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This technical backgrounder was prepared for the Ontario Ministry of Transportation and 
Ministry of Northern Development and Mines by the consultant team to assist the ministries 
in developing the Northern Ontario Multimodal Transportation Strategy. The opinions and 
ideas in this backgrounder are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the 
positions of the ministries or of the Government of Ontario. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cette publication hautement spécialisée Remote Airports Technical Backgrounder n'est 
disponible qu'en anglais conformément au Règlement 671/92, selon lequel il n’est pas 
obligatoire de la traduire en vertu de la Loi sur les services en français.  Pour obtenir des 
renseignements en français, veuillez communiquer avec le Ministère des Transports au  
1-844-505-5006 ou par courriel à contact@nomts.ca. 
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1 Overview 

Among the 67 airports in Northern Ontario, the Ministry of Transportation, 
Ontario (MTO) operates 29 airports associated with remote communities in or 
near the Far North. In most cases, for most of the year these airports serve as 
the only reliable transportation connection between these communities and the 

rest of the province. Other than these airports, most of the communities are only 
connected by seasonal winter roads; the Hudson Bay and James Bay 
communities also benefit from a short season of barge resupply operations. A 
notable exception is Ontario Northland’s Polar Bear Express rail service, which 
provides year-round ground transportation to communities between Cochrane 
and Moosonee.  

Demand for the airports includes trips to access essential services such as 
health care, justice services, and higher-level education, as well as trips for 
business, social and tourism purposes. The airports also play an essential role 
for the communities in facilitating Medevac and air ambulance trips, forest 
firefighting and aerial policing, among others. Air transport of cargo is also 
provided, and essential goods such as food, fuel and building supplies that 
cannot be brought to the community during the winter road operating season are 
flown in via the remote airports when needed (though at a much higher cost per 
unit weight than winter road travel). With the operating period of winter roads 
becoming more variable through climate change, the airports provide an 
increasingly essential link for the local communities. 

Remote airports also provide local job opportunities and can support economic 
development. Industries such as mining rely on certain remote airports to ferry 
labour and freight to remote sites. 

The remote airports are shown together with other transportation infrastructure in 
Northern Ontario in map form in Exhibit 1.1. In addition to the remote airports, 
there is also one municipal airport in the Far North, Moosonee. All of the MTO 
remote airports are situated to serve remote First Nations, with two exceptions: 

 Pickle Lake: This airport serves a municipality at the northern terminus 
of Highway 599 and is a major staging airport for freight flown further 
north. It is also an important location for Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Forestry firefighting operations, and the Ministry of Health also 
relies on the airport for air ambulance services. 

 Armstrong Airport: This airport serves the community of Armstrong as 
well as the adjacent Whitesand First Nation and Gull Bay First Nation. 
These communities are located on Highway 527 and on the CN rail 
line.   
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Exhibit 1.1: Northern Ontario Transportation Infrastructure 
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All MTO remote airports are in Ontario’s Far North, with the exception of 

Armstrong1. Small private airstrips are also operated in the Far North.  

1 The Slate Falls Airport is technically outside the area defined under the Far North Act, 
but serves the Slate Falls First Nation, which is in the Far North.

Ontario’s remote airports are listed in Exhibit 1.2 together with selected 
characteristics: the population served by each airport, runway length and surface 
types, and the presence or not of an Automated Weather Observation System 
(AWOS). In total, approximately 20,000 people live in the vicinity of the remote 
airports.  
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Exhibit 1.2: Listing of MTO Remote Airports with Selected Characteristics 

No. 

Airport  
(Community noted when 
different from Airport Name) 

Population Served 
Runway 
Characteristics 

Automated 
Weather 
Observation 
System (AWOS) 

(2011 
Census) 

