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Filleting a fish, lighting a fire or build-
ing an igloo: In Canada’s Arctic, 
Inuit youth are being encouraged 

to connect with their culture in an 
attempt to prevent severe depression 
and save lives. A dozen teenagers and 
young adults gather around instructor 

Alex Flaherty. They don’t want to miss 
any of the traditional hunter’s precise 
gestures as he carves a fish or lights a 
fire. “Our culture has changed so much 
in the last 50 years when people used 
to live in igloos... the change is happen-
ing so fast, (and) we are losing our cul-
ture,” he tells AFP. Flaherty blames the 
societal shifts for a series of social ills 
such as violent crime, substance abuse 
and a high rate of suicide. 

Hoping to help remedy these prob-
lems, he’s taken hundreds of teenagers 
hiking, camping and hunting in the vast 
tundra in the past three years. In 
addition to keeping alive Inuit culture, 
his government-funded Polar Outfitting 
program also aims to bolster young 
people’s mental health and teach them 

to adapt to a changing climate - in a 
region that is warming much faster than 
elsewhere. Flaherty says he takes 
mostly youth aged 12 to 20 years old, 
“because that’s when their lifestyle 
starts changing (and) when they need 
help.” 

In the summer, they hike across the 
rocky, windswept lands near the bay city 
of Iqaluit that is home to some 7,000 
residents - and is accessible only by 
plane most months. They also learn to 
make fishing nets to catch Arctic char 
and to navigate and survive in the pris-
tine but unforgiving environment. In the 
dead of winter, when sunlight is reduced 
to just a few hours per day, they will go 
out on the ice to fish, and build igloos. 

 
‘Not just about fishing’  
At 22, Annie Kootoo is the oldest in 

the current class. She gushes with joy 
after spending 10 days in the wilder-
ness. “I did a lot of activities that I don’t 
usually do, and it’s been very helpful for 
my mental health,” she says. Chris 

Laisa, a 14-year-old echoes the sen-
timent. “I feel great,” he says after a les-
son. “It was fun because I learned how 
to fillet a fish, how to prepare it.” 

Flaherty, standing nearby, adds that 
it’s “not just about fishing. It’s about 
clearing your mind, being outdoors and 
sharing with others.” In the Nunavut ter-
ritory of northern Canada, where the 
average age is 28, young people are 
deeply affected by the isolation and 
intergenerational traumas caused by 
past colonial policies. Like many 
Indigenous peoples in Canada, the Inuit 
are haunted by memories of being 
forced into residential schools where 
they were stripped of their language and 
culture, and abused by teachers and 
headmasters. 

Here the suicide rate is much higher 
than the rest of the country - 76.6 per 
100,000 inhabitants in 2020 compared 
to 10.1, according to Statistics Canada. 
Camilla Sehti, the Nunavut govern-
ment’s head of mental health and addic-
tions services, goes through a long list 
of what’s contributed to the crisis: “It’s 
just so many factors.” Healing, she 
says, “starts with reconnecting people to 
their culture.” “I think colonization had a 
huge impact on this territory and the 
ability for people to feel connected to 
self,” she explains, describing new men-
tal health initiatives that emphasize 
“family, culture and community.” 

After losing her best friend two years 
ago, Minnie Akeeagok started posting 
warnings on social media about depres-
sion and suicide. “Everybody in 
Nunavut knows someone who has 
committed suicide or faced mental 
health issues. I personally know more 
than five,” the 18-year-old told AFP. “We 
need more resources, more accessibil-
ity within the mental health field in 
Nunavut,” she says, noting that in the 
far off communities of this Arctic territory 
the situation is even more dire.— AFP  

The New York Philharmonic is tun-
ing up to open their brand-new 
performance space next month-

and it’s not only the instruments that 
need to strike the perfect pitch. The hall 
itself is getting trial runs, with the famed 
symphony testing their pieces as acous-
ticians make adjustments to wall and 
ceiling panels to ensure warm, rich 
tones.  

It’s “almost like you’re going on a 
safari for sound,” said Jaap van 
Zweden, the philharmonic’s music direc-
tor since 2018. “It’s really to reinvent the 
sound of the orchestra.” The Dutch-born 
conductor explained to AFP that for 
years, the former hall’s dated design did 
little to contribute to the acoustics 
created by the instruments. 

But now, “they get a lot of sounds 
and beauty back, that’s a little new for 
them... this honeymoon between them 
and the hall needs some time.” The 
$550 million overhaul of the space that 
first opened in 1962 accelerated after 
concerts shut down at David Geffen Hall 
in March 2020. As halls across the 
country went dark, the philharmonic, in 
partnership with Lincoln Center-the arts 
complex on Manhattan’s Upper West 
Side-finally forged ahead on recon-
structing their home, talks of which 
dated back to 1995. 

