieved through the 
implementation of the new licensing system for hunting and trapping 
as prepared in recommendation to Council No. 9, 2nd session, 1966, 
together with an accelerated trappers’ assistance program constructed 
on the principles outlined in recommendation to Council No. 3, 2nd 
session, 1966. The Branch recommends that the trappers* assistance 
program as described in the latter paper he expanded to provide in­
creased financil assistance to needy trappers in the form of trapping 
equipment, grubstakes, assisted travel to trapping areas, etc.,



wither repaynient or With partial repayment as considered advisable 
in ohe interest of enabling trappers to obtain an economic catch of 
ur. It is also recommended that trapper education through the 
sc ools as described in the same paper (recommendation to Council No 
5) should emphasize the improvement in trapping management and 
procedures, and only in a very selective way should it encourage 
young people to look toward hunting and trapping as a full-time vocation.

b  vi°usly » thi s type of program requires constant reshaping and
aptitude in decision-making because circumstances will undoubtedly 
change from year to year. This competence should be available 
within the Department of Industry and Development of the Territorial 
Government because it must be expected that a significant number of 
residents of the Territories will continue to depend upon fur for th 
foreseeable future. The guiding principle must be to give advantage 
an inancial assistance to full-time hunters and trappers who have 
no other source of income and no alternative way of life.