(INAC a 

2016) 
Length, 
feet 

Surface 

 Type 

Near North     

1 Armstrongb 480 613 4,006 Asphalt 
 f 

Far North      

2 Attawapiskat 1,903c 1,903 3,495 Gravel  

3 Bearskin Lake 400 473 3,503 Gravel  
 f 

4 Big Trout Lake (Kitchenuh-
maykoosib Inninuwug) 

900 1,126 3,906 Gravel  

5 Cat Lake 490 589 3,963 Gravel  

6 Deer Lake 765 1,051 3,506 Gravel  

7 Fort Albany 510 3,061 3,601 Gravel  

8 Fort Hope (Eabametoong) 1,080 1,493 3,497 Gravel  

9 Kashechewan 1,520 - 3,903 Gravel  

10 Fort Severn 335 532 3,518 Gravel  

11 Kasabonika Lake 895 1,068 3,520 Gravel  

12 Kingfisher Lake 410 529 3,520 Gravel  

13 Keewaywin 340 462 3,511 Gravel  

14 Muskrat Dam 265 210 3,508 Gravel  

15 Neskantaga 240 329 3,484 Gravel  

16 Nibinamik 335 53 3,509 Gravel  

17 North Spirit Lake 265 434 3,518 Gravel  

18 Ogoki Post (Marten Falls) 190 345 3,514 Gravel 

19 Peawanuck (Weenusk) 245 16 3,518 Gravel  

20 Pickle Lake, municipality 425 425d 4,921 Asphalt  

21 Pikangikum 2,275 2,703 3,508 Gravel  

22 Poplar Hill 500 595 3,508 Gravel  

23 Round Lake (North Caribou 
Lake/Waegamow Lake) 

805 828 3,613 Gravel  

24 Sachigo Lake 420 502 3,506 Gravel  

25 Sandy Lake 1,860 2,594 3,507 Gravel  

26 Slate Fallse 185 29 3,507 Gravel  

27 Wapekeka 370 436 3,609 Gravel 
 f 

28 Webequie 670 309 3,507 Gravel  

29 Wunnumin Lake 480 548 3,511 Gravel  

Total      

Total 19,558 23,256 - - - 

(a) Registered on-own-reserve population only 

(b) Armstrong is managed by a Local Services Board (Census population 220) and is adjacent to Whitesand First 
Nation (Census population 260, INAC population 353). INAC data column includes Census data for Armstrong. 

(c) Census figure is not available; INAC figure is shown.                        (d) Census figure shown 

(e) Slate Falls is in the Far North and is separated by North Bamaji Lake from the airport, which is outside the area 
defined under the Far North Act.  

(f) Armstrong system is less comprehensive than AWOS. Wapapeka and Bearskin lake use AWOS from Big Trout Lake 

Source: Runway and AWOS information: Canadian Airport Charts - NAV Canada, September 15, 2016 
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2 Jurisdiction, Policies and Programs 

This section describes the role of the federal and provincial governments 
regarding remote airports. The federal government is the main regulator of air 
transportation in Canada, while the Province of Ontario has responsibility for the 
operation of Northern Ontario’s remote airports. 

2.1 Federal Government Role 

Regulations 

The Federal government regulates airports and air carrier operations 
economically through the Canada Transportation Agency and, with regard to 
safety and related aspects, through Transport Canada. All commercial air 
carriers and all airports must adhere to Transport Canada regulations.  

Transport Canada certification is required for airports with scheduled passenger 
services. All MTO remote airports are certified. 

Airport security is also overseen federally. 

Each MTO remote airport must comply with Transport Canada’s Standards and 
Recommended Practices (TP-312) for federal aerodromes under the 3rd, 4th or 

5th edition, including security and safety, operational procedures and emergency 
response regulations.  As well, the Canadian Aviation Regulations Part III and 
Part IV apply along with the Canadian Aviation Security Regulations Part VII. 

A recently-added regulation in Transport Canada Aerodromes Standards and 
Recommended Practices (TP312 – 5th edition) requires that the area 75 m 
outwards from the centreline of a runway be clear of obstacles. Some remote 
airports have major obstacles that fall within this space and cannot meet the 5th 
edition requirements without significant expenditures to relocate infrastructure. 
This means that these locations would have to remain as 4th edition-compliant 
airports. 

Another proposed regulation that is being considered by Transport Canada, with 
implications for Ontario’s remote airports is a requirement to report weight 
bearing ratios in the Canadian Flight Supplement , which would be a challenge 
for the gravel or surface-treatment surfaces of Ontario’s remote airports. In 
addition, there is proposed legislation that may have an impact on winter 
operations affecting reporting of friction testing on paved runways and 
contamination of runway surfaces at all airports. 
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Air Navigation and Weather Information Services 

NAV Canada was established by the Federal Government to operate Canada’s 
civil air navigation system. NAV Canada is typically financed by fees charged to 
airlines for providing these services. NAV Canada operates two airport towers 
and four Flight Service Stations in Northern Ontario, all at international and 
municipal airports and not at any of the remote airports.  

NAV Canada also operates automated weather observation systems (AWOSs), 
which provides current flight planning and in-flight weather information at 
airports2. In 2012, MTO provided capital funding for the installation of AWOSs at 

eight of Ontario’s remote airports, and NAV Canada plans to install Weather 
Cameras at ten remote airports in summer 2016 to enhance information 
available to pilots.  

Without AWOS, the minimum decision altitude for landing can be about 800 ft. 
(240 m), much higher than the 350 to 500 ft. (90 to 150 m) possible with AWOS. 
Lowering the Minimum Decision Altitude (MDA) involves many factors and 
limitations that are unique to the circumstances at each airport. Some factors 
such as terrain and geography may limit the ability to lower the MDA below 500 
feet. A thorough site assessment is part of the process to lower MDAs and 
update an airport approach. 

Programs 

The main federal airport funding program is the Airport Capital Assistance 
Program (ACAP), which provides funding support for projects that help airports 
meet required safety levels.  

Airport lighting at Ontario’s remote airports is currently being upgraded with LED 
equipment funding through ACAP. Runway end identifier lights (REIL) are also 
being added to remote airports, which are eligible for ACAP funding. 

2.2 Ontario Government Role 

The Province of Ontario funds 100% of the annual $5.5 million operating costs 
for remote airports in addition to $2.5 million in capital funds each year for 
infrastructure rehabilitation (Government of Ontario, 2013). The 2016 Provincial 
budget also included $172 million over 10 years for capital improvements to 
Northern Ontario airports to support remote communities and promote economic 
development. 

