
 

 

 

 
 

Nishnawbe Aski Nation Needs Assessment 

Ministry of Transportation Remote Northern Airports 

2025 

 
Co-developed with the Northwestern Ontario Aviation Council 

 



 

 
2 

 

 

 

Table of Contents 
Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. 3 

Executive Summary .................................................................................................................. 3 

Background .............................................................................................................................. 4 

Recommendation One: Runways .............................................................................................. 5 

Runways ............................................................................................................................... 5 

Recommendation Two: Infrastructure ....................................................................................... 6 

Automated Weather Observation Stations ............................................................................. 6 

Localizer Performance with Vertical Guidance (LPV) and High Intensity Runway Lighting (HIRL)
 ............................................................................................................................................ 7 

Terminal Upgrades ................................................................................................................ 9 

Recommendation Three: Service Levels .................................................................................... 9 

De-Icing ................................................................................................................................ 9 

Fueling ............................................................................................................................... 11 

Workforce........................................................................................................................... 11 

Approach Bans ................................................................................................................... 13 

Impact on First Nations .......................................................................................................... 14 

Safety and Wellbeing Benefits for First Nations .................................................................... 14 

Economic and Socioeconomic Benefits for First Nations ...................................................... 16 

Airport Agreements ............................................................................................................. 17 

Security Screening .............................................................................................................. 18 

Funding .............................................................................................................................. 19 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 21 

Appendix 1: Resolutions ......................................................................................................... 22 

Appendix 2: Letters of Support ................................................................................................ 34 

 
 

 



 

 
3 

 

Acknowledgements  
31 First Nations within Treaty 9, and the Ontario portion of Treaty 5 rely on 29 Ontario Ministry of 
Transportation (M)TO operated remote airports for year-round transportation. These airports are 
lifelines for the communities they service, providing thousands of people with access to essential 
services, goods and materials.   
 
The Northern Ontario Aviation Council (NOAC) was reinstated in 2024, with the objective to act as 
“a collaboration of membership to lobby for and secure government support in areas that directly 
impact aviation safety and service in Northwestern Ontario”. The council consists of regional 
carriers, regional tourism representatives, technical experts, government partners including MTO, 
Transport Canada, NAV Canada and Indigenous Services Canada (ISC). This network of groups and 
individuals has provided a comprehensive view of the challenges facing the current state of 
aviation in the far north of Ontario and has been instrumental in advocating for remote aviation 
transportation improvements.  
 
NOAC would like to acknowledge the support and sustained efforts of First Nation leadership, the 
Sioux Lookout First Nations Health Authority (SLFNA), and the Weeneebayko Area Health Authority 
(WAHA).  

Executive Summary 
As Canadian aviation regulations are being developed in line with the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO) standards, it is critical to note that the infrastructure at the 29 provincially 
owned and operated airports in Ontario is not sufficient to support regional air service needs. The 
First Nations that rely on aviation continue to experience increasingly negative outcomes due to 
this lack of adequate infrastructure and the cost to implement solutions continues to increase as 
time passes. 
 
This document is intended to inform the Office of the Minister of Transportation and all relevant 
government partners of the current aviation landscape in Northern Ontario, and to encourage a 
coordinated and actionable response from all stakeholders. Through consultation with regional 
aviation industry experts, three recommendations have been established: 

1. Declare the clearway and stopway at all MTO airports as runways. 
Effectively extending the runways at remote MTO airports by approximately 500’ will allow 
for payload increases and provide immediate service improvements for First Nations.  
 

2. Create a temporary exemption from TP312 5th edition for all MTO airports. 
Facilitate the implementation of incremental infrastructure upgrades towards the 
standards set in the 5th edition of TP312. 
 

3. Inventory and accommodate service requirements.  
Recognize the actual level of service required at each MTO airport and develop strategies to 
ensure service delivery.  

The following sections of this document provide further detail and rationale to support the 
recommendations outlined above. 
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Background  
 
The 29 remote airports in Northern Ontario were constructed in the 1970’s and 1980’s through the 
Remote Airport Development Program - a joint effort by both the Ministry of Transportation Ontario 
(MTO) and the Ministry of Northern Development (MND). Today, the Remote Airports Office (RAO) – 
a branch of the MTO is responsible for operating these airports in accordance with Transport Canada 
regulations. As the operator, the RAO is responsible for the maintenance of lighting, runways, 
buildings, heavy equipment, hiring and retention of staff, emergency response, as well as 
inspections and improvements as required.  
 
The importance of these airports for remote First Nations in Ontario cannot be overstated. They serve 
a critical role for safety and well-being as air travel is the only means of year-round transportation for 
all goods, services and travel. Additionally, they are critical in evacuating communities in an 
emergency and ensuring access to medical care that is not available in these remote locations.  The 
lack of landing approach infrastructure at these remote airports has contributed to the tragedy of 
lives lost, and safety compromised. The health and safety of these remote communities depends on 
the safe and reliable delivery of air transportation service. 
 
The Report prepared by former Federal Cabinet Minister David Emerson for the Minister of Transport 
– Canada titled, Pathways: Connecting Canada’s Transportation System to the World, calls for direct 
investment in improving navigational and landing aids at remote airports. “The Review recommends 
that the Government of Canada work with the provinces to further improve cost competitiveness by: 
a. committing to re-invest fuel tax revenues in safety, security, and reliability improvements at 
smaller regional, remote and northern airports;”. The report further states that “Significantly 
increasing funding for the Airports Capital Assistance Program (ACAP) to support safer, more 
efficient, reliable services at regional and local airports. This would require expanding the eligible 
investments to include lengthening and surfacing runways for modern jet service in northern and 
remote airports, and investing in more advanced navigation, weather, and landing systems” 
(Emmerson & Meades, 2015).  
 
The pressing urgency for aviation safety infrastructure improvements at remote northern airports is 
also referenced in the 2017 spring report from the Auditor General:  2017 Spring Reports of the 
Auditor General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada Report 6—Civil Aviation Infrastructure in the 
North—Transport Canada. Notably, the report finds that “Transport Canada was aware of 
information documented since 2005 about remote northern airports’ safety- and efficiency-related 
infrastructure needs, such as the need for improved runway lighting and navigational aids. However, 
the Department had not taken a leadership role in addressing these needs by leading efforts and 
working collaboratively with its provincial, territorial, and industry partners to enhance the safety and 
improve the accessibility and efficiency of remote northern airports” (Office of the Auditor General 
of Canada, 2017). 
 
In response to the clear need for improvements to aviation within NAN Territory, Nishnawbe Aski 
Nation Chiefs-in-Assembly passed Resolution 16/48: Aviation Safety in First Nation Communities in 
May 2016. This Resolution mandated the NAN Executive Council to advance aviation safety in 
northern Ontario First Nations by working with regional carriers, the MTO and any other relevant 
entities. Resolutions titled Remote Airport Infrastructure Funding for Required Upgrades were 
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passed in 2024 at both the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) and Chiefs of Ontario (COO). These 
mandates demonstrate commitments at the regional, provincial and federal level for upgrading 
current aviation systems at remote airports and the improvement of safety standards for public and 
commercial air service. 

Recommendation One: Runways 
Declare the clearway and stopway at all MTO airports as runways. 
 
