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Town of Hay River
COMMUNITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

1.0

2.0

INTRODUCTION

CURRENT ECONOMIC CONDITIONS IN HAY RIVER

Hay River, often called “the Hub of the North,” is a strategically important community in the Northwest Territories, 
that is well positioned for economic growth despite the broader territorial challenges related to the downturn in 
the Northwest Territories’ diamond industry.

As described in the Town of Hay River’s overarching 2025-28 Strategic Plan, the Town of Hay River has developed 
this Community Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) that aims to leverage Hay River’s existing strengths, 
address its vulnerabilities, and foster sustainable economic growth for its residents.

The Town of Hay River CEDS was developed with oversight from the Town Council’s Economic Development 
Committee with representation from businesses and organizations from the community. Key socio-economic 
indicators were compiled to better understand existing economic conditions in Hay River and key trends. Develop-
ment of the strategy also included community engagement through key informant interviews with representatives 
from across economic sectors and a survey to gather residents’ views on key elements of the strategy. A literature 
review of government initiatives to support economic growth and of various other economic development strate-
gies was also completed.

In Section 2 an overview of the current economic trends in Hay River is provided, while Section 3 provides the 
results of the community engagement. The vision and strategic goals and objectives are provided in Section 4 and 
actions for the Town of Hay River to advance to achieve the vision and goals are presented in Section 5. Overall 
responsibility and prioritization for the Town of Hay River actions are described in Section 6. Key performance 
measures to be monitored for the economy of Hay River are described in Section 7.

To examine economic conditions in Hay River it is useful to examine trends in key economic and other socio-eco-
nomic indicators. Examining this information over time provides a profile of important trends and comparisons 
with similar-sized communities helps to provide important context.

A key consideration in examining economic conditions for Hay River is to provide trends in key indicators over 
time and with overall results for Canada and the Northwest Territories (NWT) as appropriate. As noted, compar-
isons have also been provided with similar-sized communities as this may be more representative than compari-
sons with territorial or national indicators.

For this strategy comparisons are provided between Hay River and Inuvik NT, High Level AB, Peace River AB and 
Smithers BC.
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The most recent information is provided for each socio-economic indicator. There is often a lag in indicators pro-
duced at the community level, but as noted, trends over time and comparisons with other communities may be 
most critical in assessing economic conditions in Hay River.

Appendix A provides detailed information for the statistical profile for Hay River, while in this section key  
information is highlighted.

Personal Income

Probably the most critical indicator for community economic activity is personal income. For Hay River, a commu-
nity with an estimated population of 3,349 residents, total personal income was $192.87 million in 2023.

While annual growth in total personal income is somewhat volatile, in the past five years annual growth has av-
eraged 1.1% for Hay River. This compares with the average annual income growth of 3.3% for the NWT over the 
same period. Inflation over the same five years averaged 3.3%.

A notable trend in Hay River income is the change in source. In 2012, 83% of personal income came from em-
ployment compared with 76% in 2023. Government transfers comprised 9% of total income, compared with 11% 
in 2023, and other income sources represented 8% of total income in 2012 compared with 13% in 2023. This is 
likely reflective of the changing demographic structure in Hay River described below.

Hay River has the highest median household income amongst the five comparable communities at 
$119,000, while Smithers has the lowest at $85,000. This is reflected in 42% of Hay River households with 
total income of more than $150,000. For the comparable communities. This value is 37% in Inuvik, 27% in 
High Level and Peace River, and 18% in Smithers.
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Labour Market Conditions

Based on the 2024 NWT Community Survey, Hay River continued to have strong labour market conditions. The 
overall labour market participation rate was 73.0% and the unemployment rate was 3.5%. While methodological 
differences make trend analysis somewhat challenging, there is evidence of lower overall employment levels over 
time. This is consistent with the population declines described below and reflects the NWT trend that, in many 
cases, residents tend to migrate when employment opportunities decline.

Examining the labour market conditions with comparable communities shows that Hay River is comparable with 
the other communities, with the exception of High Level, where labour market participation is very high. It is 
noteworthy that public sector employment plays a greater role in Hay River accounting for 40% of employment, 
compared with 33% in High Level, 30% in Peace River and 29% in Smithers. The public sector accounts for 53% of 
the employment in Inuvik.

Key Economic Sectors

Information on the number of jobs per 100 residents by industry is presented below. Using jobs per 100 residents 
demonstrates the impact of each sector independent of other sectors (e.g., percent distribution results in strength 
in one sector making other sectors appear less important).

This information, when compared with other communities, indicates the role of core sectors in Hay River. Mining, 
utilities, construction and transportation are strong contributors when compared to the other communities identi-
fied. The role of the public sector and retail trade are also apparent.

Jobs per 100 Residents, by Selected Industries, 2021 Census

The lower rate of jobs in accommodation and food services and for all other sectors indicate areas where the Hay 
River economy lag behind High Level, Peace River and Smithers.

 Hay River Inuvik High Level Peace River Smithers

Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction 3.00 0.32 1.15 3.10 2.14

Utilities 2.52 1.28 0.25 0.60 0.28

Construction 3.79 4.62 2.68 3.32 4.00

Retail trade 7.73 4.78 7.39 8.84 8.00

Transportation and warehousing 3.00 1.91 2.17 2.27 4.00

Accommodation and food services 1.74 1.91 3.57 5.14 4.09

Public administration 9.31 14.34 3.70 4.76 5.21

Educational services 3.79 5.90 5.99 4.46 3.72

Health care and social assistance 8.68 7.81 7.01 6.95 7.16

All Other Industries 11.52 10.20 16.32 15.33 16.46
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Population Change

A challenging area for Hay River is the overall population change. The Hay River population in 2024 was

3,349 but the trend since 2001, provided below, shows that the population showed little growth between

2001 and 2016, and has been declining since.

Economic growth is challenging without population growth. Potential employees for businesses to expand
are limited and demand for service industries declines as the population declines.

The economic impact of population decline is further noted in the change by age category. While the total
population declined by 12.5% over the last 20 years, this value varies considerably by age category.
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Of particular note is a decline of -28.2% among residents 15 to 24 years of age and -19.4% among residents
25-59 years of age. These categories are most critical for labour supply. These declines are partly offset by an 
increase of 138.2% in the Seniors population aged 60 years and over.

The number of children in Hay River also declined with those under 5 declining by -45.3% and those 5-14 years 
of age declining by -40.9% over the last twenty years.

Comparing population change in Hay River with comparable communities shows that Hay River experienced the 
greatest decline of the five communities between the 2001 and 2021 Census. Each of the comparable communi-
ties are experiencing declines in the number of children and increases in Seniors population.

For the 20-59 age category, the decline between the 2001 and the 2021 Census in Hay River of -15% compares 
with increases of 1% for Inuvik, 1% for High Level, and 2% for Peace River. The number of 20–59 year-olds in 
Smithers declined by -8% between 2001 and 2021.

Other Socio-Economic Indicators

Information on education levels in Hay River indicate a similar pattern as Canada. Examining those with a
post-secondary certificate, diploma or degree shows a greater proportion of residents with certificates or
diplomas, including trades, in Hay River and a greater emphasis on degrees for Canada as a whole.

Housing information indicates that adequacy for existing housing stock is the most prevalent problem in

Hay River with 23.2% of households reporting need for major repairs in 2024. Affordability problems were

reported by 12.8% of households and suitability or crowding issues by 2.7%.
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The prevalence of adequacy issues in Hay River is similar to Inuvik, but is about three time higher than the three 
comparable southern communities.

Comparing other housing information with comparable communities shows Hay River is similar in terms of the age 
of the housing stock and has slightly higher levels of ownership. Hay River has a lower proportion of apartments 
and row housing compared with other communities, and there is a lower proportion of condominiums.

The average value of homeownership units is similar in Hay River to Inuvik and Peace River. High Level has a lower 
average value, and Smither has a significantly higher average value. Rents are similar, but some caution needs to 
be taken given the number of social housing units in Hay River and Inuvik.

