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Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link (MVFL) - Feasibility Study 

Summary 
 

In the fall of 2010, the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) began looking at the 
feasibility of building a high-speed fibre optic link from Fort Simpson to Inuvik, with a possible 
extension to Tuktoyaktuk.  

Earlier that year, the Inuvik Satellite Station Facility (ISSF) opened.  Although the site hosted 
only two satellite dishes - one each from the Swedish and German Space Agencies -  
stakeholders were optimistic about the facility’s future. They believed that due to its 
geographic location, the ISSF could become a world class satellite receiving station, benefitting 
both Canada and the NWT. The site could host multiple satellite dishes, provide a significant 
economic boost to Inuvik and the region through the construction, operations and maintenance 
work that would be required at the facility, and create jobs related to data processing.  
However, a high-speed fibre optic link would be needed to support the ISSF and their 
customers that require close-to-real time transmission for their data downloads.  

The GNWT was also interested in a MVFL to enhance government program and services along 
the Mackenzie Valley.  Improved distance education, telehealth and overall access to high 
speed fibre optics can result in more effective program and service delivery.   

The GNWT needed more information on the technical, financial, environmental, governance 
and operational challenges in order to determine if it made sense to pursue the MVFL. What 
were the implications, opportunities and timelines? Were there alternate routes or 
technologies that could be considered? Was there an appropriate role for the GNWT in 
advancing a fibre link? 

The GNWT issued an RFP for a Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link Feasibility Study in November 2010. 
Salter Global Consulting (SGC) was awarded the contract, and together with a team made up of  
NorthwesTel, Ledcor, McDonald Dettwiler and Associates (MDA), and Sussex Circle (a policy 
think-tank group from Ottawa), they explored the GNWT’s questions. 

SGC delivered the completed Feasibility Study to the GNWT in June 2011.  This document 
summarizes the key findings and recommendations. 
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Is the MVFL Technically Feasible? 

A Mackenzie Valley Fibre Link (MVFL) would be a complex undertaking involving 1,115 kms of 
fibre optic cable, but the feasibility study demonstrated that it is technically feasible.   

• The nearest fibre connection point in the southern NWT is located at Checkpoint Junction, 
approximately 40 km south of Fort Simpson. The communities of Fort Simpson, Wrigley, 
Tulita, Norman Wells, Fort Good Hope, Inuvik and Tuktoyaktuk would be served directly by 
the MVFL.  

• The proposed design would use a high strength, armoured optic fibre cable that can be 
buried directly into the ground for the entire route from Checkpoint Junction to Inuvik and 
continuing to Tuktoyaktuk. The design takes into account anticipated permafrost conditions 
along the proposed route, and considers the potential for forest fire events. The design uses 
light outside plant construction techniques to minimize environmental impacts. 
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What are the Environmental, Permitting and Regulatory Considerations?  

The NWT’s environmental permitting and regulatory environment is complicated, and if the 
MVFL were to move ahead of the proposed Mackenzie Valley highway or gas pipeline, the 
environmental permitting and regulatory requirements could be extensive.  

SGC estimates that for those areas where a right of way exists, the permitting, regulatory and 
environmental review processes are relatively straight forward.  In the case of the proposed 
Mackenzie Valley Route from Checkpoint Junction to Inuvik, this situation would apply to: 

1) The existing all weather highway from Checkpoint Junction to Wrigley. 
2) The existing winter road allowance from Wrigley to Fort Good Hope. 

For the Fort Good Hope to Inuvik section, the MVFL proposes to use the existing 1 km corridor 
that is currently under evaluation for the proposed highway extension and pipeline projects. 

If an Environment Screening process is required, it is estimated it could take six months to 
complete at a cost of less than $500K. If an Environmental Review Panel is required, it could 
take between 18-24 months, and cost between $3M-$5M. 

 

What Would It Cost To Build The MVFL? 

The preliminary capital cost for the proposed system is estimated to be approximately $60M-
$62M for the full Mackenzie Valley route. This includes the baseline system from Checkpoint 
Junction to Inuvik ($50.7M), an extension to Tuktoyaktuk ($7M), and estimated environmental 
permitting costs ($3M - $5M).  