Currently, air service delivery to remote First Nations in Ontario is significantly restricted by a 
variety of intersecting factors. The recommendation to have the clearway and stopway declared a 
part of normal runway operations intends to provide an interim solution to the service delivery 
challenges while more involved infrastructure improvements take place. By effectively increasing 
runway lengths by up to 500’, carriers will be able to maximize payloads and reduce the 
disproportionately high cost of transportation, including cargo and food, to and from remote First 
Nations. 
 

Runways  
In 2020, NAN requested that the Government of Canada and/or the province of Ontario, fund the 
necessary runway surface surveys, obstacle surveys as well as removal of obstacles to support 
localizer performance with vertical guidance (LPV) approaches to be published for the 29 provincially 
operated remote northern airports.  In 2023 NAV Canada began a five-year project funded by the 
National Trade Corridor Fund (NTCF) to survey and design instrument flight procedures at 82 
northern airports across the country. The project includes 37 airports in Ontario, 22 of which are 
remote Northern Ontario airports. 
 
On average, the gravel runways at remote northern Ontario airports are 3500’. Paving and extending 
these runways to 5000’ will be integral to fully leveraging what LPV approaches can offer. The aircraft 
operating in Northern Ontario are aging and becoming obsolete, leading to many needing to be 
replaced in the near future and regional carriers will be required to purchase new aircraft that are 
larger than the aircraft that are currently used. Newer, more modern aircraft are much more fuel 
efficient and produce fewer greenhouse gas emissions, making this a key step in mitigating climate 
change impacts in Ontario and an important contribution in line with the Canadian Net-Zero 
Emissions Accountability Act (S.C. 2021, c. 22). However, larger aircraft will require carriers to 
restrict passenger, and cargo loads regardless of LPV approaches, as remote airport runways are 
not currently long enough, nor appropriately certified to accommodate larger aircraft.  
 
Longer runways would allow carriers to maximize loads on new and existing aircraft, carrying more 
cargo and passengers.  In return, this will decrease cargo and passenger fees, making it more 
affordable to travel and live in remote areas of Northern Ontario.  Longer runways also increase 
safety when landing and taking off, giving pilots more clearway at the end of the runway.  Paving these 
runways must also be considered, as aircraft must be equipped with costly customized gravel kits 
to withstand the damage to the aircraft, and they must be approved by Transport Canada.  The 
Northern Air Transport Association (NATA) passed Resolution 2018-2: Alternate Runway Surface Test 
Project, supporting the need for testing of alternate runway materials for northern and remote 
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locations.  A representative from NATA has met previously with the Manager of the RAO and NAN’s 
Transportation Policy Analyst to discuss the project benefits. 
 
To support an LPV procedure, the runway for which the procedure is being developed must be 
certified as an instrument runway at the non-precision level or higher. This essentially means that 
the aerodrome must have a survey conducted in accordance with TP312, including an assessment 
of local obstacles, and ensuring the runway meets specified standards with respect to markings and 
lighting. Aerodrome infrastructure requirements to support different levels of aerodrome and runway 
certification are defined in Transport Canada’s Document TP312 - Aerodromes Standards and 
Recommended Practices. 
 
The federal and provincial governments must collaborate to upgrade the runway certification at 
these airports from non-instrument to at least non-precision before LPV approach infrastructure can 
be utilized. It will then be imperative for NAV Canada to support the installation of LPV infrastructure 
at each airport. It is simply not possible for these airports to catch up to new safety standards without 
federal and provincial support, beginning with comprehensive needs assessments and followed 
with a strategic plan of action. 

Recommendation Two: Infrastructure   
Create a temporary exemption from TP312 5th edition for all MTO airports. 
 
The MTO operated airports that service First Nations do not meet the minimum standards set out in 
the 5th edition of Transport Canada’s Aerodromes Standards and Recommended Practices - TP312. 
Despite being published a decade ago, the significant infrastructure improvements needed at 
these aerodromes to meet the latest standards have not taken place.  
 
Due to logistical challenges associated with remoteness, material procurement and a shortage of 
skilled trades workers it will take multiple years for any one of the MTO operated airports to fully 
meet the minimum standards. As such, the TP312 requirement for “compliance with the latest 
standards as they read on the date which the part or facility was returned to service” would fully 
cut remote First Nations off from all goods and services. The recommendation to provide a 
temporary exemption from TP312 seeks to provide the ability for the MTO to make incremental 
safety improvements while still supporting ongoing, critical service to First Nations.  

Automated Weather Observation Stations  
Automated Weather Observation Stations (AWOS) provide real-time weather information to pilots 
via GTA/VHF radio and landline modem.  These systems provide current altimeter setting, 
temperature, dew point, wind speed, direction, ceiling height, among other metrics that impact 
flight. These vital pieces of technology allow flight crews to determine whether conditions permit a 
safe flight and are a tool for the creation of a safe plan of any given flight. The existing AWOS 
infrastructure is owned and operated by NAV Canada, with the MTO providing materials and site 
preparation as required. 
 
The current AWOS in northern Ontario do not adequately cover all areas, considering the immense 
distances between stations. Information collected by Ornge identified two locations where 
additional AWOS would have the most benefit. The locations in which additional AWOS stations 
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would be best served in covering current gaps in coverage are Pikangikum First Nation (CYPM) and 
Webequie First Nation (CYWP). Neither airport currently has weather reporting capabilities and must 
rely on the Red Lake AWOS (47 NM away) when shooting the approach into Pikangikum First Nation 
and the Lansdowne House First Nation (Neskantaga) AWOS (51 NM away) for Webequie First Nation.  
Missed approach data collected by Ornge shows six missed approaches at Pikangikum and two 
missed approaches at Webequie over a twelve-month period (Appendix 2). 
 
As of 2023, four new AWOS locations identified by regional carriers have been accepted by NAV 
Canada. The MTO has begun the process of closing the coverage gap by relocating two existing 
stations, with the long-term goal being to increase the number of stations in the region. NAV 
Canada is in the process of developing new AWOS equipment that will replace approximately 300 
units nationally. As of early 2025, the new systems are in the testing phase and require approval 
from Transport Canada before they are deployed. Additionally, site selections, land use 
agreements and project approval from the MTO will be required prior to the installation of the new 
units. NAV Canada expects that, at the earliest, new units could be deployed in northern Ontario in 
2026 or 2027.  

Localizer Performance with Vertical Guidance (LPV) and High Intensity 
Runway Lighting (HIRL) 
Communities in Northern Ontario are predominantly located in the Hudson Bay and James Bay 
lowlands.  In the fall, early winter, spring and early summer, steady low-level overcast skies are 
common, resulting in 300-500-foot ceilings. Current navigational aids serving remote northern 
airports will not allow safe operation of aircraft in these conditions.  There are very few published 
Localizer Performance with Vertical Guidance (LPV) approaches in Northern Ontario, and airlines 
are required to perform non-precision approaches. This involves using antiquated radio devices 
(non-directional beacons; NDBs) and Visual Flight Rule (VFR) approaches to fly into northern 
communities. In the event of inclement weather, a minimum altitude must be maintained relatively 
high (600 – 1,500) feet to ensure aircraft do not encounter the ground or other obstacles. 
 