                                                      
2 Weather and other flight planning information can be viewed at 
www.flightplanning.navcanada.ca, including weather cameras where available 
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Remote Northern Transportation Office (RNTO) 

MTO’s Remote Northern Transportation Office (RNTO) was formed in 1968 and 
operates the remote airports, the first of which were built in the early 1970s. 
RNTO does not charge landing fees and is not profit-based. 

Remote Northern Airport Program (RNAP) 

MTO’s Remote Northern Airport Program (RNAP) is supported by the Program 
Planning, Engineering, Investment Strategies Branch and Planning and Design 
sections in the planning process that MTO follows with respect to the capital 
projects, rehabilitation, expansions and improvements to airport access roads.  
As the environmental effects of remote airport improvement-related projects 
have been minor and localized, RNAP includes an exemption from the provincial 
Environmental Assessment Act, allowing MTO to make improvements as needed 
to remote airports in a timely manner. Airport improvements can be made in 
response to a request from, and with the co-operation and involvement of the 
Band Council of a First Nation served by the airport, providing there is a 
business case that is included in the priority setting and annual business plan. 

Other Ontario Regulations 

MTO remote airports must comply with provincial MNRF and MOEE regulations 
relating to fuel storage, septic systems, etc.  

Other regulations also includes the consideration of potential negative impacts 
on species at risk and their habitat that are protected under the Endangered 
Species Act. 

2.3 Remote Airports and Local Communities 

MTO operate remote airports in cooperation with the First Nation/community 
served by each airport. Of Ontario’s 29 remote airports, 14 are fully on First 
Nation reserve land, three are partially on reserve land and 12 are off reserve. 
The Province strives to respect treaty and territorial boundaries in all aspects of 
remote airport operations. For reference, treaty area boundaries are shown on 
Exhibit 2.1. 

Remote airport staff need to secure housing in the community adjacent to the 
airport. Given the housing shortages in the growing remote communities, this 
means that the foreperson, assistant foreperson and other airport staff are 
required to be residents of the First Nation, served by the airport.  

Remote airports provide economic opportunities for the community, both in 
employing local labour and in providing transportation services in support of 
employment and industry. Local businesses and the First Nation services are 
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used to support small projects and maintenance, including ditching, tree removal, 
and runway lifts. 

Exhibit 2.1: First Nation and Treaty Areas in Ontario   

 

Source: Ontario Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation, 2015  
<ministry https://www.ontario.ca/page/first-nations-and-treaties-map-ontario>. 
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3 Remote Airport Facilities  

3.1 Runways 

Runway lengths and surface types for each remote airport were shown in  
Exhibit 1.2. Most all of the airports have a single 3,500 ft. (1,100-m) gravel 
runway; a few gravel runways are approximately 3,900 ft. (1,190 m) long, 
including at Big Trout Lake, Cat Lake, and Kashechewan. Pickle Lake and 
Armstrong have paved asphalt runways that are approximately 5,200 ft. (1,500 
m) long and 4,000 ft. (1,220 m) long, respectively. In comparison, Moosonee’s 
municipal airport has a 4,004-ft (1,220-m) asphalt runway. 

Effective Runway Lengths 

With longer runways, it is possible to land bigger or heavier planes, increasing 
efficiencies with economic savings that could potentially be passed on to airport 
customers. (However, large airplanes can also be an economic liability during 
the off-season when the plane is operating at much less than capacity.) Longer 
runways could also allow the use of larger evacuation planes during 
emergencies. 

A couple of notes can be made about effective runway lengths: 

 Declared Clearway: The Take Off Distance Available (TODA) can be 
extended by establishing a clearway at the end of the runway. For 
example, an additional few hundred metres free of obstacles at the 
end of the runway could be declared a clearway which would increase 
aircraft performance.   

 Runway grade percentage or slope: A flat runway 3,500 feet long 
generally meets the needs of most carriers’ passenger aircraft; 
however, where runways have slopes, a reduced load is needed 
because of issues with aircraft penalties with aircraft performance. 
Fort Hope (Eabametoong), Sandy Lake and Kasabonika are all known 
to have sloped runways. This is particular acute for aircraft with 
passenger loads with a capability between 19 and 50 passengers. 

Runway Paving 

The gravel surfaces of most remote airport runways limits the types of aircraft 
that can use the runways. Remote airport carriers do not use newer, more fuel-
efficient airplanes because they cannot be accommodated on the gravel runways 
without costly customized gravel kits being installed. In some cases these kits 
have not been developed, as they require Transport Canada approvals, which 
can be a lengthy process 
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Ideally, runways would be paved or at minimum have crushed gravel with a   
binding agent applied to control loss of fines and aggregate damage to aircraft. 
Paving of airport runways is a costly undertaking, as the work needs to be done 
in warmer weather, but the equipment needs to be brought in by winter road, 
then returned the following winter. Base material used to make asphalt cannot be 
subject to freezing, which makes its use in remote locations impractical at this 
time. Ice thaw can damage paved runways, leaving potholes and cracks needing 
repair. Paved runways also require additional equipment for maintenance and 
surface friction testing which adds to operating costs. Gravel binding agents on 
gravel runways can improve the quality of the runway, extend the life of the 

gravel surface, reduce maintenance required, improve aircraft performance and 
extend the overall life of gravel stock piles; the binding agents would need to be 
reapplied regularly. 

