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Introduction 
The Town of Hay River is developing a Healthy Communities Strategy with goals and related objectives 

and strategies to guide the Town and its collaborators over the next ten years (2024 – 2034). A Healthy 

Communities Strategy outlines the pathway for a municipality to improve the implementation of health-

related activities at the local level, and to encourage the collaboration of governmental organizations, 

non-governmental organizations, and community members.1 

 

The Hay River Healthy Communities Strategy development is overseen by a Healthy Communities 

Committee consisting of representatives of: Town Council and administration, several Government of 

Northwest Territories Departments (Housing NWT, Probation, Child and Family Services), the Hay River 

Health and Social Services Authority, Indigenous Governments (West Point First Nation, Kat’lodeeche 

First Nation and Hay River Métis Government Council), the RCMP, St. Andrew’s Anglican Church, the 

Soaring Eagle Friendship Centre, and Diamond Jenness Secondary School (DJSS), including youth. It is 

envisioned that the Healthy Communities Committee will continue to collaborate in overseeing 

implementation of the Healthy Communities Strategy. 

 

The Town of Hay River retained PlanIt North Inc., a Yellowknife-based firm specializing in community 

planning, to lead the Healthy Communities Strategy planning process (the planning team).  

 

Background Report Sources 
This background report was developed to provide context for the Healthy Communities Strategy. It was 

informed by a review of strategic community planning documents, best practices, a review of three 

Healthy Community Strategies from other Canadian municipalities, and community engagement within 

Hay River. The report also includes a brief literature review of community intervention best practices. 

 

In addition to meetings of the Healthy Communities Committee and receiving 42 survey responses from 

community members via an online and printed survey, the planning team met with: 

 

 Indigenous leadership: Kátł’odeeche First Nation (KFN), Chief and Council; West Point First 

Nation (WPFN), Chief and Council; Hay River Métis Government Council (Hay River Métis)  

 Youth: approximately 50 youth at Diamond Jenness High School in grades 8 -12, as well as four 

youth and two staff members at the Hay River Youth Centre 

 Seniors: five seniors through the Hay River Senior’s Society 

 Individuals knowledgeable about addictions and homelessness: the President, one staff 

member, and two Warming Shelter users from the Hay River Council for Persons with 

Disabilities; former staff member at the former treatment centre on the Kátł'odeeche First 

Nations reserve; Executive Director of the Yellowknife Women’s Society; Community Health 

Outreach Nurse contractor 

 
1 Community Tool Box, “Chapter 2, Section 3: Healthy Cities/Healthy Communities”, Community Toolbox, 2023, 
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/overview/models-for-community-health-and-development/healthy-cities-healthy-
communities/main 
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 Soaring Eagle Friendship Centre: President, Executive Director, and two staff of the friendship 

centre 

 Recreation: two staff of the Town of Hay River Recreation Department, four members of the 

Recreation Committee, and one community partner 

 Family Violence Supports: engagement with the Executive Director and staff who work at the 

Family Support Centre, a community-based shelter for women and children experiencing family 

violence  

 Hay River Health and Social Services Authority: Director of Client Care, Manager of Acute and 

Ambulatory Care, Manager of Primary Care and Community Health, Registered Nurse working in 

long-term care; Healthy Families Program Manager, Child and Family Services Manager and 

Director, Medical Social Worker 

 Regional Wellness Council: members include staff and representatives of the Hay River Health 

and Social Services Authority (HRHSSA), Town of Hay River, Soaring Eagle Friendship Centre, 

Senior’s Society, and community of Enterprise  

 Agriculture and food safety: engagement with Territorial Agrifood Association staff and board  

 Public safety and emergency preparedness: RCMP officer, Town of Hay River Director of 

Protective Services, Regional Probation Manager 

 GNWT: one staff at the Department of Industry, Tourism and Investment and two staff at the 

Department of Justice 

 

Healthy Community Planning Approach 
Creating strategies for fostering a healthy community is crucial for the well-being of a community. A 

healthy community means health for humans and for the environment. Reaching this goal will depend 

on effective public policy, community planning, community collaboration, and allocation of resources.2 

The “Healthy Communities Approach” originated in Canada and later became a World Health 

Organization planning approach. This approach is based on five strategies that build on a community’s 

capacity3: 

 political commitment 

 healthy public policy 

 multi-sectoral collaboration 

 community and citizen engagement 

 asset-based (strength-based) community development 

 

The Healthy Communities Approach encourages leaders, citizens, and communities to work together to 

build on existing assets (strengths) and to fill any gaps to improve local health and well-being. This 

approach is driven by multiple factors: 

 Non-medical factors impact health: “Recent research has found that over 50% of premature 

deaths are attributable to non-medical factors such as where one lives and the opportunities for 

 
2American Planning Association, Healthy Communities Policy Guide (Alberta, American Planning Association, 2023), 3. 
3 Alison Habkirk, How do Local Governments Improve Health and Community Well-being? (Squamish: Ministry of Health, 2013), 

3, https://squamish.ca/assets/planH/d0e40f740e/planh-local-government-guide-web.pdf  
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health and economic mobility, including education, jobs, income, access to housing and transit, 

community safety, and other well-established social determinants of health.”4 

 Healthcare spending does not equal better health: Countries that spend more on healthcare do 

not have greater health outcomes than those who spend less. A healthy community rethinks the 

way healthcare is offered by prioritizing prevention over treatment.5 

 Addressing root causes of poverty will improve community health: Low-income communities 

and communities of colour experience the greatest disparities in health.6 The Town of Hay River 

exists on the lands of Dene and Métis peoples of Kátł'odeeche First Nation, West Point First 

Nation, and the Hay River Métis Government Council, and therefore, approaching a Healthy 

Communities Strategy through a lens of reconciliation that recognizes the harmful effects of 

colonialism and residential schools is imperative to meeting the health needs of all community 

members.  

 

Adopting a Healthy Communities Approach provides community members an opportunity to voice their 

priorities and concerns, and to identify collaborative strategies to support greater health outcomes in 

the community. The Healthy Communities Approach, and the subsequent implementation, rely heavily 

on collaboration.7 This is explained well in the Alberta Healthy Communities Action Guide: “When team 

member relationships are loose, competition with each other may set in and individual goals can get 

prioritized over group goals. When team member relationships are intentional, reciprocal and deep, 

priorities of the community come before individual agendas. Teams will move along the continuum as 

members flow in and out and as tasks change. The more individuals and groups allow for open and 

honest communication, the more time will be spent on the collaborative end of the scale.” 

 

The referenced continuum,8 illustrated below, is adapted from Tamarack Institute,9 and outlines the 

spectrum of collaboration.  

 
4 Colby Dailey, Renee Roy Elias, and Alison Moore. Summarizing the Landscape of Healthy Communities (Colorado: Build Healthy 
Places Network), 2, https://buildhealthyplaces.org/downloads/Summarizing-the-Landscape-of-Healthy-
Communities_Full_Report.pdf  
5 Dailey et al. Summarizing, 2. 
6 Dailey et al. Summarizing, 2. 
7 Alberta Health Services - Cancer Prevention and Screening Innovation (CPSI), Healthy Communities Action Guide (Alberta 
Healthy Services, 2023), 2.7. 
8 Alberta Health Services, Action Guide, 2.7. 
9 Tamarack Institute, The Collaboration Spectrum (2017), 
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/Resources/Tools/Collaboration%20Spectrum%20Tool%20July%202017.pdf  
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It is important to approach the Healthy Communities Strategy from a health equity standpoint. This 

requires specific goals and targets to reduce unnecessary and avoidable differences that are unjust and 

unfair.10 The Canadian Institute of Planners (CIP) notes that the unequal access disproportionately 

impacts the following groups: youth, elders, people with disabilities, First Nations and Indigenous 

peoples, and recent immigrants. The CIP has identified unequal health conditions including access to 

recreation, learning, work, and shopping, healthy food, and active transportation networks.11 

 

Below are examples of areas to focus on to improve health outcomes of a community, with 

recommended policies and initiatives: 

 Healthy neighborhood design – balanced density with green spaces, services, facilities, and 

residential uses.  

o Support mixed-use developments 

o Encourage compact growth 

o Enhance connectivity of street network 

o Encourage infill development and brownfield remediation 

o Ensure access to health and community resources12 

 Healthy transportation networks – Public and active transportation should be available 

considering the populations they serve (school and work schedules accounted for).  

o Develop safe and accessible active transportation networks 

o Provide frequent and reliable public transit service 

o Integrate active public transportation modes 

o Reduce exposure to air pollution and noise from vehicles13 

 Healthy housing – Affordable, accessible, and safe housing available for all residents.  

o Support the development of affordable housing 

o Encourage a variety of housing types, sizes, and tenures 

 
10 Canadian Institute of Planners. Policy on Healthy Communities Planning, 8. 
11 Patterson et al., Report on Health and Planning in Canada (Winnipeg: Urban System Ltd., 2011), 11. 
12 Patterson et al., Report, B-4. 
13 Patterson et al., Report, B-4. 
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o Provide housing options for disadvantaged groups 

o Limit residential exposure to industrial sites 

o Ensure adequate housing conditions (e.g. proper ventilation)14 

 Healthy food systems – Minimize food waste, maximize food options, promote initiatives that 

support community self-reliance. 

o Improve access to healthy food options 

o Protect agricultural lands 

o Encourage urban agriculture and community gardens 

o Support local food programs or markets15 

 Healthy natural environments – adequate green space in socioeconomically disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, and remediation of environmental contamination. 

o Preserve and connect green spaces 

o Ensure green spaces are equitably distributed 

o Integrate natural elements in the built environment 

o Incentivize green building practices 

o Assess climate change impacts of proposed developments16 

o Manage long-term health effects of climate change17  

 Healthy social environments – strong, inclusive, and resilient communities support the social 

development and well-being of all citizens and reduce social and health inequities. 

o Year-round access to service and facilities to connect socially and build community 

 

A Healthy Community 
A healthy community can mean different things for different communities. A comprehensive definition 

of a healthy community is a place where all individuals have access to healthy built, social, economic, 

and natural environments that give them the opportunity to live to their fullest potential regardless of 

their race, ethnicity, gender, income, age, abilities, or other socially defined circumstances.18 A healthy 

community allows “people to come together to make their community better for themselves, their 

family, their friends, their neighbours, and others. A healthy community creates ongoing dialogue, 

generates leadership opportunities for all, embraces diversity, connects people and 

resources, fosters a sense of community, and shapes its own future.”19 

 

Ultimately, our health is influenced by the environments where we spend our time, our personal 

relationships, and our living conditions. Health and well-being improve with access to affordable, 

healthy options and opportunities in the places we live, work, learn, and age. For example, community 

gardens and recreational facilities encourage outdoor activities and social interaction. When there are 

accessible, affordable grocery stores nearby, it’s easier to make healthy food choices. When 

 
14 Patterson et al., Report, B-6. 
15 Patterson et al., Report, B-6. 
16 Patterson et al., Report, B-6. 
17 Canadian Institute of Planners. Policy on Healthy Communities Planning, 4. 
18 American Planning Association, Healthy Communities, 3. 
19 Canadian Institute of Planners, Policy on Healthy Communities Planning, 2, adapted from the Massachusetts Department of 
Public Health (2013).  
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communities engage in collaborative efforts to address local challenges, members feel empowered to 

create sustainable, impactful solutions.  

 

Health 
The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-

being and not merely the absence of disease.”20 Following this definition, there are multiple factors21 to 

consider that contribute to the complete health and well-being of individuals: 

 Physical health and well-being 

o Physical activity 

o Healthy eating 

o Clear air and water 

o Safe shelter 

o Noise-free environments 

 Social health and well-being 

o Sense of belonging 

o Social connectedness 

o Public gathering spaces 

o Parks and recreational facilities 

 Mental health and well-being 

o Access to natural environments 

o Services and programs 

 

Health Canada outlines 12 main determinants of health that influence health factors that are all 

interconnected and often beyond the control of an individual.22 

 Income and Social Status 

 Employment and Working Conditions 

 Education and Literacy 

 Childhood Experiences 

 Physical Environments 

 Social Supports and Coping Skills 

 Healthy Behaviours 

 Access to Health Services 

 Biology and Genetic Endowment 

 Gender 

 Culture 

 Race/Racism 

 

The Healthy Communities Committee flagged a few areas of special consideration for the Hay River 

Healthy Communities Strategy. These include: 

 
20 American Planning Association, Healthy Communities, 5. 
21 American Planning Association, Healthy Communities, 5.  
22 Canadian Institute of Planners. Policy on Healthy Communities Planning, 7. 
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 Reconciliation with Indigenous peoples 

 Substance abuse 

 Violence and crime 

 The lack of meaningful activities and support for youth 

 Transportation issues within the town 

 

Aboriginal Health  
Aboriginal conceptions of health and well-being are holistic and relational rather than individualistic and 

need to be situated within Indigenous definitions and frameworks.23 Relationship to family, community, 

land, and one’s culture are key determinants of Aboriginal health. The health of individuals cannot be 

conceived of without the context of the health of the community and broader Aboriginal nation to 

which they belong.24 The health and overall balance of relationships between cultural, physical, social, 

environmental, and economic realms are of vital importance for wellbeing. Disruptions of these 

relationships have the potential to perpetuate ill-health due to feelings of loss and alienation. 