As part of developing the Hay River Community Economic Development Strategy, engagement with residents was 
undertaken to gather views on Hay River’s economic strengths and opportunities, as well as challenges and future 
risks facing the community. First, business owners, leaders of community service organizations, and Indigenous 
governments were contacted to complete detailed key informant interviews. In addition, an online survey of all 
residents was conducted to obtain views of residents on the Hay River economy.

Summaries of the results of the engagement is provided in Appendix B. This section provides an overview of ob-
servations gathered from the community engagement. It describes what was articulated, but does not assess the 
validity of the observations themselves. The insights are categorized into Hay River’s current economic strengths 
and potential future opportunities, and current economic challenges and future risks.

Economic Strengths and Opportunities

Key informants identified numerous existing strengths and potential future opportunities that position Hay River 
for economic growth.

It was frequently noted that Hay River is often referred to as the “Hub of the North” due to its critical role in con-
necting the NWT to southern Canada via road, rail, and marine transport. This provides a logistical advantage for 
trade, shipping, and supply chain operations, as the town serves as an entry point for goods into the NWT.  
The community has good accessibility by road, rail (to Enterprise), and air, including being a 10-hour drive from 
Edmonton with easy access to Alberta via the highway. Its proximity to other NWT communities is also  
considered an advantage.

The community is described as welcoming, with a strong sense of community spirit and a resilient, closeknit pop-
ulation with a strong work ethic. It’s viewed as a safe place for kids and a good option for young families. Many 
considered the cost of living reasonable, making it an affordable place to live. The community also boasts a strong 
volunteer base, good schools (including a French school), and quality recreational opportunities and infrastructure.

Respondents identified that Hay River exhibits an entrepreneurial spirit and a “can do” atÝtude. The private sector 
is a key economic driver, with many family-owned businesses and local ownership. The town is a headquarters 
for industries looking to enter the NWT and is viewed as having a diversified economy including manufacturing, 
supply, fishing, government, and transportation. It has a solid base of industrial businesses and three manufactur-
ing facilities. Hay River is located near significant forestry, mining (Pine Point), and fishing resources and acts as 

3.0 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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a service hub. The town government is viewed as pro-business and has made land available for housing. Finally, 
some respondents noted that while the community has an abundance of skilled tradespeople they are currently 
fully employed, so shortages persist.

Hay River is also seen as possessing significant potential for tourism, including cultural tourism, with access to the 
Great Slave Lake, the Mackenzie River, and local cultural and natural attractions. Aurora viewing, nearby attrac-
tions like three sets of falls along Highway #1 and Fisherman’s Wharf, and recreation are all seen as potential 
tourism drivers.

The proposed Pine Point Mine project is seen as a key opportunity for growth in population and services, along 
with other potential major projects such as Nachalacho, LiFT Power, Fortune and other strategic infrastructure 
projects in the NWT. However, there is some recognition and concern that the market is tough and that none of 
these projects are a certainty.

Respondents felt that opportunities exist to improve rail and marine transportation infrastructure to attract ad-
ditional logistics businesses and government investment. A strategy is needed for the future of Marine Transport 
Services (MTS) to ensure its growth and continued presence in Hay River. The CANDO Rail site could potentially 
be further promoted and play an important role in major infrastructure and mining projects in the Mackenzie Valley 
and the Slave Geological Province.

While tourism is a potential growth area, respondents feel better products and hospitality infrastructure are  
needed, specifically quality hotels and restaurants. Possible opportunities include jet boat races, developing the 
Fisherman’s Wharf into a year-round operation, and capitalizing on fishing tourism, which is described as an  
“untapped gold mine”.

Agriculture was identified as an opportunity to increase population and services, with the potential to use  
backhaul on empty refrigerated trucks to ship products. However, respondents felt that agriculture is currently 
limited by land availability due to unsettled land claims. Forestry and logging could help mitigate wildfires 

and clean up old growth.

Other activities to support future opportunities included attracting remote workers and digital entrepreneurs by 
improving internet infrastructure, exploring renewable energy sources (solar, biomass) to reduce dependence on 
fossil fuels, developing market housing inventory, and working with Indigenous governments and businesses to 
strengthen partnerships. Capturing government spending, attracting seniors with adequate housing and care ser-
vices, and exploring waste management opportunities were also noted.

Economic Challenges and Risks

Community engagement respondents identified several challenges and risks affecting the economy of Hay River.

Respondents noted that the community is experiencing population declines along with an aging population, which 
risks leading to a retirement-based economy. Hay River has a small population and faces a persistent issue with 
attracting and retaining workers and families, especially young people. The community has a tight labor market and a 
shortage of skilled trades. Limited access to specialized training and post-secondary education locally is also a factor.

A major barrier to population growth and retention identified is a significant shortage of affordable and adequate 
housing. Rental prices are considered too high, and the quality of housing is viewed as the biggest challenge for 
recruitment and retention. Some families have left due to being unable to find adequate housing. The town also 
has a problem with a vacant high-rise building which negatively impacts morale.
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There were concerns that the centralization of territorial government jobs in Yellowknife is a disadvantage. Some 
respondents identified a lack of hotel accommodation and quality hotel rooms as limiting tourism and the ability to 
host conferences. Concerns about the future of the fishing industry and marine transportation were noted, along 
with the future of the rail line connecting Hay River to Enterprise.

Some respondents expressed concern that the Town’s approach to lot development and government services is 
perceived as more focused on revenue maximization rather than incentivizing population growth. This was seen as 
a missed opportunity. It was reported that here is no real incentive program from the Town to support economic 
development. The local Chamber of Commerce is currently inactive and disengaged, leading to a lack of promo-
tional efforts and collaboration.

Respondents stated that Hay River is often bypassed in favour of Yellowknife or High Level, and its low trading 
volume means it lacks box stores. The community suffers from a lack of amenities compared to places like High 
Level or Yellowknife. It was reported that local businesses struggle with high operational costs due to expensive 
materials, energy, and transportation and e-commerce is negatively impacting local retail.

Social issues, including drug use and crime, impact perceptions about the community. Some view that it is difÏcult 
for newcomers to be accepted into the community, and that this, along with other factors like the lack of perma-
nent doctors and limited activities for children, are detrimental to attracting and retaining people.

Climate risks such as flooding and wildfires have disrupted the economy and infrastructure. Low water levels are a 
concern for the future of the Mackenzie River transport system and local fishers. Other disadvantages include the 
short building season, local topography, and a lack of available land for both general development and agriculture.

Recognizing Hay River’s role as a transportation and logistics hub, a significant economic risk identified was the 
vulnerability to a downturn in the diamond mining sector. Regulatory delays or lack of support for major infra-
structure projects within the NWT were also noted as a risk to the future economy. The future risk of major  
employers relocating from Hay River was also noted as a potential challenge. 

There is a recognition that there are considerable economic impacts from a stagnant or declining population  
particularly related to young people. Impacts on the labour market, growth in business opportunities and  
municipal tax revenue were noted.

To effectively develop and implement a community economic development strategy, a clear vision for the future 
state of the economy of Hay River along with a set of goals that support that vision needs to be described.

The vision is intended to capture a future for the economy of Hay River, and is often thought of in terms of a 
fifteen or twenty-year time horizon. Goals are broad statements of “how” the vision will be achieved. It should 
be noted that many players beyond the municipal government will contribute to achieving the economic vision 
including other levels of government, the private sector and community organizations. Actions provided in Section 
5 are specific to the Town of Hay River and steps it may take to help achieve the vision and goals. These actions 
have a shorter time frame, typically three to five years.

VISION
As noted, a strategic vison is intended to provide an overall direction and objective for a strategy that describes a 
future state for Hay River that will guide overall strategic goals and actions for the Town of Hay River to pursue in 
support of the vision.