MTO is currently adding a gravel binding agent to its multi-year program to make 
the gravel runways last longer, to reduce damage to fuselages, and to reduce 
maintenance. Even so, the condition and strength of many of the runways will 
continue to be subject to seasonal and weather conditions, but at a reduced 
level. To address this a rehabilitation program is being developed to prioritize 
runway improvements and maintenance.  

Runway Lighting 

Remote airport facilities include electrical systems for visual aids, namely runway 
edge, apron and taxi-way lighting, Abbreviated Precision Approach Pathway 
Indicator Lighting (APAPI), Runway End Identifier Lighting (REIL) and wind 
socks for non-instrument and non-precision approaches. When modern 
navigation equipment is not available at remote airports, aircraft access to 
airports in poor weather conditions is limited, therefore without reliable runway 
lighting, operational safety can be compromised.  

Runway lighting is especially critical, and an alternative power source (e.g. a 
generator) is needed to ensure that they can continue to operate even in an 
emergency. MTO currently has plans to install backup generators at each remote 
airport in 2017-18.  

Runway Controls and Fencing 

Few remote airports have fencing along all sides of the property. Airports need 
proper fencing to protect them from wildlife and incursions from unauthorized 
entry. Proper gating and fencing helps control access to airside. For example, 
sometimes people drive vehicles onto the airside to unload passenger luggage, 
which is a safety risk. The pilot, co-pilot or carrier agent is responsible for safely 
escorting passengers to and from the aircraft. 

MTO currently has plans to install more fencing over a ten-year period. CCTV 
installation is also being considered to enhance security and reduce vandalism. 
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MTO is currently developing an education program for communities, explaining 
the Airport Vehicles Operations Plan (AVOP) and emergency response plans. 
The program will take place over the next several years and will include the 
importance of controlling who can access the airport, the airside of the airport, 
and will explain other safety/security concerns at the airport.  

3.2 Airport Buildings 

Each remote airport has a maintenance garage (also has MTO accommodations 
space) and a passenger terminal, sized as needed for the community. These 
areas are not large enough for services such as luggage control and searches — 
nor is there staff for this task. With no security services to check baggage, the 
potential for smuggling of contraband items is a significant concern to the 
communities served by remote airports. (Note that airport security falls under 
federal jurisdiction, where the focus is on international flights.)  

The airports have an indoor public area for waiting passengers but not space for 
pilots to conduct flight planning or to rest. Luggage is stored outside on a cart, as 
there is no indoor location for it to be secured before loading onto departing 
aircraft. Remote airport staff tend to have access to the Internet, but no remote 
airports currently have Internet access available for public use for waiting 
passengers.  

Some progress in this regard is underway. A block design for new terminal 
buildings is being phased in at priority airports over the next 10 years, and will 
begin in two years. The design includes a luggage area in a control room located 
behind the agent away from passengers where it could be secured and searched 
by local authorities when resources become available to support this function. As 
is currently the practice for any remote airport expansion, First Nations will be 
approached before new garages or terminals are constructed. 

Bulk transport of goods would help to bring down costs of food and goods, but a 
secure structure to house shipments would be needed and is currently not 
available at or near remote airports. If warehouses were to be built, their use 
could also be expanded to include transport truck loads during the winter road 
season. 

Airports are not equipped to deal with aircraft mechanical issues: aircraft with 
maintenance issues need to return to their bases fly to a different airport or 
conduct repairs at the apron area with mechanics flown in.  

3.3 Operator-Specific Fueling and De-Icing Facilities 

Remote airport themselves do not provide fueling and deicing services to 
carriers. Individual air carriers/service is responsible for providing these services 
for their own fleets at remote airports.  
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3.4 Energy Sources 

With the exception of James Bay communities, most First Nations north of Pickle 
Lake are not connected to the power grid and rely on community diesel power 
generating stations. Some communities, including Nibinimik, Peawanuck and 
Poplar Hill, rely on renewable energy generation (e.g. wind and solar power) for 
power, reducing the need to transport diesel fuel to the community. There is a 
concern among stakeholders and community members, however, that MTO 
operated renewable energy systems are expensive to service because 
technicians need to be flown in from the south when issues with the systems 
arise. 

3.5 Local Road Access to Airports 

Transportation to or from airports is also a challenge for individuals without 
access to a personal vehicle. There are no transportation services (e.g. shuttle 
buses) between communities and the airport for any of the remote airport 
locations. 

Local transportation to and from remote airports is challenged by the gravel 
roads connecting to the airports often being in poor condition, as noted in 
information-sharing sessions with stakeholders.  

3.6 Airport Maintenance Equipment 

Because of the critical importance of airports to First Nations, it is essential that 
airport heavy equipment such as snow plows be in good working order and 
accessible for airport operations at all times. In the past, MTO had agreements 
with communities that allowed equipment to be used outside of the airport to 

maintain and plow roads connecting the airport to the community. Recent airport 
agreements no longer include this support to ensure that equipment is available 
for airport use. 
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4 Airport Operations 

MTO is responsible for all aspects of airport operations (lighting, runway, building 
and heavy equipment maintenance, inspections and improvements) in 
accordance with Transport Canada requirements. MTO also must have a Safety 
Management System, several types of documented manuals, procedures, 
processes and detailed record keeping of key activities such as audits, 
inspections, repairs, training and construction plans. Navigation aids which 
includes the Automated Weather Observation Systems are the responsibility of 

NAV Canada. 