 

Key determinants of indigenous health and well-being are tied to the historic experiences of 

colonization, assimilation, and marginalization of Indigenous peoples around the world. The attempted 

assimilation of Aboriginal nations into a dominant culture denigrated and denied Aboriginal peoples of 

their cultural practices.25 Widespread experiences of trauma from residential schools negatively 

impacted the health and well-being of survivors and their families, with implications for future 

generations.26 Collectively experienced cultural and historical trauma continues to affect the health and 

well-being of Aboriginal peoples through perpetuated disadvantages and disruptions to and control 

within individual, family, and community relationships.27 Further, colonialism caused the dispossession 

and displacement of Aboriginal peoples from their culture and traditional lands, with impacts on cultural 

continuity, Indigenous livelihoods, health, and well-being.28 

 

These processes are contested through cultural revitalization, healing, and resiliency of Aboriginal 

communities and their members.29 Such healing entails collective self-determination not just individual 

autonomy.30 Self-determination is arguably the most significant determinant of Aboriginal health 

because of the multiple ways in which colonialism has undermined Aboriginal individual and collective 

autonomy. Rebuilding and strengthening relationships to family, land, and community which have been 

greatly disrupted through colonialism is an essential component for healing and well-being.31 

 

  

 
23 Dyck 2009; Stephens, 2005; Panelli and Tipa, 2007; Loppie Reading and Wien, 2009. 
24 Riecken et al., 2006; Lavallee and Poole, 2010; Bartlett, 2003; McCormick, 1997; Salee, 2006. 
25 Wilson, Rosenberg and Abonyi, 2011; Lavallee and Poole, 2010. 
26 AFN, 1994; TRC, 2012. 
27 Loppie Reading and Wien, 2009, p. 21; Nygaard, 2012; McCormick, 1997; Adelson, 2005; Salee, 2006; WHO, 2007. 
28 Wilson, Rosenberg and Abonyi, 2011; WHO, 2007. 
29 Shah, 2004; Canada, 1996. 
30 Panelli and Tipa, 2007; Kirmayer, Brass and Tait, 2000. 
31 Boyer, 2006; Loppie Reading and Wien, 2009; Canada 1996; Salee, 2006. 
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Community Intervention Best Practices 

Based on the key community concerns in Hay River regarding mental health and addictions, PlanIt North 

explored existing community intervention initiatives throughout Canada. See appendix A for Canadian 

and American examples of community initiatives that address the following issues: 

 Food security 

 Justice 

 Gangs 

 Harm reduction 

 Transportation 

 Housing 

 Youth supports 

 Substance abuse 

 

Tools for Implementation 
There is a spectrum of tools that a municipality can utilize to realize the goals it sets out in its strategy. 

These tools are outlined thoroughly in the Vancouver Healthy Communities Strategy. These include: 

 Policy and regulation – Help to establish rules and guidelines to promote health and safety. 

Some examples: Smoke-free laws, zoning regulations for green spaces, and food safety 

standards. 

 Partnerships - Collaborate across sectors to leverage resources and expertise, increase 

efficiency, and reduce siloing within Hay River. This can include collaborations between local 

governments, healthcare providers, schools, and community organizations. 

 Research – Promoting, engaging in, and supporting health-related research in Hay River will 

inform evidence-based decisions and identify health trends. Examples of this may include health 

surveys, impact assessments, and studies on social determinants of health. 

 Human resources and capacity building – Hay River needs a skilled workforce to address 

community health needs. The Town can work towards this through training programs, 

workshops, and educational opportunities for healthcare workers and community leaders, for 

example.  

 Infrastructure – A healthy community has appropriate built physical and organizational 

structures necessary for health. This includes a hospital, parks, bike paths, and public 

transportation systems, among others.  

 Funding – It is essential to have adequate funding available for health initiatives and services. 

This can include government grants, philanthropic contributions, and community fundraising 

efforts. 

 Programs and services – Lastly, Hay River needs accessible health interventions and support for 

the community. Some examples: immunization programs, mental health services, nutrition 

workshops, and fitness classes. 
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An easy guide for those involved in the planning of a Healthy Communities Strategy is: Make the healthy 

choice the easy choice32. A question to ask during the development of this strategy is: how can the listed 

tools be utilized in Hay River to help make the healthy choice the easiest choice for community 

members? 

 

Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Actions 
The establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission aimed to address the profound impact of 

forced assimilation and abuse inflicted by the Canadian residential school system. In June 2015, after 

hearing stories from survivors, the commission published a report that laid the foundation for the 94 

Calls to Action, which serve as specific directives for governments, communities, and faith groups, 

aiming to facilitate the journey towards reconciliation.33 Reconciliation is a process that requires ongoing 

education and dialogue in healing relationships and publicly acknowledging past harms and the 

contributions of Aboriginal peoples. 

 

The Calls to Action34 are presented by topic and theme:  

 Child Welfare, Education, and Youth Programs 

 Language and Culture 

 Health  

 Justice and Equity for Aboriginal People in the Legal System 

 Reconciliation and the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

 Professional Development and Training for Public Servants and Education for Reconciliation 

 Church Apologies and Reconciliation 

 Museums and Archives and Commemoration 

 Missing Children and Burial Information 

 National Council for Reconciliation and National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation 

 Media, Sports, Business and Reconciliation 

 Newcomers to Canada 

 

The Federation of Canadian Municipalities35 categorizes the TRC Calls to Action into three pathways for 

reconciliation: 

 

1. Fostering communities, alliances and hope:  actions that demonstrate municipal commitment 

to reconciliation, building bridges with local Indigenous leaderships and strengthening decision-

making to better integrate reconciliation into municipal government policies and practice.  

 

2. Advancing awareness and recognizing rights: actions that continue the work of the TRC to 

speak truth to, commemorate and acknowledge the impacts of the residential school system.   

 
32 Patterson et al., Report, 55. 
33 CBC. “Beyond 94”. CBC News, 2024, https://www.cbc.ca/newsinteractives/beyond-94?&cta=1  
34 Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Calls to Action (Winnipeg: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
2015). https://ehprnh2mwo3.exactdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf 
35 Federation of Canadian Municipalities. 2016. ‘Pathways to Reconciliation - Cities Respond to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Calls to Action’.   
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3. Improving health and wellness: actions to close the inequality gap between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous members of the community.   

 

The Healthy Communities Committee indicated that it is important and essential to integrate relevant 

and meaningful Calls to Action into the Strategy, as identified by Indigenous groups. This would involve 

incorporating principles of reconciliation, cultural sensitivity, and addressing historical injustices into 

various aspects of community planning and development. Reconciliation in planning requires 

acknowledgement of the harmful impacts of discriminatory and racist historical planning processes that 

have perpetuated inequitable governance, health, and socio-economic outcomes between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples.36  

 

To support integration of relevant, prioritized Calls to Action with the Healthy Communities Strategy, 

PlanIt North asked the following questions: 

1. For Indigenous groups, what TRC Calls to Action are the most meaningful and relevant – where 

do we start?  

2. What are the Town and partners doing in Hay River to support reconciliation?  

3. How can we prioritize Indigenous-led initiatives and partnerships to reach this goal? 

4. What resources and support are needed to implement the Calls to Action?  

 

Reflecting on the calls for reconciliation and community priorities, Indigenous groups and organizations 

in Hay River shared the importance of strengthening relationships premised on communication, trust, 

respect, awareness, and recognition. Barriers to participation for Indigenous governments and 

organizations require flexibility and capacity-building in planning approaches to ensure availability of the 

required time, resources, and information for meaningful partnership.37   

 

Meaningful reconciliation is about repairing and building relationships with Indigenous governments, 
organizations, and community members. This work requires political will, joint partnerships between 
leadership, and a substantial dedication of time and resources.38 PlanIt North reviewed literature on 
municipal approaches including best practices for reconciliation.  The majority of the TRC Calls to Action 
target recommendations to the federal, provincial and territorial governments and institutions but there 
are also actions directly targeted to municipalities and community-based organizations. One of the most 
meaningful approaches municipal governments can undertake to support reconciliation is to promote 
awareness and education about the history of Indigenous peoples in their community, such as training 
for staff on historic treaties and the residential school system and its effects in shaping relationships 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people today.39  
 

Larger municipalities have created planning frameworks and resourced staff dedicated to leading this 

work in partnership with Indigenous peoples, such as the City of Edmonton’s Indigenous Framework. 

The City of Yellowknife has a Reconciliation Strategy and Action Plan (2021-2023) and MOU with the 

 
36 CIP, Policy on Planning Practice and Reconciliation, 4.  
37 CIP, Policy on Planning Practice and Reconciliation, 8. 
38 Prager and Ball, January 2023, 17. 
39 Alberta Urban Municipalities Association, 2021, 5.  



   
 

 11 
September 2024 

 

 

Yellowknives Dene First Nation. Town Council in Inuvik has passed motions to formalize its commitment 

towards implementation of actionable calls to action, including workplace cultural safety training.  

 

Reconciliation can encompass engagement and advocacy work, such as lobbying territorial and federal 

governments for necessary policy and program changes. A key area to start are with actions that build 

awareness, recognition, and regularly engage Indigenous governments at the staff and leadership levels 

to better understand community needs and priorities.  

 

Feedback from Indigenous governments and organizations reconciliation approaches and actions are 

shared in the key findings section under each theme.  
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Assessment of other Healthy Community Strategies 
PlanIt North reviewed other Canadian Healthy Communities Strategies to help inform the development 

of the Hay River Healthy Communities Strategy. This includes a review of the Vancouver Healthy City 

Strategy, St. John’s Healthy City Strategy, and South Surrey / White Rock’s Strategic Plan for a Healthier 

Community.  

 

Vancouver Healthy Communities Strategy 

The Vancouver Healthy City Strategy outlines the following guiding principles, and high-level goals and 

targets over a 10-year period until 202540:  

 

Guiding Principles 

 A holistic approach to health and well-being 

 Respect for fundamental rights of all people 

 Prioritize prevention to avoid crisis intervention 

 Meaningful involvement for all community members 

 Healthy ecological environments 

 Social innovation 

 Collective impact and collaboration 

 Monitor, evaluate and communicate 

 Lead and model 

 

Goals Targets 

Healthy childhoods for children  Children are developmentally ready for school 

Continuum of affordable housing 
choices 

 End street homelessness 

 Build new housing 

Healthy and sustainable food systems  Increase food assets 

High quality human services  Family doctors for all 

 Accessible service when needed 

Adequate employment opportunities 
and income to meet basic needs 

 Reduce poverty 

 Increase median income 

Public safety  Increase sense of belonging 

 Increase sense of safety 

 Reduce violent and property crime 

Supportive people and networks  Reliable support networks 

 Strong family systems 

 Increased volunteerism  

Active living and access to nature  More residents like close to outdoor spaces 

 More residents meet Canadian physical activity 
guidelines 

Lifelong learning  Access to internet for all 

 Higher high school graduation rates 

 
40 City of Vancouver. Vancouver’s Healthy City Strategy, 11 
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 Increased participation in learning events 

Arts and Culture  Increase community engagement in arts and 
culture 

Safe transportation  Safe walkways, bikeways, and transit options 

Safe physical environment  Meet biodiversity targets and toxin prevention 

 The community is walkable and residents walk 
often 

Collaborative leadership in enforcing 
this strategy 

 Strong participation among Healthy Communities 
Committee 

 Ongoing collaborate efforts occur regularly 
 

St. John’s Healthy City Strategy 

St. John’s has a 10-year plan from 2021-2031,41 and it is broken down into 6 key pillars, each with a list 

of various health city assets, and implementation strategies using each asset. The 6 key pillars and their 

associated healthy city assets are: 

 Healthy neighborhoods and people 

o Neighborhood services, identity, and placemaking 

o Safety 

o Access to food 

o Mental and physical health 

o Early childhood development and lifelong learning 

o Poverty reduction and economic wellness 

o Arts and culture 

 Urban design 

o Mixed-use 

o Getting around and accessibility 

 Environment 

o Environmental benefits 

o Parks and open space 

o Interaction and connectivity 

 Housing 

o Accessible and affordable housing 

 Inclusion 

o Social and community connections 

o Diversity 

 Transportation 

o Active transport 

o Accessible public transportation 

 

South Surrey / White Rock’s Strategic Plan for a Healthier Community 

This plan outlines 6 strategic goals and relevant actions for each goal. The goal areas focused on: 

 
41 Godden et al. St. John’s Healthy City Strategy, 6. 
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 A strong network to coordinate and promote healthy activities: actions include securing funding 

and hiring and Healthy Communities Coordinator, and facilitate Healthy Communities steering 

committee meetings 

 Healthy-enabling built and natural environments: actions include reducing barriers to recreation 

facilities and outdoor spaces, and advocating for accessible transit 

 Promotion of health education, physical literacy, and personal skill development: actions include 

developing marketing plan for healthy living for residents 

 Connection between health services and community resources: actions include development of 

a health assessment tool for residents and improved communications of available resources, 

programs, and activities in the community  

 Adopt a health-in-all-policies approach: raise awareness of community health needs, policy best 

practices, and create a guidebook to encourage leaders to screen all future plans and policies 

through a healthy community lens 
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Key Findings 
 

Information from existing Hay River plans, community engagement, and consultation with Indigenous 

governments are broken down into the following categories: 

 Suitable, affordable housing 

 Well-managed municipal planning, infrastructure, and public works 

 Economic development, tourism, and diversification 

 Access to and preservation of green spaces and environmental resources 

 Sense of community togetherness and collaboration 

 Strong community leadership 

 Cultural identity and reconciliation 

 Education and awareness 

 Nurturing childhoods 

 Addressing addictions issues 

 Recreation 

 Right to safety 

 Health services 

 Climate change adaptation and emergency management 

 Healthy food systems 

 Safe and reliable transportation 
 

Appendix B includes a detailed breakdown of the engagement methods that PlanIt North implemented.  
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Suitable, affordable housing 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

As the regional administrative centre for the South Slave region of the NWT, Hay River is a hub for both 

the Dehcho and South Slave with diverse housing needs across the housing spectrum. Changes in 

demographics, such as an aging community population, a decrease in the number of children, and a rise 

in single-parent households, have resulted in smaller household sizes in Hay River. Therefore, there is a 

growing demand for a variety of housing options that cater to diverse needs and preferences.42 

 

In anticipation of community growth, the Town plans to provide more opportunities and incentives for 

new housing development. One way to achieve this is to enable more compact urban development by 

modifying development standards. In 2024, the Town of Hay River was awarded a $2 million grant from 

the Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation for the Housing Accelerator Program. The funds are 

for a 3-year term with a Housing Supply Growth Target of 30 permitted housing units. These funds will 

facilitate Town planning and implementation of bylaws, streamlining of development processes, and 

create other incentives to increase supply of housing across the housing continuum, with a focus on 

affordability, densification, and carbon footprint reduction.  