Without LPV approaches, northern airports are subject to Visual Flight Rules (VFR) or non-precision 
approaches. The lack of modern infrastructure and technology, combined with regional weather 
systems, leads to unreliable access to communities, and missed approaches require aircraft to 
return to base or to an alternate airport – resulting in wasted fuel, money and time. Air carriers 
following Transport and NAV Canada guidelines under current approach aids are operating at 
approximately 50% of planned operational efficiency. Further, when a life is dependent on being 
airlifted out of a community in the months of September- December, and February – May, low 
ceilings may delay Medevac dispatch or result in a missed approach. Communities have reported 
instances of waiting for urgent medical transportation while being able to hear a potentially life-
saving aircraft flying above the cloud ceiling, unable to land. Delayed access to medical care is 
traumatic for patients and families and can cause worse patient outcomes and loss of life.  
 
Explanation of LPV Approach Coupled with High Intensity Runway Lighting (HIRL) 
The purpose of this section is to inform valued stakeholders of the need to advance and enhance 
aviation safety at remote airports serving northern Ontario First Nation communities using Localizer 
Performance with Vertical guidance (LPV) aircraft approaches.  Some important points include: 

 LPV approaches utilize existing satellite-based Global Position Systems (GPS) coupled with 
a Wide Area Augmentation (WAAS) of ground-based infrastructure.  The result is enhanced 
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visual awareness for pilots allowing a lower minimum Decision Height (DH) for landings, 
facilitating safe approaches and landings during inclement weather. 

 During inclement weather, a minimum altitude must be maintained relatively high (600 – 
1,500 feet) to ensure aircraft do not encounter the ground or obstacles.  This is because the 
current system does not allow for a high degree of precision and thereby certainty related to 
situational awareness to obstacles.  The DH tolerances related to current systems are 
approximately 700-900 feet. At this altitude range, a missed approach must be executed if a 
visual for DH is not reached. 

 Terrain with few visual features and little light pollution combined with meteorological 
factors such as fog and precipitation can lead to “black hole approach” conditions where 
pilots may experience disorientation when landing at night.  

 Airlines that serve the area such as First Nation owned Wasaya Airways LP, have invested in 
training their crews and purchased and installed necessary specialized equipment in their 
aircraft to facilitate enhanced LPV approaches.  NAV Canada, the provider of Air Navigation 
Services across Canada has made their geostationary satellites available for use by such 
airlines.  The publication of LPV approaches requires a survey of the land surrounding an 
airfield, certifying and publishing the approach. 

 LPV approaches take advantage of the refined accuracy of WAAS lateral and vertical 
guidance to provide an approach very similar to a Category I ILS. Like an ILS, an LPV has 
vertical guidance and is flown to a DH.  The design of an LPV approach incorporates angular 
guidance with increasing sensitivity as an aircraft gets closer to the runway. Sensitivities are 
nearly identical to those of the ILS at similar distances. This is intentional to aid pilots in 
transferring their ILS flying skills to LPV approaches. 

 The vertical guidance an LPV approach supplies gives the flight crew information to safely fly 
a Stabilized Constant Descent Angle (SCDA) approach. The SCDA approach is preferred by 
Transport Canada and the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) as the safe 
alternative to traditional step-down approaches.  The SCDA approach is a method helping to 
avoid Controlled Flight into Terrain (CFIT) accidents. Unlike traditional ground-based 
navigation aids, the WAAS covers nearly all of Canada’s airspace. The WAAS provides 
augmentation information to GPS receivers to enhance the accuracy and reliability of 
position estimates.   

 High Intensity Runway Lighting (HIRL) are an upgrade to the LED bulbs like the ones installed 
for medium intensity lighting MIRL at remote airports.  Lighting costs can be obtained from 
the MTO as MIRL upgrades are ongoing in the region.  

  HIRL works by augmenting the visual accuracy of a flight crew during an approach as the 
HIRL can ‘cut through’ low ceiling and poor visibility caused by clouds for pilots to confirm 
‘runway in sight’ to allow for a safe landing.  

 HIRL are superior in this region as they have built-in ice melting components.  Arctic option 
(U.S. Patent 7192155 B2) uses a thermostatically controlled heater to prevent ice and snow 
buildup from obscuring light output, and melts ice similar to traditional incandescent 
fixtures. The heater is available in both glass and polycarbonate options (ADB Safegate, 
2023). 

 The most difficult time to find an airport is when it is obscured by a blanket of fog or haze 
within a few hundred feet of the tarmac. In broad daylight, the runway can remain invisible. 

 To help alleviate this problem, runways with instrument approach procedures have one or 
more types of approach lighting systems (ALS). ALS comes in a variety of configurations, but 
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all are designed to guide pilots onto the runway in low-visibility conditions. HIRL provides the 
maximum visual identifiers to pilots.  

 
LPV approaches could allow air transport providers to more safely and reliably provide essential 
year-round transportation to remote communities in Northern Ontario by safely descending to lower 
DHs of 200 – 250 feet.  And allowing the crew to see terrain and land.  LPV approaches allow aircraft 
to safely descend to a lower DH of 200 – 250 feet. LPV approaches could enhance air transport 
operation from 50% efficiency to a level of operational efficiency that is closer to 99%.  

Terminal Upgrades 
Terminal buildings at the 29 remote Northern Ontario airports offer a small amount of seating for 
waiting passengers, a workspace for the airport staff, washrooms and typically have wireless 
internet accessibility. As with other infrastructure, these terminals require upkeep to function 
properly and provide their intended level of safety. Having been constructed as long as 50 years ago 
and without maintenance and expansion relative to population growth, these facilities require 
significant upgrades and modernization to accommodate the needs of the communities they 
service. Some of the needs identified include adequate storage space for equipment, separate areas 
for incoming and outgoing passengers, appropriate rest areas for flight crews, and waiting areas for 
medical patients.  

While terminal upgrades are needed, comprehensive assessments and consultation with each First 
Nation are necessary to ensure new facilities are appropriately designed, and that construction is 
prioritized appropriately in relation to other required infrastructure upgrades.  

Recommendation Three: Service Levels 
The 29 MTO operated airports were constructed several decades ago at a time when the population 
of the First Nations that rely on them was significantly lower, technology was far less advanced, 
and the regulatory landscape was much different than it is today. As such, it is imperative that a 
comprehensive assessment of service is completed. A clear understanding of the air service 
disparities that exist between First Nations and municipalities will support planning for 
improvements that will ensure full ability for Aboriginal and Treaty rights to be upheld. 

De-Icing 
Icing conditions that cause supercooled liquid water to build up on aircraft occur most often in 
clouds between 0°C and -15°C and can exist at temperatures as low as -40 °C (source). Freezing 
precipitation when aircraft are on the ground and in low-level flight cause ice buildup and the 
accumulation of ice on the surface of an aircraft significantly degrades drag and lift performance, 
making de-icing a requirement for safe flight operations. In the fall between September and 
November, in the spring between April and May, and for increasingly longer periods of time due to 
climate change, icing conditions are commonplace in Northern Ontario. The remote airports that 
service 29 First Nation communities in the region do not supply material and equipment to perform 
necessary de-icing, causing a variety of service and safety concerns. Altitudes with icing conditions 
may be navigable to avoid icing conditions but may be unavoidable when deboarding/boarding at a 
remote airport. Without adequate weather observation technology in the region, carriers are left 
having to decide between delaying or cancelling flights or bringing de-icing fluid on a flight.  Carriers 
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that opt to travel with de-icing fluid on board require pilots to attempt de-icing using sporadically 
available equipment available at remote airports.  The lack of consistent and reliable de-icing 
services across the 29 remote northern Ontario airports significantly reduces the service to the 
region and makes existing service less safe. In addition to the impacts of reduced passenger and 
commercial service, medical evacuation flights are also restricted. Without guaranteed de-icing 
services and adequate weather reporting capabilities in the region, Medevac dispatch may be 
delayed when inclement weather is present. This means that communities are left without access 
to emergency medical services for significant periods of time, leading to worsening health outcomes 
and death. 
 