4.0 VISION AND GOALS
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To strengthen and expand its role as the Hub of the North, Hay River will leverage its strategic location to 
grow a resilient, diversified economy that provides opportunities for all.

Hay River Community Economic Development Strategy Vision

STRATEGIC GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

Strategic goals and objectives are required to provide direction for specific actions the Town of Hay River can  
undertake to achieve the overall vision.

1. Strengthen Key Economic Drivers

Goal: Capitalize on the community’s role as a transportation hub and a service center.

Objectives:
•	 Attract logistics businesses and government investment by supporting improvements in rail and 

marine transportation infrastructure.

•	 Support the potential of the Cando Rail site as an inter-modal hub.

•	 Provide support to existing local businesses to help them grow and thrive.

•	 Work with Indigenous businesses to grow the economy.

•	 Promote Hay River as “the” service center for the South Slave Region and gateway to the NWT.

2. Develop New Economic Opportunities

Goal: Diversify the economy by exploring new sectors with growth potential.

Objectives:
•	 Support the development of the Pine Point Mine and other mining projects to stimulate 

population and service growth.

•	 Brand Hay River and promote tourism, with a focus on attractions like aurora viewing, fishing, 
recreational opportunities and cultural tourism.

•	 Explore renewable energy sources like solar and biomass to reduce operational costs for 
businesses and residents.

•	 Support growth in economic sectors that further diversify the economy including agriculture, 
retail and wholesale trade, manufacturing, business services, and arts and cultural industries.
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3. Enhance Community and Quality of Life

Goal: Address challenges related to population decline and a tight labor market by making the 
community more attractive to new residents.

Objectives:
•	 Increase the availability of affordable and adequate housing to support population growth  

and retention.

•	 Promote the town as a good place to live and work for families, young professionals and  
remote workers.

•	 Collaborate with educational providers to offer local skills training that aligns with  
job opportunities.

•	 Improve amenities and infrastructure to better compete with other communities.

5.0
ACTIONS TO ADVANCE THE HAY RIVER COMMUNITY ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

While a clear vision and goals are the foundation of a strategy, the actions included are the tangible outcomes that 
advance the community towards the vision. The vision and goals describe a future economy, and there are many 
stakeholders who will impact achieving the vision. The Town of Hay River is one of these stakeholders along with 
the private sector, the federal, territorial and Indigenous governments, community organizations and residents.

The following actions are proposed for the Town of Hay River to advance the vision and strategic 
goals and objectives outlined for the Community Economic Development Strategy.

The actions have been organized into four themes, with each contributing to the vision 
and goals. Actions under each theme may contribute to more than one goal.

Support Existing Businesses and  
Attract New Businesses

Promote Hay River as a Place  
to Live and Work

Work with Partners to Support 

Economic Development for Hay River

Support Development of Additional 
Housing Stock
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Support Existing Businesses and Attract New Businesses

Work with Partners to Support Economic Development for Hay River

1.	 Examine the impacts and benefits associated with resource and other development projects, 
such as the proposed Pine Point Mine Project, and how the Town might assist Hay River  
businesses to seize opportunities from these projects and also attract new investment  
into the community.

2.	 Develop a detailed strategy to position and brand Hay River as the transportation and logistical 
hub for major resource and other development projects.

3.	 Examine approaches to use property tax breaks and or holidays to attract new businesses to 
locate and invest in Hay River.

4.	 Develop a plan to ensure commercial/industrial land is available in Hay River to attract new 
businesses to meet current and future opportunities (both public and private sectors).

5.	 Support the expansion of Hay River as “the” regional service center in the South Slave. 

6.	 Develop a detailed assessment of a small business incubator and/or co-working space to sup-
port diversification and small business development.

7.	 Create a strategy to support the growth of the commercial agriculture sector in the surrounding 
areas of Hay River.

8.	 Support tourism by working with the NWT Tourism Association to develop a Hay River focused 
promotion initiative; ensuring highway and community signage that promotes visiting Hay River 
and locating recreational and other activities; improving communications, including social media, 
that promote and market Hay River as a destination for meetings, conferences and territorial, 
regional and local events; and supporting the development of tourism infrastructure.

9.	 Promote public sector expenditures as a driver of economic activity: could include improving 
communication of capital plans to business community; communicating operating expenditures 
as an investment in the local economy; and optimizing procurement policies.

10.	Support actions to enhance Hay River’s Fisherman Wharf as an opportunity for small business 
and craftsmen to sell their goods.

11.	Develop an overarching intergovernmental strategy to guide and focus engagement with terri-
torial, federal and Indigenous governments to advance economic development priorities.

12.	Advance improvements in key infrastructure including the Hay River airport and MTS infrastruc-
ture (harbour and rail); support for the inter-modal transportation hub at Enterprise; and maxi-
mizing options for continued rail infrastructure into Hay River.

13.	Engage the GNWT to seek a “stay” of CN Rail’s intention to decommission the rail line between 
Enterprise and Hay River.

14.	Formalize and improve the relationship and create partnerships with the Kátł’odeeche First 
Nation, Hay River Metis Government Council and West Point First Nation.

15.	Support business event networking events including working in cooperation to support the 
reestablishment of the Hay River Chamber of Commerce.
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16.	Strengthen approaches to improve communication by using an integrated approach to address-
ing Town, Territorial, and Indigenous government economic development issues.

17.	Support education through enhanced summer and experiential learning opportunities; and 
exploring options for supporting community groups that provide educational services, including 
literacy programs, tutoring, and STEM education.

18.	Advance workforce development by supporting establishing connections between local busi-
nesses and educational service providers to ensure training programs meet the needs of local 
employers; and creating a committee to coordinate local workforce and education initiatives, 
share data and information on the Hay River labour market, job postings, education and training 
programs, and advocate for federal and territorial workforce development programs to amplify 
impacts on the local economy.

19.	Create and implement a plan to attract new residents that could include marketing, providing 
property tax breaks for new residents, and supporting activities to attract and support new 
residents to Canada.

20.	Creation of “investor toolkit” to promote investment.

21.	Ensure that the Town of Hay River is supportive of existing businesses and supporting new 
ones through reducing red tape; providing online services to businesses; and providing welcome 
package for new businesses and residents.

22.	Enhancing Hay River as a vibrant community by exploring arts and entertainment opportunities 
in the downtown and beautification initiatives like improvements and enforcement of the  
Unsightly/Community Standards Bylaw; and implementing improvements in parks.

23.	Examine the use of financial tools and incentives that support housing development such as 
property tax abatements or credits for housing developments, and/or leasing or selling town-
owned land at reduced rates for housing developments.

24.	Work with Indigenous governments, developers, large employers, and government agencies 
to promote partnerships that would expand land for housing and housing stock that supports 
recruiting and retaining labour supply.

25.	Work with Housing NWT and CMHC to provide direct housing supports to ensure an adequate 
supply of affordable and well-maintained housing, including supports such as down payment 
assistance, low-interest loans for major repairs to existing stock, and first-time buyer supports.

26.	Examine opportunities to support additional higher-density housing (e.g., duplexes, triplexes, 
apartments), and opportunities to streamline building permit approvals or improve other issues 
with red tape to speed up permitÝng housing projects.

27.	Review applicable building codes and regulations to ensure barriers aren’t in place that limit 
housing development.

Promote Hay River as a Place to Live and Work

Support Development of Additional Housing Stock
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6.0 PERFORMANCE MONITORING

7.0 IMPLEMENTATION

Performance monitoring is an important component to track the implementation of the Community Economic 
Development Strategy and the performance of the Hay River economy.

In terms of reporting on the implementation of the planned actions, an annual public report on implementation of 
the actions should be prepared. This will inform stakeholders on progress and should include other activities that 
support the Hay River economy.

Outcome indicators that provide information on the economy’s performance should be included in the progress 
report. Outcome indicators will never capture all aspects of the economy, but should have the following character-
istics: (1) readily available and reported on an ongoing basis; and (2) simple to understand and reflective of overall 
economic performance.

