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R2-GTC-REC-01 
 
Topic: Inadequate assessment of barren-ground caribou and the Bluenose-East herd 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 
The DAR offers contradictory statements on the how the Project will interact with the Bluenose-East 
barren-ground caribou herd. In section 8.3.3 of the DAR (PR96:27), it states that the Project overlaps 
with the herd’s historical range. Figure 10.3 of the DAR (PR96:362) describes the historical range as 
between 1996-2009. This range overlaps with the caribou and moose LAA. In section 10.2.2.2 
(PR96:360), harvest sites along the Mackenzie Valley winter road are identified, which place barren-
ground caribou in the PDA.   
 
The following points are acknowledged by the DAR in section 10.2.2.2:  

• the species is threatened status under the NWT Species at Risk Act  

• the species is considered threatened by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 
Canada  

• The Advisory Committee for Cooperation on Wildlife Management (ACCWM) has determined that 
the Bluenose-East herd has passed a threshold requiring all management actions from their 2014 
management plan to apply.  

• the historical range of the Bluenose-East herd overlaps with the Caribou and Moose LAA  

• the Bluenose-East herd is at a historically low level but may be stabilizing  

• adult female survival rates are still too low for recovery needs  

• herd movement patterns are cyclical and may fluctuate, with avoidance of areas over several 
decades  

• improved access from the Project could result in additional harvesting and an increase in 
mortality rates   

• new roads and trails built as part of the project or from induced activities (i.e., from direct or 
indirect project effects) can increase access for harvesters and predators, lead to increased 
energetic disturbances and alter movement and migration routes  

• Such activities may adversely affect the population and impede their recovery.  

 
Despite these findings, the GNWT determined that barren-ground caribou should be excluded from the 
residual effects assessment. The listed rationale is that the current annual range has no direct interaction 
with the Project (PR96:363). The GNWT did consider the species in the cumulative effects assessment. 
However, the GNWT relied on current range movements to discount any Project effects on the species 
because “the current range of the Bluenose-East Herd does not overlap with the Caribou and Moose LAA” 
(PR96:429, DAR 10.5).   
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GTC is very concerned with how barren-ground caribou have been removed and discounted from the 
effects assessment.   
 
The GNWT appears to be using a double standard in its interpretation of time and place when deciding 
which valued components are assessed. In this case, the GNWT has taken a current snapshot in time to 
determine that barren-ground caribou have not recently been observed within 15km of the MVH 
corridor. However, they have discounted the fact that barren-ground caribou have existed and been 
observed along the MVH corridor, that their natural cycles could well bring them back to the area for 
winter and fall foraging, and that the Project is intended to be in place indefinitely. The indefinite nature 
of the Project increases the likelihood that barren-ground caribou will return to the area and interact 
directly and indirectly with the Project. This probability increases should herd recovery occur.   
 
Regardless of the above, GTC strongly disagrees with the narrow scope the GNWT has applied for its 
cumulative effects assessment. As discussed during the technical sessions and as mentioned elsewhere in 
GTC’s round 2 information requests, GTC finds the cumulative effects assessment inadequate for all 
valued components of interest to the GTC. An appropriate cumulative effects assessment for a permanent 
highway that runs through recognized and potential barren-ground range should consider potential 
direct and indirect Project effects, including those arising from anticipated induced development.   
 
Barren-ground caribou are part of an essential resource and central to the social, economic, cultural, and 
spiritual well-being of the Gwich’in. The GNWT’s identified baseline data on barren-ground caribou 
describes a species that has passed a point of significance and could be adversely affected by the Project. 
The timing of potential Project disturbances is important to consider as it could hinder recovery efforts. 
For example, the Bluenose-East herd is thought to be stabilizing. Potential new disturbances must be 
properly assessed for how they might affect herd vitality and resilience. This applies directly to the 
Bluenose-east herd through increased harvest pressure, disturbance from the highway, and potential 
increase in predation success from the new linear corridor. Indirect adverse effects are likely over the 
operational period of the highway to the Bluenose-East and Bluenose-West herds and to boreal caribou 
north of Norman Wells. Habitat alteration from induced land use activities poses the largest threat to 
boreal caribou (Environment and Climate Change Canada 2020) and additional adverse effects to barren-
ground caribou recovery efforts throughout the herds’ range. 
 
Table 3 of the 2014 ACCWM management plan lists management actions across multiple areas to help 
preserve and restore the herd (ACCWM 2014). These categories include education, habitat, land use 
activities, predators, and harvest. All management actions are currently intended to be appropriated and 
followed by ACCWM members. The GNWT is an active member of the ACCWM through its participation in 
the Wildlife Management Advisory Council (NWT). GTC is discouraged that the GNWT has not been more 
proactive in its use of the precautionary principle and knowledge of the pressures facing the herd to 
recommend responsible stewardship actions. The GNWT appears instead to have ignored reasonably 
foreseeable adverse interactions with the Project and indirect impacts to this vital species. It calls into 
question the nature of the GNWT’s “one government” approach of participating in this EA and how 
decisions are weighted internally by the GNWT regarding the health and well-being of assessed flora and 
fauna, land and water.   
 
Reference:  
Advisory Committee for Cooperation on Wildlife Management. 2014. Taking Care of Caribou: the Cape 
Bathurst, Bluenose-West, and Bluenose-East barren-ground caribou herds management plan. 
Yellowknife, NT. 
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Environment and Climate Change Canada. 2020. Amended Recovery Strategy for the Woodland Caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus caribou), Boreal Population, in Canada [Proposed]. Species at Risk Act Recovery 
Strategy Series. Environment and Climate Change Canada, Ottawa. xiii + 143pp. Available online at: 
Woodland Caribou, Boreal population (Rangifer tarandus caribou): amended recovery strategy 2020 - 
Canada.ca 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. Complete a residual effects assessment of the Bluenose-East caribou herd that properly considers 
the cyclical nature of the herd and its movements over time and how these interact with the 
permanent nature of the Project.  This assessment should consider and identify a Project zone of 
influence. 

2. Complete a valued-centric cumulative effects assessment of how the Project’s direct and indirect 
effects, including the potential for induced development in the Central Mackenzie Valley, will 
affect the resilience and recovery efforts of the Bluenose-East caribou herd.   

3. List additional management actions the GNWT will take or has taken in relation to the Project to 
protect and promote the health and vitality of the Bluenose-East herd according to the ACCWM 
2014 Management Plan. Identify appropriate monitoring and mitigation measures for barren-
ground caribou for this Project in consultation with ACCWM members.   

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/woodland-caribou-boreal-2020.html#toc0
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/woodland-caribou-boreal-2020.html#toc0
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 

Clarification on Preamble 

The GNWT recognizes that barren-ground caribou are central to the way of life for the Gwich’in Tribal 
Council (GTC) and other Indigenous people across the NWT. Not including barren-ground caribou in the 
Project-specific residual effects assessment does not reflect a “double standard” as the GTC implies. The 
assessment includes valued components that are present in the Caribou and Moose local assessment 
area (LAA); barren-ground caribou are not currently present.   

The Bluenose-East caribou herd is currently categorized as in the Yellow herd management status 
(intermediate and increasing). A population survey in 2023 showed a significant increase in herd size 
from 2021 and other measures of herd trend such as calf:cow ratios, pregnancy rates, and body 
condition all show positive trends (Table 1; ACCWM 2023). 

Section 8.3.3 of the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR) states specifically that “While the broadest 
annual range (based on all historical data) overlaps with the eastern portion of the Caribou and Moose 
LAA, the current range (based on 2012-2022 collar data) does not overlap with the Caribou and Moose 
LAA.” The GNWT recognizes that the Section Header for Section 8.3.3 does not match the exact details 
nor Figure 10.3 (Annual range and Current Distribution of Barren-ground Caribou [Bluenose-East 
Herd]) of the DAR; these will be updated in the DAR Addendum. 

Chapter 10 of the DAR addendum will add some clarification on harvest locations of barren-ground 
caribou along the Mackenzie Valley Winter Road route. The new information made available since the 
completion of the Technical Data Report (Appendix 10A) is from the final Sahtu Harvest Study Report 
(Sahtú Renewable Resources Board 2021) stating, "Caution should also be exercised in any use of the 
spatial data – some harvest locations were questioned for barren-ground caribou, marten, and fish.” 
Further, the study’s spatial harvest data might be “incorrect (e.g., a harvest location recorded for barren-
ground caribou that was likely woodland)” (pp 66). 

Response 

1. Boreal caribou and moose are resident species that interact year-round with the Project. Current 
data (collars and surveys) and abundant Traditional Knowledge informed the potential Project 
interactions with boreal caribou and moose. There was little to no Traditional Knowledge or other 
information of barren-ground caribou potential interaction with the Project. 

A Project-specific residual effects assessment was not completed on barren-ground caribou for the 
reasons specified in the DAR and as noted by the reviewer’s preamble comments in this Information 
Request. While the GNWT acknowledges the key points from Section 10.2.2.2 that the reviewer 
reiterates, assessing the potential effects of the Project on barren-ground caribou is appropriately 
considered in the cumulative effects assessment for change in mortality risk (DAR Addendum 
Section 10.5.4). 

As such, no further assessment is warranted. 
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2. The assessment of cumulative effects in Section 10.5 of the DAR complies with both federal and 
territorial guidance for environmental assessment of a project, and is reflective of relevant 
precedence. This includes use of a project-focused approach, rather than a valued component-
focused approach, and the use of appropriate assessment areas. Any ultimately effective assessment 
and management towards long-term sustainability of far-ranging wildlife species, such as barren-
ground caribou, is accomplished through range planning led by appropriate authorities, which for 
the Bluenose-East caribou herd already includes measures as described in the response below to 
request part 3. 

As such, no further assessment is warranted. 

3. Monitoring of barren-ground caribou is discussed in Section 5.2.5 of the draft Wildlife Management 
and Monitoring Plan (WMMP), “Barren-ground caribou surveys, as currently conducted by the GNWT-
ECC and other organizations, will continue to monitor the distribution, abundance, and population 
trends of the Bluenose-East herd, subject to periodic assessments and adjustments. Current collar-
based monitoring of the Bluenose-East and other barren ground caribou herds will help to determine 
whether their annual distribution shifts and starts overlapping with the LAA.” (pg. 37). The GNWT is 
also committed to the continued collection of harvest data and assigning a GNWT-ECC Renewable 
Resource Officer to implement access/harvest monitoring and enforcement of the Wildlife Act along 
the Mackenzie Valley Highway. These monitoring programs contribute to the monitoring of barren-
ground caribou outlined in Taking Care of Caribou (Table 1; ACCWM 2021).  Should distribution 
shifts occur in the future such that the Bluenose-East barren-ground caribou herd range overlaps 
the LAA, discussions will occur with co-management partners through the ACCWM process to 
address any needed management or mitigation actions. 

The Project-specific Adaptive Co-Management (WMMP Section 6.1) and Response Framework 
(WMMP Section 6.2) will help address concerns related to barren-ground caribou. Beyond Project-
specific monitoring, the GNWT, along with co-management partners, implements management 
actions identified in Taking Care of Caribou (Table 3; ACCWM 2021 ) and the annual Action Plans for 
Bluenose-East Caribou (ACCWM 2023) based on the population status of barren-ground caribou, 
which is currently yellow (intermediate and increasing). These management actions include those 
related to education, habitat, land use activities, predators, and harvest. Details on monitoring and 
management actions are presented to, and discussed with, ACCWM members as part of the GNWT’s 
co-management initiatives. Status on the implementation of monitoring and management actions of 
all co-management partners is provided in the annual Action Plans. 
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R2-GTC-REC-02 
 
Topic: Cumulative Effects Management and stewardship role of the GWT 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council (GTC): 
GTC believes it is important to acknowledge the basin opening nature of establishing a highway into the 
Central Mackenzie Valley. This is deliberately omitted from the Cumulative Effects Assessment. GTC has 
traditional rights and interests that might be affected by the Project’s activities, which are likely to be 
affected in the future by development activities spurred by the expansion of the MVH.  
 
It is a constitutional right of Indigenous peoples to pursue an Indigenous way of life and to exercise their 
treaty and title rights. Cumulative effects of resource development represent a threat to Indigenous groups 
of the Central Mackenzie Valley. The 2021 Blueberry Decision by the British Columbia Supreme Court 
(2021 BCSB 1287 Yahe v British Columbia) found that the province had failed to uphold the honour of the 
Crown and breached their Treaty promises. In the Blueberry decision, cumulative effects of industrial 
development authorized by the province had significantly diminished the ability of Blueberry members to 
exercise their rights. The province’s lack of action despite clear warning signs, concerns and appeals from 
Blueberry First Nation over a ten-year period was deemed an infringement. Those events have strained 
relations between Indigenous groups and the government and put resource development activities at risk 
as the Province works to redress the situation. GTC would like to see a responsible plan put forward by the 
GNWT to ensure that this sad story is not repeated in the Central Mackenzie Valley. 
 
The GNWT is not a standard proponent building a project, but a Government with responsibilities to 
protect the rights and interests of residents of the Northwest Territories, to ensure responsible and 
sustainable development of its resources, and to uphold the rule of law within its borders. It is a basic 
expectation and measure of good governance to consider how affected Indigenous communities can 
maintain their resilience and values in the face of future development pressures. These considerations and 
discussions should start today and not in one generation’s time, when important values have been 
irreversibly affected. 
  
Residents of the NWT and Indigenous communities have the experience of the diamond mines to draw 
lessons from on how to plan for and manage undesired effects of induced development. In the 
Environmental Assessment of the Jay Project, EA1314-01, the Review Board found that 30 years of 
diamond mining had resulted in adverse cumulative impacts associated directly or indirectly with 
diamond mining and affecting diamond mining communities. These impacts were an ongoing source of 
significant concern to residents of affected communities. The Review Board’s finding suggests that the 
GNWT failed to critically investigate how diamond mining was affecting communities and failed to respond 
to observed and worsening conditions. Insights from that experience should inform any future industry 
booms or basin opening activities. 
  
For this Project, the GNWT has limited its cumulative effects assessment to a Project-centered approach 
and to an arbitrary future scenario that excludes induced development. This raises concerns that the 
GNWT is failing to adequately consider responsible stewardship of the Central Mackenzie Valley and its 
fiduciary duty to protect the ability of Indigenous groups to continue their way of life in this region.  
The communities and Indigenous peoples of the Central Mackenzie Valley will share the direct and indirect 
effects (positive and adverse) that will result from an opening up of the Central Mackenzie Valley basin to 
development opportunities. It is important protections exist from undesired effects of such development 
– that the opportunity can build positive legacies for all. Mechanisms to achieve this goal must exist from 
the start. 
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Request from the GTC: 

1. Will the GNWT commit to developing a proactive oversight group with all communities of the 
Mackenzie Valley to specifically oversee and manage cumulative effects of industrial activities in 
the Central Mackenzie Valley?  

2. How will the GNWT proactively fulfil its fiduciary responsibility to manage Indigenous treaty and 
constitutional rights from potential cumulative effects of development in the Central Mackenzie 
Valley over the lifetime of the Project? 

 
Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 

1. The GNWT is not committing to the development of a new proactive oversight group for managing 
cumulative effects of industrial activities as requested, but the GNWT will engage in existing 
environmental co-management processes that include considerations of cumulative effects, such 
as those administered by the Land and Water Boards (including the Sahtu Land and Water Board, 
Gwich'in Land and Water Board, and Mackenzie Valley Land and Water Board), the Mackenzie 
Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, Renewable Resource Boards, Land Use Planning 
Boards, and Renewable Resource Councils.  All of these existing co-management and public 
processes play a significant role in assessing and managing cumulative effects.  

Also, the GNWT would like to recognize the importance of ongoing collaboration with Indigenous 
governments, regulatory bodies, and other stakeholders to address cumulative impacts from 
industrial activities. Any future consideration of enhanced oversight would need to align with 
existing regulatory frameworks, available resources, and future discussions. The GNWT remains 
open to engagement with Indigenous governments on ways to strengthen cumulative effects 
monitoring within current structures. 