In 2021, the Transportation Safety Board of Canada (TSB) released a report on their investigation into 
the 2017 plane crash in the territory of the Denesųłiné First Nation in Fond-du-Lac, Saskatchewan 
which resulted in several serious injuries and one death. This investigation found that because the 
de-icing equipment that the pilot had access to prior to takeoff was inadequate, enough ice 
accumulated on the aircraft that an asymmetrical lift distribution occurred, causing the aircraft to 
collide with the terrain. As a result of their investigation, in 2018 the TSB made two 
recommendations.  
 
TSB Recommendation A18-02 states “the Department of Transport collaborate with air operators 
and airport authorities to identify locations where there is inadequate de-icing and anti-icing 
equipment and take urgent action to ensure that the proper equipment is available to reduce the 
likelihood of aircraft taking off with contaminated critical surfaces.”. This recommendation led to 
the formation of the De-Ice in Northern and Remote Communities (DNRC) Working Group by 
Transport Canada (TC), with the aim of further developing recommendations on how to proceed with 
the implementation of A18-02. In 2023, TC confirmed that the recommendations from the working 
group were reported, however they were not shared with TSB.  
 
The second recommendation, A18-03 states “the Department of Transport and air operators take 
action to increase compliance with Canadian Aviation Regulations subsection 602.11(2) and reduce 
the likelihood of aircraft taking off with contaminated critical surfaces.”. As a result, Transport 
Canada launched a targeted inspection campaign. Phase one of the campaign focused on the 
observation of de-icing events on-site and information collection, and phase two utilized the 
information gathered in phase one to review existing operator operations and procedures. The long-
term phase of the campaign is to result in a final report summarizing information and providing 
recommendations, as well as ongoing communication with stakeholders with the aim of increasing 
compliance. While TC has provided some recommendations to date, TSB notes a concern about 
delays in actions related to increased compliance, as without action there is also no mitigation of 
risk. 
 
To achieve safe and equitable transportation for the 29 remote communities that rely on MTO 
operated airports as lifelines it is critical that a de-icing service model is created and implemented. 
This will require de-icing fluid and equipment to be available with appropriate storage facilities at 
each airport. As the chemicals used in aircraft de-icing can cause significant negative impacts on 
water systems, including community wastewater treatment operations, it will be necessary to 
ensure a proper reclamation and drainage system is installed to mitigate as much environmental 
and community health risk as possible. 



 

 
11 

 

Fueling 
Standardized fueling services are not provided by the airport operator at remote northern airports; 
however, several regional carriers own and maintain their own fuel caches at select remote 
airports. These caches are primarily intended for use by the carrier that they are supplied and 
maintained by, though fuel sales will occasionally take place between carriers. While this ad-hoc 
system functions well enough to ensure aircraft don’t become stranded due to a lack of fuel, fully 
developed fuel storage infrastructure at every remote MTO operated airport will provide significant 
improvements to service delivery, as well as an opportunity for First Nations to benefit from fuel 
sales. In addition to economic development opportunities, adding fuel services through the region 
would reduce delays associated with additional stops needed for refueling – especially during 
emergencies when these delays can lead to severe health consequences or death.  

Workforce 
Remote northern airports are currently only staffed on weekdays between 8:00 and 17:00 by one 
Airport Foreperson, and during winter months, an additional seasonal assistant.  These employees 
serve a vital role in guaranteeing service at these airports.  Remote northern airport staff are 
responsible for almost all duties at the airports and are required to provide Runway Condition 
Reports (RCR) to NAV Canada, Medevac service providers, and carriers before dispatch can 
commence.  Carriers also prefer to have RCRs before landing to ensure the runway is safe.  
 
With the absence of an on-call provision in the Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) 
Collective Agreement, remote northern airport staff are not paid to be on standby outside of regular 
hours. Most Medevac flights to remote northern airports occur outside of regular service hours, 
putting immense pressure on airport staff to stay within their respective communities during 
evenings and weekends in order to guarantee service. In addition to the added workload associated 
with winter airport maintenance, airport staff are increasingly relied upon during emergency 
evacuations year-round for flooding, forest fires and critical infrastructure failures.  
 
Maintenance of the roads connecting communities to remote airports requires established 
agreements to ensure the MTO is providing this service in communities.  These road connections are 
vital links to the airport and are necessary to transport people for general travel and emergencies, as 
well as all goods that arrive by air.  Previous incidents with maintenance of these vital links have cut 
off communities from airports (i.e. Bearskin Lake First Nation in 2019).  
 
Remote northern airport staff are required to perform extensive duties compared to municipal  
airport staff.  Remote northern airport staff are also subject to lower rates of pay than most other 
Ontario Public Service (OPS) employees and municipal airport staff.  The cost of living in a remote 
community must also be considered in wages for remote airport staff.  For example, gas prices in a 
remote community can often exceed $3/litre, and groceries can be 300% more expensive than in a 
city or municipality with year-round access.  Current pay for remoteness does not reflect the actual 
cost of living in these remote locations.  Despite being members of the Ontario Public Service 
Employees Union (OPSEU), the employees have not received equitable representation in resolving 
issues around rates of pay, classification, harassment, safety, and payroll taxation. Table one 
demonstrates a comparison between a Remote Northern Airport Foreperson and positions at the 
Thunder Bay Airport: 
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Remote 

Northern 
Airport 

Position 

RAO – 
Duties/Responsibilities 

Rate of 
Pay/hr. 

Thunder Bay 
Airport Position 

Thunder Bay – 
Duties/Responsibilities 

Rate of 
Pay/hr. 

Remote 
Airport 
Foreperson 

 Direct, supervise and 
perform a variety of 
maintenance tasks 

 Perform maintenance 
(changing fluids, 
lubricating, making 
adjustments to 
components) 

 Operate a remote 
airport facility 
including airstrip, 
airport buildings and 
equipment 

 Supervise the 
construction and 
repairs of runways, 
roads, fencing and 
brush clearing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
$24.15- 
$26.89 
 
OPSEU 
Position 
#12494 

Air Operations 
Specialist 3 
(AOS3a) 

 Responsibilities to 
aircraft 

 Allowed on runway 
 Safety Management 

System (SMS) reporting 
 Supervise 4-6 staff 
 Oversee work 
 
NOTE* No manager on shift 

 
 

 
$37.46 

 
 

Air Operations 
Specialist 2 
(AOS2) 

 4 years minimum 
experience 

 Performance based 
 Responsibilities to 

aircraft 
 Allowed on runway 
 SMS reporting online, 

other minor reporting 
 
NOTE* No supervising or 
paperwork 

 
 
 
$33.56 

Assistant 
Remote 
Airport 
Foreperson 

 Operate the airport 
facility 

 Maintain the runway, 
airport buildings and 
operating 
maintenance 
equipment 

 Inform pilots and 
airport users 
concerning safe 
airport conditions 

 
 