4.1 Staffing 

MTO’s central Remote Northern Transportation Office (RNTO) in Thunder Bay 
hires staff from the local First Nation at each airport for operations and 
maintenance activities, with management and supervision provided from the 
central RNTO office. 

Each airport has a single foreperson and seasonal assistant foreperson on duty 
from September to May, known as the winter operations period. Ten airports are 
resourced with a second seasonal assistant due to higher volumes of traffic and 
maintenance. During the summer season of May to August, the foreperson 
works alone. 

4.2 Hours of Operation 

MTO maintains the remote airports year round, although operations are 
commonly affected by winter weather, and significant maintenance and repair 
activities take place in the summer period.  

MTO airports operate from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday to Friday (with a 7:00 
a.m. start at Pickle Lake). Service is not guaranteed beyond these hours. Service 
levels for each airport and key information including contacts is listed in a NAV 
Canada publication, the Canadian Flight Supplement (CFS). 

When the airport is needed outside of business hours, for example, for 60% of 
approximately 2,400 to 2,500 annual Medevac calls (as noted by RNTO), the 
airport can only be used if a foreperson or assistant fore person first ensures that 
the runway is suitable for use, by conducting a runway condition assessment 
report, having the runway cleared of snow if required, and that runway lights are 
functioning.  

In the winter operating season, the foreperson and assistant attend the airport 
outside of business hours for Medevac and other emergency flights when they 
are available. If the foreperson and/or assistant is not available to respond to 
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emergency services in the winter operating season, medevac flights cannot be 
dispatched for response without a runway condition assessment report being 
filed. Without the resources to establish an on-call/stand-by system that provides 
a guarantee of a response medevacs must rely on the good will and availability 
of airport staff. 

4.3 Emergency Preparedness 

As part of Canadian Aviation Regulations, RNTO recently implemented a team to 
support Safety, Regulatory Compliance, Emergency Management and Training. 
The requirements involves annual tabletop exercises, as well as live exercises 
every four years to ensure that the airport staff and community representatives 
are prepared for emergencies. The airports are each developing Emergency 
Management Plans and documenting any real incidents that take place. 

Emergency evacuations currently require using air carriers to deploy their 
aircraft, which can move up to 50 people at a time. When needed in the past, the 
military has brought in Hercules aircraft, which can use remote airport runways 
when rockets are added. Response to evacuation requests involves the 
coordination of such organizations as MNRF, OFMEM, INAC, Health Canada, 
MTO, Department of National Defence, the Red Cross and other agencies. The 
RNTO collaborates with the lead agencies to ensure the airport remains open 
and operational for evacuation flights. 
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5 Services Provided at Remote Airports 

The remote airports are served by a variety of scheduled and charter air 
services, and provide government-sponsored services such as air ambulance, 
medevac, firefighting and police. The focus of this section is on scheduled 
passenger services. Information about the amount of cargo carried is not readily 
available. 

5.1 Scheduled Passenger Services 

Scheduled flights in Northern Ontario are shown in a map in Exhibit 5.1. Most 
flights tend to be oriented in a north-south direction, with a base at a number of 
more northerly municipal airports serving as hubs: Red Lake, Sioux Lookout, 
Nakina, and Timmins, as well as the international airports of Thunder Bay and 
Winnipeg. In many cases, flights stop at multiple remote airports in a row before 
returning to the municipal/international airport base. 

The following airlines provide scheduled passenger services to remote 
communities in Northern Ontario, generally from west to east: 

 Wasaya Airways operates scheduled services from four bases — 
Thunder Bay, Sioux Lookout, Red Lake and Pickle Lake — to almost 
all of the remote communities in Northwestern Ontario’s Far North 
from Webequie westerly, including Fort Severn on Hudson Bay. It is a 
100% First Nation-owned company. (Wasaya also supplies and 
delivers bulk fuel for many of the Hydro generating plants in remote 
northern communities.)  

Wasaya’s passenger fleet is suited to operate in northern climates and 
on shorter gravel runways, and includes Beech 1900Ds 
(accommodating up to 18 passengers), and Caravan C208Bs and 
Pilatus PC-12s (each accommodating up to 9 passengers). For 
transporting freight, the larger Hawker Siddeley 748s can carry up to 
12,000 pounds (5,400 kg). 

 Perimeter Aviation operates primarily in Manitoba but also provides 
scheduled, charter and Medevac air service to Northwest Ontario. 
Scheduled flights connect Pikangikum and Sachigo Lake to Winnipeg 
as well as the municipal airport at Sioux Lookout. Perimeter Aviation 
also provides scheduled flights between Sandy Lake and Red Sucker 
Lake, Manitoba, where connections can be made to other Manitoba 
locations. In 2015, the company had 33 registered two-engine aircraft 
including three Beechcraft Baron 55, five de Havilland Canada 
Dash 8, eight Fairchild Metroliner and sixteen Swearingen Merlin. 
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Exhibit 5.1: Scheduled Air Passenger Services in Northern Ontario 
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 Nakina Air operates scheduled and charter air service from Nakina 
and Thunder Bay to four Far North remote airports: Marten Falls, 
Webequie, Neskantaga and Nibinamik. The company has nine one-
engine and two-engine aircraft to carry a variety of small and 
medium-sized loads. 