 

It is important to note that through this initiative, the Town is also committed to enhancing the unique 

character of different neighborhoods and promoting a sense of place both at a neighborhood and a 

community level. There are three major residential expansion areas all located in New Town: 

Evergreen/Sundog, Aspen Heights, and Fraser Place.43 Complimentary to planning these community 

housing developments, the Town of Hay River is completing an inventory of vacant housing lots in the 

community and finalizing a 2024 Trails and Green Space Master Plan.    

 

The 2023 Hay River Housing Plan outlines tangible goals to improving housing in the community, 

including: creating an inventory of development ready land for new homes; increasing housing stock 

through strategies such as fixing up vacant homes; developing integrated supportive housing for the 

unhoused population and seniors; supporting / promoting homeowner repair projects; improving 

resilience to wildfire and flood emergencies; and working collaboratively with housing partners.44 

 

The 2022 Kátł’odeeche First Nation (KFN) Housing Plan outlines six priority areas for KFN, including: the 

establishment of a KFN Housing Society; building 12 new homes over 10 years; following energy 

efficiency standards; increasing the local construction trades capacity and increase reliance on local 

resources; and lastly, do things the Dene way by utilizing the strengths of the traditional economy.45 
46 

 

 
42 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 8. 
43 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 12. 
44 Housing Northwest Territories and Town of Hay River. Hay River Strategic Housing Plan, March 2023, 5. 
45 Kátł’odeeche First Nation. Kátł’odeeche Housing Plan, September 19 2022. 
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The West Point First Nation (WPFN) Housing Plan outlines four goals regarding housing for their 

members. This includes completing required repair work on existing homes; building local construction 

trades capacity and growing the local economy; building designated affordable housing for youth, 

elders, and returning community members; and working collaboratively with community partners to 

realize these housing goals.47  

 

Hay River has a number of housing-related strengths, as highlighted in more detail in the community’s 

strategic housing plan:48  

 Transportation access to community by air, road, rail, and waterway (barge services) 

 Local trades contractors and construction businesses in the community  

 Existence of an economic base for market housing (e.g., private home ownership)  

 Low cost of living relative to other Territorial centres/hub communities    

 10-bedroom family violence shelter run by the Family Support Centre  

 Warming shelter managed by the Hay River Council for Persons with Disabilities   

 

Community Engagement 

 

Housing was discussed by most community members during the engagement. Community members 

identified access to suitable, affordable housing as a critical determinant of wellness in the community. 

Lack of housing for single people and young families is a documented barrier to employment and 

retention of professional services in the community.  

 

Youth mentioned the following concerns / ideas regarding housing needs in Hay River: 

 affordable housing 

 safer neighborhoods 

 more housing options in the community 

 pet-friendly housing 

 responsible and fair property management to improve housing quality 

 affordable housing dedicated to returning students 

 a noticeable amount of empty housing in the community 
 

Many community members mentioned the number of empty houses, and recommendations were 

provided to create incentives for owners and the government to demolish or renovate these homes. 

Community members noted that the high-rise fire caused significant impact on the unhoused population 

and led to many residents leaving the town. Many young people must live with their parents due to lack 

of housing, and sometimes this proves unhealthy for both parties. Seniors mentioned the importance of 

catering to the aging population of residents who own large houses and are interested in downsizing but 

would like to maintain a level of independence and privacy that comes with a detached house. With a 

population of approximately 600 seniors in a community of 3,200 is challenging to meet the demands 

for seniors housing. The Hay River Seniors’ Society is planning development of a new supportive living 

 
47 West Point First Nation. Community Housing Plan, January 2024, A-3. 
48 Housing Northwest Territories and Town of Hay River. Strategic Housing Plan. 
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campus for seniors with at least 12 units, but there is a broader need for 60 seniors’ units in the 

community.  

 

Community members also spoke about utilizing existing vacant land or renovate an existing building in 

Hay River to develop supportive transitional housing for the unhoused population.  Warming shelter 

users spoke about their anxiety about going South for treatment and returning to Hay River with 

nowhere to go but the shelter, where they believe they will fall back into their addictions – an 

experience they have had before. One shelter user spoke about losing their housing after struggling to 

maintain independent living without any support. This resident spoke about how they would like to see 

supportive housing, in which they have their own unit, with regular support from someone to ensure 

they can live healthy and maintain their home.  

 

Family Support Centre staff spoke about the imminent need for affordable, transitional housing to be 

available in the community – a major gap on the housing continuum affecting women and their children. 

Through the shelter services they provide, the maximum stay for women and children is typically 6 – 12 

weeks. Staff worry about what happens to clients when they must return home due to lack of other 

available and affordable housing options. Staff also spoke about the value of collaboration between 

NGOs and governments in providing coordinated and more effective case management services that 

focus on skills development for young mothers in particular. It was suggested that interagency planning 

can facilitate this and avoid duplication of services.  

 

KFN’s Council members spoke about their plans for the development of a new Housing Society. Through 

implementation of their housing plan, KFN reported bringing in the first new housing to the reserve 

community in 17 years – a major milestone. In developing new housing, KFN leadership wants to 

“empower” community members through affordable and rent-to-own programming with wraparound 

education and health programming. The approach of the housing society is to move away from the NWT 

social housing model which is seen to have enabled reliance on government income support. KFN is 

planning for 3 transitional housing units with wraparound supports and working with the Town of Hay 

River and the federal government to return vacant federal housing units in Hay River to the affordable 

housing market, which will allow KFN members living away to return to the community.  

 

Implementation of the WPFN housing plan has been progressing with a focus on home repairs and 

planning for the construction of new housing units for youth and other members in need of affordable 

housing, funded through the National Indigenous Collaborative Housing Incorporated (NICHI). Lack of 

access to land for housing development around their community is a particular barrier for WPFN.  

Leadership maintains that Indigenous housing is a treaty obligation which has not been fulfilled by the 

federal or territorial government.  
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Well-managed municipal planning, infrastructure and public works 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

The Town has a Community Plan that provides “a policy framework to guide the physical development 
of a municipality, having regard to sustainability, the environment, and the economic, social and cultural 

development of the community”.49 The community plan was prepared with wildfire protection, 

agriculture, and community sustainability in consideration. The vision of the Community Plan is “The 
Town of Hay River is a stable, established community on the modern frontier that celebrates its natural 
setting, social wellbeing, creative potential and opportunities for business and industrial 

development.”50 The vision ties well into the Healthy Communities Approach, as it reflects a holistic 

view of community development with various factors considered that impact health outcomes.  
 
In the Town’s 2022-2025 Strategic Plan,51 major high priority activities include: 

 Identify funding sources for capital needs and keeping the capital plan current 

 Improve recycling and waste management processes 

 Update land development and zoning by-laws 
 

The Town of Hay River is committed to an Asset Management Program, which is enforced through an 

Asset Management Bylaw. As of 2024, the Town is in the process of developing this Program in 

accordance with good stewardship practices.52 The Town also has a 10-year Capital Plan53 that outlines 

key capital projects and their related budgets. This plan helps set the direction for the Town to secure 

funding for underfunded plans and projects.  

 

In considering urban planning, it is economical for the Town to maximize opportunities for infill 

development, redevelopment, and adaptive re-use within existing development areas and by 

promoting more compact, higher density development. There are additional health benefits to this – 

this leads to a more walkable town, can foster a sense of social connectivity, enables better access to 

services, and may even allow for a more diverse spectrum of housing for residents, among other 

things54. On Vale Island, there are many unused lots that may be able to be redesignated as residential if 

they are no longer needed for their current intended purposes and if the land is deemed suitable for 

residential purposes55.  

 

The Town is also committed to a vibrant downtown commercial core. This includes promoting retail, 

service, and office work, mixed-use commercial-residential development, and a pedestrian and bicycle 

friendly environment. According to the 2017 Downtown Beautification Workplan, “The quality of the 

public areas is significantly influenced by safe, accessible sidewalks, street furniture, benches, 

 
49 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 4. 
50 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 5. 
51 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan 2022-2025, spring 2022, 2. 
52 Town of Hay River. By-Law No. 2445 
53 Town of Hay River. 2024 10 Year Capital Plan.  
54 Infilled Edmonton. https://www.infilledmonton.com/benefits-to-infill  
55 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 10. 
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landscaping, public art, and decorations.”56 At that time, the Town was preparing for hosting the Arctic 

Winter Games, and had set two beautification priorities: first, the downtown core, and second, parks 

and greenspaces. The specific projects included:57 

 installing new benches on streets 

 Replacing garbage / recycling bins 

 New bike parking 

 New billboards 

 Updated visitor centre sign 

 Enhanced landscaping and installed planters 

 Installed street light banners and utility box / garbage bin wraps 

 More community and public art displays 

 Updated and new sidewalk systems 
 

Notably, the Town is finalizing a 2024 Trails and Green Space Master Plan which will guide the future 

planning and development of recreational spaces and public amenities in the community. 

 
Community engagement 

Both seniors and youth focused on the importance of ‘beautification’ of Hay River. Seniors spoke about 

hosting clean-up events and having a group of volunteers responsible for promoting town beautification 

and more ownership among residents of their town’s appearance. Seniors also mentioned the 

importance of infrastructure planning in developing a lively downtown core, noting an example of 

creating regulations for the type of building use that can be downtown.   

The Town of Hay River provides services for members of WPFN and the Hay River Métis. The geographic 

layout of the Town of Hay River is unique and physically long, as neighbourhoods are mostly built along 

the river system. This promotes access to scenic trails and greenspace but also increases vulnerability to 

flooding and has implications for access to services. KFN separately administers services for members 

living on reserve.  

The reduction in volunteerism that has been seen since the COVID-19 pandemic is impacting the Town’s 

fire services team, which historically has relied on volunteers for fire response efforts. This is a common 

experience around the country, with fire departments needing to be restructured with the reduction in 

volunteers available.  

 

Community beautification and improvement is a priority for WPFN leadership, including lot 

development, landscaping, ongoing clean-up from the 2022 flood, firesmarting, and upgrades to the 

community playground on Vale Island.  

KFN Council members spoke of the transportation barriers experienced by members living on the 

reserve. The community would like to have more direct access to the Hay River downtown through a 

bridge over the river which divides the reserve from the Town. Community beautification, firesmarting, 

 
56 Town of Hay River. Downtown Beautification Workplan 2017, 1. 
57 Town of Hay River. Downtown Beautification Workplan 2017. 
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and addressing challenges associated with erosion and drainage on the reserve are other priorities for 

leadership.  
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Economic development, tourism, and diversification 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

Hay River is the regional centre for the South Slave region of the Northwest Territories and represents a 

hub community for residents in both the South Slave and Dehcho regions of the NWT. The Government 

of the Northwest Territories is a significant employer in the NWT and its administrative functions for the 

South Slave region are centralized in Hay River. Other major employment sectors in the South Slave 

region include health care and social assistance, retail trade, education, and construction.58  

 

As per the Town of Hay River’s Community Plan, Hay River is well positioned to grow its economic 

development opportunities59 for the following reasons: 

 Accessible location and connection to Southern and community markets (hub of major road, 
rail, and water transportation routes) 

 Diversified economy and headquarters of several major businesses 

 Wide range of community services 

 Educated labour force 

 Relatively low cost of living (compared to other NT regional centres) 

 Expanding manufacturing sector  

 Arable land and more temperate climate suited for agricultural development  
 

Between 2009 and 2022, the population of Hay River grew by 3% for a total of 3,796 residents, and is 

expected to reach 4,015 residents by 2035.60 The Town intends for Hay River to be the most desirable 

place to live and start a business in the territory, and one way it intends to promote this is through town 

beautification efforts and by reinvigorating the local Chamber of Commerce.61 

Some potential community and regional economic development opportunities62 include: 

 The re-opening of the Pine Point Mine by 2030, using Hay River as a base for services, housing, 
and infrastructure 

 A forest products facility 

 Growth in the marine transportation industry (Hay River is the headquarters of the GNWT 
owned and operated Marine Transportation Services)  

 A 24-bed long term care facility 

 Operations of the newly constructed fish processing plant, generating increased fish production, 
marketing, and expansion of the NWT fish market  

 Expansion of the Taltson Hydroelectric facility which provides power to the South Slave region 

 Agricultural business development opportunities 

 Culture and aurora tourism opportunities 
 

 
58 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan – South Slave. Prepared for the GNWT Department of 
Industry, Tourism and Investment. August 9, 2023. Online: 
https://www.ntlegislativeassembly.ca/sites/default/files/legacy/td_1020-192.pdf. 
59 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 8 
60 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan.  
61 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 10 
62 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 9; Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan. 
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These regional economic development projects would generate significant trickledown benefits for 

community business development. The Pine Point Mine is projected to create between 280 and 500 jobs 

during construction and provide employment for 460 people during mine operations.63 Notably, 

Canadian National Railway has completed over $15 Million in upgrades to rail line systems connecting to 

Hay River to support shipping and transportation of fuel and other goods. Further upgrades are planned 

in anticipation of redevelopment of the Pine Point mine. Stakeholders have identified opportunity to 

expand rail services to include passenger travel as well as support the revitalization of the agricultural 

sector.64 Additionally, the GNWT’s Hay River Harbour Restoration Project includes dredging of the Hay 

River East Channel with the objective of preserving marine shipping and barge transportation.65 

Dredging activities were previously carried out by the federal government until the 1990s.  