2. The GNWT recognizes its fiduciary responsibility to uphold and protect Aboriginal and Treaty 
rights while managing the potential cumulative effects from development in the Central Mackenzie 
Valley over the lifetime of the Mackenzie Valley Highway project. To fulfill this responsibility, the 
GNWT relies on the following: 

• First and foremost the Sahtu Land Use Plan, which is legally binding and deals 
comprehensively with land use throughout the Sahtu Settlement Area through zoning and 
conformity requirements. The Sahtu Land Use Plan could be amended with the approval of 
Sahtu Secretariat Inc., the GNWT and Canada to mitigate or prevent further cumulative 
effects if cumulative effects are increasing. 

• The GNWT’s commitment to meaningful Aboriginal consultation and the legal duty to 
consult which is a constitutional obligation rooted in Section 35 of the Constitution Act 
1982. 

• Co-Management and the integrated system of land and water management established 
through the Mackenzie Valley Resource Managment Act and Land Claim and Self-
Government Agreements. 

• Federal programs to provide capacity-building resources to Indigenous organizations  to 
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support meaningful participation in environmental assessment processes.  

• Collaboration with Indigenous governments, Indigenous organizations and communities to 
develop and implement mitigations, monitor, and adaptively manage project effects. 

• Establishment of project specific working groups, such as the Mackenzie Valley Highway 
Corridor Working Group, to share information and recommend changes to project 
operations as needed, which may include support and funding for Indigenous guardian 
programs for on-the-ground environmental monitoring. 

• Utilization of Indigenous Knowledge alongside western science to assess long-term 
impacts on land, water, wildlife, and cultural practices. 

• Territorial policy development that balances economic growth with the protection of 
cultural and ecological values.  

Through these approaches, the GNWT aims to fulfill its fiduciary responsibility in a way that 
respects Aboriginal and Treaty rights, manages cumulative impacts appropriately and fosters long-
term sustainability.  
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R2-GTC-REC-03 
Topic: Cumulative effects methodology 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 
The description of the methodology for cumulative effects says (PR93:85) that the Project Inclusion List 
“does not include other contributing sources to changes on VCs, such as traditional and non-traditional 
land and resource use, climate change, forest fires, and regional policies and programs.” The intent of a 
Cumulative Effects Assessment (CEA) is to understand the consequence and interactions of past, present, 
and reasonably foreseeable future conditions on a valued component. CEAs are meant to amalgamate 
and consider all known and likely stressors that will affect a VC with and without the proposed Project. 
This broader consideration is necessary for responsible and sustainable development. The GNWT’s 
chosen methodology is project-focused and not VC-focused. The current approach is contrary to best 
practices of standard Canadian IA/EIA guidelines, including those of the Review Board and the Impact 
Assessment Agency of Canada. 
 
The cumulative effects assessment is incomplete until all known stressors acting on a VC (past, present, 
and reasonably foreseen future) are put together and interpreted relative to a healthy baseline for each 
VC.   
 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. How are the contributing factors of change (e.g., such as traditional and non-traditional land and 
resource use, climate change, forest fires and regional policies and programs) considered in the 
significance determination?  

2. Describe what a healthy baseline is for valued components and discuss the significance 
determination in relation to that healthy baseline.  

3. How do these contributing factors of change interact and synergize with the cumulative impacts 
of other residual effects identified in the DAR? 

4. Provide an updated interpretive discussion by subject matter experts on what the implications of 
these contributing factors are on future resilience and well-being of VCs. 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 
 
Preamble  

The GNWT’s responses to the above requests are provided below. The GNWT is also, however, 
responding to comments made in the reviewer’s preamble about the cumulative effects assessment 
given the relevance to the request. The GNWT disagrees with the reviewer’s preamble that “…the 
current approach is contrary to best practices…”. The cumulative effects assessment conducted 
complies with both federal and territorial guidance for environmental assessment of a project, and is 
reflective of relevant precedence. This includes use of a project-focused approach, rather than a valued 
component (VC)-focused approach, and the use of appropriate assessment areas. The Gwich’in Tribal 
Council’s preamble are reflective of methods applicable to regional assessments, not project 
assessments under regulatory review. 

Responses 

1. Traditional and non-traditional land and resource use, climate change, forest fires and regional 
policies and programs are considered in the assessment of residual effects and cumulative effects, 
and conclusions about significance for each of the VCs, as applicable.  

As stated in Section 4.6.1 of the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR), a project inclusion list (PIL) 
has been used to identify certain known past, present, and reasonably foreseeable physical activities 
whose residual effects are detectable and could overlap spatially and temporally with the residual 
effects of the Project. Physical activities include built structures and what people do on the land and 
water, representing human change on the landscape that may cause adverse effects that interact 
with the Project (cumulative effects). These represent types of “factors of change” (as stated in the 
request). The PIL does not include specific other factors of change (such as traditional and non-
traditional land and resource use, climate change, forest fires, and regional policies and programs), 
as noted in Section 4.6.1 of the DAR. Section 4.6.1 also states, and as is further explained below, that 
these types of contributions to cumulative changes to VCs are considered and addressed where 
applicable for each VC.  
 
Past and ongoing traditional land and resource (cultural) use is not considered to result in adverse 
effects and therefore, is not identified in the PIL. The Project aims to mitigate adverse effects to, or 
ideally promote, existing cultural use, and this is discussed in Chapter 11. Non-traditional land and 
resource use (such as fishing, camping, hunting) is also not in the PIL, but is included in the 
description of existing conditions, and in the effects assessment where applicable to VCs. For 
example, Chapter 9 describes existing tourism, and assesses how the Project could increase tourism 
opportunities, and Chapter 10 includes information on current non-Indigenous harvest that 
contributes to existing conditions for caribou and moose. 
 
The ongoing and future effects of climate change on biophysical resources and people is 
acknowledged, and discussed (where applicable), in prediction confidence (Sections x.7 in most 
chapters). Further information on the potential effects of climate change was provided in response 
to R1 MVEIRB IR#2. 
 
Forest fires have been included in the descriptions of existing conditions for vegetation and wildlife 
VCs, and are therefore considered in predictions of incremental change to habitats resulting from 
the Project. 
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Existing policies and programs do not have a physical footprint on the land, but influence existing 
conditions, examples of which include land and resource management and government services. 
Government policies and programs that define the types of supports or services currently available 
to communities are discussed in several sections of the DAR. For example, Section 9.6.2 outlines 
specific programs that are available to support training and apprenticeship work in the trades, and 
Section 9.8.3 describes the health, fire, protective and emergency service levels in communities as 
part of the effects assessment.  

2. Significance criteria are defined in each assessment chapter of the DAR (Chapters 9-22). The DAR 
describes existing conditions for valued components (VCs), and provides the context of these 
conditions in relation to (as applicable) regulatory standards, guidelines, and acceptable conditions 
that may be defined by a combination of indicators. With the exception of several VCs, which are 
compared to human health guidelines (air quality, noise, water quality), the DAR does not, nor is it 
required to per the Terms of Reference, define what a “healthy” baseline” for VCs is. This could be 
different from a desirable condition, which may be expressed in Traditional Land and Resource Use 
studies or engagement. Though the Information Request goes beyond the information requirements 
of this environmental assessment, the GNWT can generally respond that what  a ‘healthy’ condition 
is may be derived from legislation, regulations, policies and guidance at the territorial, regional and 
municipal levels applicable to human and environmental health, ecological processes, or societal 
goals, or potentially defined through engagement with communities. The below are examples of 
how healthy conditions may be defined, which have generally been incorporated into definitions of 
significance used in the DAR for project residual effects: 

• Non-traditional land use: Non-traditional land uses are in conformity with established land 
use plans, policies or by-laws 

• Boreal caribou: a self-sustaining local population 

• Culture and Traditional Land Use: cultural and traditional use resources, lands, cultural uses 
sites, and areas relied on for cultural use practices are available and accessible  

• Air Quality: ambient air quality with concentrations of criteria air contaminants below 
applicable standards  

• Noise: noise levels below applicable thresholds  

• Terrain, soils and permafrost: soil chemistry meets applicable guidelines (does not apply to 
terrain and permafrost) 

• Water quantity: adequate for ecosystem function and human use  

• Water quality: water quality that meets applicable guidelines  

• Fish and fish habitat: productive and sustainable fish populations 

• Vegetation and wetlands: plant communities and species persist and are viable; a functioning 
local or regional wetland  

• Wildlife and birds: species persist or are viable over the long term 
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Existing baseline conditions in the study areas used for the assessment are summarized in the 
respective assessment chapters of the DAR, based on data presented in the Technical Data Reports. 

3. Please see the response to Requests 1 and 2 above, explaining how these factors have been
considered in the assessment and significance determinations. An example of how the assessment
considers how multiple stressors may combine with the Project to change a VC is illustrated in
Chapter 11 of the DAR ‘Assessment of Potential Effects on Culture and Traditional Land Use,
Including Harvesting’. The GNWT, in reaching reasoned conclusions about the significance of
potential effects on culture and traditional land use, including harvesting (cultural use), draws from
information shared by Indigenous participants during Project engagement, Project-specific
traditional land and resource use studies, publicly available literature, significance determinations
for related biophysical and socio-economic VCs, the ecological and socio-economic context of the
local and regional assessment areas, past project experience, and professional judgment. Specific to
the consideration of climate change, in its responses to Round 1 MVEIRB IR#2, and Round 1 DRRC
IR#01 the GNWT acknowledged that natural conditions, such as climate-related changes to
vegetation and wildlife habitat (including consideration of forest fires), will change over the life of
the Project. Updated climate profile projections for the Project, combined with a literature review,
suggests there could be both positive and adverse changes in the baseline conditions of VCs within
the local and regional assessment areas in the absence of the Project, though these predictions are
uncertain.

4. As provided in the response to Request 1, cultural use, climate change, forest fires, and regional
policies and programs have been considered in making conclusions about the significance of
Project-specific residual effects on VCs, as applicable. The VC assessments presented in the DAR
were prepared in consideration of data and information collected by, and made available to the
GNWT by, subject matter experts, Project-specific engagement, and Traditional Land and Resource
Use studies. The information in the DAR, including the GNWT’s commitments to reducing adverse
effects of the Project on VCs, aligns with the GNWT’s responsibility as a proponent, but also as a
land and resource manager and responsible government. As such, the information provided in the
DAR, including the approach to the assessment, meets the requirements of the Mackenzie Valley
Environmental Impact Review Board’s review process, and is an important step towards realizing
the GNWT’s goal and mandate to provide reliable infrastructure to service Mackenzie Valley
communities. The GNWT will continue to establish and implement policies, programs, and services
that address the challenges and opportunities related to its mandate in the NWT as a whole.
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R2-GTC-REC-04 
Topic: Adaptive management: Decision-making structure and agency of participants 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council (GTC): 
The Tłıc̨hǫ Highway working group is frequently mentioned as a reference for how MVH working groups 
might be established. Please describe the power sharing structure between the GNWT and involved 
Indigenous Governments in that working group. There is particular interest in describing the agency of 
participating Indigenous Governments in the decision-making process to inform collaborative 
arrangements proposed for this Project. 

Request from the GTC: 

1. Describe the agency of the Indigenous Governments (IGs) involved in the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Working 
group. Discuss how much influence IGs had in the selection of monitoring indicators, the design of 
monitoring methods, participation in the monitoring process, interpretation in monitoring results, 
and input into appropriate management responses to address undesired observations. How were 
differences in opinion between the GNWT and IGs weighted in decision-making? 

2. Comment on how the agency of participating Indigenous Governments allowed them to 
meaningfully participate and influence the working group’s activities and achievements.  

3. Has the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Working Group relied explicitly on existing programs and services, or 
have new recommendations or initiatives been developed in response to monitoring results and 
observed changes? If new initiatives have taken place, please describe them and what led to their 
development. 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 

Preamble 

The GNWT would like to reiterate that the proposed CWG is  an advisory body and information sharing 
forum. The level of influence that Indigenous governments and other involved organization have is 
through their input provided in the CWG. Although the aim is for the parties to work together to reach 
consensus on all matters, there is ultimately no formal requirement to do so. Recommendations made 
by the CWG are provided to GNWT, who then uses these recommendations, along with other available 
information, to make decisions. 

The Gwich’in Tribal Council (GTC) has expressed an interest in having the GNWT describe the agency 
of participating Indigenous governments involved in the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway, formerly known as the Tłıc̨hǫ 
All-Season Road (TASR), Corridor Working Group (CWG) in the decision-making process. While the 
GNWT can speak to its experiences on the Tłı̨chǫ Highway CWG, it would not be appropriate for the 
Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) to comment on the agency of any Indigenous 
government. The Indigenous governments would be best suited to provide this information to the 
Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board (Review Board) and the GTC.  

While the GTC’s Information Request focuses on Indigenous governments’ participation in the Tłı̨chǫ 
Highway CWG, there are other processes and forums that provide opportunities for Indigenous 
governments and Indigenous organizations to inform project outcomes and/or to support the 
management of project effects such as: 

• The co-management system in the Mackenzie Valley provides Indigenous governments and 
Indigenous organizations opportunities to participate in environmental assessments (EAs) and 
water licencing and land use permitting processes and influence broader decision-making. 
Through this process, Indigenous governments and Indigenous organizations can support the 
development and implementation of mitigations, monitoring indicators and adaptive 
management approaches. 

• Intergovernmental Cooperation Agreements (bilateral agreements) between the GNWT and 
Indigenous governments establish a formal government-to-government relationship and 
process for leaders to discuss matters of mutual interest and advance shared concerns. Through 
the Working Together: Intergovernmental MOU between the Tłıc̨hǫ Government and the 
Government of the Northwest Territories,  meetings between GNWT Executive Council and the 
Tłı̨chǫ Government occur to discuss matters including Regional and Community infrastructure 
needs. The Gwich’in Tribal Council has a similar relationship established with the GNWT 
through the Memorandum of Understanding Regarding Intergovernmental Coordination.  

• The Intergovernmental Council (IGC), established in 2014 by the Northwest Territories 
Intergovernmental Agreement on Lands and Resource Management. The IGC provides an 
opportunity for public and Indigenous governments to cooperate and collaborate on matters 
related to lands and resource management. The IGC members include the Acho Dene Koe First 
Nation (ADKFN), Fort Liard Métis Local #67, Inuvialuit Regional Corporation (IRC), Sahtu 
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Secretariat Inc (SSI), GTC, Northwest Territory Métis Nation (NWTMN), Tłıc̨hǫ Government, 
Salt River First Nation (SRFN), Denı́nu Kų́ ę́ First Nation (DKFN), and the Kátł’odeeche First 
Nation (KFN). The IGC meets at least once a year. 

• The Northwest Territories Council of Leaders (NWTCOL), a forum established between the 
GNWT and Indigenous leaders in the NWT to discuss territory-wide social, economic and 
cultural issues as well as matters of mutual concern. Signatories include the ADKFN, Akaitcho 
Dene First Nations, Délı̨nę Got'ınę Government, GTC, IRC, KFN, Nahanni Butte Dene Band, North 
Slave Métis Alliance, NWTMN, SSI, SRFN, Tłı̨cho Government, and the GNWT. NWTCOL 
members meet at a minimum annually. 

The TASR Report of Environmental Assessment (REA) included a measure for the establishment of a 
Tłı̨chǫ Highway CWG in alignment with the mitigation commitment proposed by the GNWT during the 
TASR EA. The intent of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG was to provide a forum to review, discuss, resolve, and 
adaptively manage project-related effects. Initially, the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG was focused on 
licencing/permits, the biophysical environment (e.g., wildlife, fisheries), and contractor activities. 
Socio-economic matters were added to the working group’s Terms of Reference in November 2022, 
after the Tłı̨chǫ Highway opened. The Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Socio-Economic Working Group (SEWG) was 
established to implement Measures 5-1 and 5-2 from the REA, which involves monitoring and 
adaptively managing adverse health and well-being impacts to the Community of Whatì. The GNWT, as 
Developer, supports the Tłı̨chǫ Government in implementing these measures.  

The MVH CWG as initially proposed in  Section 9.16.1 of the Developer’s Assessment Report  focused 
on socio-economic effects, similar to the Tłı̨chǫ Highway SEWG. In response to feedback from 
engagement and the need for additional information sharing related to wildlife concerns, the GNWT is 
now proposing that the issues of wildlife and fish management be added to the scope of the MVH CWG. 
This would entail the creation of a Wildlife and Fisheries Sub-Working Group, with responsibilities to 
inform the development and support the implementation of the Wildlife Monitoring and Management 
Plan and the Fisheries Management Plan. Additional information on this revised approach will be 
included as part of the DAR Addenda.  