 
 
 
$24.15- 
$26.89 
 
OPSEU 
Position 
#12494 

Air Operations 
Specialist 1 
(AOS1) 

 1 year of experience to 
become certified in this 
position 

 Cannot respond to 
incoming flights  

 Operates equipment 
 Emergency response 

 
 
$31.30 

Winter 
Maintenance 
Technician 

 Work on airside and 
ground 

 Operate equipment 
 Stay on for spring clean-

up (November-May) 
 
NOTE* No paperwork 

 
 
$30.31 

Standby Position  Cover holidays, etc. 
 Duty Manager cell 

phone provided or 
partial compensation 
for personal cell phone 

 1 standby unit per day 
during weekdays, 2-3 
standby units on 
weekends 

 

Standby/on-call are outlined in OPSEU 22-24 collective 
agreement 

Standby 
Electrician 

 Electrical work only 
 Called in when required 

if issue cannot be 
solved remotely 

 

Table 1 
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In addition to airport staffing challenges, the hiring and retention of pilots by some regional carriers 
also presents a challenge for regional aviation. Globally, airline operators face a shortage of pilots, 
partly due to the COVID pandemic that began in 2020 which saw a major drop in the demand for 
pilots. In addition to the effects of the global pandemic, North America is experiencing a significant 
number of pilots retiring and fewer new pilots entering the workforce due to high barriers of entry. 
These factors have created a level of competition that makes large carriers increasingly lucrative for 
pilots, and less so for smaller carriers that service remote areas. These smaller carriers must tap 
into the same labour pool as larger carriers but may not be able to offer the same level of salary and 
emerging technology. Additionally, pilots flying in this region are often required to take on several 
other duties such as managing passengers, luggage and cargo, as well as de-icing and fueling their 
aircraft, whereas larger carriers that service more urban areas are better equipped to provide the 
human resources and infrastructure that allow pilots to focus more on flight specific operations.  

Approach Bans 
Approaches in reduced visibility conditions pose a risk to flight safety. Existing regulations are 
intended to advise flight crews on how to navigate approaches at various levels of visibility and 
define approaches that are prohibitively unsafe. In 2002, the Transportation Safety Board (TSB) 
issued recommendation A20-01 to Transport Canada, relating to low ceiling approaches and the 
need to ensure “an adequate safety margin for the approach or landing”. This led to the 
implementation of significant changes to approach ban regulations in 2006, with Transport Canada 
noting challenges in creating appropriate regulations due to complicated practical factors. As 
noted by the TSB in recommendations A20-01 and A20-02, the standards set in 2006 were overly 
complex and difficult for pilots to follow – especially during the already busy approach and landing 
segment of a flight. The basis for the new standards in development by Transport Canada is a move 
to a prescriptive approach and ensuring regulations are in line with those set out by the 
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO). 
 
Transport Canada has acknowledged the potential for service impacts to Northern regions if 
approach bans are implemented without infrastructure improvements. In Northern Ontario, 28 of 
the 29 remote airports that service First Nation communities lack non-precision runways thereby 
necessitating a minimum decision height of 500’. In comparison, the minimum decision height 
could be as low as 250’ if the runways were upgraded to non-precision the aerodromes were 
upgraded to standards described in TP312; Transport Canada’s safety document that sets the 
standard for aerodromes in Canada. The fifth, and most recent, edition of TP312 was published in 
2015 and has since been revised. The Canadian Aviation Regulation (CAR) 302.07 enables airport 
operators to make incremental infrastructure improvements based on TP312 standards. Despite 
updated standards and Canadian Aviation Regulations (SOR/96-433) 302.07 acting as a 
“grandfathering” clause, MTO operated airports have not seen infrastructure upgrades and are 
currently operating at a standard that is not sustainable as technology advances. As CAR 302.07 
does not define the length of time in which aerodromes are able to operate under previous editions 
of TP312, remote airports continue to fall behind in terms of modern technology, reliable 
infrastructure and overall safety while the costs associated with improvements rise substantially 
each year.  
 
Regional carriers have expressed frustration with the recurring theme of new regulations being 
introduced to improve aviation safety in Canada without funding solutions for remote operations 
that provide essential service to vulnerable populations. The process through which Transport 
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Canada is developing new approach ban regulations has lacked the level of transparency expected 
by carriers. Collaboration is needed between the federal government as the regulator, provincial 
government as the airport operator, and regional carriers that can provide operational insight. This 
would allow for strategic planning for remote airports in Northern Ontario and facilitate a move 
towards operating at standards on par with the rest of the country.  

Impact on First Nations 
Safety and Wellbeing Benefits for First Nations 
Medical patients requiring scheduled and urgent medical transfer are the most affected by the 
aviation limitations of remote northern Ontario - when carriers are unable to operate, lives are at risk.  
Under current landing aids, cancelled flights and missed approaches further add significant costs to 
the operation of air transport providers, which in turn raises the cost of essential air transport for 
community members and service providers. Because airports servicing Northern Ontario First 
Nations are lifelines to the communities they service, it is imperative that safe landings and a 
consistent supply of goods, services and transportation are available to communities.  Currently, air 
transportation providers are unable to adequately service remote Northern Ontario communities 
due to a variety of intersecting factors.  
 
In 2016, over 50,000 First Nation people across Northern Ontario in need of medical attention 
required air transportation to access treatment by physicians and specialists. Air transportation is 
the vital link connecting remote First Nation communities in Northern Ontario with centres such as 
Thunder Bay, Winnipeg, Toronto and Ottawa (Wasaya, internal).  
 
Approximately 200 passenger flights to First Nation communities were cancelled/missed 
approaches in November 2016 due to inclement weather/low ceiling and visibility.  These are 200 
flights that would have been able to land in communities with LPV approaches.  The average capacity 
on these flights is approximately 19 people per flight/ community.  This means that up to 3,800 
people were not able to travel into or out of their communities.  It is important to note that 50 – 55 % 
of airline passengers traveling in Northern Ontario are medical travelers.  In November 2016 alone, 
approximately 1,900 health patients were prevented from attending their medical appointments/ 
procedures due to cancelled flights/missed approaches.  As medical appointments are often 
scheduled months in advance and are difficult to reschedule, cancelled flights/missed approaches 
result in barriers to accessing health services and negative health outcomes for people living in First 
Nation communities in Northern Ontario.  (Wasaya, internal).  
In addition to disruptions to medical travel, First Nation communities lacking LPV approach also 
experience delayed delivery of pharmaceuticals, and expiry of blood/tissue samples.   If air carriers 
are not able to land and deliver medication, people may risk going without their vital 
medications.  There are no ‘all hours’ pharmacies in communities as an alternative if an aircraft does 
not deliver the necessary medications. The implications of the LPV approach can literally be life or 
death. A further related implication of an aircraft being unable to land in the community is not picking 
up time-sensitive blood/tissue samples in Health Canada lab coolers. In this situation, samples 
expire, and patients must return to the nursing station to provide another sample which is 
inappropriately invasive.  It is important to note that lab coolers are picked up daily from almost every 
community.   
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Ornge is one of the largest air ambulance services in Canada, providing lifesaving medical 
evacuations both in scheduled road evacuations (SCHEDEVAC) and in emergency medical 
evacuations (Medevac). Ornge experienced 76 missed approaches for Medevac transfer at remote 
northern airports from 2012 -2016.  This means that 76 First Nation people in life threatening 
emergency situations were not able to be air lifted out of community for potentially lifesaving 
medical attention during inclement weather/low ceiling situations (Homer Tien, Ornge, 2016).  
 