 

Hay River has historically hosted the largest commercial farming operations in the NWT, including crop 

and animal production. However, there are several challenges to community economic development, 

related to the uncertainty of these projects moving ahead and the scheduled closure of several diamond 

mines around Yellowknife that have provided a source of community employment. In 2024, there were 

no commercial farming operations currently operating in the area. The 2022 record flood and wildfires 

of 2023 resulted in several commercial operations closing. Lack of business incentives, private sector 

investment, and limited access to capital and land have also been cited as constraints to economic 

development in Hay River. A significant quantum of land within and around the community is withdrawn 

from disposition to support settlement of the Dehcho regional land claim. High power costs and taxes 

have also been cited barriers to agricultural development, highlighting the need for agricultural 

development incentives.66  

 

The 2020 Tourism Plan outlines some key goals and strategies to improve local tourism. This includes 
enhancing food services including promotion of multi-cultural cuisine and promoting Dene food culture 
experiences; improving online tourism presence and booking services; developing a unique look and 
theme for Hay River; and improving signage. The Plan also outlines opportunity for Indigenous cultural 
tourism, with a focus on supporting, encouraging, and increasing capacity to offer this unique tourism 
option.67 
 

Community engagement 

Community members celebrated Hay River’s vitality, entrepreneurialism, and resiliency as significant 

strengths but also identified challenges for community businesses. It was shared that the “hustle and 

bustle” of the community is not what it once was. Businesses have a hard time getting set up and 

staying in operations, and this is connected to broader factors such as suitable, affordable housing. 

Youth expressed that what their town looks like means a lot for community members and visitors. Youth 

also spoke about how there are not many businesses in Hay River, and how they want to see more 

 
63 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan, 24. 
64 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan. 
65 GNWT map of dredging areas referenced: https://www.inf.gov.nt.ca/sites/inf/files/content/figure1_1.pdf 
66 Cabin Radio. Hay River wants your input on the future of the former NFTI farmland. February 3, 2024: 
https://cabinradio.ca/169466/news/south-slave/hay-river/hay-river-wants-your-input-on-the-future-of-the-former-nfti-
farmland/. 
67 Town of Hay River. 2020 Hay River Tourism Development Plan (March 9 2020), 7. 
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trades work available as well as animal care. Youth proposed that renovations of old buildings to create 

space for new businesses, such as an arcade, would help to liven the community through economic 

means, and provide a fun space for youth to go. 

Seniors spoke about Hay River’s historical reliance on key industries, and the need for revitalization and 

diversification in Hay River for it to maintain economic feasibility. They mentioned Pine Point feasibility 

work currently being completed, difficulties retaining fishermen, and livestock as an economic 

foundation for the town. Recommendations for developing the economy include secondary lumber 

industry (e.g., pellets) and manufacturing products such as garden fertilizer and cat food – byproducts of 

the fish plant. 

Seniors also mentioned the need for a research study to be completed on barriers and opportunities for 

business development in Hay River. Residents noted that the high costs of business operations, including 

fuel, rent, and utilities hinder business development. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of 

restaurants in Hay River dropped by about half, and essential services are slowly leaving, such as dental 

and legal offices. Many of the local businesses are family owned and ‘tapped out’ of their ability to 

sponsor events or projects in the way businesses are able to in larger centres. Residents also noted that 

the 2022 flood and 2023 wildfires led to the closure of community businesses due to lost revenues and 

other damages.  

Indigenous governments have key economic development priorities in mind to support their community 

development objectives. The Hay River Métis have a joint venture partnership with Arctic Canada 

Construction Ltd. (ARCAN): METCAN Building Solutions Inc. (MBS) which designs and constructs modular 

housing for the North. Leadership cited challenges with monopolies in the community that create 

barriers for entry to the market and highlighted the need for investments and other incentives to 

promote business development. KFN’s Council members spoke about the economic opportunities that 

the First Nation’s business development corporation is planning, citing specifically tourism, stores, a 

casino, and hotels as potential developments that KFN can leverage through funding opportunities. 

WPFN has a development corporation which has not been active in recent years.  

Opportunities of interest to WPFN include establishing a grocery store and daycare on Vale Island, and 

broader revenue opportunities through a hotel or coffee shop. This work would begin with funding and 

development of a business plan to revitalize the development corporation. Training and mentorship of 

community members to run and staff these businesses is also extremely important to ensure 

operational viability and maximize community benefit.  
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Access to and preservation of green spaces and environmental resources  
Review of existing plans and documents 

 

Residents of Hay River have extensive access to natural greenspace and recreational opportunities. The 

Town actively explores and develops the potential for outdoor recreation opportunities on municipal 

lands in order to enhance the local quality of life.68 All future residential areas planned in Hay River will 

have parks and recreation space, at a minimum of 10% of the land in the neighborhood, that are easily 

accessible and visible from the street.69 Access to green spaces aligns closely with recreational activities 

and impacts of climate change. With this understanding, the Town of Hay River are developing a 10-year 

trail and greenspace improvement master plan70 which will prioritize: 

 Reduced maintenance and improved usability of trails significantly impacted by 2020-21 
precipitation/groundwater and 2022 flooding  

 Realignment and diversification of current trail systems 
o to improve accessibility of sections that are susceptible to flooding from spring melt and 

annual river breakup  
o to increase usability and accessibility of local trail system for varied uses (commuting, 

recreational, tourist attractions, etc.)  

 Identification of flood mitigation measures that protect TCT trailheads from flooding  

 Trail system is integrated with the Town’s signature greenspaces 

 Review of Recreation Services trails and offsite assets for decommissioning and/or repurposing  
 

The Town also exists on extensive shore lands – an attractive feature for new residents and tourism. The 

shores of the Hay River (both channels) and Great Slave Lake are to be deemed for environmental 

protection and recreation use, except where specifically required for transportation or other uses.71  

 

Community engagement 

 

Community members appreciate the available greenspaces in Hay River, and hope to continue seeing 

the town maintaining and improving these spaces. One idea brought forward was to work with 

Enterprise to create campground and greenspaces in the direction of their community.  

 

The recreation committee spoke highly of the Town’s ability to maintain greenspaces, and they 

discussed a new initiative being pushed by the Rotary Club to develop an off-leash dog park. The recent 

floods caused a lot of damage to greenspaces, and much of this has been revitalized already. Ballfields 

and the Fisherman’s Wharf are well used outdoor public spaces. The recreation committee mentioned 

that in 10 years, they would like to see more safety throughout the night at greenspaces, more lighting, 

and more overall usage by families and community members.  

 

 
68 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 18 
69 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 24. 
70 Town of Hay River. Trail and Greenspace Masterplan Project Charter. 
71 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 18 
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Recreation ties into priorities of community beautification as well. WPFN and KFN identified landscaping 

(green grass, flowers, and berry bushes) as important attributes they would like to see in their 

communities. WPFN would like to see improvements to the multi-purpose trail that connects Vale Island 

to downtown.   
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Sense of community togetherness and collaboration 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

The Hay River Healthy Community Strategy and Healthy Community Committee sets an agenda for 

improved collaboration between municipal, Indigenous and territorial governments, community 

businesses, and non-profit organizations.  The West Point First Nation Wellness Plan mentions the 

importance of community participation, which includes attending and speaking up at meetings, and 

increasing volunteering. Other ways that WPFN will encourage community participation is though family 

activities such as gardening and food preservation, and sober activities like games and movie nights.72  

 

KFN has set a goal for its members to be ‘strong in self’, meaning that they feel confidence, feel a sense 

of belonging and connection to their community, have strengthened relationships with non-Indigenous 

community members on and off reserve, and have strong intergenerational ties.73 

 

Community engagement 

 

Community members spoke about the strengths of Hay River, noting that it is a resilient and loving 

community with lots to offer, including large community events that bring people together. Many 

community members also mentioned that Hay River has a vibrant history of volunteers. . One 

community member proposed the idea of having a community foundation in Hay River and to push for 

more volunteer groups to run events and fundraise for community initiatives like they use to do. This 

aligns with a comment made by one community member that effort needs to be made collectively to 

increase the community spirit. Incentivizing volunteers and bringing back large community events are 

methods that can drive more volunteerism in the town. One youth noted that in 10 years, they would 

hope to be able to give back to their community through volunteering for programs like the cadets, 

coaching, track and field, and other community events. Youth workers shared that youth need to feel a 

sense of belonging, and implied that offering safe, supervised, and engaging spaces for youth with help 

youth feel like they belong.  

 

There are a few key community non-profit organizations that community members mentioned when 

asked about services available to youth and vulnerable individuals, and this includes the Soaring Eagle 

Friendship Centre, the Hay River Council for Persons with Disabilities Warming Shelter, and the Hay 

River Youth Centre. Staff mentioned some challenges that they experience that inhibits their ability to 

offer high quality and effective services to youth: 

 For some, it is their second or third job, which causes inconsistencies in the schedule. 
Inconsistency with programs is leading to lower attendance and engagement of youth 

 Programs are typically reliant on short-term funding  

 There is a culture and expectation for youth to get a job once they turn 13, however, it is 
important for youth to have the time and opportunity to engage in activities that bring them joy 
and trigger brain development. 

 
72 West Point First Nation. Wellness Plan, 9.  
73 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 5. 
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One class of youth said that Hay River is a good, positive community, and that they appreciate how 

everyone knows everyone. Youth mentioned that having good, supportive friends is important, even if 

their friend group is small. They said they do feel safe in lit up spaces in the town, and that this is their 

home, so they love it. Seniors spoke about the importance of community spirit, and how this is closely 

tied with strong community communications, such as through a local radio station or newspaper that 

reports on what is happening right now in the town.  

 

Affordability and accessibility to community events and programming can also be related to a 

community’s sense of togetherness. For example, paying a monthly fee for facilities or services for an 

entire family may be significantly more costly than purchasing and tending to one’s own equipment, 

such as a backyard skating rink or gym weights. Additionally, the geographic layout of the community 

and lack of public transportation can limit access to centralized facilities and programs. Individualizing 

these key services and facilities ultimately reduces community connections, though there is also 

opportunity to build these at a neighbourhood level.  

 

Youth mentioned that religious and spiritual spaces are locations of community connections for those 

who are part of these groups, and that it is important for youth to feel comfortable to be in those spaces 

too. Other social spaces that youth mentioned include ‘town vacations’, which could be tied into 

economic development and tourism in Hay River, as well as organized talking groups that are welcoming 

for community members who may be struggling with mental health or other challenges. 

 

Many community members listed the Soaring Eagle Friendship Centre as a key community asset that 

reaches community members of all demographics. The Friendship Centre offers over 35 diverse 

programs, supporting all ages with spiritual, cultural, and emergency services, while creating social 

opportunities and accessible, free programs. The programs address not only ‘community togetherness’, 

but intersect with many of the other topics such as healthy food systems, education and awareness, 

recreation, and addressing mental health and addictions issues.  

 

Many community members have spent their entire life in Hay River or otherwise lived and worked in the 

community for decades many highlighted the strong sense of community they have experienced. For 

Indigenous community members, Hay River includes the traditional lands they have held a connection 

for time immemorial. Changes to broader socio-economic conditions over the years have created some 

challenges for community retention. Hay River Health and Social Services Authority staff mentioned that 

people have left the community after the pandemic and the evacuations in recent years. Due to the 

difficulty recruiting and retaining essential staff, transient workers are being paid more (or relatively 

comparable) to live elsewhere and travel to the community for short periods at a time than people are 

being paid to live here full-time for the same work. When people are working here but not living here, 

this can create a disconnect in community togetherness. 
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Strong community leadership 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

Within its 2022-2025 strategic plan, the Town planned to develop a ‘Social Issues Committee’, which is 

now the ‘Healthy Community Committee’, to define a community plan to address addictions issues in 

the community.74 The Town also set goals to partner with community groups to organize events, and to 

promote volunteerism through benefits and recognition.75 The Town has explicit goals to practice good 

governance through creating a desirable workplace for Town employees, involving residents more in 

Town and Council work, and strengthening relationships with Indigenous governments.76 

 

KFN’s Wellness Plan includes reference to efficient and transparent governance. This means reviewing 

the wellness plan annually, communicating the plan to members effectively, and wellness staff 

participating in professional development.77  

 

Community engagement 

 

Many community partners mentioned that the Town has been a strong partner by helping to spread the 

word about activities and events hosted by other organizations, and by offering in-kind space rentals for 

community events when needed. Some community members noted that direct financial assistance for 

community activities from the Town would be welcome, if possible.  

 

Community members shared that Hay River is a community with many active and diverse groups which 

can create challenges for effective coordination and collaboration. Competition and scarcity in territorial 

and federal government funding programs and administrative barriers can discourage collaboration 

across organizations and resource pooling. Some community members expressed concerns that local 

municipal leadership and committees may not feel welcoming or inclusive for Indigenous people, 

resulting in underrepresentation that does not reflect the community's demographics. Community 

members highlighted the importance of better understanding the impacts of discrimination and racism 

to prevent further harms and create genuine inclusion. They suggested efforts to rebuild relationships 

and enhance education, ensuring Indigenous people feel safely welcomed into historically non-

Indigenous leadership spaces. 