In regard to concerns surrounding wildlife, the GNWT Department of Infrastructure (INF) was directed 
to develop a Tier 2 Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan (WMMP) for the Project, in accordance 
with the requirements of the Wildlife Act and WMMP Process and Content Guidelines (GNWT, 2019). 
While INF is accountable for the development and implementation of the WMMP, as noted above, the 
GNWT proposes to establish a Wildlife and Fisheries Sub-Working Group to suport this process. The 
Wildlife and Fisheries Sub-Working Group proposes membership from affected Indigenous 
governments, Indigenous organizations and other parties, including all Renewable Resources Councils 
of the Sahtú Region. The WMMP itself will specify how Indigenous governments, Indigenous 
organizations and other parties will be involved in implementation of the WMMP, demonstrating the 
GNWT’s commitment to Indigenous collaboration.  
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Response to Reviewer Request 1 

As outlined above, the responsible ministers’ (RMs) final decision required implementation of several 
Measures to mitigate the effects of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway project, including establishment of the CWG, 
modeled after the Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway Working Group. The intent of the Measure was to 
provide a forum that would assist in the monitoring, mitigation and adaptive management of impacts 
of the Tłı̨chǫ Highway.  

The following Indigenous governments (IGs) are part of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG: Tłıc̨hǫ Government, 
Community Government of Behchokǫ̀, Community Government of Whatì, North Slave Métis Alliance, 
and Yellowknives Dene First Nation. The CWG meets twice a year, with meeting locations alternating 
between Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì. The Tłıc̨hǫ Government, and the Community Governments of Whatì and 
Behchokǫ are also part of the SEWG. The SEWG currently meets virtually on a monthly basis, with in-
person meetings as required. There is no wildlife-related sub-working group, but wildlife and other 
biophysical issues are raised and shared at the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG meetings. The review process for 
the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan is the primary avenue for soliciting input 
into wildlife monitoring. The Tłı̨chǫ Government also has established the Tıl̨ıı̀ Deè Committee, which 
addresses environmental monitoring. Efforts are made during both the CWG and SEWG meetings to 
consistently foster a cordial, respectful, and collaborative environment, allowing all parties, including 
IGs, to share ideas, discuss concerns, and make recommendations to improve the effectiveness of the 
EA measure implementation and indicator monitoring.  

The Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG Terms of Reference (TOR, November 2022) indicate that all invited 
representatives are to contribute to issue resolution, share information, and review outcomes of the 
management and monitoring plans with interested parties. Both the SEWG and CWG operate under the 
principles of information sharing and communicating/reporting broadly to interested parties. The 
implementation of certain EA measures (i.e. Measures 5-1, 5-2), the design of monitoring methods, 
participation in the monitoring process, and the interpretation of monitoring results fall under the 
responsibility of the Tłıc̨hǫ Government, the Community Government of Whatì, in collaboration with 
GNWT and the developer (GNWT, 2023). The Tłıc̨hǫ Government has taken a leadership role in the 
SEWG, supported by the efforts of the GNWT Department of Health and Social Services (HSS) and other 
GNWT departments. In January 2019, the SEWG had the first meeting to discuss the measures that were 
jointly assigned (to the GNWT and Tłı̨chǫ Government), as well as those related to socio-economic 
effects that were assigned to either the Tłıc̨hǫ Government or the GNWT. The Tłı̨chǫ Government 
drafted the first TOR for the SEWG that winter (February 2019) and conversations about expanding 
participation to include other departments from the GNWT, as well as the process the working group 
would follow, continued throughout the spring. After the TOR was drafted, relevant GNWT 
departments and the Tłıc̨hǫ Government, as well as their consultants, and the Community Government 
of Whatí collaboratively began going through an exhaustive list of data available to GNWT and the 
Tłı̨cho Government. The goal was to determine the questions the SEWG wanted answers to, the general 
areas of concern when it comes to the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway opening, and to determine what data was 
available and whether or not the data available helped to monitor potential effects associated with the 
project. The GNWT and Tłı̨chǫ Government talked through the provided data, including the contextual 
strengths and limitations of each individual indicator, and worked with program and subject matter 
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experts to develop a shared understanding. It was important to have this fulsome discussion to 
understand the suite of indicators, taken together, that could be used to monitor for adverse effects. It 
was also important for the SEWG to discuss how things like qualitative reports from the communities 
could be used to complement the quantitative data that the GNWT has available.   

Questions on the identified areas of concern were posed, and themes of areas of concern were created 
from these questions. Available data sets related to the themes were discussed by the SEWG, subject 
matter experts including nurses from the communities, child and family services employees, 
statisticians, and RCMP were brought in for these discussions. The SEWG, along with the subject matter 
experts, then spent time looking at trends in some of the data that is captured when the winter road 
opens. After a series of monthly meetings, the indicator list was narrowed down to 36 indicators which 
were further subdivided into primary and secondary indicators. There was work that happened after 
the indicators were selected, where data sharing agreements were established, that allows for sharing 
of some data that would not be able to be shared normally due to privacy concerns – this data is only 
shared with the SEWG members.  

Currently, the SEWG is scheduled to meet monthly though there are some months that meetings are 
cancelled. The Tłı̨chǫ Government, with support from their consultants, leads these meetings. The 
Tłı̨chǫ Government sets the date/time, the agenda, etc. At the monthly SEWG meetings, discussion 
covers a range of topics, including data sharing and interpretation, community feedback including any 
concerns or changes that they have observed, and planning for new work.   

The GNWT supports the efforts of the Tłıc̨hǫ Government with funding, currently provided through an 
MOU. The GNWT also supports by reviewing materials drafted by the Tłıc̨hǫ Government, presenting 
alongside the Tłı̨chǫ Government at various venues, etc. To date, members of the CWG and SEWG have 
been supportive of one another and the views of each government. There has been no need to escalate 
disagreements outside of the Working Group. The Tłı̨chǫ Government receives data from the GNWT 
and is able to direct its analysis and presentation. Results of the analysis, and work within the SEWG, 
have resulted in Health and Social Service programming being leveraged. Please see the response to 
Reviewer Request 3 for more information on how existing programs and services have been leveraged 
to respond to monitoring results. 

Differences in opinion between GNWT and Indigenous governments are resolved with the mutual 
understanding that ensuring the effectiveness of EA measures is a shared purpose. The draft MOU 
between the Tłı̨chǫ Government and the GNWT for the implementation of Measures 5-1 and 5-2 include 
a dispute resolution mechanism. Dispute resolution begins with an official of each government working 
together to resolve the dispute. If the dispute requires elevation, it goes to the signatories of the MOU. 
If the dispute remains unresolved, the dispute resolution process outlined in Chapter 6 of the Tłı̨chǫ 
Agreement will be engaged. To date, there has not been a need to activate the dispute resolution 
process.  
 
Response to Reviewer Request 2 

While the GNWT cannot speak for the Indigenous governments and Indigenous organizations that are 
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involved in the implementation and operations of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway CWG and SEWG, the GNWT can 
provide its perspectives on this topic. From the GNWT’s perspective, the role of the Indigenous 
governments and Indigenous organizations is critical to the monitoring and adaptive management 
approach that is used to help mitigate the adverse effects of the Tłı̨chǫ Highway. 

The Indigenous governments and Indigenous organizations are provided the flexibility, through the co-
development of the Terms of Reference for the CWG, to contribute to and influence the decision-making 
process of the working group. In addition to contributing to and supporting monitoring and adaptive 
management efforts, Indigenous governments and Indigenous organizations also contribute to 
adjusting or managing the functioning of the CWG and SEWG to ensure they are working effectively. 
For example, the CWG initially alternated its biannual meetings between Yellowknife and either 
Behchokǫ̀ or Whatì. Following a recommendation from the IGs, the meeting locations have been 
changed to alternate solely between Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì, a change that the CWG accepted and 
implemented. At the request of the Tłıc̨hǫ Government, the SEWG will soon be discussing a new path 
moving forward; the focus will shift to work in communities to improve the understanding among 
community members of the effects of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway. The GNWT will still support the Tłı̨chǫ 
Government through funding agreements, data sharing, and working group meetings, but the focus will 
be community centered.  

The CWG and SEWG have been effective in making progress towards their objectives largely due to the 
unrestricted and meaningful contributions from the Indigenous governments and Indigenous 
organizations. For example, and as described above, the SEWG has agreed to shift the focus of their 
work to become more community centered; this is now possible as a result of the progress that has 
been made in identifying indicators and implementing a monitoring and adaptive management process 
for the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway. The influence and leadership of the Indigenous governments and Indigenous 
organizations is recognized and respected, as demonstrated in the implementation of their 
recommendations. 
 
Response to Reviewer Request 3 

As indicated in previous IR responses (e.g., MVEIRB IR31), the GNWT has relied/is relying on existing 
plans, programs, and services to mitigate adverse effects of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway that are identified 
through the work of the Tłı̨chǫ Highway CWG and SEWG. In response to requests from communities or 
monitoring results, the plans, programs, and services were supplemented as appropriate and possible. 
It is important to note that GNWT plans and programs that mitigate effects of the Tłı̨chǫ Highway do 
not operate in isolation, but in conjunction with measures from the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway EA directed to the 
GNWT both as the Developer and as a Government and Regulatory Authority, and measures directed 
to Tłıc̨hǫ Government. As well, Government programs are adapted over time to respond to changing 
circumstances, including changes that are brought from factors like development of an all-season road. 

 
1 Available on the MVEIRB public registry for the MVH Project, 
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR256%20Responses_MVEIRB-1-30.pdf 

https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR256%20Responses_MVEIRB-1-30.pdf
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The leveraging of existing GNWT programs and services to respond to trends in socio-economic 
conditions and monitoring results is the primary way in which the GNWT can take action where it is the 
appropriate authority to do so.  

As indicated in the response to R1-MVEIRB IR3, monitoring results and information shared with the 
CWG and SEWG resulted in GNWT departments and agencies implementing initiatives and actions 
within existing program and service frameworks to respond to adverse trends being reported through 
the Working Group. For instance, when the SEWG identified a need to address concerns around road 
safety for monitors who frequently travel the road, the GNWT provided Garmin In-reach devices to 
Tłı̨chǫ Community Service Agency (TCSA) workers and the Tlicho Government, and Road Safety and 
Trauma Kits to the Tłı̨cho Government in 2023. The SEWG also provided information regarding the 
ongoing syphilis outbreak that resulted in additional work being undertaken by the TCSA and the 
GNWT. The GNWT Department of Health and Social Services (HSS), TCSA and the Office of the Chief 
Public Health Officer (OCPHO) met in October 2022 to identify health-related mitigative actions that 
were implemented in the 2022-23 fiscal year based on changes identified through the monitoring 
program, regular reporting from surveillance networks related to communicable diseases, and 
qualitative reports from Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì. This included additional sexual health training for 
community health representatives in Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì. The OCPHO has provided TCSA Community 
Health Representatives and nurses hands on Point-of-Care Testing (POCT) workshops regarding 
Sexually Transmitted Infections/Sexually Transmitted and Blood Borne Infections. The workshops also 
included information on tuberculosis infection and tuberculosis programming, vaccine hesitancy and 
how to talk to parents about vaccines.  The Communicable Disease Unit of the OCPHO was involved in 
providing a presentation on syphilis, POCT, vaccine hesitancy and tuberculosis infection in the spring 
and summer of 2022. Funding was also provided for participants to come to Yellowknife for the training 
and information sharing. The Chief Public Health Officer has also launched a community-based testing 
initiative (CBT) with the TCSA. These are POCT given to the community to self-test for COVID-19 and 
influenza.  

In response to an increase in workload as a result of increased calls for service, the RCMP conducted an 
exercise known as the General Duty Police Resourcing Model Review (GDPRM). This is an in-depth 
exercise to determine the policing needs of a community, based on a number of factors including call 
volume, type of calls, distance traveled to calls, amount of time available to the RCMP staff to do 
proactive work etc.  The GDPRM recommended an increase to the detachment surplus.  Working with 
the contract partner and the Government of Canada, two First Nations and Inuit Policing Program 
(FNIPP) positions were very recently assigned to the Whatì Detachment and are in the process of being 
staffed. The GNWT anticipates receiving additional information on the status of this staff initiative in 
the near future, and that monthly reports will also be provided on a go-forward basis as part of the 
work of the federal Community Justice Program (CJP).  

The Tłıc̨ho Government and the GNWT fund the Mentor Apprenticeship Program (MAP), an Indigenous 
language learning tool, as a response to a general decline in Tłıc̨ho language speakers. The decline in 
Tłı̨cho language speakers, and loss of culture has been brought up to the SEWG as something that the 
road may exacerbate. MAP is the first step in an overarching strategy of the GNWT’s Department of 
Education, Culture and Employment for revitalizing Indigenous languages in the NWT. Language 
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revitalization efforts aim to slow, stop or reverse the decline of a language, while also educating, 
empowering and mobilizing communities.   

The Tłıc̨ho Government is also responding to the needs of its communities more generally with regard 
to community wellness. These offerings may be considered mitigations for potential impacts of the 
Tłıc̨ho Highway. The Tłı̨cho Government’s Department of Community Wellness programs provided 
workshops in relation to the Healthy Families/Healthy Babies, Families and Community Program and 
in Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì the Department of Community Wellness Programs facilitated four Youth Life 
Skills and Visioning workshops. This work by the Department of Community Wellness may be 
supporting families impacted by loved ones struggling with alcohol and substance use, which may have 
been exacerbated by the opening of the Tłıc̨ho Highway. In 2023, the Tłıc̨ho Government’s department 
of Victim Services held monthly community outreach programs to educate people on the services 
available; increasing awareness of available supports may result in an increased uptake and help 
mitigate negative impacts possibly related to the opening of the Tłıc̨ho Highway. In March of that year, 
50 Tłıc̨ho youth participated in a session focused on impaired driving; traffic incidents, a monitored 
indicator as part of the SEWG, were higher in Whatì in 2022 and 2023 as compared to 2021 (though 
incidents were lower in 2023 than 2022). 

In 2023, leveraging funding from the GNWT’s Mental Wellness and Addictions Recovery (MWAR) fund, 
the TCSA offered an On the Land Healing & Culture Camp for men ages 16-25. This camp blends 
traditional activities or outdoor recreation with a specific therapeutic focus on mental health and 
substance use/abuse. The On the Land Healing & Culture Camp recognizes “that the Land practice is an 
important part of individual and community resilience in the face of rapid colonial change and its 
subsequent challenges.”2   Funding for a Tłıc̨hǫ On the Land Healing Program is ongoing/multiyear 
with MWAR funding going into 2025-26. 

Additionally, the Tłı̨cho Government, with support from the GNWT and other partners also facilitated: 
A Warming Shelter and a Wellness Centre in Behchokǫ̀, Healing and Wellness workshops in 
Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì, On the Land Healing Camps (Behchokǫ̀) with a focus on addictions, mental health, 
self-care, and Family Violence and Addictions Week (Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì). Similar to what is described 
above, these services and programs may be used by community members as supports and mitigations 
for impacts that Tłıc̨ho communities might be experiencing as a result of the opening of the Tłıc̨ho 
Highway.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 
2 https://tlicho.ca/news/tlicho-land-healing-program-2023 



9 

 

 

References 

Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT). 2019. Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan 
(WMMP) Process and Content Guidelines. Available at: 
https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/resources/wmmp_process_and_content_guidelines
_jun_2021_complete_002.pdf 

 
Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT). 2023. Tłıc̨hǫ All-Season Road: GNWT Annual 

Environmental Assessment Measures Report. Available at: 
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/GNWT%202023%20Annu
al%20Measures%20Report%20TASR.pdf.  