Implementation of actions associated with the Hay River Community Economic Development Strategy will
take time and resources. The table below provides a listing of each action, the goals it supports, the
action’s priority, the action area it supports, and the primary responsibility.

The priority associated with each action has been classified as:

Urgent – those actions that should be initiated as soon as possible;

High – actions that should be initiated in the next 12 to 24 months; and

Medium – actions that should be initiated in a 2 to 3 year time frame.

Three core indicators are proposed:

Each of these indicators are readily available from the NWT Bureau of Statistics (www.statsnwt.ca)

Growth in total personal income

Growth in employment income

Population Growth
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In some cases, actions propose the development of more detailed strategies or research to be undertaken on the 
feasibility of approaches. The results of this work may indicate additional actions be undertaken. External factors 
may also influence timing and priorities for actions.

Primary responsibility identifies those with the main responsibility for the action, it does not suggest that they 
would be acting alone. Many actions will require support of various staff and in some cases external expertise may 
be required.

 Action Goals  
Supported

Priority Action Area Primary  
Responsibility

Urgent Priority—Action Items that Should Be Initiated as Soon as Possible

1.	 Examine the impacts and benefits 
associated with resource and other 
development projects, such as the 
proposed Pine Point Mine Project, and 
how the Town might assist Hay River 
businesses to seize opportunities from 
these projects and also attract new 
investment into the community.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Urgent

Support Existing 
Businesses and 
Attract New 
Businesses

Economic 
Development
Coordinator

2.	 Develop a detailed strategy to position 
and brand Hay River as the transportation 
and logistical hub for major resource and 
other development projects.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Urgent

Support Existing 
Businesses and 
Attract New 
Businesses

Economic 
Development
Coordinator

7.	 Create a strategy to support the growth 
of the commercial agriculture sector in 
the surrounding areas of Hay River.

Goal 2 Urgent

Support Existing 
Businesses and 
Attract New 
Businesses

Economic 
Development
Coordinator

8.	 Support tourism by working with the 
NWT Tourism Association to develop a 
Hay River focused promotion initiative; 
ensuring highway and community 
signage that promotes visiting Hay River 
and locating recreational and other 
activities; improving communications, 
including social media, that promote 
and market Hay River as a destination 
for meetings, conferences and 
territorial, regional and local events; and 
supporting the development of tourism 
infrastructure.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Urgent

Support Existing 
Businesses and 
Attract New 
Businesses

SAO & Economic
Development 
Coordinator

11.	 Develop an overarching 
intergovernmental strategy to guide and 
focus engagement with territorial, federal 
and Indigenous government to advance 
economic development priorities.

Goal 2 Urgent

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic
Development for 
Hay River

Mayor & Council
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 Action Goals  
Supported

Priority Action Area Primary  
Responsibility

12.	 Advance improvements in key 
infrastructure including the Hay River 
airport and MTS infrastructure (harbour 
and rail); support for the inter-modal 
transportation hub at Enterprise; and 
maximizing options for continued rail 
infrastructure into Hay River.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Urgent

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

Mayor & Council

13.	 Engage the GNWT to seek a “stay”  
of CN Rail’s intention to decommission 
the rail line between Enterprise  
and Hay River.

Goal 1 Urgent

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

Mayor & Council

14.	 Formalize and improve the relationship 
and create partnerships with the 
Kátł’odeeche First Nation, Hay River 
Metis Government Council and West 
Point First Nation.

Goal 2 Urgent

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

Mayor & Council

27.	 Review applicable building codes and 
regulations to ensure barriers aren’t in 
place that limit housing development.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Urgent

Support
Development of
Additional
Housing Stock

Director of
Infrastructure and
Planning Services

High Priority—Action Items that Should Be Initiated within the Next 12 to 24 Months

3.	 Examine approaches to use property tax 
breaks and or holidays to attract new 
businesses to locate and invest in Hay River.

Goal 2 High

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Director of 
Corporate
Services and
Economic 
Development
Coordinator

4.	 Develop a plan to ensure commercial/
industrial land is available in Hay River to 
attract new businesses to meet current 
and future opportunities (both public 
and private sectors).

Goal 2 High

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Director of
Infrastructure and
Planning Services

5.	 Support the expansion of Hay River  
as “the” regional service center in  
the South Slave.

Goal 1 High

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Economic
Development
Coordinator

December 2025 | 15
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 Action Goals  
Supported

Priority Action Area Primary  
Responsibility

9.	 Promote public sector expenditures 
as a driver of economic activity: could 
include Improving communication of 
capital plans to business community; 
communicating operating expenditures 
as an investment in the local economy; 
and optimizing procurement policies.

Goal 1
Goal 2

High

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Economic
Development
Coordinator

15.	 Support business event networking 
events including working in cooperation 
to support the reestablishment of the 
Hay River Chamber of Commerce.

Goal 1 High

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

SAO & Economic
Development
Coordinator

17.	 Support education through enhanced 
summer and experiential learning 
opportunities; and exploring options  
for supporting community groups  
that provide educational services, 
including literacy programs, tutoring,  
and STEM education;

Goal 3 High

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

Economic
Development
Coordinator

18.	 Advance workforce development by 
supporting establishing connections 
between local businesses and 
educational service providers to ensure 
training programs meet the needs 
of local employers; and creating a 
committee to coordinate local workforce 
and education initiatives, share data 
and information on the Hay River 
labour market, job postings, education 
and training programs, and advocate 
for federal and territorial workforce 
development programs to amplify 
impacts on the local economy.

Goal 3 High

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic 
Development for 
Hay River

Economic
Development
Coordinator

19.	 Create and implement a plan to attract 
new residents that could include 
marketing, providing property tax breaks 
for new residents, and supporting 
activities to attract and support new 
residents to Canada.

Goal 3 High
Promote Hay
River as a Place to
Live and Work

SAO & Economic
Development
Coordinator

20.	 Creation of “investor toolkit” to  
promote investment. Goal 2 High

Promote Hay
River as a Place to
Live and Work

Economic
Development
Coordinator
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 Action Goals  
Supported

Priority Action Area Primary  
Responsibility

22.	 Enhancing Hay River as a vibrant 
community by exploring arts and 
entertainment opportunities in the 
downtown and beautification initiatives 
like improvements and enforcement  
of the Unsightly/Community Standards 
Bylaw; and implementing  
improvements in parks

Goal 3 High
Promote Hay
River as a Place to
Live and Work

Director of
Recreation and
Community 
Services
& Economic
Development
Coordinator

23.	 Examine the use of financial tools 
and incentives that support housing 
development such as property tax 
abatements or credits for housing 
developments, and/or leasing or selling 
town-owned land at reduced rates for 
housing developments.

Goal 3 High

Support
Development of
Additional
Housing Stock

Director of 
Corporate
Services & 
Director of
Infrastructure and
Planning Services

24.	 Work with Indigenous governments, 
developers, large employers, and 
government agencies to promote 
partnerships that would expand land for 
housing and housing stock that supports 
recruiting and retaining labour supply.

Goal 3 High

Support
Development of
Additional
Housing Stock

SAO & Director 
of Infrastructure 
and Planning 
Services

25.	 Work with Housing NWT and CMHC 
to provide direct housing supports to 
ensure an adequate supply of affordable 
and well-maintained housing, including 
supports such as down payment 
assistance, lowinterest loans for major 
repairs to existing stock, and first-time 
buyer supports.

Goal 3 High

Support
Development of
Additional
Housing Stock

Director of
Infrastructure and
Planning Services

Medium Priority—Action Items that Should Be Initiated within 2 to 3 Years

6.	 Develop a detailed assessment of a small 
business incubator and/or coworking 
space to support diversification and 
small business development.

Goal 2 Medium

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Economic
Development
Coordinator

1.	 Support actions to enhance Hay River’s 
Fisherman Wharf as an opportunity  
for small business and craftsmen to  
sell their goods.

