
THE SAHTU REGION in the Northwest Territories is one of 
many regions in North America that have experienced the 
promise of an oil and gas boom. When oil prices crashed in 

2014, the Sahtu Region suf-
fered the consequences, 
as people were laid off and 
companies pulled out of 
the region. The Sahtu Re-
gion struggles with some 

of the lowest incomes, highest unemployment rates, and 
highest costs of living in the NWT. 

For these reasons, the promise of jobs is powerful. This 
discussion paper examines the jobs potential as well as the 
risks and benefits of an oil and gas based economic future 
for the Sahtu Region, as compared to a future that prioritizes 
growing local economies. The two are compared in terms of 
jobs and measures of health and well-being such as poverty 
and how income is distributed (inequality).

THE SAHTU REGION

There are five communities in the Sahtu Region, and most of 
the residents are Dene. The majority of the population in the 
Sahtu Region rely on imported food and fuel, which results 
in a high cost of living. There is also significant inequality 
within and between the five Sahtu Region communities. The 
Sahtu Region has a wealth of renewable resources that have 

traditionally been the foundation of the local economy, and 
many residents still participate in traditional activities, such as 
hunting, trapping, fishing, and arts and crafts production. The 
majority of the NWT’s non-renewable resources, especially nat-
ural gas and crude oil production, comes from Norman Wells.

GETTING THE BEST BANG FOR YOUR BUCK: JOBS

To compare how well oil and gas extraction creates jobs 
compared with other areas, we use a tool developed by the 
government that measures the number of jobs created for 
each dollar invested (multiplier tables, see Figure 1 on page 3). 
Sectors that use renewable resources create the most jobs per 
dollar invested, including forestry, agriculture, tourism, and 
fishing, hunting and trapping. Oil and gas extraction creates 
the least jobs per dollar invested.
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Local ownership of smaller businesses can be a more 

powerful engine for economic growth. Small and local 

businesses create more than twice the jobs per dollar 

spent than a large chain or foreign owned business does.

BEYOND JOBS: DELIVERING ON WELL-BEING

Growing local economies results in a wealth of social 

and economic benefits, including a more stable long-

term economy, more jobs that locals can access, lower 

environmental footprint, lower cost of living, maintaining 

a community’s cultural heritage and traditions, and 

strengthening social ties.

SOCIAL IMPACTS OF OIL AND GAS

Negative impacts associated with oil and gas and fracking 

elsewhere include cycles of recessions and depressions, 

increased crime rates (including violence against women), 

higher demands on health and social services, increased 

poverty rates, higher costs of living, barriers to jobs for 

local people, loss of social cohesion and traditional values, 

and environmental damage. The evidence shows that 

many of the longer term, quality oil and gas jobs are filled 

from outside the community.

OIL AND GAS BOOM AND BUST

In economies based on oil and gas, revenues and jobs 
go up and down often because they are based on global 
prices. Also, those resources eventually decline. Com-
munities in the Sahtu Region have already experienced 
the risks of relying on the oil and gas extraction industry 
with booms and busts from the Mackenzie Valley pipeline 
and the shale boom, both of which did not move ahead.

IS THE SAHTU REGION AT RISK?

The Sahtu Region is at risk physically due to aging 
infrastructure and potential impacts of climate change, 
and socially due to an aging population, high inequal-
ity, unemployment, and cost of living, which make the 
population vulnerable to the environmental and social 
risks of oil and gas, and to booms and busts.

BUILDING ON SAHTU REGION STRENGTHS  
— LOCAL ECONOMY

The potential for increasing local sustainable businesses 
exists in several sectors in the Sahtu Region. Across the 
NWT, economic activity in agriculture, forestry, fishing, 
and hunting more than doubled in five years; these 
activities increased from $13.6 million 1999 to $30 million 
in 2014 (GDP in inflation adjusted dollars). 
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Figure 1: Selected Economic Multipliers in the NWT
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Note: For a complete list of economic multipliers in the NWT, see Appendix A in the full report.

Source: Northwest Territories Bureau of Statistics, 2012,  NWT Economic Multipliers: Overview and Results

http://www.statsnwt.ca/economy/multipliers/
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Forestry and wood products

Forestry is a renewable resource that has significant poten-
tial in the Sahtu Region as long as it is practiced sustainably. 
Forestry creates 23.4 jobs per $1 million invested, over 40 
times as many direct jobs per dollar spent than oil and 
gas extraction. Communities in the Sahtu Region already 
have portable sawmills, and could be used communally 
for individuals to create wood products. There could also 
be demand for wood and wood pellets for biomass-based 
energy production (which could be also be based on willow 
chipping).

Agriculture

Growing food locally could be an important economic 
growth option for the Sahtu Region, both creating jobs 
locally and reducing food costs for community members, 
freeing up more of their budget to be spent in the lo-
cal economy. According to the Northern Farm Training 
Institute (NFTI), northerners spend $150 to $170 million 
annually on food, most of which is imported. NFTI estimates 
that a northern family farm has the potential to earn as 
much as $200,000/year. The GNWT can support the growth 
of local agriculture in the Sahtu Region by investing more in 
training, land access, and start up costs, as well as creating 
solutions to problems such as food storage and helping 

communities meet food safety regulations. The food 
subsidy program also needs to be changed to better 
support local food producers.