 

https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/resources/wmmp_process_and_content_guidelines_jun_2021_complete_002.pdf
https://www.gov.nt.ca/ecc/sites/ecc/files/resources/wmmp_process_and_content_guidelines_jun_2021_complete_002.pdf
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/GNWT%202023%20Annual%20Measures%20Report%20TASR.pdf
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/GNWT%202023%20Annual%20Measures%20Report%20TASR.pdf


1 

 

 

R2-GTC-REC-05 
Topic: Adaptive management: Response time and learning process 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 
Adaptive management (A-M) is an appropriate tool when working with complexity, uncertainty, and risk. 
However, to remain an effective tool, its design must incorporate best practices to specifically address 
elements of complexity, uncertainty, and risk. Fischenich et al, 2019, provide a robust assessment of what 
effective adaptive management looks like. They describe adaptive management as “learning by doing, 
monitoring, evaluating results, making difficult decisions, adjusting if necessary, and repeating” 
(Fischenich et al. 2019:vii). Successful A-M requires a systematic process to translate the observation of 
changes into effective management strategies. Things change with time and the adaptive management 
process must continually adjust to new stressors and pressures. The commitment to continual 
improvement and the authority required to initiate a timely and effective response by senior decision-
makers are key A-M components.  
 
The proposed Project remains at a 25% design phase, implying that many project-specific details are 
unconfirmed or yet unknown (e.g., who will be the contractor, the timeline, mobilization details, final route 
selection, location of important water crossings, etc.). There also remains large gaps in baseline data to 
valued Indigenous components and an avoidance of assessing the long-term consequences and cumulative 
effects associated with the establishment of a permanent road into the Central Mackenzie Valley. At the 
same time, Indigenous Governments have expressed concerns over the current state of health for valued 
components relative to existing threats and stressors like climate change or induced development 
activities. To address these uncertainties and unknowns, the GNWT intends to rely heavily on adaptive 
management and continued collaboration in monitoring activities with affected Indigenous Governments. 
But they have not articulated how adaptive management will be carried out or structured. The adaptive 
management approach will obviously be affected and refined by the participants – it will be unique to the 
MVH Project. However, it is important that its design contains all key elements and phases of a robust 
adaptive management process (i.e., four key phases: planning, implementation, evaluation, and 
adjusting/adapting).  
 
Based on the public record, the GTC is concerned that the GNWTs approach to adaptive management will 
not be sufficiently robust. GTC is particularly concerned about the potential selection of indicators and how 
management will respond to changes. The GNWT has made inferences that it will rely on existing programs 
and services to inform its adaptive management process and response. For example, the GNWT has 
proposed a Community Readiness Strategy to “provide the means by which the GNWT and communities 
can work collaboratively to respond to the socio-economic effects of the Project” (GNWT response to ‘DFF-
02 – Socio-economics: financial impacts on fly-in communities and mitigations’). The GNWT goes on to 
describe its adaptive management approach as relying on “ongoing monitoring and leveraging existing 
programs to mitigate potential effects of the Project” (ibid). The GNWT’s response to ‘MVEIRB-05 – Food 
Security and Country Foods’ places additional emphasis on the use of existing programs and strategies. It 
reiterates that it is not planning to undertake specific baseline studies on food security. It does reference, 
instead, a voluntary Indigenous harvest and monitoring and reporting program as an example data set to 
assist discussions on interpreting monitoring results and adaptive management strategies. That same data 
is described as “limited in that it is only collected every 5 years” (ibid). Detecting a trend from such data 
could take 20 to 40 years. Conversely, the volume of additional potential influences on harvesting patterns 
and food security over that time period would prohibit any conclusive links on causality or could contradict 
any observed trend. Hoping to establish causality of an observed change on a complex system is a handicap 
to swift and effective responses to undesired impacts. 
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In the adaptive management cases described, the strategy fails to address components of complexity, 
uncertainty, and risk. The proposed approach also suggests a very rigid approach to the planning, 
implementation, and adjusting/adapting phases of adaptive management. This approach to adaptive 
management reduces the confidence level that the GNWT will effectively and responsibly respond to 
undesired changes to GTCs valued interests over the lifetime of the Project.  
 
Reference: 
Fischenich, J.C., S.J. Miller, and A.J. LoSchiavo. 2019. A Systems Approach to Ecosystem Adaptive 
Management: A USACE Technical Guide. US Army Corps of Engineers. Available online at: https://erdc-
library.erdc.dren.mil/jspui/bitstream/11681/34855/1/ERDC-EL%20SR-19-9.pdf 
 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. Describe the adaptive management structure and process the GNWT will use to address 
unanticipated impacts and undesired change associated with the project and its impact 
predictions. Include specific details on the proposed planning, implementation, evaluation, and 
adjusting/adapting phases of the plan and how the GNWT intends to work with its partners at each 
phase to ensure undesired changes are managed in real time and in a “learning by doing, 
monitoring, evaluating results, making difficult decisions, adjusting if necessary, and repeating” 
manner. 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 

1. The GNWT has provided detailed information in the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR) to 
support the assessment of the Project’s effects on the environment and socio-economic 
conditions in accordance with the Terms of Reference and applicable guidance. The information 
in the DAR, including the GNWT’s commitments to reducing adverse effects of the Project on 
Valued Components, aligns with the GNWT’s responsibility as a proponent, but also land and 
resource manager and responsible government. The GNWT will continue to develop and 
implement policies, programs, and services to meet the needs of territorial residents. The work 
advanced by the GNWT in this context is outside of the Project, and as a result, is not the subject 
of the current review.   

Specific to the Project, the GNWT’s overall approach to adaptive management is described in 
Sections 23.2 and 23.4 of the DAR. It is consistent with purpose and approaches used in other 
Canadian regulatory jurisdictions (e.g., BCMECCS, 2022; Government of Yukon, 2021) as 
previously stated in response to Round 1 MVEIRB IR#2. The NWT’s regulatory framework is also 
well-equipped to facilitate adaptive management, through public reviews of management plans, 
annual reports, and response plans and/or actions if/when triggered.  The GNWT’s approach to 
ongoing evaluation of programs and policies and working with Indigenous Governments and 
communities also supports flexibility in responding to unanticipated challenges and impacts. The 
GNWT agrees with the reviewer that the adaptive management approach will be refined by the 
participants in the development of management plans, and that it will be unique to the Project.   

As outlined in the DAR (Section 9.16.2.3), the Community Readiness Strategy includes an MVH 
Corridor Working Group (MVHCWG) that would oversee the work of several Sub-Working 
Groups, including a Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-Working Group that would 
be responsible for developing a Social Monitoring Plan and a Well-Being Adaptive Management 
Plan. The approach to monitoring and adaptive management for the MVH Project has been 
informed by the approach undertaken for addressing the effects of the Tłı̨chǫ Highway. As 
indicated in previous IR responses (e.g., MVEIRB IR31), the GNWT has relied/is relying on 
existing plans, programs, and services to mitigate adverse effects of the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway on local 
communities and the environment. In response to requests from communities or monitoring 
results, the plans, programs, and services were supplemented as appropriate and possible. This 
would also be the case for the MVH Project. By way of example, when the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Socio-
Economic Working Group identified a need to improve road safety, the GNWT provided satellite 
phones to Tłıc̨hǫ Community Service Agency workers, and Road Safety and Trauma Kits to the 
Tłı̨cho Government in 2023. GNWT-HSS, TCSA and the Office of the Chief Public Health Officer 
met in October 2022 to identify health-related mitigative actions that were implemented in the 
2022-23 fiscal year based on changes identified through the monitoring program and qualitative 
reports from the community. This included additional sexual health training for community 
health representatives in Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì. The response to R2-MVEIRB-IR26 includes other 

 
1 Available on the MVEIRB public registry for the MVH Project, 
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR256%20Responses_MVEIRB-1-30.pdf  

https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR256%20Responses_MVEIRB-1-30.pdf
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examples related to how an adaptive management approach has been used to respond to 
monitoring results for the Tłı̨chǫ Highway. 

The GNWT indicated during the Technical Sessions2 that the intention is that monitoring 
indicators for the MVH Project be developed collaboratively with communities and that results 
will be reviewed and discussed to inform adaptive management. This is a similar process to how 
indicators were developed and how monitoring and adaptive management takes place for the 
Tłı̨chǫ Highway. The design of monitoring methods, participation in the monitoring process, and 
the interpretation of monitoring results for the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway fall under the responsibility of 
some Indigenous governments, in collaboration with GNWT. For example, the Tłı̨chǫ Government, 
in collaboration with GNWT Departments, including Health and Social Services (HSS), determined 
the health and well-being and socio-economic indicators and monitoring methods. The GNWT 
anticipates that a similar approach would be taken with the MVH Project, with necessary 
refinements being made to the work of the Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-
Working Group to account for differences in the socio-economic conditions in the Mackenzie 
Valley and other suggested feedback being collected through ongoing dialogue with communities  

Figure R2-GTC-REC-05-1 below outlines the approach to adaptive management for socio-
economic effects, which was presented at the Technical Sessions as part of a set of posters 
describing the Community Readiness Strategy. 

 

 

 

 
2 PR284 Transcription - Technical sessions Day 2, page 30, retrieved from 
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR284%20Transcription%20-
%20Technical%20sessions%20Day%202.pdf 

https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR284%20Transcription%20-%20Technical%20sessions%20Day%202.pdf
https://new.reviewboard.ca/sites/default/files/project_document/PR284%20Transcription%20-%20Technical%20sessions%20Day%202.pdf
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Figure R2-GTC-REC-05-1  Approach to Adaptive Management for Socio-Economic Effects 

 

The GNWT anticipates that for the MVH Project the cycle described in the figure above would use the 
following general steps to support the development and implementation of the Social Monitoring Plan 
and Well-Being Adaptive Management Plan: 

1. Identify membership of MVH Corridor Working Group (MVHCWG) and Sub-Working Groups, 
including engagement with communities to discuss. 

2. Establish the MVHCWG Terms of Reference (ToR) that includes the purpose, goals and objective 
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of the MVHCWG, and discuss and refine as needed based on engagement with communities. 

3. Establish the ToRs for the Sub-Working Groups, including the Social Monitoring and Adaptive 
Management Sub-Working Group. 

4. The Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-Working Group would:  

a. Identify potential indicators of interest, based on available data and the questions and 
general areas of concern have been identified by communities and others 

b. Discuss baseline information and data, including existing conditions, and identify any 
needs for data sharing agreements to support collection and sharing of data 

c. Discuss what change looks like for each indicator 

d. Discuss how changes in indicators would be evaluated (i.e., identify trends or changes 
that would be of concern) and potential actions that could be taken and by who (e.g., who 
would be considered responsible parties) 

e. Determine how data can and would be shared and what information could be shared 
publicly 

e. Begin collecting monitoring data, analysis and reporting  

5. Review monitoring results and determine the appropriate response to changes in indicators and 
other information shared through the MVHCWG and Sub-Working Groups, including identifying 
existing programs, policies, procedures and legislation that could be used to respond and the 
responsible parties. 

Given that the GNWT has indicated that it intends to rely on existing plans, programs, and services to 
mitigate adverse effects of the MVH Project, information on how the GNWT is proposing to utilize 
existing programs and services to mitigate adverse effects of the Project has been prepared. This 
information is attached to the Information Requests from the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact 
Review Board asking that more details be provided on monitoring and mitigation approaches (i.e., 
Round 2-MVEIRB-24, Round 2-MVEIRB-25, Round 2-MVEIRB-27).   
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R2-GTC-06 
 
Topic: Addressing uncertainty of impact predictions 

Preamble from the Reviewer: 

Parties to this EA process have expressed broad support for the Project to proceed. However, they want to 
make sure that the Project is carried out responsibly and in a manner that minimizes undesired impacts. 
We are currently being asked to accept an incomplete project plan with inadequate baseline information 
and incomplete impact characterizations. There is too much uncertainty to have confidence that any 
proposed mitigation measure will be effective. It is not a criticism so much as a reality of the existing 
situation. The only way to responsibly address that is for increased scrutiny in monitoring, robust adaptive 
management of undesired observed impacts, and the commitment to pivot and resolve undesired changes 
when they are first encountered. The level of risk and uncertainty must be matched by a proportional 
increase in public oversight and influence. This requires built-in agency of public interest and participation 
in the design, implementation, and decision-making of monitoring, mitigation, and adaptive management 
processes. 

Request from the Reviewer: 

1. Discuss how the GNWT might increase public trust and confidence in its proposed monitoring and 
adaptive management processes to counter existing concerns and uncertainty? 

2. What examples can the GNWT describe where it has shared decision-making authority with other 
Indigenous governments or communities in the design, implementation, and decision-making 
process of mitigation measures for a major Project or undertaking. 

a. What form did the shared decision-making take? 

b. Elaborate on how this format influenced the success or failure of those mitigation measures 
to address undesired change. 

c. Comment on the effect of those collaborations on public trust and support for the project.   
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 

The Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) respectfully disagrees with the Reviewer’s 
suggestion that parties to the Environmental Assessment (EA) are being asked to “accept an incomplete 
project plan with inadequate baseline information and incomplete impact characterizations”. The Mackenzie 
Valley Highway (MVH) project is undergoing a rigorous EA process that follows established regulatory 
standards, and provides a mechanism for Indigenous governments, Indigenous organizations, regulators, 
the developer, and other stakeholders to ensure all necessary information required under the EA Terms of 
Reference is gathered, reviewed, and assessed before any final decisions are made. 

1. GNWT relies on EA and regulatory processes, their related engagement and consultation processes and 
on cooperative working groups to provide public trust and confidence in its proposed monitoring and 
adaptive management. Concerns and uncertainty will be addressed by forming working groups and 
using adaptive management. Management plans that are conditions of a Land Use Permit or Water 
Licence and the Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan will undergo public review using the Online 
Review System. 

Over the past several years, the GNWT has undertaken extensive baseline studies in collaboration with 
Indigenous knowledge holders, scientific experts, and regulatory bodies, to inform the MVH project. 
The studies have been incorporated into the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR) currently under 
evaluation by the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board (MVEIRB). The EA process is 
designed to identify, assess, and mitigate potential impacts before project approvals are granted. The 
GNWT has been, and continues to be, responsive to Information Requests from Parties to the EA to 
ensure concerns with project impacts and proposed mitigations are addressed. Where gaps are 
identified, the GNWT is committed to working collaboratively with impacted Indigenous governments, 
Indigenous organisations, and communities to enhance monitoring, mitigation, and adaptive 
management strategies.  

In Section 9.16 of the DAR, the GNWT has proposed the establishment of a Mackenzie Valley Highway 
Corridor Working Group (CWG) (and sub-working groups), with representation from impacted 
Indigenous governments and community organizations, to support the continued development and 
implementation of project specific monitoring and management plans. The GNWT is in the process of 
developing draft Terms of Reference (ToRs) for the MVH CWG and the sub-working groups1 proposed 
in the DAR alongside the Wildlife and Fisheries Working Group, an advisory sub‑working group, to 
advance work on the Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan and the Fisheries Management Plan.  
Once drafted, the draft ToRs will be shared with Indigenous governments and Indigenous 
organizations and refined based on the feedback received.  The GNWT’s plan is to initiate engagement 
on the ToRs prior to the public hearing so interveners can be informed on the scope and role of the 
working groups.. To be certain the MVH project cannot and will not move ahead until the GNWT has 
met all regulatory requirements. 

2. The Mackenzie Valley Resource Management Act (MVRMA) has established a co-management system 
where Indigenous governments, Indigenous organizations and other stakeholders participate in 
project reviews and mitigation planning through: 

• MVEIRB, which includes appointees of Indigenous governments  in decision making; 

 
1 Section 9.16.2 of the DAR included the development of the Road Safety and Security Sub-Working Group, Training and 

Employment Sub-Working Group, and the Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-Working Group 
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• Regional land and water boards that issue authorizations and review and approve plans 
thereunder ; and 

• Requirements for public engagement, and the use of traditional knowledge in determining 
project impacts and mitigations.  

 

This integrated resource management system includes roles for co-management boards and public 
governments responsible for approval of any report of environmental Assessment and Type A water 
licence.  This regulatory and environmental assessment regime is unique to the NWT and has a 
demonstrated track record of effective regulatory oversight;  most notably, by ensuring public and 
Indigenous points of view are fully considered and inform projects.  

The GNWT provides as a specific example of how the GNWT has collaborated with Indigenous 
governments and community organizations on major projects our work through the Tłı̨chǫ Highway 
Corridor Working Group (THCWG) and Tłıc̨hǫ Highway Socio-Economic Working Group (THSEWG) on 
the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway (Tlicho All-Season Road [TASR]). The establishment of the THCWG was a joint 
commitment by the GNWT and Tłıc̨hǫ Government that was later adopted as an EA measure, to provide 
a forum for reviewing, discussing, resolving, and adaptively managing environmental impacts 
associated with TASR.  