More than 600 construction workers 
put in hours at any given time, six days 
a week with multiple shifts and overtime, 
to revamp the building into a state-of-
the-art space with improved acoustics 
and more accessible design. The ren-
ovation reduces capacity from 2,738 to 
2,200, but visibility is improved for nearly 
every seat in the house. And some seat-
ing is now positioned behind the orches-
tra, whose stage is 24 feet (seven 
meters) forward from its previous spot 
against the wall, giving concerts a sur-
round-sound feel. 

The walls were carefully recon-
structed and faced with beech wood, 
explained chief acoustician Paul 
Scarbrough, to support the room’s bass 
frequencies. Another new feature is an 
adjustable acoustic canopy: “We were 
able to fine-tune how much energy is 
returned to the musicians on the plat-
form so they can hear themselves and 
play together, versus how much is 

directed out to the audience,” 
Scarbrough said. “So that they get a 
rich, enveloping experience of the 
orchestra.” 

 
New ‘energy’  
In collaboration with Van Zweden, a 

team from the firm Akustiks selected a 
variety of works “that would bring out dif-
ferent colors, textures, timbres, layering 
of instrumentation,” Scarbrough said. 
They then began making subtle adjust-
ments to the room’s features to perfect 
the sound’s quality onstage and in the 
audience. 

Violinist Yulia Ziskel called the experi-
ence and design “incredible,” describing 
how the orchestra members get to dis-
cuss the sound before changes will be 
made to the room, and five minutes later 
“things would be vastly different, sud-
denly different sounding.” “This hall is so 
flexible to accommodate so many differ-
ent options,” said the musician, who has 
played with the Phil for 22 seasons. The 
hall’s tuning, which began in August, 
marks a homecoming for the philhar-
monic, which has been a nomadic sym-
phony since March 2020. 

The pandemic, and then the major 
renovation that turned their old venue 
into a skeleton of itself, meant that one 
of America’s oldest musical institutions 
reopened its subscription season last 
fall in temporary homes in Lincoln 
Center’s other spaces. Ethan Bensdorf, 
a trumpet player about to start his 15th 
season with the company, said the 
return felt like “buying a new pair of 
jeans.” “You’re really excited to wear the 
new jeans, they might feel a little stiff at 
first,” he said. “But the more you get 
used to it, the more they sort of mold to 
your body.” 

The philharmonic’s public opening is 
set for October 8, and will feature a per-
formances of Etienne Charles’ “San 
Juan Hill.” The subscription season then 
opens October 12 with the world pre-
miere of Brazilian conductor Marcos 
Balter’s “Oya.” “I can’t wait to see what 
the audience will see,” said musician 
Bensdorf. “That’s why we perform, that’s 
why we’re musicians, that’s what we get 
from live music, that’s why live music is 
so magical.” “I’m really looking forward 
to that energy in the hall.”— AFP  

The New York Philharmonic orchestra rehearses at David Geffen Hall in Lincoln Center 
in New York City. — AFP  

Elton John on Friday sang at the 
White House at the invitation of 
President Joe Biden, after 

declining invitations from his prede-
cessor Donald Trump. Dressed in a 
glittering black suit and wearing 
orange glasses, the 75-year-old pop 
icon sat down at the piano on the 
South Lawn of the White House, with 
the US presidential residence lit up in 

the background. “I don’t know what to 
say, what a dump,” John joked as he 
took the stage to perform his 1970 hit 
“Your Song.” “I’ve played in some 
beautiful places before, but this is 
probably the icing on the cake.” 

About 2,000 guests were invited to 
the event, including activists, LGBTQ 
campaigners, nurses, teachers and 
others. Also in attendance were Nobel 

Peace Prize winner Malala Yousafzai 
and former tennis champion and 
activist Billie Jean King, the White 
House said in a statement. “It’s clear 
Elton John’s music has changed our 
lives,” Biden said. The singer spoke of 
the importance of fighting HIV/AIDS 
and thanked the United States for its 
role in battling the virus. According to 
the White House, Friday’s event was 

meant to celebrate the unifying power 
of music. 

But as John performed his hits 
“Tiny Dancer” and “Rocket Man,” 
which were often played at Trump 
rallies, they were a reminder of the 
deep divisions in US politics. John, 
who was on a marathon global fare-
well tour, thanked Biden for the invita-
tion and also praised former US 

President George W Bush. “I just 
wish America could be more biparti-
san on everything,” John said. At the 
end of the night, Biden surprised 
John by presenting him with the 
National Humanities Medal for 
empowering people to fight for jus-
tice. “I’m never flabbergasted,” said a 
visibly emotional John. “But I’m flab-
bergasted.”— AFP  

Inuit teens learn how to cook salmon over an open fire at a summer camp focused on 
mental health, in Iqaluit, Nunavut, Canada.— AFP photos 

Photo shows Iqaluit, Nunavut, Canada. Filleting a fish, lighting a fire or building an igloo in Canada’s Arctic, a traditional hunter is 
reconnecting Inuit youth to their culture in order to save lives at risk from severe depression.  




