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News articles, popular media and personal anecdotes are replete with stories of 

government inefficiency, especially the amount of time it takes to get things done.  The fifty year 

saga of the the Mackenzie Valley Highway (MVH), with its origins in Diefenbaker’s Road to 

Resources in 1958 (Resources and Development, 1958) to the current construction taking place 

between Inuvik and Tuktoyaktuk (GNWT DOT, 2014), does not win the world record for slow 

development, but it is surely a contender.  The Government of Northwest Territories (GNWT)’s 

heroic effort to re-engage the process and proceed in a partnership with multiple aboriginal land 

claim groups is an admirable example of leveraging post-bureaucratic partnerships, and rightly 

deserved to be a finalist for the 2012 IPAC Innovation Award (GNWT DOT, n.d).   

This paper will examine the process by which the GNWT partnered with the four claim 

groups (Deh Cho, Tulita, Kahsho Gotine – Sahtu, and Gwich’in ) and the hamlets of Inuvik and 

Tuktoyaktuk to create Project Description Reports (PDRs) as important foundational documents 

for the MVH.  It will do this by first giving the background of the project and reasons why it is 

important.  The bulk of the analysis will be the discussion of the collaborative partnership itself, 

as well as comments as to the consultation done as part of this partnership.  After concluding the 

nature of the partnership, this paper will discuss how this process is an interesting example of 

going beyond network partnership and how it is a model of metagovernance, that is, governing 

through networks.  Finally, there will be a small description of lessons learned for other public 

administration practitioners who may be considering something similar. 

The Mackenzie Valley Highway and the Project Description Reports 

The Mackenzie Valley Highway, in summary, is the vision of an all weather road from 

Wrigley, NWT, and north to Tuktoyaktuk (Stevens, 2014).  This gravel road, built to northern 

climate specifications, would continue from where the current Mackenzie Highway 1 ends at the 
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Wrigley terminus, up to Inuvik to meet the Dempster Highway 8 from the Yukon, and then 

continue northward to end in the Arctic hamlet of Tuktoyaktuk.   Currently this area in the south 

is connected primarily by winter roads (roads built mostly on packed snow, available during the 

winter) or airlift, while there is a connection in the form of a seasonal ice road between Inuvik 

and Tuktoyaktuk.  The MVH is envisioned to be composed of gravel and able to accommodate 

vehicles of up to 80 km/h.  It will be built on a raised slope rather than scraping the ground in an 

effort to preserve the permafrost, at once conserving the environment while minimizing technical 

problems with the road during the change in seasons and with climate change.  This road would 

roughly follow the Mackenzie River, and would be considered parallel in scope to, if not 

intricately connected with, the Mackenzie Gas Pipeline (MGP), and a future fibre optic cable that 

would provide high speed internet access to communities along the valley. Just this basic 

description gives a glimpse of the immensity of the project’s scale, and helps one to understand 

why the project has been so long in the making.  

Much of the MVH’s proposed route is virtually uninhabited, and great care must be given 

during planning to its environmental impact.  The PDRs describe in detail the kinds of animals, 

flora, and topography that the project must consider, from the most delicate flower to caribou 

and moose.  The highway must consider the types of fish that flow in each stream to decide, for 

example, whether a large culvert or a standing bridge would be most appropriate.  The route 

covers large amounts of smaller water systems, which would be difficult to build through even in 

a non arctic/subarctic region.  However the weather further compounds the difficulties faced.  

There are only short seasons when construction can take place.  The design of the road and the 

construction infrastructure must all bend itself to the reality of working in the Far North. 
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The proposed route runs through five indigenous peoples’ settlement regions -  It is a 

standing policy of the GNWT that consultation and consideration of the affected indigenous 

peoples in the territory is a primordial consideration in all aspects of public administration.  

(Stevens, 2014) Any project in the NWT must consider applicable land claim settlements, and 

related federal regulatory regimes. 

It would be appropriate here to list some of the acknowledged foreseen benefits of the 

MVH.  All PDRs echoed the findings of the GNWT Economic Analysis (GNWT DOT, 2009), 

specifically that the road will create jobs (in the form of one-time construction related jobs, 

ongoing maintenance work jobs, and jobs indirectly created by the enhanced transportation 

network), increase the quality of life of residents (primarily by lowering the cost of goods 

coming into the community and increasing access to medical care and other services), facilitate 

an estimated 20% increase in tourism, and act as a catalyst and support structure to other 

important industries such as the energy sector and telecommunications.  There are also macro 

projections that the very economy of the NWT will change and that the road will be an assertion 

of Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic.  However, through the consultations done as part of the 

PDR, it is clear that there are also hesitations on the behalf of the inhabitants, namely concern for 

the environment, wildlife and traditional hunting/trapping/fishing, but also a voiced 

preoccupation with the side effects of easy access of goods.  There were several comments about 

the easier access of drugs and alcohol, and its attendant risks of domestic abuse, as well as an 

overall concern about the stability of the traditional way of life when communities can be easily 

accessed and also easily departed (as an example, see Dessau, 2012 p.115).   