Goal 1
Goal 3

Medium

Support Existing
Businesses and
Attract New
Businesses

Director of
Recreation and
Community 
Services
& Economic 
Development 
Coordinator
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 Action Goals  
Supported

Priority Action Area Primary  
Responsibility

16.	 Strengthen approaches to improve 
communication by using an integrated 
approach to addressing Town, Territorial, 
and Indigenous government economic 
development issues.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Medium

Work with 
Partners to 
Support Economic
Development for
Hay River

SAO

21.	 Ensure that the Town of Hay River is 
supportive of existing businesses and 
supporting new ones through reducing 
red tape; providing online services to 
businesses; and providing welcome 
package for new businesses and 
residents.

Goal 1
Goal 2

Medium
Promote Hay
River as a Place to
Live and Work

Director of 
Corporate
Services

26.	 Examine opportunities to support 
additional higher-density housing (e.g., 
duplexes, triplexes, apartments), and 
opportunities to streamline building 
permit approvals or improve other issues 
with red tape to speed up permitÝng 
housing projects

Goal 1
Goal 2

Medium

Support
Development of
Additional
Housing Stock

Director of
Infrastructure and
Planning Services

8.0 CONCLUSION

The Hay River Community Economic Development Strategy lays out a comprehensive roadmap for Hay River’s 
next phase of economic growth.

The Strategy creates the necessary foundation for stability, while also advancing efforts to support current busi-
nesses entrepreneurs and attract new businesses and residents. The Strategy includes actions that foster work-
force development, supports improved housing conditions, and enhances quality of life.

Crucially, this strategy recognizes sustained collaboration across all levels of government and the community to 
ensure Hay River not only retains its strategic role as the “Hub of the North,” but adapts to challenges and secures 
a diversified, prosperous future for all residents.
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APPENDIX A Hay River Profile of Socio-Economic Indicators

1. KEY SOCIO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS FOR HAY RIVER

Income

Hay River Total Income and Growth

 Total
($000)

Percent 
Growth

2014 $175,475 1.0%

2015 $180,305 2.8%

2016 $171,390 -4.9%

2017 $186,135 8.6%

2018 $182,550 -1.9%

2019 $188,170 3.1%

2020 $192,230 2.2%

2021 $195,925 1.9%

2022 $190,985 -2.5%

2023 $192,870 1.0%

              2023 2012

($000) % ($000) %

Total Income 192,870 100% 164,575 100%

Employment Income 146,930 76% 137,315 83%

Gov’t Transfers 21,615 11% 14,050 9%

Other Income 24,325 13% 13,210 8%

Hay River Income, By Source
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Pop. 15 & Older Labour 
Force

Employed Unemployed Part. Rate 
(%)

Unemp. Rate 
(%)

2004 2,694 2,081 1,875 206 77.2 9.9

2006 2,770 2,175 2,035 140 78.5 6.4

2009 2,973 2,289 2,113 176 77.0 7.7

2011 2,845 2,140 1,960 180 75.2 8.4

2014 2,974 2,272 2,109 162 76.4 7.1

2016 2,820 2,045 1,870 170 72.5 8.3

2019 3,172 2,427 2,267 160 76.5 6.6

2021 2,565 1,770 1,655 115 69.0 6,5

2024 2,812 2,051 1,980 71 73.0 3.5

Population Change

Population Population

2001 3,727 2014 3,757

2002 3,688 2015 3,777

2003 3,687 2016 3,802

2004 3,828 2017 3,728

2005 3,840 2018 3,615

2006 3,778 2019 3,545

2007 3,834 2020 3,441

2008 3,768 2021 3,402

2009 3,693 2022 3,368

2010 3,785 2023 3,360

2011 3,738 2024 3,349

2012 3,735

2013 3,765

Total <5 5-14 15-24 25-59 60+

2004 3,828 274 655 596 1,968 335

2014 3,757 230 466 539 1,988 534

2024 3,349 150 387 428 1,586 798

Hay River Population, by Age Category

Hay River Total Population, 2001-2024

Labour Market Conditions

Hay River Labour Force Activity, 2004-2024

Note: Some caution is needed with community labour force activity. The Census and NWT community Survey are 
done at different times of the year and have other technical differences.
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 No. Percent

All industries 1,740 100%

Public admin 295 17%

Health care 275 16%

Retail trade 245 14%

Construction 120 7%

Educational services 120 7%

Mining & oil and gas 95 5%

Transportation 95 5%

Utilities 80 5%

Hay River Employment by Main Industries, 2021

 Hay River Canada

Population 25 to 64 Years 100.0 100.0

No Certificate, Diploma or Degree 16.8 16.2

High School Certificate or Equivalent 22.2 26.7

Postsecondary Certificate, Diploma or Degree 61.3 57.2

Apprenticeship, Trades Certificate or Diploma 14.5 8.7

College or Other Non-University Certif. or Dipl. 23.1 18.8

University Certif. or Dipl. Below Bachelor Level 3.7 3.0

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 19.7 26.7

Education Levels

Highest Level of Schooling for 25-64 Year Olds, Hay River and Canada

 2024 2021 2019 2014 2009

Hay River
Not Adequate 23.2 17.6 18.8 10.9 15.6

Not Affordable 12.8 10.2 19.1 10.8 11.6

Not Suitable 2.7 3.9 5.9 3.7 3.4

Northwest Territories
Not Adequate 18.2 18.4 20.1 13.7 16.3

Not Affordable 12.8 11.9 21.6 15.8 14.0

Not Suitable 8.9 10.5 8.9 7.9 7.6

Housing Conditions

Percentage of Households with Different Types of Housing Problems
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2.	 COMPARISON OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS FOR HAY RIVER 
WITH OTHER COMMUNITIES

Hay River Inuvik High Level Peace River Smithers

2021 Population 3,169 3,137 3,922 6,619 5,378

2016 Popul ation 3,528 3,243 3,159 6,842 5,401

Percent Change -10.2 -3.3 24.2 -3.3 -0.4

Percent < 15 Years of Age 18% 23% 24% 20% 18%

Percent ≥60 Years of Age 23% 15% 18% 17% 25%

Population Change 2001-2021 -10% 8% 14% 6% -1%

 0-4 Years 34% -4% -21% -6% -23%

 5-19 Years -39% -10% -5% -11% -27%

 20-59 Years -15% 1% 1% 2% -8%

 60+ Years 153% 182% 496% 79% 96%

Percent Indigenous 44% 65% 35% 19% 10%

Percent Immigrant or NPR 9% 9% 12% 16% 15%

Percent Migrant in Last 5 Years 17% 25% 34% 29% 32%

 Within Province or Territory 4% 7% 23% 21% 22%

 Another Province or Territory 12% 16% 7% 5% 6%

 Outside Canada 2% 2% 4% 3% 5%

Total Occupied Private Dwellings 1,275 1,225 1,315 2,590 2,310

Single Detached or Movable 84% 41% 71% 68% 69%

Owner 70% 34% 64% 59% 71%

Rented 30% 66% 36% 41% 29%

Condo 4% 5% 6% 10% 9%

Constructed before 1980 48% 50% 27% 53% 52%

Suitability 4% 10% 4% 5% 2%

Adequacy 18% 17% 6% 9% 6%

Affordability 10% 11% 14% 18% 12%

In Core Need 5% 8% 3% 7% 4%

Average Household Size 2.5 2.5 2.7 2.5 2.3

Average Value of Owner Occupied Dwelling $302,000 $322,000 $244,800 $312,800 $406,800

Average Rent $1,072 $1,332 $1,164 $1,244 $1,054

 

Demographic Profile

Housing Profile
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Hay River Inuvik High Level Peace River Smithers