There have been many tragic instances where First Nation members lost their lives due to the 
inability of aircraft to operate.  In May 2014, 4-year-old Brody Meekis died in his home community of 
Sandy Lake from what is a common and treatable strep throat infection. Had Medevac been able to 
airlift him, or aircraft been able to deliver concentrated antibiotics, death may have been prevented 
(Galloway, 2017). In 2016, a boy in Poplar Hill First Nation died from appendicitis. Because of several 
days of low ceiling conditions, aircraft were unable to operate.  Had an LPV approach been available, 
once again, a life could potentially have been saved. Similarly, in 2011 a young man from North 
Caribou Lake First Nation (Round Lake) succumbed to burn injuries as Medevac flights were not able 
to respond in the crisis due to low ceiling conditions which prevented a landing. 
 
In 2006, the previous Chief of 
Wawakapewin First Nation, 
Sheila Childsforever, passed 
away after a delay in Ornge 
response.  This community does 
not have an airstrip and an initial 
coroner’s report noted that a 
delay in Ornge response time and 
the care available on board the 
air ambulance “had some 
bearing” on Childsforever’s 
death. The Ornge helicopter 
needed to stop for fuel on its way 
to pick Childsforever up, and on 
its way to hospital (Porter, 2012). 
LPV approaches would have 
drastically changed these figures 
by enhancing air transport 
operation from 50 % efficiency 
closer to 99% operational 
efficiency. Table 2 shows the 
number of unique patient 
transportation flights completed 
by Ornge in 2023 and 2024. 
 
Investments in remote airport 
infrastructure will also improve 
the ability to evacuate a 
community during an 
emergency, such as a forest fire, 

Table 2 
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flooding or infrastructure crisis.  Several remote First Nation communities have faced evacuation, 
and the challenges have been significant. 
 
In 2019 Pikangikum First Nation was evacuated due to a forest fire, which led to the declaration of a 
state of emergency.  The community is located near the Manitoba border in an area that is prone to 
forest fires and has a population of almost 4000 people.  A Hercules CC-130H was brought in by the 
Department of National Defense to assist with the evacuation, but was delayed, leaving.  According 
to the Ministry of Indigenous Affairs quoted in an APTN article from May 30, 2019, “Specifics for 
Pikangikum airstrip showed it was too narrow side to side for either landing or ground operations 
given the plane’s wingspan length, preventing routine landing of the aircraft” (Fiddler, 2019). The 
aircraft has a wingspan of 132.6 feet and the runway in Pikangikum First Nation is only 100 feet wide 
according to NAV Canada’s Flight Supplement Guide.  There was also heavy smoke cover in the area, 
which initially prevented pilots from obtaining a visual confirmation of the runway.  The addition of 
LPV approaches would increase the overall width of the runway by expanding runoff areas on either 
side and would also provide pilots with precise situational awareness despite heavy smoke cover.   
 
A Hercules CC-130H also exceeds the weight limitations for the specification of runway at remote 
northern airports.  Runway materials are not able to withstand repeated landings of this aircraft and 
cause damage to the landing area each time.  Maintenance of the runway must occur consistently 
throughout evacuations when using this aircraft.  Gravel surface runways also cause damage to the 
aircraft upon landing, as the material can chip and dent the body of the aircraft.  Landing a Hercules 
aircraft can be restricted based on conditions such as on snow packed runways, as compacted 
snow and ice (hard contaminants) reduce the friction forces, creating difficulty with landings and 
take offs. These examples speak directly to the need to invest in remote airport infrastructure and 
increase staffing capacity to support runway maintenance requirements in high traffic 
circumstances.  
 
As Climate Change continues to further impact these remote regions, evacuations due to natural 
causes, such as wildfires and flooding will continue to be necessary. Additionally, a significant 
amount of infrastructure including sewer, water and electricity within many communities is 
approaching, at or past its end-of-life and liable to fail catastrophically, which is likely to result in a 
greater number of year-round evacuations. With known limitations to the quick and efficient 
evacuation of communities, investments are needed to ensure infrastructure deficits are addressed 
in anticipation of future evacuations. 

Economic and Socioeconomic Benefits for First Nations  
Primary carriers in Northern Ontario are owned directly by the First Nation communities in which 
they serve.  First Nation communities sought investments in airlines operating in their communities 
as primary drivers of economic growth, given that air transportation is the only method of 
transporting goods and services into and out of communities.  Many of the First Nations in NAN 
territory own airlines to drive their own economic well-being.    

 
Due to inclement weather/low ceiling, the Northern Ontario Air Transport industry experienced a 
total of over 200 community flight cancelations and missed approaches in November 2016 alone. 
 

approximate ratio of flight hours to flights is 1:1 
average flight cost is $3,000  
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average flight time is 1 hour (Northern Ontario) 

$3000.00 x 200 flights = $600,000 

One month of misses in November alone would be worth $600,000 of lost economic value 

That means that $600,000 is now not going into Air Transportation Carriers First Nation 
community owners That is $600,000 not available to the First Nation people living in these 
communities (Wasaya, internal). 

 
LPV approaches and associated infrastructure upgrades are a direct way to lower the cost of 
necessity of life supplies and the cost of living in First Nation Communities that are served by 
remote airports in Northern Ontario. Food prices in remote communities are significantly higher 
due to the cost of flying in goods as opposed to transporting it by road.  For example, bananas 
are on average 320% more expensive; Robin Hood flour is on average 186% more expensive; and 
Catelli Pasta is on average 148% more expensive in fly-in communities (Nishnawbe Aski Nation, 
internal).  

 
An average load carrying perishable groceries and medicines such as refrigerated medicines, 
meats, fruits, vegetables, dairy, grains etc. along with other grocery products would be 
approximately $10,000 – $14,000 on an average twin engine turboprop aircraft utilized in 
Northern Ontario. For Northern Ontario’s cargo air transportation industry, approximately 110 
community flights experienced missed approach or cancellation due to low ceiling conditions.   

 
Using $12,000 as the average approximate value per aircraft  

 
$12,000/load x 110 affected shipments = $1,320,000 of potentially spoiled groceries/medicines 
per month for First Nation communities in Northern Ontario  

 
As a result, prices for these goods in communities would be raised by $1,320,000 just from one 
month of missed approaches/cancellations due to low ceiling which could have been avoided 
with LPV approaches. 

Airport Agreements 
Twenty-six of the twenty-nine remote airports operated by the MTO directly service NAN First Nations 
communities, with the remaining two servicing the compact rural community of Armstrong, and the 
township of Pickle Lake. Seventeen MTO operated airports are either located fully or partially on 
reserve, with the remaining ten being located outside of reserve boundaries. Airport agreements 
were historically implemented with the purpose of defining key terms including financial 
remuneration, building and equipment maintenance, safety and the responsibilities of both the First 
Nation and the MTO. As of 2025 these airports are effectively operating without agreements due to 
expiration of previous agreements of a lack of agreement entirely. While the MTO has acknowledged 
that these agreements are to be reviewed and reinstated, there has been no clarification to date on 
a process or timeline for when new agreements will be negotiated. 
 