 Slate Falls Airways offers scheduled flights between Sioux Lookout 
and Cat Lake, with on-demand services connecting Slate Falls to Cat 
Lake and Sioux Lookout, with five planes operating on floats, wheels, 
tundra tires or skis depending on the season and conditions. 

 Air Creebec serves communities along Hudson Bay and James Bay 
with the exception of Fort Severn, offering scheduled services from 
the municipal airports at Timmins to Moosonee, then to Fort Albany, 
Kashechewan, Attawapiskat and Peawanuck (Weenusk). Air Creebec 
is wholly owned by the Cree Nation and operates with 21 aircraft, 
including one Beechcraft 1900, three Beechcraft King Air, fifteen de 
Havilland Canada Dash 8 and two Hawker Siddeley HS 748. 

 Thunder Airlines’ services to remote airports also include scheduled 
passenger services from Timmins and Moosonee to Fort Albany, 
Kashechewan, Attawapiskat and Peawanuck (Weenusk). The 
company operates five Mitsubishi MU-2, seven King Air A100 and 
one Cessna Grand Caravan 208B. 

Wabusk Air is based in Moosonee and operates charter, Medevac, air 
ambulance and cargo service to Fort Albany, Kaskechewan and Attawapiskat 
(but not as far as Weenusk) along the coast of James Bay, connecting to 
Timmins and Cochrane. The firm operates four twin engine aircraft with a 
maximum capacity of nine passengers. Until recently, it also offered scheduled 
passenger services. 

Bearskin Airlines also operates in Northern Ontario but does not extend service 
into the remote communities at this time.  

Information is not currently available on the annual number and type of flights 
using the remote airports. However, RNTO estimates that in total, the remote 
airports handle 75,000 flights or 150,000 movements annually (a movement is 
one takeoff or landing).  

RNTO also noted that after the short winter road operating season of 2015–16, 
approximately 500,000 litres of fuel were flown into the remote airports to top up 
its own fuel tanks.  
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Airline Pricing 

Some sample approximate total costs of air travel to/from remote airports are as 
follows; these are for weekday travel in June 2016, scheduled one month in 
advance: 

 Winnipeg – Pikangikum (45 min): $275  

 Pikangikum – Sioux Lookout via Sandy Lake (1 h 45 min): $225 

 Sioux Lookout – Keewaywin (1 h): $225 to $450 

 Sioux Lookout – Big Trout Lake (1 h 10 min): $210 to $420 

 Big Trout Lake – Fort Severn (1 h 45 min): $200 to $400 

 Sioux Lookout – Fort Severn (3 h+): $309 to $770 

 Moosonee –  Attawapiskat (1 h 10 min): $430 
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6 Aircraft 

The compact gravel runway surface of remote airports limits aircraft use to 
smaller single and twin-engine turboprop aircraft. Most of these aircraft carry 
only small loads, which increases the cost per shipment and contributes to the 
high cost of living in the Far North. Exhibit 6.1 notes specifications for aircraft 
that are used to serve remote airports, while Exhibit 6.2 highlights a few 
examples of the aircraft. Many remote communities are also served by float 

planes. 

As older aircraft are replaced, new aircraft are equipped with more modern GPS 
and navigation equipment. 

Exhibit 6.1: Remote Airport Aircraft Specifications 

Aircraft 

Required Minimum 
Runway Length  

No. of 
Passengers 
or Cargo 
Load 

Flight Range 
(approximate 
kilometres) feet metres 

Commercial Aircraft 

Dash 8-300 2,500 760 50 2,575 

Basler BT-67 N/A N/A 38 1760 

Dash 8-100 2,500 760 37 1,450 

Metro III 3,500 1,070 19 2,735 

Beechcraft 1900 D 2,800 850 18 1,500 

Metro II 3,000 910 12 1,770 

Cessna Caravan C208B 2,055 630 10-14 1,595 

Pilatus PC-12 2,600 790 9 3,417 

De Havilland DHC-3T Turbo 
Otter 

2,000 610 9 1,000 

Beechcraft King Air 100 3,000 910 9 1,385 

Merlin 3,000 910 6 2,735 

Hawker Siddeley 748s 3,500 1,070 5,800 kg 2,035 

Smaller Aircraft 

Cessna 172 800-1000* 245-305* 3 1,289 

Beechcraft Musketeer 925 280 3 1,252 

Piper Cherokee 700-1000* 215-305* 3 867 

Note: Required runway distances can vary based on a variety of factors, including the aircraft’s load, 

wind conditions, and runway slope, among others. 
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Exhibit 6.2: Examples of Aircraft Used at Remote Airports in Ontario 

The Beech 1900D accommodates up to 18 passengers and is the 
largest and most modern of airplanes serving remote airports. 

 
Photo credit: By P199 - Own work, GFDL,  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=21474694 
 

The Cessna Caravan C208 is one example of a variety of 8 to 9-
passenger aircrafts at remote airports. Smaller 3-passenger aircraft are 
also used for smaller travel groups and supply drop-offs. 

