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Feds risk missing deadline for reducing tuberculosis 
rates in Inuit communities 

Tuberculosis rates remain high in Nunavik, despite a 2018 pledge to halve rates by 2025 
and eradicate the disease by 2030. NDP MP Lori Idlout says eliminating the disease is 
‘solely about political will’ and is urging the feds to fund housing and health care. 

 

Indigenous Services Canada, headed by Minister Mandy Gull-Masty, says there is a 'risk' 
the government's target for tuberculosis rates across Inuit Nunangat won't be met this 
year. The Hill Times photograph by Andrew Meade 

The deadline for Ottawa to meet its own target of reducing tuberculosis rates by 50 per cent 
in Inuit communities is fast approaching, but the government admits there is a “risk” it 
won’t be met in some regions amid disease outbreaks in several Northern communities. 

“It is not feasible,” said Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) President Natan Obed of the 
government’s targets. “There are already outbreaks in Nunavik—in northern Quebec—and 
also in Nunavut, that would make it impossible for us to reach those targets.” 

In 2018, the federal government committed to reducing tuberculosis (TB) rates by 50 per 
cent—compared to 2016 rates—across Inuit Nunangat by 2025, and eradicating the 
disease by 2030. That budget committed $27.5-million over five years, with a further $16.2-
million over three years added to the effort in 2023. 



But ITK’s most recently available data from 2023 indicates TB rates have been increasing in 
recent years, not decreasing. In 2023, the incidence rate for TB was 268.6 per 100,000 
people, compared to 2016, with a rate of 182.9 per 100,000 people. 

 

In 2018, then-minister of indigenous services Jane Philpott pledged to eradicate TB across 
Inuit Nunangat by 2030. The Hill Times photograph by Andrew Meade 

But the government says there have been steps forward in some regions. In an email 
statement to The Hill Times, Maryéva Métellus, a spokesperson for Indigenous Services 
Canada, said there are “emerging positive trends” in some communities.  

Still, due to the recent outbreaks in several Inuit communities, “there is a risk that Canada 
may only meet this commitment in some Inuit regions,” the statement reads. 

Obed said the intentions of the government at the time were “admirable,” but the disease 
can’t be eliminated from a one-time funding injection. 

“This is a disease of poverty,” he said, as TB is directly related to inadequate, overcrowded 
housing. 

The infectious disease is caused by breathing in a bacteria called Mycobacterium 
tuberculosis. Though it is curable—and has been largely eradicated in Canada and other 
Western countries—it is contagious, and thrives in conditions where there is crowded 
housing, food insecurity, and limited health care access. The disease disproportionately 
impacts Inuit. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7962700/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7962700/


A February 2025 report from the Public Health Agency of Canada says despite the 
government’s commitments, TB rates have remained unchanged over the past decade. To 
meet Canada’s domestic and global targets, the overall incidence will need to decline by 
approximately 17 per cent per year, the report reads. 

“However, some populations will need to experience a higher rate of decline compared to 
others depending on their respective TB burden,” the report says. “This highlights the 
critical need for partners and all levels of government to strengthen collaborative efforts to 
eliminate this disease.” 

This year, there have been outbreaks in several communities in Nunavik, Que. In June, a 
group of 14 Nunavik mayors called on the provincial government to declare a public health 
emergency in response to the situation. At the time, 40 cases had been reported in the 
region. Now, that number is up to 80, according to the Nunavik Regional Board of Health 
and Social Services. 

The health authority says TB cases have risen in Nunavik’s 14 communities in recent years, 
with the rate between 100 to 300 times higher than in the rest of the province.  

Maggie Emudluk, a member of the Kativik Regional Government’s executive committee 
who worked with the Nunavik mayors, said that if the level of TB outbreaks were in another 
part of Canada, it would be “alarming” and result in involvement from governments. 

“That’s what we were trying to do—the mayors, when they wrote to the government,” she 
said, “to say, look, this is an emergency.” 

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/diseases-conditions/government-tuberculosis-response-2025-working-towards-tuberculosis-elimination.html
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavik-s-14-mayors-call-for-public-health-emergency-over-tuberculosis-cases-1.7556459&ved=2ahUKEwiK6ey3gMCPAxV1kYkEHWaKPRIQFnoECBsQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Ki56K64TT9vwiuU1sPgLc
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/nunavik-s-14-mayors-call-for-public-health-emergency-over-tuberculosis-cases-1.7556459&ved=2ahUKEwiK6ey3gMCPAxV1kYkEHWaKPRIQFnoECBsQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Ki56K64TT9vwiuU1sPgLc


ITK President Natan Obed said that if the rate of TB in Inuit Nunangat was being 
experienced in Ontario, it would ‘dominate the news cycles.’ The Hill Times photograph by 
Andrew Meade 

Obed agreed: “Here in Ottawa, if we had an incidence of 268 per 100,00 active TB [cases], 
that would dominate the news cycles and the storylines for health care,” he said. 
 
“The human toll is significant. We have young people dying of tuberculosis—teenagers this 
year. We have infants and small children being exposed to active TB who then have to take 
long treatments of care.” 

Emudluk said her community of Kangiqsualujjuaq, Que., which is on the eastern shore of 
Ungava Bay, has difficulty accessing X-ray machines, which are used to diagnose TB. Even 
larger communities that have machines sometimes lack trained technicians to operate 
them, she said.  