Median Household Income $129,000 $119,000 $104,000 $100,000 $85,000

Income Distribution
<$20,000 3% 4% 3% 3% 3%

$20,000-$49,999 14% 13% 15% 19% 23%

$50,000-$99,999 20% 22% 29% 29% 35%

$100,000-$149,999 20% 23% 26% 22% 22%

$150,000 or More 42% 37% 27% 27% 18%

Income Composition
Market Income 88% 88% 87% 86% 84%

Employment Income 76% 83% 82% 77% 70%

Government Transfers 12% 12% 13% 14% 16%

Population 25-64 Years of Age 1,755 1,735 1,970 3,500 2,795

No certificate, diploma or degree 17% 19% 13% 13% 8%

High school diploma or equivalency certificate 22% 20% 31% 28% 30%

Postsecondary certificate, diploma or degree 61% 61% 56% 59% 62%

Postsecondary cert. or dipl. below bachelor 41% 36% 30% 38% 31%

Bachelor’s degree or higher 20% 25% 25% 21% 30%

Population 15 Years & Over 2,565 2,340 2,525 5,085 4,280

In the labour force 1,770 1,725 1,985 3,690 3,020

Employed 1,655 1,575 1,815 3,400 2,845

Unemployed 115 150 175 290 180

Not in the labour force 800 615 540 1,400 1,260

Participation rate 69.0 73.7 78.6 72.6 70.6

Employement rate 64.5 67.3 71.9 66.9 66.5

Unemployment rate 6.5 8.7 8.8 7.9 6.0

Did not work 28% 27% 23% 26% 30%

Worked 72% 73% 77% 74% 70%

Worked full year full time 42% 49% 48% 40% 35%

Employee 90% 94% 94% 86% 87%

Self-employed 10% 6% 6% 14% 12%

Public Services 40% 53% 33% 30% 29%

Private Sector 60% 47% 67% 70% 71%

Education Profile

Income Profile

Labour Market Profile
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Hay River Inuvik High Level Peace River Smithers

Industry Emp.  Per 100 Residents

11 Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 0.95 0.48 1.02 1.44 1.67

21 Mining, quarrying, and oil & gas 3.00 0.32 1.15 3.10 2.14

22 Utilities 2.52 1.28 0.25 0.60 0.28

23 Construction 3.79 4.62 2.68 3.32 4.00

31-33 Manufacturing 0.95 0.32 9.31 2.49 2.70

41 Wholesale trade 1.26 0.64 0.51 1.44 1.49

44-45 Retail trade 7.73 4.78 7.39 8.84 8.00

48-49 Transportation and warehousing 3.00 1.91 2.17 2.27 4.00

51 Information and cultural industries 0.63 0.80 0.51 0.60 0.65

52 Finance and insurance 0.63 0.48 0.89 0.91 1.30

53 Real estate and rental & leasing 0.79 0.80 0.64 0.83 0.19

54 Professional, scientific and tech services 1.89 1.75 0.89 2.79 3.53

55 Management of companies 0.32 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

56 Admin support, waste mgt. & remediation 1.74 1.28 0.51 1.66 1.30

61 Educational services 3.79 5.90 5.99 4.46 3.72

62 Health care and social assistance 8.68 7.81 7.01 6.95 7.16

71 Arts, entertainment and recreation 0.63 0.80 0.25 0.30 1.39

72 Accomodation and food services 1.74 1.91 3.57 5.14 4.09

81 Other services (except public admin) 1.74 2.87 1.78 2.87 2.23

91 Public administration 9.31 14.34 3.70 4.76 5.21
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APPENDIX B Public Engagement

Summary of Results from Key Informant Interviews

This section provides a summary of the key informant interview completed as part of the development of
an economic development strategy. The summary does not assess the validity of observations provided
by key informants, but rather describes what we heard.

Hay River’s economic strengths and advantages compared to other places are multifaceted, and can be broken 
down into several key categories:

•	 Hay River is known as the “Hub of the North” due to its vital role in connecting the Northwest Territories 
(NWT) to southern Canada through road, rail, and marine transport. This gives it a logistical advantage for 
trade, shipping, and supply chain operations.

•	 It has good accessibility via road, rail, and air. The town is conveniently located and easily accessible, and 
serves as an entry point for goods entering the NWT.

•	 The community is a transportation hub, with ground and rail service. It is a -hour drive to Edmonton and pro-
vides easy access to Alberta via the highway.

•	 Hay River’s proximity to other NWT communities is also an advantage.

•	 The community is welcoming and has a strong sense of community spirit.

•	 It is considered a safe place for kids and a good place for young families.

•	 The cost of living is reasonable and it is an affordable place to live.

•	 There is a strong volunteer capacity and base.

•	 Hay River has good schools, including a French school, and good recreational opportunities and infrastructure.

•	 The town has a resilient, close-knit population with a strong work ethic.

•	 Hay River has an entrepreneurial spirit and a “can do” atÝtude.

•	 The private sector is a key economic driver.

•	 There are many family-owned businesses with local ownership.

•	 The town is the headquarters for industries looking to enter the NWT.

1.	 STRENGTHS & OPPORTUNITIES

Location and Transportation

Community and Quality of Life

Community and Quality of Life

Current Economic Strengths



COMMUNITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY December 2025 | 26

•	 It has a diversified economy that includes manufacturing, supply, fishing, government, and transportation.

•	 The community is located near significant forestry, mining (Pine Point), and fishing resources, and serves as a 
service hub for the Pine Point Mine.

•	 Hay River has a solid base of industrial businesses. There are also three manufacturing facilities in the area.

•	 The town government is pro-business and has made land available for housing.

•	 Skilled tradespeople are abundant, though fully employed.

•	 Tourism, particularly for aurora viewing, has potential.

•	 The community has significant potential for tourism and cultural tourism, with access to Great

•	 Slave Lake, the Mackenzie River, and local cultural and natural attractions.

•	 Nearby attractions include three sets of falls and Fisherman’s Wharf.

•	 Recreation helps drive tourism.

•	 There is potential in tourism, but Hay River needs better product and hospitality infrastructure like quality 
hotels and restaurants.

•	 Potential tourism opportunities include jet boat races and developing the Fisherman’s Wharf into a year-round 
operation.

•	 Fishing is also seen as an “untapped gold mine” for tourism.

•	 The Pine Point Mine is considered a key opportunity for growth in population and services in Hay River.

•	 Other potential mining projects include Nachalacho, LiFT Power, and Fortune.

•	 There may be some concern about the Pine Point Mine because the market is seen as tough, with Quebec 
being a preferred location.

•	 Opportunities exist in improving rail and marine transportation infrastructure to attract logistics businesses 
and government investment.

•	 A strategy for the future of Marine Transport Services (MTS) is needed for it to grow and remain in Hay River.

•	 There are opportunities related to projects in the Mackenzie Valley and the Slave Geological Province.

•	 The Cabo Rail site could become an “Arctic Nexus Project” or Inter-Modal Hub.

Tourism Potential

Tourism

Mining

Transportation & Infrastructure

Hay River’s economic strengths and advantages compared to other places are multifaceted, and can be broken 
down into several key categories:

Potential Future Opportunities
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•	 Agriculture is an opportunity, but it is limited by land availability due to unsettled land claims. It could be pro-
moted to help increase population and services, and backhaul on empty refrigerated trucks could be used for 
shipping agricultural products.

•	 Forestry and logging could help clean up old growth and mitigate wildfires.

•	 Capturing government spending and attracting federal money for infrastructure projects.

•	 Working with Indigenous businesses and leveraging KFN (Kátł’odeeche First Nation) activities for economic 
benefit.

•	 Attracting remote workers and digital entrepreneurs with improved internet infrastructure.

•	 Exploring renewable energy sources like solar and biomass to reduce dependence on fossil fuels.

•	 Developing market housing inventory and housing developments.

•	 Relocating the airport towards Pine Point to free up land for development by or with Indigenous governments.

•	 Attracting seniors by providing adequate housing and care services.

•	 Exploring opportunities in waste management and services around social issues.