 

Community members also spoke about a communications gap between governments and the public, 

and mentioned the importance of consistent and accessible updates shared with community members 

among various channels, including print, social media, and radio. Speaking specifically about the Healthy 

Communities Committee, seniors mentioned that they would like to see more regular updates shared 

publicly, and generally, more transparency about what is going on at the Town regarding the healthy 

community initiative. Seniors also mentioned that many elderly people do not use computers, and 

 
74 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 8 
75 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 8 
76 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 12 
77 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 6. 
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therefore are missing out on pertinent information that is only being shared via the internet, and trend 

which is becoming more and more common.  

 

There was some confusion among those engaged about the role and purpose of the Healthy 

Communities Committee (formerly the Social Issues Committee) and the Interagency Committee. 

People appreciate the concept of an interagency committee, however there needs to be a chair / 

champion who has the capacity to administer and coordinate the meetings. Feedback was also provided 

to include a senior and a representative from Enterprise on the Healthy Communities Committee.  

 

Improved communications and collaboration between the Town and Indigenous governments is a 

commonly shared priority across governments. All three Indigenous governments shared their interest 

in participating in more collaborative planning approaches and decision making with the Town of Hay 

River. Indigenous groups identified lack of funding, staff, and training as barriers to participation in 

community planning processes. KFN Council and members spoke about the need for more collaboration 

among community leaders, working towards a shared vision.  

 

Sovereignty is a priority for Indigenous groups in Hay River. Indigenous groups are working towards 

various forms of self-government and wanting an equal seat at the table in Town decision-making 

processes, such designated seats on Town Council. Particularly as some groups are working towards self-

government and other treaty settlement processes, there is interest in establishing joint council 

meetings on common priorities. Community engagement highlighted the capacity challenges in terms of 

time and financial resources that can limit meaningful participation of Indigenous groups in planning and 

decision-making processes.   
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Cultural identity and reconciliation 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

There are 3 Indigenous governments and organizations in Hay River (KFN, WPFN, and the Hay River 

Métis) and nearly half of the residents of Hay River (46%) are Indigenous.78   

 

Both WPFN and KFN are working on the development of 10-year wellness strategies as part of a 

residential school settlement claim. These strategies focus on four pillars of protection and promotion of 

Indigenous culture, language, heritage, and community wellness. Funding for implementation of these 

strategies will enable WPFN and KFN to hire staff to coordinate and resource Indigenous culture and 

language programming.  

 

The West Point First Nation Wellness Plan includes cultural activities as a method of living a healthy 

lifestyle, including following local traditions like sharing and working together, engaging in sewing and 

craft making, participating in cultural community gatherings, participating in on the land camps, and 

harvesting on the land.79 These activities not only promote cultural identity and reconciliation, but also 

support sobriety. 

 

KFN wants its members to feel comfortable speaking Dene Yati.80 Many of the goals and initiatives of the 

KFN Wellness Plan are also tied back to cultural identity and connection – showing a clear connection 

between wellness and culture.  

 

Hay River Métis Government Council, in their 2018 Wellness Plan, planned to establish a cultural 

learning centre to improve mental health and addictions concerns among community members. Their 

plan also mentions the value of bringing elders together for programs and activities, which promotes 

healthy living and contributes to disease prevention.81 

 

Community engagement 

 

Youth mentioned that more cultural events would benefit the community. Community members would 

like to see more events that celebrate the cultural diversity of Hay River, creating opportunities to share 

food and traditions with others.  

 

Community members spoke of the systemic racism experienced by  Indigenous people both historically 

and now. Overcoming systemic racism includes learning and relearning to communicate effectively and 

acknowledging past harms.  

 

 
78 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan. 
79 West Point First Nation. Wellness Plan, 10. 
80 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 5. 
81 Hay River Métis Government Council. Hay River Wellness Plan, 4.  



   
 

 32 
September 2024 

 

 

Through education and awareness, experiences of racism and discrimination against Indigenous people 

can be reduced. KFN Council members spoke about the importance of educating everyone who lives and 

works in Hay River about the history of the KFN reserve and traditional lands. The Hay River Métis 

identified the need for land and recognition and acknowledgement of the area as shared territory. West 

Point First Nation similarly identified the importance of recognizing Treaty 11 lands and the historic 

lands of WPFN and the Dene people at all events and meetings in the community. They would like to see 

signage in the community recognizing traditional lands and place names, and the historic occupancy and 

culture of Dene peoples. It was suggested that Treaty signs be placed at key landmarks, such as at the 

60th parallel. WPFN highlights the need for Dene Zhatie language to be instituted in Hay River schools 

and other public program spaces, and for this to be recognized as a first language.  

 

Indigenous community members highlighted the importance of traditional activities and culture for 

living healthy lives and as imperative pathways for Indigenous healing. Access to traditional lands and 

trails is integral for health, as is cultural pride and identity through community events such as winter and 

summer carnivals with traditional games and harvesting activities. WPFN expressed frustration that 

existing policy and regulations do not protect treaty rights to harvest, and that community development 

and environmental impacts have affected traditional land use. For example, infill in waterways including 

the West Channel and bow river by the Hay River airport have limited navigation for fishing and limited 

access for other subsistence and cultural activities. Dredging of the West Channel of the Hay River is a 

priority for WPFN to support continued access to harvesting areas and other cultural activities.  

 

KFN Council members would like to see more on-the-land healing opportunities, community hunts, and 

fishing, and to have a committed champion for on the land programs. WPFN had a land-based culture 

camp that was used for healing and community programs, but it was unfortunately lost during the 2023 

wildfire. The community is in the process of rebuilding a culture camp.   

 

One community partner spoke about the importance of intentional intergenerational relationship 

building. Another community member noted the importance of truly understanding what reconciliation 

is. Their experiences were that reconciliation is about getting to the same level and truly connecting. It is 

addressing the hierarchy of classes and supporting people to feel heard. It is important for Indigenous 

people to know who they are, where they came from, and to be proud of themselves. Others discussed 

the value of engaging elders and using traditional medicines and alternative or otherwise innovative 

technologies in health practices. One community member said there is a disconnect between 

generations because elders do not see or understand the situations that youth experience, such as drug 

and alcohol exposure, and youth are not feeling heard. There is a noted need to adapt traditional values 

and health responses to current family and community dynamics.  
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Education and awareness  
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

In 2021, the community’s employment rate was 65%, and 77% of residents held a high school diploma 

or higher level of education. Data is not disaggregated for all Indigenous residents in the community, but 

there are significant gaps in employment and education between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people. As a reserve community, statistics for KFN members living on reserve are separately recorded 

from the Town of Hay River and provide a comparative example, with implications for socio-economic 

well-being. In 2021, 34% of KFN members living on reserve had a high school diploma or higher level of 

education and the employment rate was 41%. The unemployment rate is also higher for KFN (at 27%, 

compared to 7% for residents in the Town of Hay River). Employment rates are also lower for KFN 

members who have a high school diploma or higher level of education (48% compared to 76% for Hay 

River residents), which may indicate broader barriers to employment.82 

 

The South Slave Divisional Education Council (SSDEC) is committed to improving literacy, numeracy, and 

social responsibility of students at their schools. The SSDEC offers second language classes in French and 

Dene Zati and offers culture camps in partnership with volunteers and elders. SSDEC has seen a decline 

in student enrollment from 2011 to 2021, dropping from over 600 to just under 500 students. The SSDEC 

believes that parent involvement is a priority, and invites families to attend monthly assemblies and 

planned meals, offers reading challenges, and communicates via newsletters and social media. The 

SSDEC also promotes student wellness by attending to the physical and emotional needs of students, 

promoting sportsmanship, and teaching healthy social emotional skills. Looking forward, the SSDEC 

plans to Indigenize education by honoring and promoting local heritage, language and culture in all 

programs, and strengthen Indigenous language programs. The SSDEC also wants to strengthen 

professional learning communities and reinforce personal wellness and social responsibility.83 

 

Community engagement 

 

Graduates from Hay River have gone on to do amazing things, but in the NWT and abroad. Community 

members want to see Hay River continue to be celebrated as a place “to learn and thrive”. Youth shared 

that it is important to have access to the following education and awareness opportunities: 

 life and social skills training 

 understanding impacts of vaping and doing drugs 

 self-advocacy skills training 

 special interest programs such as coding class 

 trades training 

 education options geared towards those with intellectual disabilities 

 tutoring 

 supportive staff who understand the unique needs of the youth 

 
82 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan. 
83 South Slave Divisional Education Council. 2021-2022 Annual Report, 
https://www.ssdec.net/_files/ugd/072827_0787e273cdb14937a8cfb8dd5587a4d6.pdf  
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Territorial and federal funding cuts in recent years have forced schools to do more with less. GNWT 

school funding allocations consider student numbers, among other criteria, which can result in funding 

gaps and administrative challenges to cover fixed costs and deliver programs. Like the HRHSSA, Hay 

River schools have struggled to recruit new staff in essential positions, such as a mental health 

counsellor. However, many staff have stayed on at the schools for years demonstrating strong retention 

and service commitment.  

 

From 2009 to 2014, the Diamond Jenness Secondary School received Public Safety Canada funding to 

operate a Leadership and Resiliency Program (LRP). LRP is a service-learning program created in Fairfax, 

Virginia that brings students together through collective action, engagement, and mentorship. Positive 

outcomes of LRP include reduced suspensions, juvenile arrests, and increased school attendance.84 The 

DJSS LRP was a successful program that ended due to funding cuts. School staff tried to continue the 

program within existing resources, but it was not sustainable. This program involved significant funding 

and partnerships across governments, schools, and community organizations. The LRP operated in 

communities across Canada and while many of these programs appear to have ended, some service 

authorities, such as Vancouver Coastal Health, appear to be continuing the program through alternative 

funding. 

 

The Diamond Jenness Secondary School has a shop classroom, a 0.5 shop teacher, and a successful 

Schools Apprenticeship North Program (SNAP) with strong businesses partnerships — partnering 

businesses host student work placements so that youth working under the supervision of journeyed 

tradespeople or designated trainers earn school credit and experience that could qualify towards a 

subsequent apprenticeship. The School’s strengths in trades education can be celebrated and further 

supported; many students were interested in even more opportunities for hands-on learning and work 

experience linked to trades. However, expanding this already rich programming will require additional 

resources, trainers, and business partnerships. 

 

Many community members emphasized the importance of Hay River being a desirable community for 

youth to choose to return to after attending post-secondary school. They spoke of “brain drain” the 

community has been experiencing in recent years as their children and other youth are choosing to live 

and work elsewhere. Ultimately, many community members stated that they want youth to leave Hay 

River for post-secondary education and training and return to Hay River with new knowledge and 

opportunities.  

 

Youth workers shared that there are many youth in Hay River who are unable to attend school. Some of 

these youth attend the Youth Centre, and so it is important that Youth Centres are recognized as 

essential services, particularly for underserved groups and youth who are not in school. These centres 

can offer drop-in, flexible services and programs to meet the needs of at-risk youth, and can help 

support youth particularly when they age out of other support systems, such as Child and Family 

Services.  

 
84 Public Safety Canada, 2018.  
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A mandate commitment of the 20th Legislative Assembly is to implement changes made to enhance the 

GNWT Income Assistance Program, with an emphasis on trauma-informed supports. Roll out of the new 

program will compliment implementation of the GNWT’s Homelessness Strategy and Integrated Service 

Delivery. Community members had identified challenges with the program related to outdated rates, 

difficult administrative requirements, and lack of education supports for those accessing the program. 

Through implementation of these strategic directives, the program will be provide an improved and 

better integrated support model.  

 

Indigenous groups spoke of the need for education and about the history of Indigenous lands and treaty 

rights, recognizing and affirming their integral place in the community.  
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Nurturing childhoods 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

KFN’s Wellness Plan includes goals related to children and youth outcomes. KFN will support expecting 

and new parents, work to increase youth membership in programs and services being offered, offer 

diverse education and mentoring opportunities for youth, and promote parent involvement in their 

children’s education.85 

The Hay River Métis focuses on healthy child and youth development through traditional cultural 

activities, lunchtime programs that promote physical activity, and community gardening.86 

Community engagement 

Ensuring nurturing childhoods for all children in Hay River requires a wraparound approach in which 

front-line workers at all community service programs are trained, supported, and trauma-informed. 

Several organizations in the community provide trauma-informed care and mental health safety training 

for staff. Prevention and education services, including those provided by NGOs, need to be better 

funded and integrated with other services through the school, health, and justice systems.  

There is a youth centre centrally located in the town and KFN and WPFN also have youth centres in their 

respective communities. The youth centre provides a welcoming space in the community for youth 

programming that can be accesses outside the school system. There is opportunity to improve equitable 

access to community programs and services for Indigenous children and youth through Jordan’s 

Principle funding. The schools access Jordan’s Principle to support services such as transportation, and 

this funding can be accessed through other organizations or by families directly. A coordinator role or 

integrated case management pathfinder may be able to facilitate interagency planning and 

administration, in collaboration with the Town and Indigenous governments and organizations. 

Integrated case management can resolve common communication issues between service providers 

that are separately supporting a family, which can greatly improve health and wellness outcomes. 

One community member mentioned that education for youth should focus on self-sufficiency and 

health, and that parenting classes are fundamental for young and new parents. Providing parenting 

education and support resources are key objectives of the Healthy Families and Baby Bundle programs, 

both administered by the HRHSSA.  