She added that there is an X-ray technician that flies into one of the communities in 
Nunavik, but he is only available every month or two. A TB specialist from the McGill 
University Health Centre also visits the region and works with research institutions, 
Emudluk said, but he is “the only doctor” to do so. 

For many in Nunavik, accessing health care involves leaving the community to travel to 
hospitals down south, Emudluk said, which can be challenging.  

“A lot of people didn’t want to leave their community,” she said, explaining that the trips 
south are taken via a 26-passenger aircraft. “And if you have active TB, then other people 
don’t want to get on the plane. So, it’s kind of a dilemma.” 

Eliminating TB ‘solely about political will,’ says NDP MP Idlout  

Lori Idlout, the NDP MP for Nunavut, called on Ottawa to committee additional funding to 
combat the rise of TB. 

“Five people in Inuit communities have died by TB since 2021,” she wrote in an email 
statement. “I should not have to call on the federal government to recommit funding to 
address tuberculosis and save lives in Nunavut, yet here I am, practically begging the 
government to please invest in Nunavut.” 

She added that the government’s target of a 50 per cent reduction is “already off the mark” 
as “nothing has been achieved” in the region with cases on the rise, and not on the decline.  



 

NDP MP Lori Idlout, pictured alongside NDP MP Leah Gazan, said the Liberal government 
needs to invest in health care, housing, and alleviating poverty in Nunavut. The Hill Times 
photograph by Andrew Meade 

“Eliminating TB in Nunavut is solely about political will,” she wrote. “When the Carney 
government wants to do something, it goes forward quickly and decisively. I challenge the 
Liberals to put as much energy into eliminating tuberculosis in Nunavut as it does into 
building resource development projects.” 

Obed said he hasn’t seen concerted effort from the government to reach the 2025 target. 
He said Ottawa has only continued funding the ongoing TB work in the region. 

“Usually with goals—and especially as solemn as this particular goal was—the actions of 
the jurisdiction or the government are clear,” Obed said. “Even if you don’t reach those 
targets, you can still point to the level of urgency that a jurisdiction or a government placed 
on it.” 

In this year’s pre-budget submission, ITK requested funding of $131.6-million over five 
years for TB elimination. The organization requested the same amount in 2023—which was 
the last time there was a budget—but Obed said it was “completely ignored” at the 
time. The $16.2-million committed in the 2023 budget is set to end in March 2026.  

‘People haven’t forgotten’ TB’s traumatic history, says Sen. Karetak-Lindell 

https://www.itk.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/2025-pre-budget-submission-addendum-final-1.pdf


Nunavut Senator Nancy Karetak-Lindell, who is a member of the Independent Senators 
Group, said though numbers are improving in Nunavut, the territory is still battling 
outbreaks. Nunavut’s Arviat—her home community—and Naujaat are facing outbreaks, 
though the Baffin Island communities of Pangnirtung and Pond Inlet declared an end to TB 
outbreaks in July.  

About six years ago, Karetak-Lindell lost a cousin to the disease. She said that having more 
hospitals in the regions would help, as people would be more likely to seek care knowing 
they didn’t have to leave their community to access it.   

She said there’s been an increase in nurses assisting with the outbreak, which has been a 
“tremendous help,” and said that since 2018 there have been “slow” improvements in her 
community.  

ISG Senator Nancy Karetak-Lindell said there 
have been ‘slow’ improvements in her community following the government’s 2018 pledge 
to eradicate TB in Inuit communities. Photograph courtesy of the Senate of Canada 

But, Karetak-Lindell said, Nunavut doesn’t have a public health information tracking 
system to monitor diseases and immunization numbers in the 25 communities in the 
territory, which makes it difficult to track rates. A tracking system would help with 
management and with making “critical” decisions, she said. 

Karetak-Lindell also said TB treatments have traumatic roots in Inuit communities, which 
can make some reluctant to seek care. From the 1940s to the 1960s, Inuit diagnosed with 

https://www.gov.nu.ca/en/newsroom/tuberculosis-outbreak-updates-pangnirtung-pond-inlet-naujaat-and-arviat-2025-04-02
https://www.gov.nu.ca/en/newsroom/tuberculosis-outbreak-updates-pangnirtung-pond-inlet-naujaat-and-arviat-2025-04-02
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/tuberculosis-arviat-nunavut-1.7457050
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-nunavut-declares-years-long-tuberculosis-outbreaks-over/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-nunavut-declares-years-long-tuberculosis-outbreaks-over/


the disease were often taken from their communities and sent to sanatoriums in southern 
Canada. This resulted in long separations, from which some Inuit didn’t return, “completely 
destroying some families.” 

“People haven’t forgotten that,” Karetak-Lindell stressed. “So that’s one of the challenges 
of trying to get people treated properly or to voluntarily go to the health centre to get 
checked.” 

But she added that TB stems from greater issues facing Inuit communities: a lack of 
housing and infrastructure. The issue has forced many generations to live together in the 
same house, she said, explaining that for more houses to be built in many Northern 
communities, materials have to be flown in or brought in via sea lift. 

“We forget our history very quickly. This country was built by major infrastructure being 
done by the federal government—you know, the railways, the highways, the ports, airports,” 
she said  

“The challenges are so many, and unless people in the rest of the country understand that 
… we’re not asking for handouts, we’re asking for investments,” she said, “like the way the 
rest of the country was built.” 
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