Tourism

Tourism is the largest renewable resource based industry 
in the NWT. The Sahtu Region has many geographic and 
historic features that attract tourism, including the Canol 
Trail. Surveys show that a growing number of visitors to 
Canada are interested in experiencing local cultures. This 
is an opportunity for the Sahtu Region.

Some of the infrastructure for tourism already exists in 
the Sahtu Region, including community airports, but 
there are challenges in terms of high costs for tourists. 
Some of these can be overcome with communities work-
ing together on packages, marketing and infrastructure 
needs, insurance costs, and capacity.

Arts and crafts

Participation in arts and crafts production is growing 
in the Sahtu Region. In 2013, 27.5 per cent of people in 
the Sahtu Region participated in arts and crafts, more 
than double the number from 2008/9. There is potential 
to increase revenue from arts and crafts in the region as 

The following briefly summarizes some of the opportunities in different sectors in the Sahtu Region.
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tourism increases, and through access to external markets 
(i.e., online marketing and branding).

Trapping

In the Sahtu Region, the proportion of the population 
engaging in trapping remains high. The sale of NWT 
furs contributed more than $2.5 million to the economy 
in 2012–2013 ($725,000 in the Sahtu Region). There is 
potential to grow the trapping sector, as pelts from the 
NWT are increasing in value, and younger harvesters are 
engaging in trapping in the NWT. Trappers also can be 
linked to environmental monitoring and habitat restora-
tion, ensuring long-term ecosystem health.

Traditional harvesting

Traditional harvesting, including hunting, fishing, and 
gathering, is both culturally and economically important 
in the Sahtu Region. There is potential for the sale of items 
made from non-timber forest products (e.g., soaps, teas, 
jams, mushrooms). Opportunities for this sector include 
increasing the ability of harvesters to reach markets for 
sale of their products, and supporting the processing of 
products. Support in launching as businesses and access-
ing tax advantages could be helpful, as well as storage 
and distribution of products.

Investing in renewable energy

There is significant demand in the Sahtu Region for heat-
ing energy. Historically, the majority of heat supply has 
been from fossil fuel sources. Adding renewable energy 
in the Sahtu Region can reduce the negative impacts of 
burning fossil fuels (noise, pollution, and health risks), 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and create jobs in in-
stalling and maintaining renewable energy infrastructure.

Reducing home energy use

Installing energy efficiency upgrades to homes, or ap-
pliances in homes, can reduce cost of living and create 
jobs in the Sahtu Region, while reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. Programs in place to support energy efficiency 
retrofits in buildings and homes, as well as the purchase 
of energy efficient appliances, could be expanded to be 
more accessible, support more people, and create more 
local jobs.

Environmental monitoring and conservation

People in the Sahtu Region have always relied on healthy 
ecosystems for their wellbeing, and the long-term success 
of growing local economies in the region will hinge on 
healthy ecosystems. There is the potential to localize 
jobs in monitoring and conservation, including fisheries 
management, wildlife monitoring, working as scientists, 
parks management, and reclamation. These jobs often fit 
with the experience, skills, and seasonal work of indigen-
ous communities, and with values of caring for the land, 
particularly if those careers value and use traditional 
knowledge.

CHANGES IN POLICY NEEDED  
FOR A BALANCED ECONOMY

While important steps have been taken to support and 
monitor sustainable local economies in the Sahtu Region, 
giving a higher priority to the sectors listed above is 
needed to support continued growth. Subsidies to the 
resource extraction sector can be removed, and refocused 
on local sustainable economies. A “triple bottom line” 
approach can be used to ensure economic, social, and en-
vironmental sustainability as the Sahtu Region develops.

Well-being: both a cause and an effect

well-being small and local 
business

job 
creation

poverty 
reduction



Both social and physical infrastructure gaps need to be 
addressed, from roads and waste treatment to adequate 
incomes and health programs. There needs to be both 
regional and local supports and services (localizing jobs 
in services will be important for building the economic 
base). Well-being is a necessary input for building local 
economies; poverty and inequality need to be addressed.

Policies to grow the local 
economy include focus-
ing on capacity build-
ing initiatives, such as 
job training, expanding 
local business develop-
ment offices, accessible 
credit such as local rotat-
ing micro-credit loans, 

growing economic development programs, and using 
a long term vision to set short, medium, and long term 
goals for sustainable growth.

These steps may seem out of reach for the government, 
but there are revenue options. Most obvious is moving 
subsidies from oil and gas and other extractive industries 
over to support local sustainable economy initiatives. 
This could include requiring polluting firms to pay for the 

costs of their own emissions, including climate change 
emissions. Other options exist in the form of taxes and 
debt financing. The data is clear that attracting people to 
live and stay in a community hinges on the character, cost, 
and quality of the available workforce, the local school 
system, the public services, the environment, and the 
richness and depth of culture and community. These take 
government investment and policy leadership.

CONCLUSIONS

Local, sustainable economies exist in the Sahtu Region 
and have significant potential for growth if they are 
prioritized. To foster their successful growth, policies must 
be shifted away from attempting to recruit large-scale 
outside investment, and refocused toward building local 
economic and social capital. 

The findings of this discussion paper indicate that the 
Sahtu Region is in a position where decisions made in the 
near future can have profound and long-term impacts 
on the people, culture, and communities in the region. 
Further analysis is warranted to better understand the 
opportunities and challenges for building long-term 
quality jobs and sustainable communities.
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