The challenges vulnerable children and youth experience from exposure to harms demands more 

targeted interventions and effective pathfinding services for families. Community members referenced 

the diverse socio-economic conditions of families in the community, noting that many are not aware of 

the struggles some families live with day-to-day. Hay River Health and Social Services Authority staff 

spoke about the impacts of the current drug crisis on children and families, including the impacts to 

children in care. They spoke about the need for women not only to escape family violence, but other 

 
85 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 6. 
86 Hay River Métis Government Council. Hay River Wellness Plan (2018), 4. https://www.hss.gov.nt.ca/sites/hss/files/hay-river-
community-wellness-plan.pdf 
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harms related to drug trafficking and violence through organized crime. Child protection worker 

positions are administratively heavy and challenging which contributes to burnout and turnover. Child 

protection workers are also being asked to fill gaps that could be filled by non-governmental workers, 

such as transportation for children and families to medical appointments. This ends up being costly, 

especially with overtime being considered. There are safety concerns working with families who are 

engaged in drug dealing or substance use, and support people that child protection workers are 

reaching out to are themselves unwilling to work with the families due to safety concerns.  

Family Support Centre staff mentioned that they cannot provide harm reduction services to mothers 

when their children are in their care for safety concerns. However, this leaves mothers in unsupported 

situations, where they may have their children apprehended or have their children experience 

unhealthy and non-nurturing home environments due to substance use. They also spoke about the need 

for confidentiality agreements between service providers to ensure a continuity of care for users. Having 

a counsellor available at the shelter would also increase the likelihood of families attending and 

benefiting from counselling. What community members want to see are effective wraparound supports 

to families to ensure they have the skills and capabilities to live and raise children in a healthy 

environment.  

 

Access to childcare services was also mentioned as an essential service for all families, and also as a 

draw and necessity for retaining working professionals with young families. WPFN leadership would like 

to establish a daycare and early childhood programming to serve members living on Vale Island. There is 

also interest in setting up a Big Brother and Big Sisters program in the community to connect children 

and youth with older role models who can champion healthy lifestyle choices.  
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Addressing addictions issues 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

Hay River has an array of existing plans that set the vision and targets for community social and 

economic development and community planning, but the community lacks a planning framework to 

guide responses to drug and alcohol addiction. The need for effective and collaborative solutions to 

address community substance use challenges was one of the driving factors for the development of a 

Healthy Communities Strategy. Healthy Community Committee members will need to work together to 

develop and adopt an addictions prevention and reduction plan that can guide their collective efforts 

and advocacy. 

 

A collaborative community approach to illicit drug use in Hay River is needed, and should be based on 

four key pillars, identified by the HRHSSA87: 

 Prevention (Ex. housing, infrastructure, education, social services, and holistic care including 

spiritual support) 

 Enforcement (Ex. interagency collaborations, justice, law enforcement, alternatives to jail such 

as restorative justice and community initiatives) 

 Harm Reduction 

 Recovery (clients move from in-bed treatment model to in-community support programs to 

support sobriety and promote responsible lifestyles)  

 

KFN has multiple objectives to increase community wellness as it relates to mental health and 

addictions, and this is also tied back to impacts of trauma related to residential schools and the 

colonization of Indigenous peoples. Some relevant objectives include access to on reserve counselling 

led by KFN’s wellness committee and staff, plans to respond effectively to traumatic events, and 

increased education and awareness among Band staff and partners about the impacts of trauma.88 

 

During the pandemic when there were isolation requirements, HRHSSA piloted an ‘access to substances’ 

program, alternatively referred to as a ‘managed alcohol program’, using guidelines from Fort Smith, 

Inuvik, and Yellowknife. The HRHSSA set parameters such as daily start and end times for administration, 

pre-screening requirements for all potential clients, and maximum allowable dosages per administration 

with a total maximum daily dosage. Administration included alcohol and cigarettes. The pilot program 

lasted for 8 days, included 6 clients, and experienced only one incident within the first two days.  Client 

substance used decreased with no withdrawal symptoms during the administration. After the pilot 

ended, clients were reported to return to their normal usage. In total, the program cost approximately 

$1,600 for substances.89 Anecdotal evidence suggested that clients appeared healthy, well-groomed, 

and in good spirits. Shelter staff observed increased social behaviours from clients including increased 

openness to support, heathier diets, and decreases in disruptive behaviours. Feedback from RCMP, 

public health, and the health centre staff were favourable. According to the project pilot report, “access 

 
87 HRHSSA. Community Collaborative Approaches to Illicit Drug Use in Hay River, June 12 2024.  
88 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 5.  
89 Felicia Gormaly. Hay River Access to Substances Program: Final Report (2021), 4. 
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to substances programs, managed alcohol programs, and harm reduction programs are a more humane 

approach to addictions for the under-housed. These approaches reduce the likelihood of overdose, 

severe withdrawal symptoms and preserve the dignity of persons by reducing the harm associated with 

substance use.”90 

 

Community Engagement 

 

Addictions were one of the most prominent topics of discussion throughout the community engagement 

sessions, and were also rated high among the surveys as a community priority to address. Community 

members in Hay River referenced the importance of advocacy and pathfinding supports for individuals 

living with trauma and addictions. Having informal family supports is also crucial. As a community, Hay 

River can support families to offer this support, which is a different model than is typically offered 

(support being provided directly to the person with the addiction). It is also important for family and 

friends to speak up about drugs to reduce the stigma, in an effort to save lives and avoid drug-related 

deaths. The more people understand, the better they will be able to support people that they love who 

are experiencing addictions.  

 

Shelter users spoke about their attempts to maintain sobriety, and how important it is to have a sober 

‘buddy’ along their journey who they can spend their day with and support one another to stay sober. 

One community member mentioned that ‘you either have a social life or you’re sober’ – highlighting the 

challenges of maintaining social activities that are connected to a culture of drinking, and this was 

reiterated by others during the engagement. Shelter residents also spoke about the importance of 

having staff at the shelter that they can talk to, and cited specific staff who make them feel valued. 

 

Youth mentioned that not enough people know about the warming shelter, and that transportation 

options for those who access the shelter are very limited. They also mentioned that a safe use centre is 

needed in Hay River, though they understand that human resource capacity limitations of offering a 

separate space. A community member who works with unhoused residents stated that Hay River does 

not need to ‘reinvent the wheel’ and should be working closely with other similar NWT initiatives. A 

Managed Alcohol Program is available in Yellowknife through the Spruce Bough, managed by the 

Yellowknife Women’s Society. The Women’s Society identified the need for further education and 

advocacy about MAP, and to ensure supportive housing and access to treatment options are facilitated 

through harm reduction approaches.  

 

Specific to addictions among youth, youth claimed that access to hard drugs is easy for young people 

because there are dealers among the Hay River youth demographic. Youth stated that there is not 

enough accessible education about drugs and alcohol, which leads to more substance consumption. 

Youth also spoke of mental health and addiction challenges being exacerbated for those who experience 

an unhealthy home environment, have a history of or ongoing trauma, and for families living in poverty.  

 

 
90 Felicia Gormaly. Final Report (2021), 5. 
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Speaking with a staff of the local warming shelter, they said that this work has allowed them to see the 

systemic racism that many unhoused community members experience daily. They also said that many 

shelter users are simply trying to survive, often doing the same unfulfilling activities every day. They 

spoke of systemic barriers that shelter users experience in accessed necessary programs and services, 

and the need for better coordination and flexibility across providers to improve accessibility.  

 

The warming shelter itself is in an industrial area of Hay River within walking distance of downtown. It is 

costly to rent the space and it is just one support option in the continuum of housing and service 

supports that are needed to help individuals transition from living on the streets to living in their own 

home. The president of the warming shelter said that they have found challenges in attendance when 

they run programs for users, and that counselling has not proven to be well attended when offered in 

the past. Shelter users stated that they feel safe in the shelter generally, though they have experienced 

being asked to leave on occasion without believing that there was a valid reason. 

 

One community member mentioned that in the decades that they have lived in Hay River, the biggest 

change is the increase in drugs and drug users. As addictions have become more prevalent, there has 

been growing animosity towards the group of people experiencing these challenges, and people may 

see addictions as a personal failure rather than a disease. The increased drug usage is leading to 

overdoses, more property crime, and higher call volume for the RCMP. Residents using substances may 

be unpredictable and engaging in lewd behaviours, which makes other residents uncomfortable being in 

public areas, such as by the library. The public behaviour by-law that was put into place in 2023 is 

reducing the prevalence of public intoxication. Other tools and initiatives to improve safety and personal 

accountability are of interest.   

 

There are no detox options in town, which greatly inhibits residents’ abilities to attend treatment if they 

are expected to detox without any support. The process of accessing treatment was described as a 

barrier, particularly for Indigenous community members, as having to wait several months to qualify 

sets people up to fail. Speaking about treatment options, many community members stated that for 

addictions treatment to be successful, it needs to be culture-based and the programs need to truly 

acknowledge people’s rights to be there and to invest in their wellness.  

 

Some community members spoke about the former treatment centre located in Kátł'odeeche and their 

desire for another local centre to open and offer services to those from around the territory. 

Collaboration and strong inter-organizational and inter-governmental relationships were noted as 

essential for the success of operating a local treatment option again. Community members working with 

the vulnerable and unhoused population identified the importance of treatment that integrates 

Indigenous culture and in providing training to community members. An Indigenous addictions training 

centre in Edmonton, the NECHI Institute, was cited by several as an excellent resource for consideration 

in any treatment program going forward. 

 

After-care with ongoing wraparound supports for 1-2 years was noted as being closely integrated with 

safe and affordable housing and available employment opportunities. One shelter user spoke about the 

number of times in their life that they have been able to maintain sobriety, and this was typically while 
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they were attending treatment. They stated that upon return to Hay River from treatment, they 

immediately entered back into their addiction due to the lack of support and meaningful activities. 

Indigenous leadership and staff identified the importance of supports such as sharing cirlces, and 

Alcoholics Anonymous and Drugs Anonymous to support community members in their recovery.  

 

Many people who get sober may find it difficult to secure employment if they were known as having 

addictions issues in the past. There are models in the South in which individuals who successfully 

complete treatment are provided subsidized housing as they redevelop their healthy coping 

mechanisms and livelihood, and are eventually able to afford to cover all of their bills. This also ties into 

the importance of community togetherness. When all of one’s friends remain in a cycle of addictions, it 

can be easy to fall back into it oneself. Therefore, social programming needs to be available and targeted 

to those who are entering sobriety, so they can create a new network of sober connections.  

 

It was also noted that there used to be a community champion for ‘drug free zones’, and that this type 

of initiative would be beneficial in Hay River if there was another community champion to take it on. 

Currently, there are no incentives for reporting drug dealers and it is cheaper to purchase liquor and 

drugs illegally that through avenues sanctioned by government, leading to more unsafe drug usage.  
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Recreation 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

The Town has a Department of Recreation and Community Services, which is responsible for:91 

 developing, monitoring, and managing a community activity and recreation system 

 liaising with many community and recreation groups and agencies to build strong networks and 
connections across the community and region 

 promoting recreation leadership and volunteerism 

 empowering residents to increasingly provide for their own leisure and recreation needs 
 

Overall, the Department is responsible for the following 5 key activity areas:92 

 Recreation Administration 

 Parks and Greenspace Management 

 Recreation Facility Maintenance (Aurora Ford Arena and Concession, Don Stewart Aquatic 
Centre, Sports Fields and Ball Diamonds, Hay River Golf Course and Ski Club, and the Curling 
Rink) 

 Recreation Programming 

 Aquatics 
 

The Town’s recreation services are guided by a Recreation Committee, which makes recommendations 

to Council on community recreation strategies, policies, and opportunities,93 among other 

responsibilities94. The Department also has a Business Plan with key goals and targets for the upcoming 

years. It outlines some noted risks and mitigation strategies. Human resources challenges can be 

addressed by working with the human resources manager to develop a succession plan and incorporate 

training opportunities. Partners and community groups entrusted with town assets or special events are 

struggling with volunteer recruitment, budgeting, and resource management, which can be mitigated by 

improving collaboration and communication to identify synergies, funding, and additional support for 

these groups. To tackle the lack of a structured and organized preventative maintenance schedule, a test 

launch of a new asset management system is planned. Gaps in safety program documents will be 

mitigated through gap analysis and updates of internal procedures and documentation. The current 

level of service for some greenspaces is not achievable, and this will be addressed by outlining the best 

use of greenspace in a Greenspace Master Plan. Lastly, there is a need for programming targeting at-risk 

demographics, which will be mitigated by conducting a survey to identify interests and priorities to 

determine the best use of facilities.95 

 

The Town of Hay River’s Recreation Services include indoor swimming with classes for all levels from 

toddlers to adults, and comprehensive youth programming with sports like basketball, ball hockey, and 

 
91 Town of Hay River. Recreation Policy, 2 
92 Town of Hay River. Recreation Policy, 3 
93 Town of Hay River. Recreation Policy, 2 
94 Town of Hay River. Recreation Committee Terms of Reference.  
95 Town of Hay River. Recreation Department Business Plan, 5 
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badminton, as well as summer day camps and various events. Seniors can enjoy recurring activities such 

as movie matinees, coffee gatherings, spin classes, chair yoga, aquafit, lift and learn sessions, pickleball, 

and badminton, along with special events like walking challenges and golf outings. Fitness programming 

caters to seniors, moms, and students with classes in spin, yoga, aquafit, and lift and learn. Sport 

programming offers drop-in multi-sport sessions, seniors' pickleball and badminton, and youth activities 

like dodgeball and softball. The town also hosts community events including litter pick-up campaigns, 

garage sales, and themed workshops and challenges for Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, and the 

ParticipACTION community challenge. 96 

 
West Point First Nation’s Wellness Plan includes a goal to encourage physical health by offering activities 

to youth such as life skills programs and sports activities.97  

 

Community engagement 

 

In July 2024 the Town of Hay River received a $100,000 award from the Canada-wide ParticipAction 
Community Challenge, and was named Canada’s Most Active Community. The community celebrated 
some of the broadest levels of community participation with 41 participating organizations and 197 
different recreational activities for community members of diverse ages, abilities, and cultural 
backgrounds.98   

Youth mentioned that they are interested in activities such as fishing, working out, and running. Some 

youth will frequent the library or recreation centre, but without proper supervision and when there are 

no structured programs happening, they are more likely to get into trouble and be asked to leave these 

spaces. Youth mentioned that it would be useful to have free or more accessible entry into organized or 

supervised recreation programs offered within Hay River. A community member spoke of the need for 

more drop-in recreation programs for youth, and changing the culture of drinking that is so deeply 

associated with softball, hockey and curling, to allow for more healthy youth involvement. Many youth 

spoke about their love of hockey, the skate park, and playing video games with friends. Youth also 

discussed their desire for a sewing group and activities friendly to those with disabilities. Sports are 

available for youth who attend school, but there are children and youth who don’t, or are unable, to 

attend school due to their personal circumstances and lack of support. Free and accessible sports 

programming for this demographic of youth, with supportive transportation, would be ideal. Some 

community members mentioned the importance and need of a strong and vibrant arts and culture 

scene in Hay River. Collaborating with local organizations and the Town’s recreation department to offer 

arts-based programs would benefit youth and other community members. 