 
Photo credit: By CanadianBushPilot - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2568662T 
 

Hawker 748s can carry up to 12,000 pounds (5,400 kg) of cargo. 

 
Photo credit: By CanadianBushPilot - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=25686296 
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7 Outlook for Remote Airports 

The remote populations served by Ontario’s remote airports are among the 
fastest-growing in Northern Ontario. Northern Ontario’s remote airports are an 
essential lifeline for the growing communities they serve, allowing for the year-
round provision of food, fuel, and other supplies, providing connections for 
essential services such as health care, legal services, and education as well as 
providing employment, social and tourism opportunities. The airports are also 

essential for emergency or medical evacuation, forest firefighting, social 
services, courts/justice and policing.  

Winter roads are used to carry heavy loads that cannot be economically 
transported by air. Climate change is creating shorter winter seasons and more 
variable operating periods for winter roads, creating more dependence on 
remote airports for moving goods.  

With the growing population and the greater need and supply of health, 
education and other services which can only be offered in larger centres, the 
dependence of Northern Ontario communities on the remote airports will 
continue to increase. Even if all-weather roads are extended to some of the 
communities, there will still be a need for medevac flights and passenger air 
services because of the distances and the lengthy road travel times. 
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8 Issues and Opportunities  

8.1 Summary of Issues 

Infrastructure Needs 

Runway condition and building assessments will be required over the next year 
to support decision making for priorities for the RNTO 10-year capital plan to 
improve maintenance and operations. Navigation aids and runway lighting are 
being upgraded and replaced. Additional Automated Weather Observation 
Systems are seen as a need at more remote airports to enhance airport safety 
and use, including for time-sensitive transportation needs, such as emergent air 
ambulance patient transportation. 

Existing facilities at Northern Ontario’s remote airports are aging, especially as 
they were built in the 1980s for the oldest facilities, and will eventually require 
upgrading, rehabilitation or replacement. A building condition assessment review 
and priority setting that is underway will be part of the 10-year capital and 
strategic plans. 

Need for Extended Service Hours or On-Call Staffing 

Operations at Ontario’s remote airports rely heavily on the services of a single 
foreperson at each airport. One assistant foreperson works at each airport 
during the busier winter operating season, but from May to August, the foreman 
does not have an assistant available and works alone. 

Remote airport operating hours are set as 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., Monday 
through Friday. Service beyond these hours is based on the availability and 
goodwill of the foreman to return to the airport and make it ready for use in 
response to an emergency. The availability of additional assistant forepersons   
year-round would be needed in order to expand the operating hours to include 
weekend days and in the evening hours and reduce risks. 

Longer operating hours would be more in keeping with the times that the airports 
are needed, e.g. for numerous after-hours medevac trips. Aircraft carriers also 
noted during NOMTS information-sharing sessions that longer airport operating 
hours would also allow them to better utilize their fleets and improve fuel 
efficiencies, as the current shorter work days result in increased heating and 
cooling cycles for the aircraft. It is not normal operating practice in the industry to 
have scheduled flights operating without having staff at an airport. 
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Lack of Passenger and Carrier Waiting Facilities 

As described in Section 3.2, one of the more common issues noted in NOMTS 
information-sharing sessions on the topic of remote airports is the lack of 
suitably sized public waiting areas where passengers can wait comfortably until 
it is time for their plane to leave. These facilities should have Internet available 
so that both passengers and pilots can check for updates. Recently, Pickle Lake 
Airport had a power outage, and carriers and air passengers at other airports did 
not have a way of knowing about the temporary closure of the airport. 

Aircraft and Navigation Limitations 

The current physical and service-related infrastructure at the remote airports 
limit the type of service provided by northern air operators. This is especially true 
of short gravel runways that will not be able to accommodate larger aircraft, 
including jets and larger loads associated with Northern economic development. 

The remote airports are equipped with NAV Canada non-instrument 
approaches. Making improvements to the approaches and height of the 
Minimum Decision Altitudes would require detailed investigation using a 
cost/benefit and risk analysis to identify obstacles and airport design 
requirements. Meeting the rigorous requirements of theTP-312 5th edition could 
include such drastic measures as relocating buildings and other infrastructure, 
and therefore must be carefully assessed. 

The effective runway length at certain remote airports is reduced by the runway 
being sloped resulting in carriers having to reduce the number of passengers or 
amount of freight hauled. 

Lack of Consolidated Facilities 

As noted in Section 3.3, fuel and de-icing facilities, where available at remote 
airports, is provided by individual air carriers for their own use: there are no 
public or consolidated facilities of this type. This piecemeal provision makes 
operations more complex for carriers, and takes up more space in total at 
airports and terminal facilities. The provision of fueling and de-icing facilities for 
all operators, perhaps in conjunction with storage or warehousing facilities, could 
reduce costs for carriers and provide reliable services. It would also reduce the 
environmental risks of having multiple fuel tanks at an airport.  

Local Access to Airports 

Traveling between the airport and the local community can be problematic due 
to lack of a private vehicle or inability to drive or to get a ride. The gravel 
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roadways connecting the airport and the community are often in need of 
maintenance. 

