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Representing Northern Business Since 1973 

 
April 24, 2020 

 
Hon Mélanie Joly 
Minister of Economic Development and 
Minister Responsible for Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency 
225 Chabanel West, Suite 1109 
Montréal QC H2N 2C9 
 
RE: Northern Relief Package for all sectors of the NWT 
 
Dear Hon Mélanie Joly 
 
The NWT Chamber of Commerce represents over 100 members as well as over 3,500 businesses of every 
size and sector throughout the NWT. Please accept this letter from the NWT Chamber of Commerce as a 
call to action in regards to very much needed financial relief to the NWT business community. 
 
We would like to commend the federal government in the swiftness in which they have been making 
announcements and adjusting qualifying requirements to fit our small and medium (SME) business sector 
across the country.   As you well know, small and medium take on different definitions in the North as 
compared to the rest of Canada and this brings unique needs. 
 
As I am sure you are also aware of this unprecedented time for businesses resulting from the COVID-19 
pandemic arose during an already grim economic outlook for the NWT. According to the GNWT’s economic 
outlook, the economy was to decrease by 4.3% in 2019 with a more optimistic outlook of an increase of 
3.8%. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we can be assured that the NWT economy will not be growing, and 
we must focus on saving our SMEs in the territory and prepare ourselves for how business is going to look 
in the coming months and years. 
 
We need the federal government to realize that SME businesses in the NWT need better support, with the 
cost of doing business in the north, a majority of our businesses are operating with such thin margins that 
even a 10% decrease of revenue represents the point of no return to closing its doors.  If they see a 
reduction of 30%, that means chances are the business has already closed and any form of relief is of no 
assistance. We appreciate the work the federal government is doing to help bridge these issues but there is 
a significant amount of work that needs to be very quickly administered to help out our small businesses 
with solutions that work for the North. 
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Representing Northern Business Since 1973 

Another critical message we are hearing from all businesses in the NWT is that they do not want the further 
burden of paying back loans without the confidence that they will be in business. Many of our SME 
businesses in the NWT rely on government contracts to keep them afloat and thus some are somewhat 
“stable” in being able to meet their operating cost requirements for April and possibly the month of May but 
have uncertainty and fear they will not be able to meet those requirements beyond then.  They request the 
flexibility of having access to these new benefits/relief package once they are required.   
 
With consideration to the above, we are requesting that the Federal and Territorial governments, as well as 
the NWT Chamber and other applicable territorial business chambers and associations, create the 
framework for a Northern Financial Relief Package, designed with criteria specifically for the NWT. 
 
Recommendations to be included in the Northern Relief Package: 

1. Financial relief to assist with fixed operating costs - as indicated above, businesses in the NWT 
have the highest operating costs of anywhere else in the country, highlights of some of the average 
costs are listed below. On April 20, 2020 the Northern Business Relief Fund was announced in the 
amount of $15m for all 3 Territories.  This fund allows businesses with less than 20 employees to 
apply for $2,500 up to $100,000.  This is a first come first approved basis and thus those who may 
need relief after May/June may not be able to apply.  This does not apply to not for profits or 
businesses with more than 50 employees which may eliminate several sectors such as aviation, 
mining, manufacturing, construction, etc. 
 

2. Increase of the CERB for individuals in the NWT. Just as businesses have the highest cost of 
operating in Canada, individuals have the highest cost of living in Canada, as $2,000/mth may 
assist individuals in southern Canada to get by it is not sufficient in the NWT.  

o As per CMHC, the average residential rent in Yellowknife in 2018 was $1,451 for a one 
bedroom and $1,697.00 for a two bedroom and year over year increases of 1.4% 

o The average rental rate outside out Yellowknife is dictated by the NWT Housing 
Corporation and can be found here 

o Based on current listings the average commercial rent is $15/sq ft triple net 
o The average amount for power in the NWT is $0.64/KW and with 6 weeks of winter still left 

in the north, individual and businesses are still having to pay significant portions monthly 
o The average cost to fill a tank of heating fuel is $700/mth.  Even with the low cost of both 

heating and automobile fuel, those in the communities are not seeing a “relief” at the 
pumps as their fuel is purchased by the GNWT annually in bulk and price is determined at 
the time of purchase. 

 
3. Financial Relief package for the aviation sector as per letter issued to Minister Vandal - link 
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4. Adjust the eligibility criteria for CERB as well as CEWS to better suit the needs of SME businesses 
in the NWT.  In addition to the proof of revenue loss threshold, the following are examples of (but 
not exclusively these areas that make it difficult for businesses to qualify: 

o Due to the persistent labour shortage, many businesses rely on casual ad hoc labour and 
contract labour.  As such, those “labour” expenses are paid accordingly and not through 
regular payroll and thus no T4 payroll summaries 

o A majority of our tour operators and businesses in the hospitality industry rely on foreign 
workers, once businesses are able to get back up and running some of these employees 
will no longer be in the NWT and hiring replacement staff will now become more costly 

o This has also been identified by the NWT & NU Chamber of Mines -link; Yellowknife 
Chamber of Commerce - link; and supported by MP Michael McLeod- link 

 
5. Work with CRTC and Northwestel to waive all internet overage fees in ALL communities until June 

30/20 or until self-isolation measurers are lifted.  Alternatively, have Northwestel effective May 
01/20 create an actual unlimited internet package (no caps or throttling) at an affordable rate for 
residents. Many businesses to attempt to stay afloat have had to move online and the very basic 
internet package for business is $309.95/mth and can go up to $449.95/mth. With all children doing 
homeschooling via the internet and several parents having to work from home, both of which will 
put a strain on a household’s internet usage, residents are paying anywhere from $110.95 - 
$189.95/mth. 
 

6. The NWT Chamber of Commerce supports the letter sent to Minister Morneau in regards to 
concerns and issues with the Canada Emergency Business Account (CEBA) - link 
 

7. Work with the GNWT and the NWT business community to create a stimulus package to help 
businesses adapt to the changing business environment.  Examples of business improvement 
assistance may include moving their business online; changing their focus of manufacturing; 
shifting to high demand products that would assist in growing a business; etc. 
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In conclusion, we would once again like to thank the Federal Government for the work put into all of the emergency 
benefit packages thus far.  We look forward to working with both levels of government to help bring back all our 
amazing northern businesses. 

Yours truly, 

 

        

Renée Comeau                      Jenni Bruce 
Executive Director                     President 
NWT Chamber of Commerce                    NWT Chamber of Commerce 
 

 

Signatures of support: 

      
Mary Boden, President      Terry Rowe, 1st Vice President 
Hay River Chamber of Commerce   Hay River Chamber of Commerce 
 
 
 

 
Kyle Wright, Vice President 
Norman Wells & District Chamber of Commerce 
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Denise Yuhas, President 
Thebacha Chamber of Commerce 
 
 
 
Signature not available at this time 
 
Kirby Groat, President 
Fort Simpson Chamber of Commerce 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cc’d: MP Michael McLeod; Hon Daniel Vandal, Minister of Northern Affairs; Hon Yvonne Jones, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Northern Affairs; Hon. 
Marc Garneau, Minister of Transportation;; Hon Bill Morneau, Minister of Finance; Hon. Larry Bagnell, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of CanNor; Hon. 
Marc Miller, Minister of Indigenous Services; Hon Margret Dawn Anderson, Senator NWT; Hon Michelle Rempel Gardner, Shadow Minister of Industry and 
Economic Development; Hon Caroline Cochrane, Premier of the NWT; Hon Caroline Wawzonek, NWT Minister of Finance; Hon Katrina Nokleby, Minister of 
Industry, Tourism and Investment 
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