Being without clearly defined agreements between the MTO and the First Nations allows for critical 
services to exist in a jurisdictional “grey area”, which in some cases, contributes to infrastructure 
gaps and worsens the relationship between the two parties. An example of this is seen in the 
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maintenance of roads that connect communities to their airports. The MTO has historically included 
road maintenance in agreements with communities, but currently there are no provisions in place to 
define responsibility for this critical infrastructure component.  
 
These agreements are also needed to establish emergency response measures in the event of an 
accident or fire at a remote airport. Most remote communities rely on nursing stations for health care 
services and are effectively without firefighting capabilities. Given the lack of in-community 
resources coupled with a lack of formal agreement, a fire or collision at a remote airport would be 
catastrophic and could potentially fully sever transportation to and from a community.  
 
As the needs and capacity of each First Nation are unique, it is important that airport agreements 
between the communities and the MTO are developed effectively. Not only would this serve to 
provide autonomy for communities over their transportation but also allow the MTO to optimize the 
operation and maintenance of the airports they constructed. Furthermore, if the province were to 
move toward divestiture from the airports, similar to the move the federal government made in the 
1990’s, developing a plan for transfer of care and control could be done in alignment with these 
agreements. Open, honest and transparent dialogue with each community is necessary to ensure 
agreements are appropriate and equitable.  

Security Screening 
Stopping the import of illegal contraband into NAN communities is a key regional priority. NAN has 
been advocating for the implementation of airport security screening to prevent contraband from 
being transported into remote First Nations. 
 
The Canadian Air Transport Security Authority (CATSA) is responsible for conducting security 
screening at designated airports across Canada. CATSA is mandated to protect the public by 
effectively and efficiently screening passengers and their belongings at pre-board screening 
checkpoints for items that are identified on the general list of prohibited items and items that pose 
an immediate threat to civil aviation at designated airports. Airports designated to have security 
screening were identified through a risk assessment process by Transport Canada (TC).  Of the 209 
airports identified, 89 were designated by the Minister of Transport as airports at which security 
screening must take place.  The assessment included an analysis of risk variables such as passenger 
volume, aircraft size, flight routing, threat, vulnerability and impact on the aviation system.   
 
In May 2018, the Transportation Modernization Act (Bill C-49) became law, allowing CATSA to provide 
screening services on a cost-recovery basis to non-designated airports in an effort to facilitate the 
travelers’ journey and to support an efficient aviation system.  TC is finalizing the policy guidelines, 
standards and procedures for the administrative designation of airports and provision of screening 
services.   
 
Section 30.1 of the Canadian Air Transport Security Authority Act (S.C. 2002, c. 9, s. 2) provides that 
CATSA can “enter into an agreement respecting the delivery of screening referred to in subsection 
6(1) with any person who requests the delivery of such screening.”  Although it states that “any 
person” can request the delivery of such screening, it is important to note that the airport 
owner/operator will need to be supportive and work collaboratively with whomever wishes to provide 
screening services, as there are specific regulatory requirements that the airport owner/operator 
must meet to allow for screening services to take place.  The airport owner/operator (the Ministry of 



 

 
19 

 

Transportation of Ontario) will also be responsible for all costs associated with any service rendered 
before and after to the administrative designation process.  It must also be noted that CATSA 
Screening Services do not apply to charter flights.  
 
There have been resolutions passed by NAN and Mushkegowuk Council that speak directly to the 
need for searches at remote northern airports to reduce contraband making its way into remote First 
Nations.  Mushkegowuk Resolution No. 2015-10-14: Mushkegowuk Council Renews Campaign 
Against Illegal Drugs and Alcohol supports increased searches and spot checks at airports, as well 
as incoming mail service. 
 
With several remote NAN First Nations expressing interest in this service, it is suggested that the 
MTO strongly consider working collaboratively with interested First Nations to implement this 
service at remote northern airports and municipalities who serve as the main thoroughfares (i.e. 
Thunder Bay, Timmins, Sioux Lookout, Pickle Lake, Red Lake, Nakina, Winnipeg, etc.).  
 

Funding  
Airport funding in Canada has changed significantly over the past 50 years. Most Canadian airports 
were originally constructed using public funds and by the late 1960’s, the federal government was 
incurring an annual deficit of millions of dollars for airport operations and aviation subsidies. 
Throughout the following decades the federal government moved to divest from airports and 
aviation, culminating in the 1990’s with the implementation of the Airport Transfer Act, Canada 
Transport Act, and the Civil Air Navigation Services Act. These acts allowed the federal government 
to retain regulatory oversight over aviation, while transferring operational responsibility onto 
private, non-profit entities. Along with new aviation acts, the creation of the National Airports Policy 
(NAP) led to the establishment of airport authorities. These Local Airport Authorities would assume 
care and control over airports in the National Airports System (NAS) through lease agreements with 
the federal government, with regional and small airports being sold or transferred to private or 
public community-based parties.   
 
As part of the National Airports Policy, the federal government recognized that some newly 
transferred airports may not have traffic volumes that would support funding levels needed to 
maintain or improve the safety of airport operations. As such, in 1995 the Airport Capital 
Assistance Program (ACAP) was implemented, providing funding for airports that are not owned or 
operated by the federal government, handle at least 1,000 year-round regularly scheduled 
commercial flights and meet certification requirements. Projects that are eligible for ACAP funding 
include those that are related to the airside (runway rehabilitation, lighting, visual aids), heavy 
airside mobile equipment (snowplows, sweepers, equipment shelters), and air terminal building 
upgrades (sprinkler systems, asbestos removal, barrier-free access). This funding envelope has 
remained capped at $38 million since 2000, and annual applications from eligible airports, which, 
according to a 2023 Transport Canada evaluation of the program, “greatly exceed the annual 
budget”. Between 2021 and 2024 there were approximately 249 airports eligible for ACAP funding 
across the country, and adjusted for inflation, $38 million in 2000 would be nearly $60 million in 
2021. While $60 million annually would likely not be sufficient to close the national airport 
infrastructure gap, accessing funds collected through lease agreements, which are estimated to 
total approximately $419 million per year, could support the effort.  A 2023 Transport Canada 
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evaluation of ACAP also noted that a significant number of 
eligible airports in Ontario are not submitting funding 
applications and note that a majority are owned by the MTO who 
submit applications in a format that is not acceptable by the 
fund.  
 
While federal aviation was undergoing its evolution in the latter 
half of the 20th century, Ontario was undergoing its own aviation 
changes. In 1968, the province passed the Airports Act (Ontario 
Airports Act R.S.O. 1990, Chapter A.15) which gave them the 
authority to “acquire, establish, construct, operate and 
maintain airports and landing grounds to serve any one or more 
areas in Ontario”. This act was intended to work in conjunction 
with already established federal policy and programming. Over 
the next 30 years, in partnership with the Ministry of Northern 
Development (MND, now MNEDG), the MTO carried out the 
Remote Airport Development Program. This program was tasked 
with the “construction and maintenance of a public system of 
airports in remote areas of Northern Ontario” (Ministry of 
Transportation and Communications Annual Report, 1986). MTO 
annual reports during this time also describe monitoring federal 
initiatives related to policy and how they might impact 
programming carried out at the provincial level. Figure 1 shows 
a section of the 1985-1986 Annual Report from the Ministry of 
Transportation and Communications, demonstrating 
expenditure in airport construction and upgrades. 
 