 

The recreation committee spoke about the importance of grassroots initiatives and their impact on 

overall community spirit, through events such as Lobsterfest, Festival of Trees, Polar Pond Hockey, and 

Hay Days. The committee spoke about the need to communicate the long-term vision of these events to 

garner more volunteer commitment.   

 
96 Town of Hay River. Recreation and Activity Guide 
97 West Point First Nation. Wellness Plan, 14. 
98 ParticipAction Press Release.  
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The recreation committee also stated that building the recreation centre in downtown was very 

intentional, as the heart of the community. There are some support programs, such as Healthy Families, 

that purchase recreation centre passes for families in need, however the committee understands there 

still may be gaps, and offering a program similar to the City of Yellowknife’s Access for All might be an 

opportunity to fill those gaps. Rather than an increase in the number of programs offered, what the 

committee wants to see in 10 years is that programming offered is more targeted to the needs and 

desires of the community and is well attended. The committee also said it would be good to do some 

qualitative research to determine why certain community members are not using the recreation centre 

more often.  

 

The recreation committee would like to work more collaboratively with recreation staff of KFN, WPFN, 

the Hay River Métis, and Enterprise. While committee members have seen that Indigenous youth are 

being registered for programs like skating, they also understand that it is Indigenous youth who are 

highly represented amongst community members not accessing recreation programs.  

 

WPFN identified interest in seeing more recreation opportunities for children and youth. Leadership 

would like to see recreational trails better maintained, improvements to playgrounds, and facilities such 

as an indoor skate park that can be used year-round. The recreational centre is relatively far from Vale 

Island, making it more difficult for WPFN members to access programs and services there.  It was 

suggested that more family events around sports and music could attract youth.  
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Right to safety 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

The Town of Hay River does not currently have a community safety planning framework or process. 

Safety is an area that requires interorganizational planning and collaboration to identify effective tools 

and strategies. The Minister of Municipal and Community Affairs has committed to engaging with 

territorial partners to develop a Youth Strategy before the end of the 20th Legislative Assembly. In late 

2023, the GNWT Department of Health and Social Services released a strategic action plan to support 

family preservation and provide supports to children and youth through improvements to the Child and 

Family Services system. These planning processes present strategic opportunities for the Healthy 

Community Committee to engage with other territorial partners on community safety priorities and 

necessary resources. 

 

Community engagement  

 

Neighbourhood safety was mentioned multiple times through community discussions, with many 

people citing the recent need to lock their house doors and install cameras due to the increased crime 

rates. The health centre also experiences safety concerns, with patients who may be experiencing 

severe mental health concerns and others who may have been in a violent altercation. 

 

The RCMP shared that recently, alcohol intoxication calls vastly outnumber drug-related calls. In 2022, 

there were many more drug related calls, but now the vast majority are only if there is an overdose 

occurring. 90% of violent crimes are related to drug or alcohol consumption, and there are drug-related 

deaths in Hay River that are homicides. The RCMP attempts to remove any non-local drug dealers from 

the community using whatever legal means possible.  

 

Many youth generally spoke about the need for a more robust justice system, citing instances in which 

someone committed serious harm and received what the youth believe are inappropriately lenient 

consequences. Youth spoke about how difficult it is to see someone who perpetrated violence against 

them walking around freely in the community without being held appropriately accountable. RCMP 

shared that it is not common for a youth to choose a diversion program administered by Community 

Justice Programs and associated justice committees, so they typically go through the normal court 

process.  

 

One community member stated that they are seeing that the RCMP is doing their best within the 

policies, regulations, and laws that they must abide by, but that these are not working in Hay River. For 

example, many offenders will be released on conditions that they simply cannot or will not follow – so 

this accountability measure for offenders does not work and should be revised. Another community 

member mentioned the need to advocate, on a federal level, for policy changes that will ensure 

consequences for drug dealers, given their significant negative impact in Hay River in recent years and 

burden on the legal system. Due to the overwhelming caseload, cases must be prioritized, and many 

charges get stayed when they would ideally go through the court system. They also spoke about the 

need for a robust youth justice system that promotes accountability and implements adequate 
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consequences for actions. Youth court does have separate legislation, and one community member 

spoke about the value of implementing rehabilitative and custodial sentencing options for youth. 

 

The impacts of drug gangs on community safety and wellness are disproportionately experienced by 

Indigenous peoples and community members who lack secure housing and employment. Through this 

planning process and the development of their community housing plan, WPFN has identified increasing 

safety concerns related to drugs, gang violence, and break and enters. Currently, if drugs are seized, it is 

understood that this will often have a negative community impact, as higher-level drug dealers will put 

out a debt on the community member dealers. Also, there are many vulnerable people who ‘allow’ drug 

dealers to live with them, and they end up being abused and reliant on the drug dealers for their own 

addictions and survival. KFN and WPFN Council members stated that drugs dealers need to be evicted 

from their communities and that they require better tools and supports to tackle these issues and the 

impacts to members. KFN Council members spoke about having their own security force and 

strengthening bylaw enforcement on the reserve. Some organizations have been working with the 

RCMP and other partners to evict known drug dealers in the community.   

 

The president of the warming shelter stated that users are asked if they are carrying weapons when 

they arrive on site, and staff hold their weapons while they are in the shelter for safety of all staff and 

users. This informal system has ensured that there are minimal violent encounters within the shelter. 

Shelter users spoke about their experience being involved in violent encounters and spoke about the 

need to fight to protect their friends. They mentioned that they would appreciate actively learning 

healthier strategies to deal with conflicts in their lives, specifically regarding challenges within intimate 

relationships.  

 

Criminal offenders who have substance abuse issues can be referred to the Wellness Court system in 

Yellowknife, which provides 4 weeks in the Withdrawal Management Services program followed by 

treatment. This is federally funded, so there are more treatment options available to meet the unique 

needs of the offender. Unfortunately, the limited territorially funded treatment options do not appear 

to meet the needs of residents of the NWT, so offenders typically have to access treatment out of 

territory through the program. In spite of limitations, the wellness court program provides incentives for 

completion such as counselling, life skills, housing, and the possibility of a reduced sentence. It typically 

sees reduced recidivism of active participants. There is keen interest in implementing a similar court 

treatment model in Hay River but this requires significant community services available, integrated case 

management, and full commitment from the offender to succeed. The South Mackenzie Correctional 

Centre in Hay River provides Indigenous counselling programming and land-based healing opportunities, 

grounded in Dene laws. Other programming offered through the corrections centre support 

reintegration and life skills development.  

 

It is also important to note that drug dealers are not stand-alone individuals – they often live with and 

have children in their care or in their homes who are exposed to drugs every day. This issue is tied in 

closely with community safety and the importance of healthy children and family initiatives that support 

all children to grow up to be healthy adults.  
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Community members referenced family violence and abuse against children not reported due to fear of 

retaliation. This implies that the justice system is not set up to be able to prevent retaliation against 

victims. Community members expressed concerns that offenders are released from the regional 

corrections centre and stay in the community even if they have no home to return to in the community.  

This causes individuals to get caught up again in criminal activities and leads to repeat offences and 

cycles of jail time. They also see that the child protection system is overloaded and social workers’ 

caseloads are too much, leading to high turnover.  
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Health services 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

The Hay River Health and Social Services Authority exists to provide equitable quality care and service 

and encourage individuals, families and communities to make healthy choices. The vision of the HRHSSA 

is to support the health and wellness of residents, provide responsive care, and build a sustainable 

system. In their 2022-2023 annual report, the HRHSSA outlines some of the great work they completed 

that year, including offering traditional foods at their facilities and making over 1500 counselling 

referrals.99 The HRHSSA oversees a variety of programs and services, including but not limited to: 

 Emergency services 

 Outpatient appointments 

 Midwifery 

 Medivac appointments 

 Rehabilitation 

 Healthy Families Program 

 Child and Family Services 

 Meals on Wheels 

 Paid Family Care Pilot Program 

 

Community engagement 

 

There was strong consensus among youth that they want access to a stable and consistent counsellor. It 

is implied that this means not just filling a vacant counsellor position, but ensuring that the counsellor 

has the ability to effectively communicate and build trust with youth. Some youth mentioned that there 

is a mental health and drug crisis in Hay River, and health care systems need to be addressing this. 

Indigenous groups and youth in particular highlight the need for a community dentist given challenges 

with lengthy travel and wait times for dental. Medical travel and lack of comprehensive health care 

services in general was discussed by Indigenous groups as barriers to health and wellbeing, with some 

Indigenous community members reporting feeling “undertreated” for their medical concerns. 

 

A community member who has experience supporting someone with a disability said that while they do 

not find the Hay River healthcare system can adequately meet the needs of those with disabilities, they 

are happy with the system in place to quickly get community members to Edmonton for healthcare 

when needed. Some common concerns are the inability to recruit and retain qualified and experienced 

nurses and doctors. One community member mentioned that there appears to be little accountability if 

mistakes are made, which causes people to lose trust in the system.  

 

Shelter staff and users spoke about the difficult processes in place for shelter users to secure required 

documentation to access healthcare and other government services. This includes inconsistent office 

 
99 Hay River Health and Social Services Authority. 2022-2023 Annual Report. 
https://www.hrhssa.org/uploads/1/2/3/6/123644372/annual_report_2022-2023.pdf.  
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closures, unclear instructions, various locations that residents need to physically go to get 

documentation, and long wait times to receive their identification or required paperwork.  

 

Health Authority staff shared that access to primary care is essential, as this is where chronic disease 

management, and health prevention and promotion occurs. The biggest challenge they note is the lack 

of consistent doctors and nurse practitioners available in community, and recommended that increasing 

the scope of practice for Licensed Practical Nurses would be able to fill some of the gaps. Health 

Authority staff spoke about the benefits of a mobile clinic, though they indicated that given the current 

staff recruitment and retention difficulties, it would likely be difficult to appropriately staff. A number of 

barriers are related to policies and regulations – for example, one community member believes that the 

Northwest Territories Pharmacy Act limits a pharmacist’s authorities, and in a small town like Hay River, 

a pharmacist should be able to use their skills and expertise to better serve their community. 

 

Health Authority staff also spoke about the aging population and the presence of dementia in Hay River. 

To best support residents with dementia, there needs to be community buy-in and special processes in 

place to ensure they remain active in their community. There was a paid family caregiver program that 

was piloted in Hay River recently but it just ended. Other health related areas that need more 

community awareness include life promotion (suicide awareness) and supports for people with ADHD 

and FASD.  

 

Community members said that the staff shortages at the health centre have led to year-long waits. 

Seniors in Hay River mentioned that the physical and mental health service gaps need to be a priority 

within the Healthy Communities Strategy due to the current challenges that are occurring. 

Recommendations from community members to improve the system include advocating for the 

standardization of nation-wide medical certificates to increase the pool of qualified eligible healthcare 

workers. Additionally, there were recommendations to create more incentives for healthcare workers to 

live in Hay River, such as subsidized housing and enhanced culture and recreation opportunities.  
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Climate change adaptation and emergency management 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

The Town of Hay River is developed along the Hay River with considerable housing and other 

infrastructure historically developed along the flood plain. This was most recently evidenced during a 

destructive flood in the spring of 2022, and the community had not experienced flooding of a similar 

magnitude in recent decades. Substantial areas of Vale Island and other lands along the Hay River are 

located within the flood inundation zone.100 The Town has set a high priority to develop and implement 

flood recovery and mitigation plans101 to help guide and damage repair and reduce impact of spring melt 

and ice jam floods. The Town plans to develop a Climate Adaptation Plan that includes fire, water, and 

other damage eventuality impacts.102  

 

The GNWT Department of Environment and Climate Change is updating flood mapping in Hay River 

following the extreme flooding events in 2022. Existing flood mapping is from the 1980s, completed by 

the federal government. The updated GNWT flood maps will be used to prepare preliminary flood 

inundation and flood hazard maps which the department will use to consult with communities in the fall 

of 2024. The department has noted that data gaps remain around the unpredictability and severity of 

impact from ice jam floods. Some scientists report that river dredging can reduce the risk of open-water 

flooding but has the potential to increase the risk or impact of ice jam flooding.103 The complexity of 

climate change and the interplay of mitigation and adaptation measures requires effective collaboration 

in planning and implementing solutions.   