The THCWG is comprised of members representing the GNWT, Tłıc̨hǫ Government, Tłıc̨hǫ Community 
Governments of Behchokǫ̀, Tłıc̨hǫ Community Government of Whatì, North Slave Métis Alliance, and 
Yellowknives Dene First Nation. The THCWG is provided the flexibility to contribute to, and influence 
decisions pertaining to the implementation of mitigation measures, and by so doing, can have 
ownership in the outcomes. A specific example is the THCWG’s recommendations for improving the 
management of bison incursions into the Whatì community—recommendations informed by 
Indigenous knowledge, thoroughly discussed by the THCWG parties, and ongoing meaningful 
discussions between the GNWT and the Tłıc̨hǫ Government.  

The THSEWG was established to oversee the implementation of Measures 5-1 and 5-2 of the TASR EA, 
which called for the monitoring of community health and well-being. The parties responsible for 
implementing those measures, (directed to the developer, GNWT-INF, and the Tłıc̨hǫ Government) are 
working collaboratively through the THSEWG to monitor and adaptively manage socio-economic 
impacts of TASR. 

GNWT partnership with the Tłıc̨hǫ Government on the establishment and continued operation of the 
THCWG and THSEWG helps to build trust by ensuring impacted parties have an ongoing opportunity 
to participate in and influence project decisions, as well as play a lead role in ongoing monitoring 
activities. Annual reporting provides for additional transparency.  

The effectiveness of the corridor working group model and the insights gained through engagement 
activities support its recommended adoption for the Mackenzie Valley Highway project. 
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R2-GTC-07 
Topic: Participation in monitoring activities 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

GTC interests on treaty and Indigenous rights extend to valued components that may be directly or 
indirectly affected by the construction and operation of a permanent highway to Norman Wells. GTC is 
particularly concerned over potential synergistic and cumulative effects operating at a regional scale and 
how these may affect the health and well-being of important Gwich’in interests. The GNWT is currently 
limiting its assessment of potential project impacts to the Project footprint. However, this ignores the 
permanent nature of the road and the likely inducement of resource development in the Central Mackenzie 
Valley. GTC is concerned that cumulative impacts arising from a future with the Project might jeopardize 
the health and well-being of GTC valued components like water, fish, caribou (boreal and barren-ground), 
migratory birds, and other traditional land and resource use values. GTC has stewardship responsibilities 
and a mandate to make sure Gwich’in values and interests are being managed responsibly. The current 
structure of project monitoring excludes Gwich’in participation and engagement.  

GTC recognizes that the project is in an early stage of design. Site-specific details or baseline studies to 
qualify potential project effects and undesired impacts are currently inadequate. Some studies will be 
carried out over time, which will allow resource managers to improve their management actions. However, 
many of the mitigation measures and commitments proposed by the GNWT rely on future efforts to 
observe, monitor, and adapt to undesired impacts. Given the long-term nature of the project and the 
potential of some impacts to materialize or worsen with time (e.g., synergistic impacts related to climate 
change, the project, and induced development), GTC expects to stay informed and acknowledged on 
resource management activities that intersect with GTC interests. GTC therefore expects to be engaged by 
the GNWT on monitoring and adaptive management activities.  

On Day 3 of the technical sessions, the GNWT said they would consider whether to update the Indigenous 
and environmental monitoring commitment (Commitment # 277) to include engagement and 
participation of GTC and Gwich’in participants (e.g., PR285:57). GTC has not yet heard back from the GNWT 
on this topic and would like a response. 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. Will GNWT update the Indigenous and environmental monitoring commitment to include 
engagement and participation of GTC and Gwich’in participants? 

2. What are the current timelines associated with the proposed monitoring plans (e.g., the WMMP, 
water quality monitoring, permafrost protection, socio-economic working groups, etc.)? How were 
these timelines selected?  

3. Recognizing that the MVH will be a permanent structure, comment on the ability of monitoring 
programs (e.g., via use of western science and traditional knowledge) to confidently detect short 
and long-term trends of Project-related effects on valued components over the planned duration 
of monitoring programs?   

 
Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 

1. The GNWT appreciates the comments provided by the Gwich’in Tribal Council (GTC) and the support 
expressed to the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board (MVEIRB) on May 8, 2024 (PR 
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#211) regarding the Project. 

As outlined in the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR), the Community Readiness Strategy will be 
developed to mitigate potential adverse socio-economic and environmental impacts of the Project, while 
maximizing positive effects for affected communities. The geographic scope of the strategy is focused on 
communities identified within the Local Assessment Area (LAA) and the Regional Assessment Area (RAA). 
As such, the corridor working and sub-working groups will be composed of representatives from LAA and 
RAA communities, which does not include the GTC or Gwich’in participants. 

At this time, the GNWT does not plan to update the Indigenous and environmental monitoring commitment 
to specifically include the participation of the GTC and Gwich’in participants. 

2. As detailed in Section 9.16.2 of the MVH Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR), the Mackenzie Valley 
Highway (MVH) Corridor Working Group (CWG), Community Readiness Strategy and its associated plans 
will begin a minimum of 1 year prior to the start of construction. The timeline was selected based on the 
anticipated timeline for receiving construction funding for the project.  

The GNWT acknowledges that communities have expressed a desire to see work on the Community 
Readiness Strategy start as quickly as possible so that communities are prepared. To enable communities 
to be prepared for the project, the GNWT has committed to engage on some key activities in advance.  The 
GNWT is in the process of developing draft Terms of Reference (ToRs) for the MVH CWG and the sub-
working groups1 proposed in the DAR alongside the Wildlife and Fisheries Working Group (WFWG), an 
advisory sub‑working group to advance work on the Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan (WMMP) 
and the Fisheries Management Plan.  Once drafted, the draft ToRs will be shared with Indigenous 
Governments and Indigenous organizations and refined based on the feedback received. Engagement on 
the ToRs will be initiated prior to the public hearing.  

Various management plans, including those provided in draft form in Volume 5 of the DAR, will need to be 
approved prior to construction by relevant regulators. Regulators may specify timelines for submission of 
certain plans for approval in their respective authorizations/approvals issued pursuant to the Fisheries 
Act, Waters Regulations, Mackenzie Valley Land Use Regulations, Wildlife Act, Quarrying Regulations, etc.  
The plans will be in effect during construction and operations, though the form and content of plans may 
change based on the Project activities (e.g., construction vs. ongoing maintenance) and results of previous 
monitoring. Generally, plans are required to be reviewed periodically, with changes, including the 
proposed discontinuance of a plan, to be approved by the appropriate regulator. Parties are encouraged to 
provide comments on the draft management plans in Volume 5 of the DAR during this environmental 
assessment.  The GNWT will incorporate input received through the environmental assessment process 
prior to submitting plans to the relevant regulators. 

3. The GNWT has outlined its proposed compliance and effects monitoring program in Section 23.0 of the 
DAR and is confident that the monitoring programs proposed will detect short- and long- term trends of 
Project related effects over the duration of the monitoring programs.  The GNWT does acknowledge, 
however, that there are several non-Project related variables that may influence monitoring program 
outcomes. As outlined in R1 TS DGG IR#2, indirect impacts (e.g. COVID-19 and wildfire evacuations) for 

 
1 Section 9.16.2 of the DAR included the development of the Road Safety and Security Sub-Working Group, Training 
and Employment Sub-Working Group, and the Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-Working Group 
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example have the potential to impact monitoring outcomes.  

As discussed in Section 9.15 of the DAR, follow-up and monitoring will focus resources on key socio-
economic Valued Components (VCs)/indicators for significant adverse effects and/or effects, including 
cumulative effects, that are a priority for communities, as well as positive effects/opportunities. As 
outlined in Section 23.4 of the DAR, follow-up and monitoring of socio-economic VCs will be initiated at 
each phase of the Project. These activities will inform a precautionary approach and contribute to the 
understanding of changing conditions of socio-economic VCs, effects prediction (both Project-related and 
cumulative effects) and the effectiveness of mitigation measures. Potential new/emerging unexpected 
effects, including cumulative effects of the Project that were not identified in the DAR will also be identified.  

Monitoring and adaptive management activities are a key component of the work proposed under the 
Community Readiness Strategy (Section 9.16.2 of the DAR) which has been proposed to mitigate the 
potential adverse socio-economic effects of the Project and enhance the potential positive effects. The 
Strategy will be led by the MVH CWG and will involve the work of several sub-working groups.  

Potential changes to socio-economic valued components will be monitored through the Social Monitoring 
Plan developed by the Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Sub-Working Group. The Plan will 
include monitoring indicators that can assist with identifying trends in well-being and also assist with 
identifying potential mitigations and adaptive management. Monitoring results will be reviewed by the 
Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management Working Group on an annual basis to help evaluate the 
overall effects of the Project on community well-being. Annual reports will also be provided to affected 
communities that include monitoring results.  

The GNWT provided a detailed response to the uncertain effects of climate change in its response to R1  
MVEIRB IR#2, stating that adaptive management is the appropriate way to address and respond to 
uncertainty in changes to VCs over the long timeframe of the Project (see also Section 23.5 of the DAR). 
The GNWT’s response to R1 MVEIRB IR#65 addressed how monitoring programs (specifically for caribou 
and moose), though designed to detect changes in populations and other indicators, may not be able to 
readily discern the Project’s specific influences on these changes, from other factors of change. 
Furthermore, Section 23.5 of the DAR discusses compliance monitoring and effects monitoring, including 
the potential use of Guardian programs. The GNWT is committed to further discussions with the 
Indigenous Guardians Program to explore how best implement Guardians in all stages of the Project. 

The MVH CWG and sub-working groups will be active a minimum of one year prior to construction and 
remain in effect five years post-construction. The working groups will meet multiple times per year to 
discuss monitoring results and mitigation measures related to the project. 

The reporting and meeting schedule above will provide an appropriate framework to detect short and 
long-term trends of potential project-related effects. Further, the schedule of annual reporting aligns with 
the need to balance ongoing communication of monitoring results with ensuring that appropriate time is 
allocated to observe and collect data on changing conditions in communities. This will ensure that trends 
can be identified and that resources are allocated efficiently to monitoring activities. The GNWT is working 
to refine details of the Social Monitoring Plan (including potential indicators) and working groups through 
engagement with communities in the coming months. The GNWT will also engage with communities on 
other monitoring plans, such as the Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan. 
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R2-GTC-REC-08 
Topic: Dealing with uncertainty in design (general comment using permafrost as an example) 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

Discussions from the technical session emphasized the importance of soils encountered along the 
finalized route and that the GNWT does not consider permafrost a significant barrier to the cross-section 
design of the road (e.g., PR285:119-120). GTC further understands that geotechnical studies will be 
undertaken once the final route selection is made and, upon establishing the thermal conditions, 
appropriate design features will be incorporated. The GNWT is developing a permafrost protection plan 
to describe how ice-laden soils will be managed over time. This plan will be subject to community 
collaboration and participation, though precise details are not yet known. Another concern raised at the 
technical session was ditching and controlling the flow of water around areas of permafrost 
(PR285:125). How climate change will affect soils and slumping were further causes of concern and how 
it might affect road safety and maintenance (e.g., PR285:128).  

Of concern to GTC is that the details required to complete the plan and road design will not materialize 
until “well after the [environmental] assessment” (PR285:127). This appears a common theme in the EA, 
where most of the design (e.g., 75%) is not confirmed and uncertainty for impact predictions and 
baseline conditions remains high. The EA process is significantly weakened when Parties are unable to 
review the actual project or the plans that are intended to render it publicly acceptable. Parties are asked 
to put a lot of faith in the proponent to do what is right. This translates into foregoing the safety of the EA 
process – where Parties can raise concerns on issues of significance and expect those issues to be 
objectively addressed. Rather, Parties are asked to accept a premature decision by the Review Board on 
how the Project should proceed, and hope that future collaborations will be meaningful and Indigenous 
interests upheld. It is a tall ask. More so given the lack of details on how collaborations will be made 
meaningful or how Indigenous input will influence interactions between the Project and Indigenous 
rights.  

It is unlikely the GNWT would accept such an imposition were it participating in the EA as a reviewer. 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. Using permafrost as an example, describe how conditions and understanding of the route might 
change between now (i.e., at 25% design phase) and start of construction (i.e., at 100% design 
phase).  

2. Under what conditions would the assumptions used to establish the permafrost plan and its 
mitigations be altered? 

3. How will the GNWT continue to work with interested parties to ensure their continued support of 
the plan should the design change? If a majority of parties disagree with the changes, how does 
the GNWT propose to fairly resolve this difference in opinion? 

4. How does the GNWT intend to make use of traditional knowledge in the development of final 
road design (for example, understanding the flow of surface and groundwater flows at important 
water crossings)? 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 
 
Preamble 
 
The GNWT wishes to confirm that the detailed design of the Project will occur after the completion of the 
environmental assessment and that there will be opportunities for parties to review various 
management plans through the GNWT’s engagement process and post-environmental assessment 
regulatory proceedings. Consistent with the GNWT’s previous roads and highways that have undergone 
environmental assessment (e.g., Tłıc̨hǫ All-Season Road [MVEIRB EA16-17], Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk 
Highway [EIRB File 02/10-05]), the highway alignment undergoing assessment is defined as a route 
within a corridor. The use of design criteria and objectives to define the parameters that will further 
inform detailed design is an appropriate basis upon which to conduct the environmental assessment as 
additional design details will be presented over the course of the regulatory proceedings. Additional 
design is informed by (among other studies), geotechnical investigations, following the outcome of the 
environmental assessment, as is discussed in Section 5.2.4 of the Developer’s Assessment Report.  
 
Responses 

1. Permafrost conditions along the Mackenzie Valley Highway route will continue to be investigated and 
characterized during each design phase as the project advances toward construction. In the current 
design phase, permafrost conditions have been characterized through the background review, terrain 
mapping, geophysical ground surveys, geotechnical investigations, and ground temperature 
monitoring completed to date. The GNWT recognizes that design refinement is an iterative process, 
particularly when working in complex permafrost environments. Between the current (25%) design 
phase and the final (100%) design phase, the following improvements in understanding permafrost 
conditions are expected: 

• Permafrost characterization work will include additional geotechnical investigations (e.g., 
permafrost soils logging, ground temperature instrumentation installations) and geophysical 
ground surveys (e.g., capacitively-coupled resistivity, ground penetrating radar) at selected 
locations along the route. The areas of investigation will be informed by the permafrost 
characterization work completed to date and focus on locations suspected to contain 
permafrost soils and/or excess ground ice along the alignment.  

• Design refinements will continue to be made to road embankment geometry, heights, and 
construction materials based on site-specific conditions. Drainage designs will be refined to 
mitigate surface water ponding along the alignment and resulting permafrost degradation. 

2. The conditions for updates to the Permafrost Protection Plan (PPP) are described in Section 10 
(Adaptive Management) of the Draft PPP. The assumptions used to establish the PPP and its 
associated mitigation measures may be modified if: 

• Field investigations reveal different soil conditions than originally anticipated; or 

• New geotechnical data indicates a higher-than-expected presence of ice-rich permafrost; or 

• Climate change projections show potential for accelerated permafrost degradation; or 

• Community and traditional knowledge provide insights into areas of concern, necessitating 
design changes; or 
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• Engineering advancements or lessons learned from other northern all-season road projects 
suggest improved permafrost protection techniques. 

3. The GNWT intends to continue engaging with directly affected Indigenous governments and 
Indigenous organizations, and specific other affected parties during the design, regulatory phase, 
construction, and operation of the Project. Specific concerns and comments will be addressed and 
resolved appropriate to the concern.  

It is expected that, should the Project proceed to permitting/licensing, the submission of a PPP  (and 
other Management Plans) will be a requirement of the Project’s water licence, and the applicable 
Land and Water Board (LWB) will conduct a public review of the PPP and other plans prior to 
deciding whether to approve the PPP. It is expected that the plan will be required to be submitted a 
minimum of 90 days prior to construction. It is the GNWT’s experience that during the applicable 
LWB’s review, comments may be submitted on any such submitted Management Plans.    