Overlapping jurisdiction between the federal and provincial 
governments, along with a lack of clear transportation policy has 
resulted in a dangerous infrastructure gap at the remote 
northern Ontario airports. As aviation technology improves, and 
Transport Canada implements safety regulations in line with 
international standards, remote airports and small carriers 
become less economically viable and experience preventable reductions to service that can be 
catastrophic. The negative impacts on First Nations are compounded by the division of political 
and administrative responsibility between the provincial and federal transportation ministries. 
While these ministries are largely responsible for correcting the current situation, support from 
government ministries relating to health, justice, education and social services would be justified 
as air transport is the primary method for 29 First Nation communities to access these services. 
The widespread costs associated with delayed and reduced access to government services is 
unacceptable across the political spectrum and at all levels of government. The extent of 
transportation infrastructure related interruptions and delays in access to these services 
experienced by First Nations do not occur in major urban centres. It would be in the best interest of 
associated federal ministries to ensure that infrastructure shortfalls are not prohibitive to the 
execution of their programming or efficiency of their resource allocation. A case may also be made 
to secure funding from the Department of National Defense (DND) as that allocation could 

Figure 1 
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contribute towards the requirement for NATO members to contribute 2% of their Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) to defense spending.  
High-level estimates suggest that required infrastructure upgrades at each remote Ontario airport 
will total nearly $1.5 billion for the region, with a cost of approximately $50 million per airport. As 
multiple ministries within both the federal and provincial governments have a vested interest in 
supporting necessary upgrades, locating this funding amount should not be prohibitive. The 
logistics of coordinating such a massive infrastructure upgrade project are complicated and will 
undoubtedly take a significant amount of time and collaboration at all levels of government. In the 
time that passes before the project is initiated, and longer still until it is completed, infrastructure 
costs will continue to increase, and First Nations communities will continue to suffer the 
consequences.  

Conclusion  
The 29 remote airports operated by the Ontario Ministry of Transportation are critical lifelines for 
the First Nations they serve. However, decades of underinvestment and the slow pace of 
modernization have created a dangerous gap in aviation infrastructure and service delivery. The 
recommendations set out in this assessment—declaring clearways and stopways as runways, 
implementing interim exemptions from TP312 5th edition, and conducting comprehensive service 
level assessments—are not just technical or regulatory measures. They are essential steps toward 
safeguarding the lives, health, and wellbeing of over 50,000 First Nation residents who rely on air 
travel for everything from emergency medical care to the delivery of food, fuel, and basic supplies. 
 
 Upgrading these remote airports will also deliver profound economic and social benefits. 
Modernized infrastructure will reduce the frequency of cancelled flights and missed medical 
appointments, allow for more cost-effective transport of goods, and enhance the overall resiliency 
of northern communities. These benefits will have impacts throughout the region—lowering the 
cost of living, creating jobs, improving public health, and strengthening economic development on 
and off reserve. 
 
 The urgency is clear. Without immediate action and cross-jurisdictional collaboration, the 
infrastructure gap will continue to widen, deepening the inequities faced by remote First Nations. 
The Government of Ontario, alongside federal partners, must seize this moment to commit to a 
long-term, fully funded strategy for aviation safety and sustainability in the North. The cost of 
inaction—measured in lives, lost opportunities, and growing disparities—is far too high. 
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Appendix 1: Resolutions 
 

1.1 NAN Resolution 06/29: Improving Remote Airports 
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1.2 NAN Resolution 12/36: Ornge Air Ambulance Incident in North Caribou Lake First 
Nation 
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1.3 NAN Resolution 16/48: Aviation Safety in First Nation Communities 
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1.4 NAN Resolution 25/14 Remote Airport Infrastructure Funding for Required Upgrades 
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1.5 COO Resolution 24/12A Remote Airport Infrastructure Funding for Required Upgrades 
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1.6 AFN Resolution 46/2024 Remote Airport Infrastructure Funding for Required Upgrades 
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1.7 Mushkegowuk Council Resolution No. 2015-10-14 Mushkegowuk Council Renews 
Campaign Against Illegal Drugs and Alcohol 
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Appendix 2: Letters of Support  
 

2.1 Sioux Lookout First Nations Health Authority Letter of Support 
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2.1 Ornge Letter of Support 
 



 

 
37 

 

 



 

 
38 

 

 
2.2 Wasaya Airways Letter of Support – request 

 



 

 
39 

 

 
References 

ADB SAFEGATE. (2023). RELIANCE Runway Edge, Threshold and End, L-861(L), L-861E(L) and L-861SE(L) 

Omnidirectional elevated [Brochure]. https://www.airportlights.com/wp-

content/uploads/2023/03/3813_7923c9fd-da92-4b9c-9742-128d9d129ec5.pdf  

Dion, Joseph P. (2002). Airports in Transition. Library of Parliament Parliamentary Research Branch 

Science and Technology Division. https://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection-R/LoPBdP/PRB-

e/PRB0241-e.pdf 

Emmerson, David & Meades, Randall. (2015). Connecting Canada's Transportation System to the 

World. Pathways, Volume 1.  https://tc.canada.ca/sites/default/files/migrated/ctar_vol1_en.pdf 

Fiddler, Willow. (2019). Evacuation of Pikangikum to Continue Friday Ahead of Forest Fire. APTN National 

News. https://aptnnews.ca/2019/05/30/evacuation-of-pikangikum-to-continue-friday-ahead-of-

forest-fire/ 

Galloway, Gloria. (2015). First Nations Health Care: The System Failed My Son. The Globe and Mail 

Canada. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/first-nations-health-care-the-system-

failed-myson/article26020926/ 

Government of Canada, Office of the Auditor General of Canada. (2017). Report 6-Civil Aviation 

Infrastructure in the North-Transport Canada. 2017 Spring Reports of the Auditor General of 

Canada. https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201705_06_e_42228.html 

Government of Canada, Transport Canada. (2010). Airports Capital Assistance Program: information for 

applicants. TP12313. https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2011/tc/T22-103-2010-

eng.pdf 



 

 
40 

 

Government of Canada, Transport Canada. (2023). Evaluation of the Airports Capital Assistance Program. 

https://tc.canada.ca/en/corporate-services/transparency/corporate-management-

reporting/evaluation-reports/evaluation-airports-capital-assistance-program 

Transportation Safety Board of Canada. (2018). TSB Recommendation A18-02 De-icing and anti-icing 

equipment. https://www.tsb.gc.ca/sites/default/files/2025-04/A1802-ENG-2025.pdf 

Transportation Safety Board of Canada. (2018). TSB Recommendation A18-03 Compliance with Canadian 

Aviation Regulations subsection 602.11(2). https://www.tsb.gc.ca/sites/default/files/2025-

04/A1803-ENG-2025.pdf 

Transportation Safety Board of Canada. (2020). TSB Recommendation A20-01 Landing minima in Canada. 

https://www.tsb.gc.ca/sites/default/files/2025-04/A2001-ENG-2025.pdf 

Transportation Safety Board of Canada. (2020). TSB Recommendation A20-02 Landing minima in Canada. 

https://www.tsb.gc.ca/sites/default/files/2025-04/A2002-ENG-2025.pdf 

 