The Consultants also looked at a Dempster Route alternative, from Inuvik to Carmacks, Yukon. 
That route is estimated to cost approximately $45M. This includes the baseline system from 
Carmacks to Inuvik ($36M), an extension to Tuktoyaktuk ($7M), and estimated environmental 
permitting costs ($1M-$2M). However, the Dempster Route would not benefit NWT 
communities to the same extent that the Mackenzie Valley route option would.  
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Does It Make Sense to Move Forward With The Project? 

The financial viability of the MVFL is closely linked to the long term business prospects of the 
ISSF and the ISSF’s ability to generate revenue to contribute to the proposed fibre system.  On 
the other hand, the future growth prospects for the ISSF depend on the availability of a high 
speed fibre optic connection. Both have significant economic value to the GNWT and other 
stakeholders. 

The feasibility study provided two preliminary models to evaluate the benefits of the proposed 
link: 

• Financial Models – This approach uses private sector business models, with projected 
revenue from the ISSF and future GNWT communications expenditure revenue as the basis 
for assessing income.   

• Policy Case Analysis - This approach evaluates the benefits and return to taxpayers as a 
result of an investment in the proposed high speed fibre link.   

Both approaches have similar conclusions: 

• Government investment is required for the MVFL to be viable; 

• There is a substantial private sector contribution that can be made to the project. This has 
the  two advantages of sharing risk with Government investment and adding private sector 
expertise, innovation and discipline to the project; 

• The size of the required Government investment is between $20M and $40M 

• The long term public good benefits are very substantial in terms of economic and social 
development. This relates to the long term economically transformative impact of high 
speed fibre systems. 

The models do not include the difficult to measure, but nevertheless real benefits, of 
improvements to health, education and social services and the potentially transformative 
economic effects of a high speed fibre optic system. These benefits include: 

• The stimulus effect to create jobs and economic growth. 

• The benefits of economic diversification, including the growth potential of the ISSF. 

• The improvement in the delivery of health, education and social services. 

• For the Mackenzie Valley route, this means serving five communities (Fort Simpson, 
Wrigley, Tulita, Norman Wells and Fort Good Hope) directly down the Valley from Inuvik, 
and potentially two additional communities (Colville Lake and Deline) via microwave radio 
back to the fibre link.  For the Dempster Highway alternative, two communities (Tsiigehtchic 
and Fort McPherson) are served between Inuvik and Carmacks. 
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How Long Could It Take To Build The MVFL?  

Environmental, permitting and regulatory requirements could take 18-24 months, and 
commissioning of the link is estimated to take two years. 

The preliminary project schedule assumes the MVFL would move forward before the proposed 
Mackenzie Valley highway and pipeline projects. Although it may seem more practical to delay 
a MVFL project until a pipeline or highway was built, these projects may not be constructed for 
many years, and the ISSF and their customers require close-to-real time transmission for their 
data downloads – sooner, rather than later. This is the impetus for advancing a MVFL project 
ahead of, rather than alongside, other large infrastructure projects proposed for the Mackenzie 
Valley. 

Best case scenario is that if the project goes forward as per the estimated schedule in the 
Feasibility Study, a MVFL could be completed by Spring 2015.  

 

What were the Feasibility Study Recommendations to the GNWT? 
 

A. Establish a full time project management resource to coordinate the Mackenzie Valley 
Fibre Optic Link project. 
 

B. Participate in the expansion of the ISSF. 
 

C. Generate an outline business prospectus to engage with potential private sector 
investors. 
 

D. Develop a plan to move the project forward. 

 

What are the GNWT’s Next Steps? 

The GNWT has submitted an application to PPP Canada for consideration and is also planning additional 
business case assessment before making a decision to move forward with a MVFL project. 

For further information contact:  Dave Heffernan, GNWT Chief Information Officer @ 920-6432 or by 
email at dave_heffernan@gov.nt.ca  
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