4. To supplement the input and knowledge already collected from engagement participants and 
Knowledge holders, the GNWT intends to continue engaging directly affected Indigenous 
Governments and Indigenous organizations, and specific other affected parties, during the design of 
the Project.  This may include receiving feedback on such things as the seasonal flows at water 
crossings, crossing locations, routing of the highway and quarry access roads, pullout locations, and 
areas of icings and overflow.    
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R2-GTC-REC-09 
Topic: Inadequate assessment of migratory birds 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

Migratory birds are of concern to GTC. In the original PDR (PR#14:134), seventeen species of waterfowl 
were identified as important harvested species by Gwich’in members. Black duck, geese and swans were 
identified as particularly important VCs (PR#14:125), and they remain an important GTC interest, 
including for harvesting rights. The Travaillant Lake area provides key waterfowl staging and breeding 
areas and is an important Traditional Land and Resource Use area for Gwich’in members that lies 
adjacent to the original MVH access corridor. This area lies along the migratory corridor for birds in their 
spring and fall journeys. These birds must pass through and over the currently proposed Project along 
their migratory route. This means that they are at risk from direct and indirect Project effects impacting 
their survivability. GTC has also expressed concerns related to induced development activities and how 
those might affect its interests. The Central Mackenzie Valley basin has significant oil and gas reserves 
that will become more lucrative and feasible to develop if the Project goes ahead. Such projects could 
adversely affect the suitability of staging areas, migratory routes, or water and air quality on a regional 
level.    

During the IR1 Information Requests, ECCC (PR#266) issued a variety of questions to the GNWT 
regarding the characterization of Project effects and baseline conditions of migratory birds (e.g., ECCC-08 
to 15). ECCC expressed concern over the quality of baseline data, the use of methodology, and the 
interpretation of project effects. In ECCC-09 (PR#266:45), CWS writes that the data used by the GNWT to 
assess impacts on birds in the study area has “limited, or no data presented for waterfowl and 
shorebirds”.  

Conversely, the GNWT writes – in their response to ECCC-13 (CANNOR34) (PR#266:33), that 
“construction will result in an increase in sensory disturbance, which could reduce habitat use of 
migratory stopover sites. Waterbirds, shorebirds and waterfowl most likely to be affected are those in 
smaller wetlands adjacent to the PDA.” We are therefore presented with one regulator saying that no 
site-specific data on waterfowl or shorebirds has been assessed, and another regulator saying that stop-
over sites along the PDA, including wetlands, may be affected. Despite this, the GNWT – as the proponent 
– has provided no further discussion or elaboration on how these birds might be affected, nor on how 
project-related disturbances are likely to combine with future climate related stressors and observed 
changes in migratory movements and abundance.   

The technical sessions delved into these topics further, with Environment and Climate Change Canada 
(ECCC) confirming their concern that the Project may directly or indirectly affect migratory birds. 
Representatives from ECCC did not believe the GNWT had followed appropriate methodology to 
characterize potential impacts to migratory birds and found the assessment of Project effects inadequate 
(e.g., PR284:18). ECCC had identified helpful baseline data that had not been considered by the GNWT 
and encouraged its inclusion into the effects assessment.  

The GNWT played down the potential impacts of the Project on migratory birds during the technical 
sessions. The argument amounted to the pathways of effect from the Project that might affect birds are 
few and the number of birds likely affected by the Project very small relative to the larger population, 
which will remain healthy (i.e., PR284:22,167). However, this line of thinking was not supported by 
community observations or corroborated by traditional knowledge. Comments from the Tulita 
Renewable Resources Council (TRRC) identified cumulative threats affecting migratory birds in the form 
of climate change and increased intensity and frequency of forest fires, (PR284:23). It is not clear that the 
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GNWT has made use of traditional knowledge in their effects assessment nor considered these larger 
stressors of change in their cumulative effects assessment. Section 4.6 of the DAR discusses the 
methodology employed for assessing cumulative effects. The GNWT states that the Project Inclusion List 
“does not include other contributing sources to changes on VCs, such as traditional and non-traditional 
land and resource use, climate change, forest fires, and regional policies and programs,” (PR93:85). This 
critique is raised by GTC in its information request regarding cumulative effects. This implies that the 
main impacts affecting baseline and future conditions to migratory birds identified by traditional 
knowledge have been excluded from consideration by the GNWT in their cumulative effects assessment.   

GTC does not agree with the project-centred assessment of migratory birds and supports ECCC’s 
determination that the characterization of how the Project will affect migratory birds is inadequate. 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. Work with Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) and traditional knowledge holders 
to improve the baseline understanding of existing conditions and stressors affecting migratory 
birds traveling through the Project area.  

2. Update the effects assessment based on the additional data acquired from ECCC and traditional 
knowledge holders.  

3. Complete a valued-centric cumulative effects assessment of how the Project’s direct and indirect 
effects, including the potential for induced development in the Central Mackenzie Valley, may 
affect migratory birds. 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT): 

Preamble 

The GNWT’s detailed responses to the above specific requests are provided below. The GNWT however 
wishes to first respond to comments made in the reviewer’s preamble about the assessment scope and 
methods approach for birds and bird habitat. 

The Gwich’in Tribal Council (GTC) references the Project Description Report for the Gwich’in Settlement 
Area [PR#14]. The GNWT wishes to clarify that the Project currently subject to review does not extend 
into the K’asho Got’ine District of the Sahtu Region, or the Gwich’in Settlement Area. In accordance with 
the Terms of Reference for the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR) (MVEIRB, 2015), the scope of the 
Project includes (among other components) a highway between Wrigley and Norman Wells. The scope of 
the assessment includes areas that may be affected by the Project, defined and justified by the GNWT in 
the Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR). The assessment areas for each valued component (VC) are 
defined in Sections x.1.4 of each of the VC assessment chapters. The GNWT acknowledges GTC’s concern 
related to migratory birds and waterfowl staging areas. However, the areas referenced by GTC are 
substantially outside (north of) the assessment area boundaries for birds, reflective of the likely 
maximum spatial extent of Project and cumulative effects, and as such, the potential for Project effects to 
extend to Travaillant Lake are considered highly unlikely. The GTC’s preamble also mentions effects of 
speculated future developments in the Mackenzie Valley which are outside of the scope of the 
assessment. 

The GTC also asserts that the GNWT has not considered traditional land and resource use (TLRU) 
information. The GNWT refers GTC to Chapter 3, which details which TLRU information was available for 
the assessment areas, and how TLRU has been used in the assessment. Specific to birds and bird habitats 
and the GTC’s comments, TLRU and engagement input provided information about existing conditions 
and the ongoing influence of climate change on bird distribution in the assessment areas (see Table 20.2 
and Section 20.2.2.1 of the DAR) as well as Section 11.2.3.5 of the DAR, which describes bird harvesting 
locations and harvested species. As stated in the GNWT’s response to R2 IR GTC-03, cultural use, non-
traditional land and resource use, climate change, and forest fires have been identified as contributors to 
existing conditions and ongoing changes to VCs, all which are considered and addressed where 
applicable for each VC. Additional detail is provided in that response.  

Responses 

1. The GNWT has engaged with Indigenous Governments, Indigenous Organizations, and other 
affected parties as well as ECCC on issues related to potential effects of the Project on birds and 
bird habitat (see Section 20.1.2 of the DAR and Table 20.2) and will continue to engage with these 
parties during the development of the Wildlife Management and Monitoring Plan (WMMP) to 
mitigate, as appropriate, potential Project effects on migrating birds. 

A description of effects pathways used to assess potential Project effects on migratory birds are 
discussed in Section 20.1.3 of the DAR. An overview of existing conditions for birds and bird 
habitat including species at risk (SAR), species of conservation concern (SOCC), as well as 
harvested species within the local assessment area and regional assessment area (RAA) is 
provided in Section 20.2 of the DAR. Important Bird Areas that contain known concentrations of 
migrating waterfowl and other waterbirds are discussed in the Technical Data Report for Birds 
and Bird Habitat (Appendix 20A) and assessed in Section 20.4.2.3 of the DAR.   

2. The GNWT maintains that the data and methods used to assess potential Project effects on birds 



4 

and bird habitat are sufficient. Nonetheless, the GNWT has committed to reviewing the additional 
autonomous recording unit and waterfowl collaring data offered by Environment and Climate 
Change Canada – Canadian Wildlife Services (ECCC-CWS) within the assessment areas to 
determine how it could be used to inform the assessment and/or refine proposed mitigation 
measures to reduce potential Project effects on birds and bird habitat. The GNWT expects to 
continue to further engage with ECCC-CWS and Indigenous Governments, Indigenous 
Organizations, and specific other affected parties during the development of the WMMP. 

3. The assessment of cumulative effects on birds and bird habitat is discussed in Section 20.5 of the
DAR. The cumulative effects assessment focuses on past and present activities that have already
resulted in direct habitat loss as well as reasonably foreseeable activities and projects that are
predicted to contribute to cumulative effects on bird habitat including SAR/SOCC in the RAA. The
Project contribution to cumulative effects on birds and habitat within the RAA is also addressed.
The overall approach to cumulative effects assessment is discussed in Section 4.6 of the DAR. This
approach follows the MVEIRB guidance (MVEIRB, 2004), best practice, and the Terms of
Reference for the DAR (MVEIRB, 2015 [PR#66]). Regarding the specific request for a “valued
centric” assessment, this approach is not required by the aforementioned references but is a
suitable option for addressing cumulative effects in a regional assessment (which the Project
application is not subject to). The potential for induced development in the Central Mackenzie
Valley is outside the scope of the project-specific cumulative effects assessment.

.  
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R2-GTC-10 
 
Topic: Water quality and dust suppression 

Preamble from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

The GNWT has said in PR#217:128, that it will use calcium chloride and the chemical additive DL10 in 
dust suppression activities. 

Request from the Gwich’in Tribal Council: 

1. What monitoring efforts will be taken to ensure that these chemicals do not adversely affect 
nearby watercourses?  

2. How does the frequency of application affect risk to aquatic organisms and vegetation? 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 
 
Preamble 
 
Fugitive dust caused by vehicle traffic along unpaved road surfaces can cause changes to water quality 
due to the transport of fine particulate matter (including metals and major anions) to waterbodies. 
Changes in water quality due to the deposition of dust can potentially cause adverse effects to aquatic 
life. Fugitive dust falling on roadside vegetation may also cause adverse effects to vegetation. Therefore, 
the suppression of fugitive dust through application of water (during construction), and dust suppressant 
product (during operations and maintenance) is an important mitigation measure to limit or reduce the 
potential effects on surface water, vegetation, fish, wildlife, and air quality (Developer’s Assessment 
Report, Sections 10, 12, 16, 17, 18, and 19), and is considered best practice (GNWT 2013; Government of 
Nunavut 2023).  
 
Calcium chloride and DL-10 are the only approved dust suppressants in the Northwest Territories 
(GNWT 2013). Currently, only calcium chloride is used by the Government of Northwest Territories 
(GNWT) on NWT highways #1-7, and DL-10 is not anticipated to be used as a dust suppressant for the 
Mackenzie Valley Highway.  
 
Calcium chloride is a well-known effective dust suppressant  for reducing the amount of fugitive dust 
generated from unpaved roadways.  
 
Calcium chloride is hygroscopic and therefore attracts water from moisture in the air to keep roads from 
drying out. This helps keep dust on the road surface and therefore limits the amount of fugitive dust 
interacting with nearby waterbodies and roadside vegetation. Calcium chloride has been shown to be 
very efficient in northern climates when applied as a water-based solution (Government of Nunavut 
2023). 
  
The GNWT currently applies calcium chloride to NWT gravel highways once every year. The GNWT 
directs its contractors to apply calcium chloride product (“product”) meeting its specifications using 
methods to ensure complete absorption of the product into the road surface.  This includes requirements 
to adhere to the following: 

• Sufficient water is to be applied to permit complete absorption of the product into the road 
surface. 

• Product is not to be applied when precipitation is imminent, or when the road surface is 
saturated.  

• Product is not applied in proximity to waterbodies, or on bridge decks.  

• Product is applied over the full width of the travel surface, and product must remain on the road 
surface. 

  
The GNWT also requires the contractor to clean up product that travels off the road surface in 
accordance with its Spill Contingency Plan for the works.  The GNWT monitors the application of product 
by requiring the contractor to provide a work schedule, results of product chemical testing, records of 
daily spread quantities, weather conditions, and delivery certificates. 
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Responses 

1. In noting that calcium chloride dust suppressant is intended to stay on/in the road surface and 
away from water resources, potential measurable changes to water quality due to the release of 
product into the surrounding environment are not anticipated. The unintended release of 
product would be considered a spill.  As such, no monitoring is proposed as part of normal 
operations, consistent with ongoing NWT Highway operations and maintenance. In the event of a 
spill, monitoring may be required as part of follow up reporting.  

2. As the GNWT currently applies calcium chloride to NWT gravel highways once per year and 
follows additional requirements described above, there is a reduced risk to aquatic organisms 
and vegetation due to these infrequent and managed applications. As the calcium chloride is 
intended to stay on/in the road surface, potential measurable changes to water quality and 
nearby vegetation due to release into the surrounding environment are not anticipated, and there 
is no expected risk to aquatic organisms and vegetation during normal operations.  
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R2-GTC-11 
 
Topic: Mobilization and resupply of construction materials 
 
Preamble from the Reviewer: 
The question of barges arose several times during the technical sessions. On Day 1, details were sought 
from the GNWT on where potential barging would mobilize from (e.g., PR283:42-43). On Day 3, comments 
arose regarding climate change and how it was having a significant impact on transport (e.g., PR285: 5, 
100). On the one hand, barging activities have been seriously compromised by low water levels, reducing 
the reliability of shipping by barge to communities along the Mackenzie River. On the other hand, climate 
change was reducing the length of the winter road season, making it difficult to get adequate supplies into 
the communities before the roads erode. This stresses delivery of goods and materials to communities 
along the Makenzie River year-round.  

Climate change remains a key driver for developing an all-season road. However, it is not clear how 
conditions are likely to be at the time of construction. Neither is it clear what measures and precautions 
the GNWT will take to ensure safe and timely mobilization of supplies to meet project timelines. There is a 
current dichotomy between existing conditions and the proposed plan: on the one hand, the GNWT and 
communities are unable to adequately supply communities today. On the other hand, the Project requires 
substantial supply needs that could strain existing transport options while simultaneously contending 
with a reducing operational period to deliver goods and materials. The interaction between climate change 
and logistics is an important knowledge gap. Relevant to this knowledge gap is understanding the 
limitations of weight and traffic load restrictions on winter roads and the feasibility of transporting goods 
via barge north to south (i.e. from Little Chicago or the Inuvik shipping terminal) or south to north (e.g., 
from the Hay River shipping terminal).  

Since 2017, the GNWT has operated Marine Transportation Services (MTS) as a division within the 
Department of Industry, Tourism and Investment (ITI). MTS moves deck cargo and bulk petroleum 
products to communities along the Mackenzie River and Arctic coastline. MTS has a head office and main 
terminal in Hay River. MTS typically supplies materials to Tulita and Norman Wells from their Hay River 
terminal. For the summer of 2024, cargo directed to Norman Wells was redirected from Hay River to the 
Tuktoyaktuk Terminal. Presumably this was due to low water levels between Great Slave Lake and Norman 
Wells. The ability to transport goods south from the Tuktoyaktuk or Inuvik terminals suggests that barging 
from North to South remains a viable alternative. GTC asked the GNWT about this during the technical 
session, but the GNWT appeared dismissive of exploring this as a feasible logistics option.  

The GNWT provided no clarity during the technical sessions on how climate change predictions would 
affect mobilization and resupply efforts. However, it is clear that climate change has had a significant 
impact on community resupply efforts during summer and winter seasons. And all climate modelling 
predictions provided by the GNWT indicate that climate trends will continue and likely exacerbate existing 
realities during the construction period (i.e., 2027 to 2046). In the DAR, the GNWT anticipates a 
construction schedule for Tulita commencing in 2032 and finishing 2042 (PR93:126, Figure 5.3). This 
includes mobilization in 2032 and 2038, and annual resupplying between 2033 and 2041. Given climate 
change constraints and the need to consider viable solutions to mobilize supplies along the project, GTC 
would like to know how this timeline interacts with climate change and mobilization and resupply. It is a 
relevant to know how bulk materials can be transported to site despite reducing winter road operational 
seasons and despite changing water levels. This is especially relevant given that barging is a proposed 
mitigation measure of the GNWT’s to reduce reliance on trucks using Highway 1 for construction resupply 
and thus reduce residual effects associated with non-traditional land and resource use (i.e., PR96, 236, 
Table 9.2.1).  
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Pending a critical assessment of how mobilization can occur, and to make good on its proposed mitigation 
to reduce trucking along Highway 1, the GNWT may need to consider mobilizing Project supplies from 
Tuktoyaktuk or Inuvik. This consideration should be included in the updated DAR Addendum. 