Description of the Partnership 
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Having described the project at length, one can turn to the specific partnership that earned 

the IPAC silver award for innovation.  To substantially progress with the MVH, an important 

first step was to submit a project description to the Canadian Environment Assessment Agency 

(CEAA, 2014).  The Tulita PDR (5658 NWT Ltd., GNWT DOT, 2011, p. 12-2) describes the 

Project Description Report as a document that will be used to secure approval from the 

regulators, secure funding to build the highway and provide guidelines for the next stages.   

The PDR describes the highway and answers questions of What will the highway look 

like?  Where will the highway be built?  How will the highway be built?  How was 

traditional knowledge used to describe where and how to build the highway?  How long 

will it take to build the highway and how much will it cost? What will be the benefit of the 

highway?  What is the impact of the highway on the environment?  What is included in 

the design and construction to minimize impact on the environment?  What are the next 

stages of work? 

The GNWT DOT made a conscious decision to fully engage with the land settlement 

groups to prepare the PDRs.  Several considerations were the impetus for this decision (Stevens, 

2014).  One is the regulatory obligation of the GNWT to incorporate the considerations of any 

affected aboriginal groups in projects, as described earlier in this paper.  Secondly was a desire to 

avoid delays and stalled project management because of a lack of proper engagement and 

consideration of land rights and cultural norms of the local population.  The currently discussed 

Northern Pipeline project is a good example of this (Cryderman & Jang, 2014).  The GNWT 

DOT felt that by partnering with the land claim groups, the project could address any resistance 

and dissatisfaction right from the outset.  The importance of this trust between groups could not 

be overstated.  Once these concerns were addressed, there would be a collective understanding 
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and support for the project that could be used to gain trust from the regulation process, thereby 

allowing the project to proceed faster and more smoothly than if the PDRs had been done 

internally and then brought as a finished product for consultation with the affected communities 

and groups.   One other reason, interesting from a practitioner's point of view, was the personal 

experience of the Director of the project at the time, which reflected on the value of partnering 

on a separate project with local Inuit in Nunavut in 1999-2000.  As the project advanced, other 

benefits became evident - the products were just as good if not better than they would have done 

in-house because of the local and cultural understanding brought to the consultation sessions.  

The projects, in the vast majority of cases, were completed in or under budget.  Important 

capacity building in terms of project management, technical expertise relating to highways, 

contract management, and financial administration took place in all of the partnerships.  There 

were several envisioned benefits to partnering at the outset, and the end result was even more 

comprehensive in all respects than had been originally contemplated. 

Examination into the Nature of the Partnership 

One important question from the standpoint of public administration literature is what 

kind of relationship was established between the GNWT and the land claim settlement groups?  

The first question is, was this a partnership or consultation?  Kernaghan, Marson, and Borins 

(2000, pp. 179-206) outline the characteristics of these two approaches.  Looking at consultation 

as a means to solicit feedback in order to improve the quality of decisions and perhaps reducing 

costs and facilitate public participation, and at partnership as a formal agreement between 

separate legal entities as a means to improve service, empower stakeholders, and manage 

diversity, it is clear that this was indeed a partnership.  In point of fact, it seems to have been a 

partnership struck in order to manage consultation.  Thus a logical follow-on question is, what 
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kind of partnership was it? Wright and Rodal (1997,  pp.263-291) outline four distinct types of 

partnerships: 1. Consultative (information sharing); 2. Contributing (support sharing); 3. 

Operational (work sharing) and 4. Collaborative (decision sharing).  By all measures, the 

relationship between the GNWT and the land claim groups was collaborative, or as Mr. Stevens 

put it, theirs was a REAL partnership. (2014)  There was a formal Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) between the two steering groups that outlined each entity’s 

responsibilities, expectations, and scope for authority.  While the government could reasonably 

be perceived as the senior partner because it was the source of funding (Kernaghan, Marson, and 

Borins 2000, p.198), there was wide discretion given to the land claim groups in terms of 

contract administration and scope of work.  The MOU contained rigorous Terms of Reference 

and the GNWT gave each group the same technical geometric designs and a description of 

applicable regulatory regimes (Stevens 2014), but even a cursory look at the Project Description 

Reports shows varying methodology, focus, and results between the groups.  

One strong indicator that this was indeed a collaborative partnership was that there was 

ownership and an institutional invested stake of interest on the part of all signatories to the MOU 

after the work was done.  Wright and Rodal (1997, p. 273) noted that these collaborative 

partnerships gives the private sector (or partnering entity) a greater financial stake, a more 

comprehensive joint understanding of each other, and a collective responsibility for the public 

good.  Kernaghan in another work (1992) describes true partnership as the most challenging and 

risky form of partnership, requiring an actual sharing of power on an approximately equal basis  

The MOU between the GNWT and the land claim settlement groups along the MVH corridor 

illustrate this pooling of authority and responsibility between groups.  