 

The Town’s plans for greenspace and trail remediation coincides often with flood mitigation. For 

example, one of the priorities of the Trails and Greenspace Master Plan will be the review and 

documentation of flood mitigation measures from other parties, such as the GNWT, that protect 

greenspaces and trail systems.  

 

The Town has a Community Wildfire Protection Plan104 and a robust Community Emergency Plan, a 

requirement under the NWT Emergency Management Act, that outlines roles of the GNWT, local 

authorities, partner agencies and individuals, describes an emergency management cycle, and ranks 

regional hazards.105 It also outlines the scope and purpose of completing tabletop exercises - using the 

Emergency Plan in practice scenarios with the Local Emergency Management Organization (LEMO) 

team. It is mentioned in the plan that vulnerable residents, such as seniors, the unhoused population, 

 
100 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 10 
101 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 6.  
102 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 7. 
103 Chloe Williams. “Why won’t anyone help Hay River Dredge? We asked around”, October 5 2022. 
https://cabinradio.ca/106375/news/environment/climate/why-wont-anyone-help-hay-river-dredge-we-asked-around/ 
104 GNWT. Community Wildfire Protection Plan, Hay River.  
105 Town of Hay River. Community Emergency Plan (Town of Hay River, 2024), 10.  
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and those with mobility issues, will be identified ahead of time, when possible, to ensure their safety 

during an emergency. 106 

 

 

Community feedback 

While community evacuations are stressful and have long-lasting negative impacts, one community 

member said that the Hay River evacuations forced residents to support one another and lean on one 

another, which brought everyone to a level playing field, and they cited this as a good example of a way 

to work towards reconciliation.  

Overall, many community members stated that wellness concerns were exacerbated when the COVID-

19 pandemic started and have since increased due to the natural disasters that have impacted Hay River 

(flooding and fires). Many community members have not observed Hay River return to the same state of 

health that it was in prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2022 flood and 2023 wildfire evacuations 

were particularly stressful for the unhoused and vulnerable population, as reported by the community 

NGOs during the Hay River housing planning process.  

One challenge with natural disaster planning, beyond a certain point, is that disasters are becoming 

increasingly unavoidable due to changing climate conditions. Consequently, resources must be allocated 

to preparation and response during and after the event. Effective prevention and response work relies 

heavily on funding and partnerships. Collaborating with federal, territorial, and Indigenous governments 

is crucial to strengthening these initiatives.   

WPFN lands are vulnerable to recurrent flooding and drainage challenges. With federal Disaster 

Mitigation and Adaptation Fund, the Town of Hay River is collaborating with WPFN on enhancements to 

an existing berm to mitigate flood-related hazards to housing and other infrastructure in the West 

Channel. Additional infrastructure improvement needs include drainage and culvert maintenance 

around the Mackenzie Highway. WPFN is pursuing additional funding through the Climate Change 

Preparedness in the North program to complete a community drainage plan and identify values at risk 

to flooding and recommended mitigation measures, including flood development standards.   

Throughout early 2024, the Town of Hay River has updated its Disaster Preparedness and Response 

plans. This process involved regular meetings with stakeholders, conducting training sessions, and 

establishing criteria for relocating vulnerable populations during emergencies. Various communication 

methods, including door-to-door notifications, have been accounted for. While the Town considered 

implementing a siren system, it recognized the potential drawbacks, such as causing unnecessary fear 

due to the lack of contextual information. The Town acknowledges the need to develop strong 

relationships with essential partners, ensuring that critical personnel, such as healthcare and 

transportation workers, remain in the community to effectively address emergencies. Regarding the 

impact that emergencies like floods and wildfires can have on infrastructures, the Town understands the 

need to continue developing a trusting and transparent relationship with the GNWT Department of 

Municipal and Community Affairs (MACA), and clarifying roles and responsibilities. WPFN raised 

 
106 Town of Hay River. Emergency Plan, 27.  
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frustrations with GNWT MACA and the challenges associated with response to the 2022 flood including 

loss of members’ homes and other damages.  

Indigenous communities raised concerns with lack of communications and notification during flood and 

fire emergencies in recent years. The Town is working to push education and awareness about being 

personally prepared and having a plan for oneself and one’s family, without any fearmongering tactics 

included. The Town also dealt with concerns of residents who chose to stay in the town when they were 

asked to evacuate and are concerned that if a resident needs to be rescued, this is taking away 

important resources from other initiatives to combat the emergency at hand.  
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Healthy food systems 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

There is suitable greenfield development running parallel to the Hay River that has the highest 

agricultural capabilities, and growth of this land should balance agriculture opportunities with urban 

growth. The Town is developing an Agriculture Plan which will provide guidance on lands for which to 

acquire title for agricultural purposes.107 

 

In the Community Plan, the Town’s policies regarding food production and land use include:108 

 supporting community gardens for personal consumption and recreation 

 backing agricultural production 

 considering suitable locations for agricultural processing or industrial facilities within designated 
areas 
 

Both the agriculture and forestry sectors have significant potential for redevelopment in Hay River, 

including food and forest product processing and manufacturing opportunities.109   The Town of Hay 

River has an agriculture strategy from 2014 that now requires a refresh and reflection into broader 

community and business planning initiatives. This strategy provides 20 recommendations under 3 

strategic goals: enable urban agriculture, designate agricultural lands, and support agricultural 

development. In early 2024, a desktop-based study of Hay River’s food system was also completed for 

the Canadian Privy Council Office.110 A limitation cited in this study is the lack of community-specific 

engagement to support the recommendations put forward. The report provides an overview of recent 

activities in the local and regional food system and recommends actions to support food production, 

processing and distribution, including waste management, marketing, and business planning.  

The Territorial Agrifood Association (TAA) is a non-profit that supports and advocates on behalf of 

individuals, businesses, and organizations in the agri-food sector. The TAA promotes entrepreneurship 

and innovation in the industry to encourage more sustainable Northern food systems and food 

sovereignty. Many of its board members have been based in Hay River. The TAA highlighted 

opportunities to work with communities to support partnership development and provide pathfinding 

support for project funds.  

The Town is a key partner in supporting local agriculture and food systems revitalization. The Town of 

Hay River owns the land on which the former Northern Farming Training Institute (NFTI) was based. The 

non-profit was dissolved in 2019 and many of the structures and other assets on the property were lost 

or damaged by the 2023 wildfires. Since then, the TAA has been engaging with the Town, residents, and 

 
107 Town of Hay River. Strategic Plan, 7 
108 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 19 
109 Qatalyst Research Group. Regional Economic Development Plan. 
110 Two World Consulting. Regional Food System Assessment of Hay River and Enterprise, Northwest Territories: Identifying 
Economic Opportunities. Final Report, March 27, 2024.  
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stakeholders to plan next steps for the site, with the goal of resuming use of the site for agri-food 

purposes as soon as possible.111 

KFN’s Wellness Plan indicates a desire for members to eat nutritiously, including increasingly more 

traditional foods being harvested and shared.112 

 

Community engagement 

 

Food security and access to healthy and affordable food is a key determinant of health. The TAA cited 

that about 70% of food produced in Canada is exported. The environmental and economic cost of 

shipping food produced in the South to the NWT is significant and is not sustainable. Climate change and 

the increasing incidences of disruption to transportation corridors for southern food imports to the 

territory highlight the importance of building sustainable local and regional food systems across the 

NWT. Indigenous community members in particular spoke of challenges with the high cost of healthy 

food, indicating that food quality is better and prices are cheaper in centres such as Yellowknife. There is 

a community soup kitchen which is supported through a number of partner organizations and 

volunteers in the community, providing meals to those who are food insecure. With development of the 

new long term care and senior’s facilities in Hay River, and identified need for transitional housing 

development, community gardens and local food production present complimentary program and 

business opportunities. Some community ideas for repurposing the NFTI site include establishment of a 

farm to table restaurant that can provide training and catering services in the community.  

 

Youth can access food at the Youth Centre, and programming can be made available to teach them 

related life skills as well. Youth feedback related to nutrition and food security heavily focused on the 

lack of variety of food available via fast food joints and restaurants. Youth also spoke about the need for 

easier access to traditional foods, for people of all cultures.  

 

There are a number of connected barriers for local and regional agrifood development that must be 

addressed collectively to build the foundation for revitalization of commercial agriculture in the 

community. Those most commonly noted are limited access to designated agricultural land, limited 

infrastructure and supply chain distribution channels creating logistical barriers to market access, and 

the need for marketing and business planning supports.   

 

Notably, the 2022 flood and 2023 wildfires had a devastating impact on businesses in Hay River and 

commercial agriculture productions were among the hardest hit. There is a strong linkage between 

community planning around climate change and identification of mitigation measures for agricultural 

development. One example would be to create housing for summer agriculture production that includes 

movable structures (e.g., tiny homes) which can be repurposed for other market housing needs, such as 

student housing and tourism. Another is to repurpose community firebreaks and burn areas for berry 

and other crop production.  

 
111 Simona Rosenfeld. ”Hay River wants your input on the future of former NFTI farmland”, February 3, 2024. 
https://cabinradio.ca/169466/news/south-slave/hay-river/hay-river-wants-your-input-on-the-future-of-the-former-nfti-
farmland/.  
112 K’átł’odeeche First Nation. Wellness Plan, 5. 
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A significant amount of arable land around Hay River is withdrawn for settlement of the Dehcho claim, 

but private title is not a necessary requirement for funding. Stakeholders recommended designating 

affordable leased land for agricultural development and establishing small plots with available financing. 

Urban agriculture production can be encouraged through the repurposing of vacant lots for food 

production and processing. It was suggested that the Town pursue development of a business and 

innovation centre that explores innovation technologies and approaches for diverting agricultural waste 

products for secondary manufacturing purposes.  

 

Stakeholders in the agriculture sector expressed the need to create incentives for farm development 

and for the Town of Hay River to “champion the cause” in revitalizing Hay River as a hub for agricultural 

research and development. It was recommended that agriculture partnerships be strengthened through 

creation of a regional food advisory committee that reports to community leadership. This committee 

could research best practices, support marketing, and prepare collaborative funding proposals. The TAA 

or the NWTAC may be able to provide coordination and pathfinding supports for the committee. A key 

part of the committee’s work would be to identify opportunities to strengthen supply chains and 

promote integration of agricultural production systems between communities, identifying innovative 

solutions to transportation and marketing challenges.  

 

Political leadership and the Town can play a pivotal role in driving and supporting entrepreneurial 

development. For example, providing tax breaks to stores and restaurants that sell locally grown food 

and providing subsidized electricity rates to support business development and sustainable operations. 

Partnership with universities and other organizations can enable participatory farmer-led research that 

harnesses the skills and knowledge of community members and benefits local food systems 

development, providing technology, training, and marketing supports.   

 

Indigenous communities such as WPFN have an interest in expanding community garden production. 

WPFN had a community greenhouse that was lost in the 2022 flood and has a strong interest in seeking 

funding to restart this program, which can be integrated with other youth, culture, and housing 

programming.  
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Safe and reliable transportation 
 

Review of existing plans and documents 

 

Hay River does not have a community transportation strategy. The Town understands that 

transportation infrastructure is key to community wellness and health, as well as economic sustainability 

– it strives to support vehicular, bicycle, and walking infrastructure for a diverse range of options. Some 

other key transportation initiatives include: 113 

 exploring the concept of a bridge linking the downtown with Kátł'odeeche First Nation Reserve 
to foster community wellness and more cultural tourism options 

 Possible relocation of the airport to Pine Point Highway to free up current site for community 
growth 

 

Community engagement 

 

Consensus among community members is that the lack of transportation options for community 

members, notably those who live outside of the central Hay River neighborhoods, seniors, and those 

with disabilities, is having a significantly adverse effect. Community members spoke about a bus route 

that once existed that would be effective if brought back, which would include a regularly scheduled 

route at key times of the day. Historical challenges were also discussed – with buses, it was difficult to 

find enough staff who had the appropriate license. Issues of safety for taxi drivers was also cited as a 

factor preventing this servcie.   

 

The Town referenced a need to change by-laws to allow for ridesharing programs to operate in Hay 

River, which would also provide part-time employment to local residents. One classroom of youth 

believed that Hay River may be too small of a community to warrant the use of a bus. Youth indicated 

that there needs to be more awareness and supports in place to prevent drunk driving, and that having 

a taxi service is one way to contribute to this. Youth also spoke about how it is difficult for visitors of the 

community to get around and experience Hay River without adequate transportation options. They also 

mentioned the need for a used car dealership to make purchasing personal vehicles is more affordable.  

 

Regarding in-community ground transportation needs for medical services, transportation options need 

to have special consideration for patients, with strong partnerships and communications with all service 

providers involved in their healthcare delivery. It is important to ensure that there are not restrictions 

on who can use the services such that the people who actually need it cannot access it, and it is 

important that this is a full-service transportation that is not reliant on volunteers.  

 

The Yellowknife Women’s Society runs a street outreach van in Yellowknife with funding provided 

through the City of Yellowknife. A similar service in Hay River could be offered to provide food, 

resources (such as drug testing kits) and transportation to unhoused people in the community, 

facilitating access to medical services at the hospital. A disability van was previously run the Hay River 

 
113 Town of Hay River. Community Plan, 20 
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Council for Person’s with Disabilities, but this service ended due to lack of funding and inability to find a 

driver. It was noted that the school Safe Grad committee offers a sober ride pick-up services during 

community events and this could be a model to formalize and expand upon for ongoing services. 
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