Request from the Reviewer: 

To representatives of the GNWT’s ITI division of Marine Transportation Services.  

1. Why were supplies bound to Tulita and Norman Wells rerouted from the Hay River terminal to the 
Tuktoyaktuk or Inuvik terminals by the GNWT’s Marine Transportation Services (MTS) during the 
summer of 2024? 

2. Does barging from the Tuktoyaktuk or Inuvik terminals southward to Tulita and Norman Wells 
offer additional reliability for long-term planning under climate change scenarios as compared to 
barging from the Hay River terminal or Wrigley landing? 

3. Related to climate change: 

a) Over the past ten years, how have water levels changed in the Mackenzie River? How has 
this affected the shipping season and barging? 

b) What are the projected trends and long-term changes expected for barging activities along 
the Mackenzie River over the next 17 years? 

To the GNWT 

4. Can existing winter roads to Tulita and Norman Wells currently accommodate existing community 
needs? How are these conditions expected to change over the next 17 years (e.g., changes in 
population and demand for winter resupply, weight allowance on the roads, needs from other 
projects and developments, etc.)? 

a) What was the duration of the winter road season 10 years ago? What was the duration of 
the winter road season in 2023/2024? What is the expected duration of the winter road 
season in 17 years? 

5. Anticipating climate change scenarios and a construction timeline for the Tulita segments of the 
Project commencing in 7-17 years, are these winter roads likely to accommodate the additional 
truck loads required to mobilize and re-supply the Project? Use the numbers provided in the 
Project construction and alternative timeline scenarios in Table 2-2 of PR251:10 for this 
assessment.  

6. Anticipating climate change scenarios and a construction timeline for the Tulita segments of the 
Project commencing in 7-17 years, can the GNWT comment on the viability of using the Inuvik 
terminal to transport materials by barge to Norman Wells and Tulita versus from the Wrigley barge 
landing? Consider the barge loads anticipated in Table 2-2 of PR251:10 under both development 
scenarios. 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 
 
Marine Transportation Services (MTS), operated by the GNWT Department of Infrastructure (INF), is 
responsible for providing essential marine resupply services to communities along the Mackenzie River 
and the Western Arctic Coast. As per the Reviewer’s Request, responses 1 through 3 have incorporated 
information provided from MTS.  

1. To clarify, cargo bound for Tulita and Norman Wells was not rerouted through Tuktoyaktuk or 
Inuvik. Only goods destined for Inuvialuit Settlement Region communities was rerouted through 
Tuktoyaktuk. Instead, MTS cancelled its service to Norman Wells/Tulita altogether in 2024 due 
non-navigability of the Mackenzie River – see here: https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/mts-
cancels-barge-deliveries-norman-wells-and-tulita 

2. Barging from the Tuktoyaktuk or Inuvik terminals southward to Tulita and Norman Wells does not 
offer additional reliability for long-term planning under climate change scenarios. The Rampart 
Rapids south of Fort Good Hope is a historically difficult section of the river, especially in low water. 
Tulita and Norman Wells are accordingly better served from Hay River where the Rampart Rapids 
are a non-issue.   

3. (a) Water levels on the Mackenzie River are monitored by Environment Canada and current and 
historical levels can be accessed through: https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/mainmenu/ 
real_time_data_index_e.html 

Water levels on the Mackenzie River have fluctuated from very high in 2022 to record low in 
2024. Low water levels obviously present significant challenges as illustrated by the 2024 
season (answer to 1). High water levels are also problematic (e.g. flooding of terminals etc.), 
however, less so than low water levels since they do not restrict the ability to navigate.  

a) There has been no analysis completed on the expected duration of the barging season over 
the next 17 years.  See response to 4. 

4. As the reviewer acknowledges in the preamble, the interaction between future climate change 
conditions and logistics is an important knowledge gap. A needs analysis for future conditions and 
the variety of demands that may be placed on the MVWR has not been completed. Given the 
uncertainty around future conditions the GNWT acknowledges climate change and has been 
working to adapt to increasing variability of weather affecting opening and closing dates from year 
to year (see below). Currently the Mackenzie Valley Winter Road (MVWR) is not meeting the 
respective communities’ needs. The Mackenzie Valley Highway (MVH) Project aims to increase the 
resiliency of the NWT transportation system to the impacts of climate change by establishing a 
reliable all-season transportation corridor which will improve inter-community mobility and 
accessibility. 

To be clear, the operation of the MVWR and the construction of the highway are tied together, 
however they are two separate initiatives being undertaken by INF. While the MVH project is in the 
planning and construction phase INF will continue to operate the MVWR and has implemented 
additional actions to mitigate impacts from increased traffic. For example, as a result of the barges 
being cancelled in 2023 and 2024, double the amount of traffic along the MVWR is anticipated in 
2025. In response to increased traffic INF has been flooding ice crossings, widening the road where 
possible and increasing maintenance and monitoring of the road. Operating restrictions (e.g., 
weights, hours, opening/closing dates) are adjusted based on conditions. 

https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/mts-cancels-barge-deliveries-norman-wells-and-tulita
https://www.gov.nt.ca/en/newsroom/mts-cancels-barge-deliveries-norman-wells-and-tulita
https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/mainmenu/%20real_time_data_index_e.html
https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/mainmenu/%20real_time_data_index_e.html
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Beginning in the early 2000s, issues affecting GNWT infrastructure became apparent, including 
permafrost degradation, increasing mean annual air and ground temperatures, increasing snow 
loads, and similar climate variables. Monitoring and creating adaptation strategies to these issues 
is now a core INF activity. As a result of the improvements to the MVWR through the installation of 
bridges over the last 20 years, the winter road season is now open longer than it was before year 
2000. 

The Tulita ice crossing is typically a bottleneck each winter as the crossing has a vehicle load weight 
restrictions for safety. The table below shows the number of days the MVWR was open between 
Tulita and Norman Wells, with maximum allowable weights of 40,000 kg and 62,500 to 64,000 kg 
for the period between 2015/16 and 2023/24.  

 
Season # Days Opened 

40,000 kg or 
greater 

# Days Opened to 
Maximum Allowable 

Weight 

Maximum Allowable 
Weight (kg) 

2015/2016 58 37 62,500 
2016/2017 73 52 64,000 
2017/2018 70 37 64,000 
2018/2019 58 33 64,000 
2019/2020 52 38 64,000 
2020/2021 84 56 64,000 
2021/2022 90 74 64,000 
2022/2023 58 28 64,000 
2023/2024 72 34 64,000 

Average 68 43  

b) See response to 4. The 20 year average opening and closing dates for winter roads in the 
north are available at the following link - https://www.inf.gov.nt.ca/en/services/highways-
ferries-and-winter-roads/winter-roads-average-openclose-dates. There has not been an 
analysis completed on the expected duration of the winter road in 17 years.  

5. As stated in 4, a needs analysis for future conditions and the variety of demands that may be placed 
on the MVWR has not been completed. The ability of the MVWR to accommodate the additional 
truckloads required for a large construction project over the next 7-17 years, especially the 
multiple heading scenario described in Table 2.2; PR251 (500 to 1,500 initially and 50-100 
annually), is likely to be impacted negatively by climate change (i.e, shorter supply season). While 
the MVWR may still be usable in the short term, future construction projects, especially those 
involving heavy machinery, will need to consider the possibility of shorter operational seasons, 
increased maintenance costs, and reliance on alternate transportation methods like air freight or 
all-weather roads. Depending on the severity of these changes, planning for flexible supply chains 
will be essential for project success.  

Longer ice-on or breakup periods have the potential to affect the construction of the Project by 
reducing or shifting the operating seasons of the existing MVWR and/or the barges that provide 
supplies and equipment to the Project. The effect could be similar to that of extended dry spells 
resulting in low water levels and may adversely affect the delivery of equipment and materials. 
Like with dry spells, reduced winter road and/or barging seasons could be managed by 
adjustments to construction staging or scheduling.  Significantly longer durations may result in 

https://www.inf.gov.nt.ca/en/services/highways-ferries-and-winter-roads/winter-roads-average-openclose-dates
https://www.inf.gov.nt.ca/en/services/highways-ferries-and-winter-roads/winter-roads-average-openclose-dates
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increased costs and potential construction delays. This is especially true, if an unusually early and 
long breakup period were to be coupled with low water levels due to intense dry spells. 

As well it is important to remember that construction scheduling will be the responsibility of the 
contractor in consultation with GNWT, developing contingency plans at this stage would be 
premature. The GNWT will work with the selected contractor (s) to develop contingency plans as 
construction schedules and activities are being prepared. Over the longer term, the completion of 
the highway itself will diminish the effects of ice-on and breakup on transportation in the 
Mackenzie Valley. 

6. As stated in the response to question 2, using the Inuvik terminal over the Wrigley barge landing 
is not a more viable option due to the Ramparts Rapids south of Fort Good Hope being a historically 
difficult section of the river to navigate, especially in low water. That being said, if the water in the 
river was high enough to safely navigate the Ramparts Rapids, the Hay River terminal (or the 
Wrigley barge landing) is preferable. It is possible (though unpredictable) that under the multiple 
heading scenario described in Table 2.2; PR251 (i.e., 20-30 barges initially, and 5-10 annually) a 
contractor may choose to mobilize barges from both North and South if the environmental 
conditions are favourable, and they are willing to assume the risks posed by navigating the 
Ramparts Rapids. Again, this is only speculation at this time. 
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R2-GTC-12 
Topic: Economic business case for the project 

Preamble from the Reviewer: 

On Day 2 of the technical session, the GNWT was questioned by the Review Board’s expert advisor on 
economics, Graeme Clinton, relating to labour statistics and standards (e.g., PR284:81-84). The GNWT was 
to provide a response on what information can be expected in the updated business case for the Project, 
and when this might be ready for review. This response remains outstanding.  

The GNWT was also asked by PKFN how it had incorporated the 1995 Barcon report into the design and 
consideration of job training and employment for the Project. The report was commissioned by the GNWT 
in anticipation of extending the MVH (from Wrigley to Inuvik) in the 1990s. The report’s findings were 
critical of the GNWT’s plan for training and maximizing socio-economic potential for communities. The 
GNWT has not, to GTCs knowledge, provided a response on this topic.  

Both outstanding questions raise concerns that efforts to maximize employment and economic 
opportunities will run into timing and implementation challenges. It also suggests that the GNWT’s focus 
on maximizing northern participation ends at the Sahtu and Dehcho border. Nowhere in the DAR, for 
example, does the GNWT give reference to the skillsets and experience of Gwich’in, Inuvialuit, and Tłı̨chǫ 
workers in highway construction and operation. Nor is there reference to skillsets and capacity acquired 
from constructing the Dehcho Bridge. The absence of a strategy to maximize existing regional and 
Territorial expertise to assist with the Project is disconcerting. Section 5.4.14 of the DAR (PR93:147) 
estimates a required workforce of 198 to 326 personnel, plus administration and management personnel. 
It is not clear what assessment of the local and territorial labour pool has been done to see how much of 
these positions might be filled with existing NWT expertise, and how much through targeted training 
programs.   

Request from the Reviewer: 

1. Please make the cited outstanding responses to Graeme Clinton and PKFN regarding labour, 
training, and the updated economic business plan available for public review and consideration. 
Parties should have the ability to review and consider these important elements prior to preparing 
their submissions for the Public Hearing.  

2. Please identify the number of positions employed by local/regional workforce on the Tłıc̨hǫ 
Highway, the Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway, and the Dehcho Bridge and use best estimates from 
NWTs Bureau of Statistics to make a best-guess estimate of the available labour pool from those 
regions.  

3. Please identify the anticipated job categories required for the Project and contrast that with the 
known data from NWT Statistics on the available labour pool by job sector in the NWT.  

4. Anticipating the Project might occur as early as 2027 and be completed by 2042 or 2046, what 
additional labour sources are anticipated from the closure of diamond mines during this period? 

5. Comment on the likely ability to fill Project employment needs with an NWT labour supply. 

6. Please identify a strategy to maximize employment and contracting opportunities outside of the 
Dehcho and Sahtu regions.  
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7. If an objective of the Project – and rationale for extending the construction season over 20 years – 
is to maximize territorial employment and socio-economic benefits from the Project, discuss what 
strategies the GNWT will employ to ensure contracting adheres to that goal.  

8. Has the GNWT considered partnering with other NWT Indigenous governments and development 
corporations to collectively deliver the Project? 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 
 
Reviewer Request 1 

 
The GNWT has procured the services of a consultant to complete an updated business case, which 
is currently underway. Once the business case is finalized, the GNWT has committed to share the 
finalized document via the Public Registry prior to the start of the public hearings.  
 
Regarding the 1995 Barcon report, in its response to Pehdzéh Kı̨́ First Nation undertaking 
response 69-PKFN-031, the GNWT indicated that the GNWT did not formally review this report as 
part of the effects assessment. The GNWT committed to reviewing the report in more detail, and 
the findings would be considered alongside any other feedback that the GNWT receives from 
communities related to the Community Readiness Strategy. 

 
Responses to Reviewer Requests 2, 3, 4 and 5 have been combined into one response as they are 
all related to labour sources and labour supply for the Project  

 
The GNWT has the following information available for the local/regional employment for the 
Tłı̨chǫ Highway, and the Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway.   
 Tłı̨chǫ Highway Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk 

Highway   
Dehcho Bridge 
Construction 

Employment 
Details 

During peak 
Construction season 
(August 2020), 276 
people were employed  

• 46% were Tłıc̨hǫ or 
NWT residents. 

 

 509 individuals were 
employed on the project 
in 2015/16  

• Approximately 74% 
from the Inuvik 
region and other 
NWT communities 

 

100 individuals 
employed between 
2010 and 2012 

• 1-15% local 
involvement 
(monthly) 

Note: The employment figures provided above should not be generalized for all infrastructure 
projects that are developed across the territory. There would be variations in employment and 
contracting opportunities, based on the type of project and procurement method(s) selected. The 
local employment figures would be dependent on the local community and NWT workforce that 
are available at the time of construction.  

 
As indicated in the previous response to R1-MVEIRB IR 9 and in Sections 5.4.14 and 9.7.2.1 of the 
Developer’s Assessment Report (DAR), at this time, construction planning has not advanced to 
the stage where firm employment requirements or schedules for the MVH Project are available. 
Only a general timeline and total annual workforce requirements have been estimated for the 
purpose of the environmental assessment. Therefore, more specific information on wages, job 
categories and salary employment by length and form of employment is not available.  As 
outlined in Sections 5.4.14 and 9.7.2.1.1 of the DAR, the current estimates indicate that 
approximately 200-330 full-time employees will be required for each year of construction 

 
1 Available on the Online Review System for the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, 
Information Request – Second Round: https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-
6045BD5C7510 (direct linking to the IR response is unavailable, but the response can be downloaded from this 
page) 

https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-6045BD5C7510
https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-6045BD5C7510
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activity. During operations, the estimated total number of employees in various positions is a 
total of 21-27 positions in the summer and 12-15 positions in the winter (33-42 positions 
overall). It is anticipated that additional information on employment positions will be available as 
project design and planning proceeds, if the environmental assessment is approved.  
 
There are many variables that can influence whether and how individuals are available to work 
on the Project (e.g. their geographic location and willingness to relocate, nature of the work, need 
for additional training or education to obtain employment, personal circumstances, etc.). It may 
be possible that NWT residents in the Sahtu or Dehcho regions, or in other parts of the NWT, that 
have worked on other infrastructure projects, such as the Tłıc̨hǫ Highway, or the Inuvik to 
Tuktoyaktuk Highway,2 other more recent projects such as the Prohibition Creek Access Road or 
Canyon Creek All-Season Access Road, or are currently working at the diamond mines, may be 
interested and available to work on the MVH Project. However, given the above variables, the 
long time horizon for construction of the Project, and the current lack of specific details about 
anticipated employment positions, it is not possible to make definitive predictions about the 
extent to which labour supply from other projects may be available for the MVH Project. 
 