The Partnership as an Example of Metagovernance 
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Before one examines the lessons learned from this case, a small sidebar is in order, 

wherein one looks at this partnership in the context of metagovernance.  According to Doberstein 

(2013), metagovernance “captures relationships and tension between willingness of state to 

engage with civil society representatives in substantive policy planning and decision making visa 

purpose-focused governance networks, while maintaining some degree of control over their 

activity consistent with traditional notions of democratic accountability.” (584)  Along the 

continuum of network governance consistent with post-bureaucratic administration theory, Bell 

and Hindmoor (as cited in Doberstein, 2013, p.588) described the six core elements of 

metagovernance of networks as steering, effectiveness, resourcing, democracy, accountability, 

and legitimacy.  In this type of governing by network, “power and influence are more 

horizontally distributed among state and civil society actors.” (Doberstein, 2013 p. 585)  The 

partnership between the GNWT and the land claim groups was more than just consultation, and 

more than just collaborative partnership.  It was ahead of the curve in terms of modern 

administration theory, with the GNWT sharing power and responsibility for a project with a 

societal group that the project would impact.  Through this governing by network, the project 

was furthered more than it would have been if the GNWT had done it by itself, and the quality of 

the product was superior because it was done by the groups that will experience the most impact 

by the project.  The GNWT did not surrender its accountable responsibility but it did share that 

responsibility with no guarantee at the outset that the project would turn out positively. 

Lessons Learned 

When looking at this case, the vast majority of comments from all side are positive.  The 

aboriginal leaders of the land claim settlements publicly (GNWT DOT, n.d) appreciated their 

role in their partnership and the opportunity to tell their story in the PDRs. (Gwich’in Tribal 
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Council & GNWT, 2011)  The GNWT appreciated that the products themselves were of superior 

quality, with all of them doing as well as, or better than, expected in terms of costs and staying 

under budget. (Stevens, 2014)  There was a large side benefit of capacity building that will be of 

great help going forward as affected areas harness possible economic benefits.  It is a forward 

looking project that combines the latest cold-weather construction techniques and technology 

and climate change data with traditional aboriginal hunting and harvesting priorities.  However, 

in all enterprises there are always lessons to learn for the next time.  Having established that the 

biggest lesson to this case is that it is a successful and productive way to do business, and that 

other governments should emulate this success going forward, one can also enumerate some 

lessons learned from hindsight to allow others to go even further.  These suggestions come from 

Mr. Stevens (Stevens, 2014) as well as from observations of the researcher in the course of this 

paper. 

1. When doing multiple partnerships, in order to save time, build trust, and conserve 

consistency for a final product, the partnerships should be done as simultaneously as possible, 

understanding that there are resource issues.  While there is a positive outcome to doing it in 

stages (build confidence, learn as you go), this positive outcome seems to be outweighed by the 

confusion of doing it piecemeal. 

2. While the main affected groups were aboriginal land settlement areas, the NWT 

economic analysis showed many different types of stakeholders in the MVH, including the MGP, 

industry, transportation operators using the winter road and the waterways, and the federal 

government, including the Department of National Defense.  There would have been value in 

including the obligation to consult these stakeholders in creating the PDRs, or perhaps noting a 

role of the GNWT in doing this before the final version of the document. 
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3. The consultations done for the PDRs were of the traditional variety, including 

townhalls, and focus group meetings.  There was little to no evidence of using electronic or 

social media to reinforce these investigations.  These consultations seemed to have run into 

organizational, cultural, administrative and capacity barriers in this regard. (McNutt, 2014) Much 

of the consultation was done with tribal Elders whose preferred way of consultation does not 

include electronic devices.  There is a digital divide, or digital exclusion throughout the area due 

to a lack of technological infrastructure.  While this may have been unavoidable in the MVH 

PDR consultations, future MOUs of this type could include a consultation campaign via social 

media to reach as large an audience as possible. 

4. It is clear that this partnership emerged from the practical experience of the different 

signatories to the MOU.  One assumes that this process would have been even stronger had the 

groups enlisted the help of academic practitioners, such as those in IPAC or in Aurora College, 

which could have reviewed the plan and offered suggestions based on current best practices in 

public administration. 

Conclusion 

In sum, the collaborative partnership between the GNWT and the land claim settlement 

groups is a success story which shines brightly amid several modern day struggles between 

governments and aboriginal groups across Canada.  There was real power shared between two 

individual groups which resulted in a better process and a better product than would have been 

realized otherwise.  This partnership pushed the envelope of partnerships as we understand them 

into the emerging rubric of post-bureaucratic metagovernance.  Notwithstanding the small list of 

lessons learned, the model shown in this partnership can and should be followed by municipal, 

provincial, federal, and aboriginal governments everywhere.  
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