•	 A lack of a major industrial player is a significant disadvantage.

•	 The fishing industry is in decline.

•	 There’s no real incentive program from the Town to support economic development.

•	 The local Chamber of Commerce is inactive and disengaged, resulting in a lack of promotional efforts and 
collaboration.

•	 High operational costs due to expensive materials, energy, and transportation is a problem for  
local businesses.

•	 The community’s low trading volume means there are no box stores.

•	 Hay River is often bypassed in favor of Yellowknife or High Level.

•	 E-commerce and companies like Amazon are negatively impacting local retail.

•	 Many small businesses have recently closed.

•	 The community is experiencing a population drain and an aging population, which could lead to a  
retirement-based economy.

Agriculture & Forestry

Other Opportunities

Economic and Business Challenges

2.	 ECONOMIC CHALLENGES & RISKS

Hay River faces several challenges and disadvantages in its economic development. These issues can be  
categorized into several key areas:

Current Economic Challenges
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•	 Hay River has a small population.

•	 There is a persistent issue with attracting and retaining workers and families, particularly young people.

•	 The community faces a tight labor market and a shortage of skilled trades.

•	 Some families have left because they couldn’t find adequate housing.

•	 Limited access to specialized training and post-secondary education locally is also a factor.

•	 A significant shortage of affordable and adequate housing is a major barrier to population growth and retention.

•	 Rental prices are considered too high.

•	 A vacant high-rise building is a problem and negatively impacts morale.

•	 Much of the town’s infrastructure, including roads and utilities, needs upgrading.

•	 The quality of housing is considered the biggest challenge for recruitment and retention.

•	 There’s a lack of hotel accommodation and quality hotel rooms, which limits the ability to host conferences.

•	 There’s a perception that the Town of Hay River lacks a clear vision for what it wants to do.

•	 The Town’s development plans often don’t come to fruition.

•	 The centralization of government jobs in Yellowknife is a disadvantage.

•	 There are no specific building regulations for agriculture.

•	 The Town’s approach to selling residential lots was seen as a missed opportunity, focusing on revenue maximi-
zation rather than incentivizing population growth.

•	 The Building Inspector is sometimes inflexible, not reflecting the realities of a small northern community.

•	 The community has a lack of amenities compared to places like High Level or Yellowknife.

•	 The cost of living is high, and wages are considered too low.

•	 There are social issues, including drug use and crime.

•	 Nepotism is perceived to be present, and it’s difÏcult for people to break into the community.

•	 There is a lack of permanent doctors, which is a detriment to retaining people.

•	 There are not many activities for children besides hockey.

•	 The community vibe is not currently great.

Population and Labor

Housing and Infrastructure

Governance and Planning

Social and Community Issues
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•	 Climate risks such as flooding and wildfires have disrupted the economy and infrastructure.

•	 Low water levels are a concern for the future of the Mackenzie River transport system (MTS).

•	 The short building season and local topography are also disadvantages.

•	 There is a lack of available land for both general development and agriculture.

•	 Several long-standing family-owned businesses are rumored to be selling, and there are concerns that their 
replacements may not be committed to the community.

•	 There is a risk that the headquarters for MTS may relocate to Inuvik and Go Auto might center its activities  
in Yellowknife.

•	 The economy is also vulnerable to a downturn in the diamond mining sector.

•	 Some feel there is currently a “bad vibe” in town regarding future investment.

•	 Other concerns include delays in regulatory approvals for resource projects, such as Pine Point, and a lack of 
funding for small businesses.

•	 The high cost of living and doing business is also a risk.

•	 There is a lack of infrastructure, which impacts all parts of the economy. This includes a shortage of market 
housing and hotel rooms, as well as a limited number of contractors to meet demand.

•	 The town also faces a lack of infrastructure investment to support growth.

•	 The centralization of government jobs in Yellowknife is a risk.

•	 Potential delays or cancellations of federal and GNWT infrastructure projects, such as the Taltson, Slave Prov-
ince Road, and Mackenzie Valley Highway, pose a risk. The development of the Mackenzie Valley Highway could 
also negatively impact MTS.

•	 The municipality’s financial stability is a challenge, as its capacity for infrastructure replacement and expansion is 
limited due to flat or declining tax revenue.

•	 Ongoing delays and “red tape” in permitÝng resource development projects are also a concern.

•	 Hay River is at risk of losing residents, including young people and families, which could lead to a  
loss of services.

•	 The inability to attract people to move to Hay River is a risk to the labor supply.

Environmental and Geographical Factors

Economic and Business Risks

Infrastructure and Governance Risks

Population and Social Risks

There are a variety of risks to Hay River’s economy, including those related to business, the environment, infra-
structure, and population changes.

Potential Future Risks
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•	 The population decline could also reduce the workforce and tax base.

•	 Crime and drugs are seen as a risk.

•	 Wages need to increase to keep up with the cost of living.

•	 Flooding and wildfires are recurring risks that threaten infrastructure and could displace residents or businesses.

•	 Low water levels also pose a risk to both the MTS and local fishers.

•	 Climate change is a general risk due to its potential to cause floods and wildfires.

Environmental Risks

To maintain and grow its economy, the municipal government of Hay River could take several actions, including:

3.	 ACTIONS FOR THE TOWN OF HAY RIVER

•	 Be more business-friendly and supportive of solutions for business activities.

•	 Address barriers for businesses, such as threatening large fines for the storage of camp buildings.

•	 Provide incentives for businesses to relocate to Hay River, such as property tax breaks.

•	 Actively market the town’s opportunities to attract new investment and residents.

•	 Support existing local businesses, such as Polar Eggs.

•	 Assist in the re-engagement of the Hay River Chamber of Commerce.

•	 Put resources toward development objectives, not just words.

•	 Be strategic in incentivizing economic development.

•	 Support mine development.

•	 Open up and acquire more land for commercial and residential development.

•	 Preserve land within the community for development.

•	 Improve and maintain existing infrastructure, including roads, water systems, and flood mitigation to support 
growth and resilience.

•	 Advocate for CN to repair the rail line to Hay River.

•	 Secure funds for infrastructure needs to prepare for projects like Pine Point.

•	 Develop a second boat launch location, as the current one is substandard and needs repairs.

•	 Make more housing lots available to support growth.

•	 Develop affordable and diverse housing options to attract workers and families.

•	 Provide housing for professionals such as doctors.

Business and Economic Development

Land and Infrastructure

Housing
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•	 Increase focus on tourism.

•	 Brand Hay River as a place to visit.

•	 Promote attributes of the town to entice people to visit.

•	 Develop and promote Hay River’s unique identity to boost tourism.

•	 Market the town better as a place to live, visit, and invest.

•	 Provide good recreational options, such as parks and trails, for tourism.

•	 Add an ATM at Fisherman’s Wharf for tourists.

•	 Encourage boat rentals, site-seeing tours, and hunting and fishing tourism.

•	 Collaborate with the K’atl’odeeche First Nation (KFN), the Northwest Territory Métis Nation (WPFN), and the 
Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) to align on goals and support growth.

•	 Engage more with Indigenous governments on growing the economy.

•	 Improve stakeholder feedback and communication, as the town’s use of its website is minimal and primarily 
uses Facebook to communicate with the public.

•	 Be more welcoming to new residents.

•	 Address crime and drugs before significant growth can occur.

•	 Keep the community clean by picking up garbage and litter.

•	 Work with GNWT to “Fire smart” the community on an ongoing basis.

•	 Partner with education providers to offer local skills training that aligns with job opportunities.

•	 Provide training, mentorship, and small business grants, particularly for Indigenous and youth entrepreneurs.

•	 Focus more on blue-collar opportunities.

•	 Encourage trades development and advocate for a Marine Training Centre.

Tourism

Community Relations and Collaboration

Workforce and Labor

Summary of Results from Public Engagement Survey

To complement the key informant interviews, a public engagement survey was conducted to provide an  
opportunity for residents of Hay River to provide their views on economic development in Hay River.