The GNWT has access to a regular source of information related to Labour Supply within the 
NWT that could support the identification of a labour supply that could work on the MVH Project. 
The NWT Bureau of Statistics conducts a Community Profile survey every five years, which 
includes the collection of specific community and regional data about Labour Supply3. While the 
report is not able to provide details about specific skillsets, interests or availability for certain 
types of work (beyond noting availability for ‘rotational work’), it does provide an overview of 
the number of individuals in the territory, in each region, and in communities that are generally 
available for work. Information from the most recent Community Profile survey is due to be made 
available in 2025, and the 2019 Labour Supply report was incorporated into the Existing 
Conditions4 report for the Project and considered as part of the socio-economic effects 
assessment described in the DAR.  
 
The Statistics Canada Census of Population, conducted every five years and most recently in 
2021, also provides some information related to the labour force that may be a possible source of 
information on labour supply at the territorial or census division level that could augment 
information available through the NWT Labour Supply Report. However, more work is needed to 
determine whether and how the census data can provide adequate detail to support labour 
supply planning. This work will be undertaken as part of planning for the Project and the 
development of the Community Readiness Strategy (see Section 9.16.2 of the DAR) that has been 
proposed to enhance the positive socio-economic effects of the Project and mitigate the adverse 
effects. 

 
These two sources of information could support the collection of baseline information that is 
available to support specific employment and training related planning activities specific to the 
MVH Project. The GNWT has proposed a Contractor Training and Employment Sub-Working 

 
2 The response to MVEIRB-IR16 in round 1 contains operations and maintenance employment figures for other 
highways, and notes that highways can be variable in terms of their employment requirements. 
3 The NWT Labour Supply Report (Table LFS120: NWT Labour Supply by Characteristic and Geography, 2019) 
defines Labour Supply as follows: “Labour Supply is defined as those persons who are unemployed or those not in 
the labour force who want a job”. https://www.statsnwt.ca/labour-income/labour-supply/index.html  
4 Appendix 9C – Existing Conditions Report, Tables 6 (p. 28), 26 (p. 38), 46 (p. 48), 66 (p. 59), 77 (p. 59), 88 (p. 67), 
and 99 (p. 72). 

https://www.statsnwt.ca/labour-income/labour-supply/index.html
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Group as part of the Community Readiness Strategy that is intended to have the GNWT work 
collaboratively with communities to identify employment and training needs related to the 
Project.  
 
The Community Readiness Strategy also includes a Social Monitoring and Adaptive Management 
Sub-Working Group that will involve GNWT and communities working together to define and 
monitor appropriate indicators, and reviewing appropriate datasets as part of the development 
of a Social Monitoring plan. This includes monitoring indicators related to education, training, 
employment and economic activity (including labour supply) that can be used to support 
adaptive management that includes efforts to enhance positive effects of the Project related to 
employment.  

 
Responses to Reviewer Requests 6 and 7 have been combined into one response as they are both 
related to enhancing positive economic and employment effects of the Project. 

 
At this time, the GNWT’s current estimate and target for the MVH Project is that 50% of the 
construction workforce will come from the local Sahtu and Dehcho communities (i.e., those 
identified as part of the Local Assessment Area and the Regional Assessment Area) and from 
elsewhere in the NWT, with the remainder of the workforce coming from outside the NWT. The 
three communities in the Local Assessment Area (Wrigley in the Dehcho Region, and Tulita and 
Norman Wells in the Sahtu Region) and the four communities in the Regional Assessment Area 
(Fort Simpson in the Dehcho Region, and Délı̨nę, Fort Good Hope, and Colville Lake in the Sahtu 
Region) have been identified as those communities that will experience potential socio-economic 
effects of the MVH Project.   As discussed in the response to reviewer requests 2, 3, 4 and 5 above, 
it is estimated that there will be 200-330 full-time employees per year of construction from the 
Project. A 50% target would represent between 100-165 positions filled by the LAA and RAA 
communities in the Sahtu and Dehcho regions, or from within the NWT. For the operations phase, 
the annual employment estimates of 33-42 positions, the 50% target would represent 16-21 
employees hired from the LAA and RAA communities in the Sahtu and Dehcho regions, or within 
the NWT.  
 
As indicated in the response to previous R1 IR TS-DGG09, the GNWT’s intent is to provide 
opportunities for NWT businesses and contractors at all scales to participate equitably, 
maximizing employment, and developing capacity throughout the Sahtu and Dehcho regions. 
Examples of instruments that may be used to provide registered NWT businesses with the 
incentive to bid for work include the Business Incentive Policy (BIP) and the Northwest 
Territories Manufactured Products Policy (NMPP). The BIP, when used in competitive 
procurements, provides a bid adjustment based on the amount of local and NWT goods, services, 
or labour. Non-NWT businesses can get bid adjustments as well under the BIP if they are using 
local or NWT goods, services, or labour. The NMPP requires mandatory purchase, limited 
competitions, or mandated use in competitive procurements of approved NWT manufactured 
products.  The specific policies used would be determined on a contract-by-contract basis.  

 
Given the temporal boundaries for the Project, which assumes a 10-year construction period 
carried out over 20 years, monitoring and adaptive management are critical to mitigating adverse 
and enhancing positive socio-economic effects of the Project. This is a primary strategy that the 
GNWT will use to enhance positive employment and economic effects of the Project. Ongoing 
engagement to identify community concerns and adverse trends in socio-economic conditions 
will be a key component of the MVH Corridor Working Group and Sub-Working Groups that are 
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part of the Community Readiness Strategy. As part of the development and implementation of the 
Contractor Training and Employment Plan, the GNWT intends to share lessons learned related to 
employment and contracting from the Prohibition Creek Access Road – Phase 1 Project and the 
Canyon Creek All-Season Access Road with the Training and Employment Sub-Working Group. 
This information would help inform community and contractor preparedness and support the 
adaptive management approach.  

 
Some of the strategies that were used for these other road projects that would be shared with the 
appropriate working groups include reaching out to local land corporations and businesses prior 
to construction and procurement processes to request expressions of interest in participating in 
the project, and working with local contractors on developing training frameworks. These 
strategies were developed under the negotiated contracts that were signed for the Canyon Creek 
All-Season Access Road and the Prohibition Creek Access Road – Phase 1 projects. Any 
procurement under the Project will follow the Key Principles listed in the GNWT’s Procurement 
Guidelines that are designed to maximize benefits to NWT businesses and residents5. This could 
include exploring the use of negotiated contracts as per GNWT’s existing policy6, which permits 
the negotiation of contracts outside the standard competitive contracting process when 
negotiations can reasonably be expected to: 

1. Lead to benefits for businesses or residents which could not reasonably be expected to be 
achieved through competitive contracting; or 

2. Contribute to the creation, growth, and competitive capacity of Northwest Territories-based 
businesses in a manner that complies with trade agreements. 

 
Response to Reviewer Request 8 

The GNWT has not received construction related funding for the Project. Until such time that the 
GNWT has received funding and a decision to advance the project to construction phase is made, 
the GNWT is unable to enter into partnership agreements with parties to deliver the Project.  

Procurement options for the MVH have yet to be assessed as detailed design has not been 
completed. Public-Private-Partnerships (P3’s) are a long-term approach to procuring public 
infrastructure where the private sector assumes a major share of the risks in terms of financing 
and construction, from design and planning, to operation and long-term maintenance. 
Consideration of these agreements are governed by the GNWT’s P3 Policy and the GNWT P3 
Management Framework. The GNWT understands that the P3 model has been proven on similar 
infrastructure projects across Canada. However, the GNWT would need to complete a feasibility 
study to confirm the suitability of this procurement approach on the MVH project. There are also 
funding considerations, in terms of entering into these types of agreements that doing so would 
impact the GNWT’s federally imposed borrowing limit.   

As noted in the response to R2 DGG 05 IR 4,7 details on dates and specific measures for various 
other Project milestones (e.g., the Project’s Request for Proposal issuance, the awarding of 

 
5 See Section 1.1.2 in the GNWT Procurement Guidelines: https://www.fin.gov.nt.ca/en/resources/gnwt-
procurementguidelines  
6 GNWT’s Negotiated Contracts Policy is available at https://www.eia.gov.nt.ca/sites/eia/files/content/11.26-
negotiated-contracts-policy.pdf 
7 Available on the Online Review System for the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, 
 

https://www.fin.gov.nt.ca/en/resources/gnwt-procurementguidelines
https://www.fin.gov.nt.ca/en/resources/gnwt-procurementguidelines
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principal contracts, any critical subcontracting dates, as well as notable construction/ operation 
dates) have not been determined. More details on these components for construction delivery 
will become more predictable as the GNWT approaches a final construction decision for the 
Project. 
 

 
Information Request – Second Round: https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-
6045BD5C7510 (direct linking to the IR response is unavailable, but the response can be downloaded from this 
page) 

https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-6045BD5C7510
https://new.onlinereviewsystem.ca/review/FC3124CC-28A8-EF11-88D0-6045BD5C7510
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R2-GTC-13 
 
Topic: Economics of the Project and reasonably anticipated forecasting Project costs 

Preamble from the Reviewer: 

The economic assessment of the Project is being updated and is not yet available for review. Nor is it clear 
when this report will become available and if will be open for comment prior to the closing of the Public 
Record. This limits the ability of Parties to meaningfully consider the cost and implications of the Project 
to the GNWT and on the residents of the NWT.  

A $700 million figure was estimated in 2015, which is now outdated. Nonetheless, it is the closest figure 
parties have to consider for what the Project will cost. Understanding the costs of recently completed 
highway construction projects would be useful for Parties while waiting for the updated economic 
business case. More importantly, these past projects can give valuable insight on anticipated versus actual 
costs of a Project, and thus a practical filter through which to view the coming business case.   

Request from the Reviewer: 

1. Provide an update on what $700 million is in 2025 dollars, inclusive of inflation. 

2. Please provide accurate numbers from recently completed infrastructure projects for Parties to 
consider in the context of the MVH. List the approved original budget at the start of construction 
and contrast it with the final cost (i.e., actual spent amount) of the completed project. Provide a 
break-down of this final cost by kilometre of road (i.e., $/km). Please include the following recent 
highway infrastructure megaprojects: 

a) The Dehcho Bridge 

b) The Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway 

c) The Tłıc̨hǫ All Season Road
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 

1. Inflation values are currently only available up to 2024. When accounting for inflation using the 
Yellowknife all-items consumer price index (CPI), $700 million in 2015 would be $858 million in 
2024. 

2. The costs of construction for the Dehcho Bridge, Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway, and Tłıc̨hǫ 
Highway, recently completed by the GNWT are outlined below. It should be noted that these 
projects were delivered at different times and under varying conditions and, therefore, do not 
necessarily reflect the current economic and political conditions under which the GNWT is 
advancing the MVH. As such, the GNWT cautions against using these figures for direct comparison 
with the MVH project. 

a) Dehcho Bridge 
Budgeted Cost: $165 million 
Final Construction Cost: $234.2 million 

b) Inuvik to Tuktoyaktuk Highway – 138 Km 
Budgeted Cost: $229.4 million 
Final Construction Cost: $246.4 million 
Breakdown: $1.79 million/Km 

c) The Tłıc̨hǫ All Season Road (Tłı̨chǫ Highway) – 97 Km 
Budgeted Cost: $412.8 million (construction + O&M costs) + $30 million (pre-construction costs) 
Note: The $412.8 million includes O&M component, which is being managed by a P3 partner for 25 
years following construction completion. 
Final Construction Cost: $211.5 million 
Breakdown: $2.18 million/Km 
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R2-GTC-14 
 
Topic: Project interactions with the Mackenzie Valley Fibre Optic Line 

Preamble from the Reviewer: 

During the technical sessions, the question was asked of the GNWT if they had conducted a risk assessment 
for direct and indirect risk to the MVFOL. They responded that they had not but would work with the 
owners to mitigate risks to infrastructure, and to develop a formal agreement on appropriate mitigation 
measures (e.g., PR283: 40). On Day 3 of the session, the GNWT acknowledged that it was the owner of the 
MVFOL.  

As the owner, the GNWT is well positioned to gauge the risk of the line to linear disturbances and 
construction activities. It is also well positioned to report on the risks associated with maintenance or 
breaks of the MVFOL. If the GNWT is unable to respond to these questions now, GTC seeks a commitment 
for the information to be included in the updated DAR Addendum. 

Request from the Reviewer: 

1. Please provide an economic risk assessment of a line break to the Mackenzie Valley Fibre Optic 
Line through the lifetime of the Project. This would include: 

a. The anticipated frequency of line breaks or maintenance issues due to construction activities or 
due to accidents or increased access along the road during operations; 

b. The average cost to date to fix a generic break, and the average duration of lost- or reduced 
service until the line is restored.  

c. An estimate of the induced loss to businesses (e.g., from loss of network access and lost 
productivity during the length of the break)? 
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Response from the Government of the Northwest Territories: 
1. An economic risk assessment is not something that can be accurately produced with respect to the 
potential for line breaks and their impact.  It should be noted that new redundancy measures have been 
implemented that will reroute Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link (MVFL) traffic minimizing the impact of 
breaks for customers.  Further, the Department of Infrastructure has procedures in place to ensure fibre 
line locates are completed. These  are considered in both the design and construction phases of the 
Mackenzie Valley Highway (MVH). 

a) The risk of fibre line break or maintenance issues due to construction activities is negligible as 
the fibre line locate procedure will ensure that the construction considers the fibre line’s location.  
The designs of the MVH will consider the location of the existing MVFL and will avoid cuts or 
relocations of the fibre network. The location of the MVFL project was completed in 2017 and 
considered the location of a future highway in the design. 

b) There is no average cost to fix a fibre line break, or average duration of lost or reduced services 
until the fibre line is restored. The cost to repair a break varies on many different components 
including geographic location, road access or fly-in only, number of locations impacted, extent of 
the damage, ground conditions (underwater, frozen ground, permafrost presence), availability of 
replacement equipment and fibre cable, technician and construction crew availability, and if the 
repair is a permanent or temporary solution. Given that the components of a fibre break vary, the 
associated cost of repair also varies. 

There is also no average duration of lost or reduced services until restoration is complete. The 
duration also varies based on the components of the fibre break for repair, and mitigation plans 
and efforts in place. The GNWT always looks to minimize the duration of lost or reduced services 
and as such can range from a few minutes to a few days in most situations. The duration can also 
be impacted by environmental conditions such as wildfire, flood, smoke, and dangerous 
conditions on the ground.  

c) The GNWT is finalizing the path of telecommunications networks connecting the MVFL to other 
fibre lines to improve reliability through redundancy. The MVFL is currently connected to the 
Dempster Fibre Line in Inuvik which runs along the Dempster Highway ending in Dawson, Yukon.  
In Dawson, the Dempster connects to the existing Northwestel network from Dawson to 
Whitehorse, on to Watson Lake and ending in Fort Nelson. Should an outage occur between 
McGill Lake and Inuvik, access to the Dempster line now has improved redundancy through the 
ability to redirect MVFL traffic down the Yukon line. 

In addition to the improved redundancy through completion of the Dempster fibre line, the 
GNWT is negotiating an improved Indefeasible Rights of Use  agreement with Northwestel that 
provides data transmission over an incremental fibre line between the MVFL originally 
terminating at McGill Lake to High Level, Alberta. The new second path which is under 
consideration will be from McGill Lake, through Fort Nelson, and Fort St. John, BC, ending in 
Edmonton, Alberta. The improved reliability from this enhancement will further minimize 
disruptions to the fibre telecommunications service should outages occur. 

There is no estimate of induced loss to businesses from loss of network access and lost 
productivity during the fibre line break. This is difficult to substantiate as GNWT as the owner of 
the fibre-line has federal government, local and international corporate customers, who rely on 
the MVFL for varying needs. End users of the fibre telecommunications for household or business 
needs and loss would vary and would be determined by the Internet Service Provider. 
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