The on-line survey collected responses from an additional 64 residents. This section provides a summary  
of these results.



COMMUNITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY December 2025 | 32

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Excellent or Good 6% 3% 10%

Fair 39% 41% 35%

Poor or Very Poor 55% 56% 55%

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Geographic Location of Hay River as a
Hub for Transportation and/or Administration

59% 59% 58%

Opportunities for Renewable and
Non-Renewable Resource Activity

66% 72% 61%

Entrepreneurial Spirit of Residents and
Willingness to take Business Risk

25% 25% 26%

Diversified Business Base to
Support Economic Growth

9% 9% 10%

Quality of Life in Hay River 34% 28% 39%

Table 1 Assessment of Current Economic Health of Hay River, by Age Category

Table 2 Percentage of Respondents Ranking Strengths as Most or Second Most 
	  Significant, by Age Category

Other significant strengths provided by respondents include the opportunity for Indigenous partnerships and  
culture; community resilience; current economic base; and natural environment.

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Labour Supply Issues like Lack of  
Skilled Labour

55% 53% 55%

Land Availability or Other Community
Infrastructure Issues

28% 22% 35%

Cost of Doing Business 50% 53% 45%

External Competition like On-Line Shopping or
Businesses from Elsewhere

16% 9% 23%

Availability and Cost of Housing to  
Support Growth

48% 63% 35%

Table 3 Percentage of Respondents Ranking Challenges as Most or Second Most  
	  Significant, by Age Category

Other significant challenges provided by respondents include declining population and social issues including 
crime; dominance by a few businesses limiting competition; high input costs and availability of commercial space; 
availability of professional services like trades; and municipal taxes and fees.
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All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Excellent or Good 11% 9% 13%

Fair 27% 31% 23%

Poor or Very Poor 61% 59% 65%

Table 4 Percentage of Respondents Rating Availability of Affordable Housing in  
	  Hay River, by Age Category

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Excellent or Good 22% 16% 29%

Fair 45% 53% 39%

Poor or Very Poor 33% 31% 32%

Table 5 Percentage of Respondents Rating Availability of Essential Services (e.g., healthcare,  
	  childcare, education, policing and fire services) in Hay River, by Age Category

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Re-opening Pine Point Mine 66% 69% 65%

Hay River’s role in other Resource  
Development and Major Projects in the NWT

72% 78% 68%

Expanding Diversification Sectors like Tourism,
Agriculture, Fishery

72% 69% 77%

Strengthening role in Providing Public Services 72% 84% 61%

Increased availability of Business
and Household Services

81% 75% 87%

Table 6 Percentage of Respondents Rating Opportunities as Extremely or Very  
	  Important for Economic Development in Hay River, by Age Category
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All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Low Water Levels Reducing Role in
Transportation Sector

77% 78% 77%

Lack of Skilled Labour to Support
Business Development

72% 81% 65%

Reduction in Public Services Related to  
Fiscal Restraint

58% 66% 52%

Mine Closures 78% 84% 74%

Lack of Land Availability and Development of
Infrastructure for Growth

55% 63% 48%

Table 7 Percentage of Respondents Rating Risks as Extremely or Very Important  
	  for Economic Development Growth in Hay River, by Age Category

All Respondents <45 Years 45 & Over

Improved Access to Business Capital 59% 66% 55%

Increased Marketing Support 53% 50% 58%

Additional Networking Opportunities 48% 41% 58%

Increased Availability of Commercial/Industrial Lots 55% 59% 52%

 Increased Business Training 56% 59% 55%

Increased Workforce Development 80% 81% 81%

Attracting New Residents 86% 91% 84%

Table 8 Percentage of Respondents Rating Potential Supports as Extremely or  
	  Very Important for Economic Development in Hay River, by Age Category

Table 9 Summary of Open-Ended Reponses to Top Priorities for Town of  
	  Hay River for Community Economic Development

Other potential supports provided by respondents include improving economic infrastructure like internet  
connectivity; providing small business grants; and providing business incubator or maker space with access  
to tools and mentorships.

Respondents were provided an opportunity to provide their view on top priorities for the Town of Hay River to 
support community economic development:

•	 Explore tangible opportunities to reduce the cost of living/business; grow food locally, bring in natural gas, 
explore green energy to reduce costs, lobby for electricity rate reduction for certain sectors that can grow the 
economy. Look at land lease opportunities, utilize under-utilized infrastructure, and use that as an opportunity 
to kick-start new businesses.

•	 Ensuring Pine Point will have jobs for locals and won’t fly everyone in from down on a 14/14 camp position.
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•	 Assure that land is available for new homes and commercial land that would be needed for large  
economic projects

•	 Attracting new business and residents to grow the community and invest in tourism/entertainment business

•	 Cost of living. Keeping property taxes and utilities reasonable.

•	 Empty lots & buildings opened to public to purchase or run businesses.

•	 Encouraging housing development, builders and skilled carpenters to come to Hay River.

•	 Get the high-rise back up and running. Plenty of retail spaces on the ground floor. Do not allow  
warehouses in downtown.

•	 Open up an indoor market space. Allow the sale of local foods Encore bylaw for unsightly businesses.

•	 Housing, providing support for community services such as the youth center and rec center, and involvement 
in resource development and ensuring the long term sustainability of the shipping industry.

•	 Increase and modernization of housing stock. Densification of urban core, including mixed retail/residential 
units to take advantage of vacation/underutilized lots. Preventive measures against threats posed by climate 
change (wildfire, flood). Support and promote resource development (e.g. Pine Point).

•	 Infrastructure to support growth.

•	 Infrastructure upgrades/replacement, Health care stafÏng, hospitality business growth.

•	 Keeping costs as low as possible, supporting growth and reducing any barriers within.

•	 Promoting and supporting housing and health care initiatives. Flexibility to support start up businesses / zon-
ing , licenses, taxes.

•	 Reducing crime and flood mitigation measures need to be pushed. People do not want to invest unless they 
feel safe in their own community.

•	 Reducing rent costs and taxes for businesses.

•	 Stop competing with local business. Focus on providing supports to residents and businesses only. Contract 
the rest out.

•	 Support local businesses develop residential land, and housing. Take on bigger role in recruitment and job fairs. 
Promote the town of Hay River as a viable place for employment and life.

•	 Support small businesses to increase diversity and reduce monopolization, work with partners to reduce/dis-
courage vacant housing units and thus increase access to housing for incoming workers.

•	 Supporting the fire service and giving them what they need to combat ongoing issues with fire and wildfires.

•	 The Town of Hay River should prioritize advocating for and investing in flood and wildfire mitigation infra-
structure to protect the community. Housing development and land availability must be addressed to support 
future growth. Partnerships with other levels of government and regional stakeholders are important to secure 
funding and resources.

•	 Expanding recreation, cultural, and family-focused amenities would improve quality of life and help  
retain residents.

•	 Supporting business attraction and retention through streamlined processes, incentives, and marketing is also 
important.

•	 Efforts should be made to rebuild a strong sense of community connection, where all residents feel like they 
are working together for the town’s success. Through things such as increased sports and various programs for 
youth of all ages.

•	 The Town of Hay River should prioritize supporting local entrepreneurs and small businesses by simplifying 
permitÝng processes, offering local incentives, and promoting ‚’Buy Local’ initiatives.
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•	 Investing in core infrastructure‚ especially reliable internet, roads, and utilities.

•	 Expanding affordable housing and increasing access to commercial and industrial space will help attract and 
retain workers, families, and new ventures.

•	 The Town should also support tourism, cultural programming, and year-round events to stimulate local spend-
ing and showcase the communities’ unique identity. Fostering youth engagement and workforce development 
through partnerships with schools and training providers will build longterm resilience.

•	 Emergency preparedness and climate adaptation must remain a focus to ensure Hay River remains a safe and 
secure place to live, work, and invest.