Long-Term Planning Challenges 

There has been a lack of long-term planning at remote airports. There is a need 
for each airport to have its own Master Plan. RNTO has collaborated with others 
to develop and build a multi-year strategic plan including a 10-year prioritized 

capital plan. Additionally, RNTO is beginning the process of having an annual 
business plan for each airport. 

Contamination 

At stakeholder information-sharing sessions, it was noted that there has been 
contamination from fuel tanks at several airports, and clean-up of this 
contamination needs to be a priority. 

8.2 Opportunities 

Extension of the All-Season Road Network 

As is also discussed in the Winter Roads Technical Backgrounder, several 
remote First Nations are at various stages of considering connecting to the all-
season road network. 

When extending the all-season road network to First Nations currently without 
such a connection the opportunity potentially becomes available to bring goods 

considerably closer to the remote communities by road and reducing the 
remaining distance needed to be covered by more costly air transport. This 
would allow for significant transportation cost savings that could be passed on to 
the consumer. 

Under the Far North Act, 2010, it is intended that land use planning should 
precede development in the Far North of Ontario. Therefore, most development 
in the Far North is prohibited from proceeding before a community based land 
use plan that is jointly approved by the relevant First Nation(s) and Ontario, is in 
effect, unless an order is made to except or exempt an individual project. This is 
to provide an opportunity for First Nations and Ontario to decide together what 
type of development can happen and where. 

Potential expanded services that are more easily provided by communities 
connected by the all-season road network include fueling for road vehicles and 
for airplanes, public rest areas for winter road users, warehousing, equipment 
storage, medical services, etc.  
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The potential opportunity to extend the all-season road network not only to 
Pikangikum and to North Caribou First Nation communities, but also to other 
select remote Northern Ontario communities, would make these communities 
less dependent on their airports. However, as noted previously, the travel time 
advantages provided by the airports would support their continued use even 
where all-season roads may be extended to the communities.  

Potential Partnerships/Consolidated Services 

Consolidated Services for air carriers through partnerships with each other 
and/or with local communities could potentially increase efficiencies and costs. 
There is a potential for limited economic opportunities for the local First Nation in 
this regard. Any potential partnerships of this nature would require more 
planning and investigation. 

The transport of contraband to communities served by MTO’s Remote Northern 
Airports Program via remote airports or other means is an ongoing issue for First 
Nations in Northern Ontario. There are currently no facilities or staff at the 
remote communities to check baggage or goods for contraband. However, given 
that certain municipal airports serve as hubs, there could be an opportunity to 
more efficiently provide consolidated security checks at these municipal airport 
hubs for travellers to remote communities, rather than at the remote airports 
themselves. 

Aircraft Technologies  

Aircraft technology is constantly improving. Newer  aircraft can handle shorter 
runways while having significantly larger carrying capacity and higher fuel 
efficiency than the largest planes currently used in remote Northern Ontario 
airports — but are many times more expensive and limited to military use. For 
example, the CC-130J Hercules (Lockheed Martin) is a four-engine, fixed-wing 
turboprop military aircraft that needs just 1,500 ft. (460 m) of runway length, but 
can carry up to 128 non-combat passengers, or can carry a maximum payload 
of 48,000 lb. (21,800 kg).  

More feasible for use at Ontario’s remote airports, the modern Bombardier Q-
400 turboprop passenger aircraft seats up to 78 passengers and is capable of 
landing on gravel runways, but with a required runway length of 4,600 ft. (1,402), 
most remote airports would require longer runways to accommodate this aircraft. 
However, it is important to note that smaller aircraft that are currently in use that 
can land on existing gravel runways, such as the Cessna Grand Caravan, 
continue to be manufactured. Either way, carriers need solid business cases to 
support the expensive investment in replacement aircraft should they choose to 
explore that option.  
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A technology that has the potential for significant operating cost savings is 
airships. Though airship use has seemed unrealistic for decades, they will soon 
be put to use in places such as Canada’s Far North (in support of the oil sector 
and mining industry), and in Alaska, southeast Asia and the Middle East. United 
Kingdom-based Straightline Aviation plans to begin using the airships to be 
purchased from Hybrid Enterprises (an airship re-seller of Lockheed Martin) by 
2018. The airships can carry 21,000 kg of cargo or more and up to 19 
passengers, at a significantly lower cost compared to existing freight aircraft 
being used (Murray 2016). 

The feasibility of using airships at remote communities has yet to be determined.  
Two factors affecting their use will be whether they can be used cost effectively, 
and what facilities would be required on the ground such as clearway areas for 
longer approaches, mooring masts, parking aprons for unloading and 
manoeuvring space requirements. While a hangar would not be needed at each 
site served, at least one would be needed in the vicinity (e.g. Thunder Bay, 
Sioux Lookout, or Winnipeg). 

Increased Economic Opportunities 

While Ontario’s remote airports currently provide significant economic 
opportunities to the communities they serve, including employment at the airport 
and connections for employment further afield, there may be further 
opportunities to tap into the local labour market or other local resources. 
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Alternate Text for Exhibits 

Exhibit 1.1: Northern Ontario Transportation Infrastructure 

This map shows the roads, railways, and airports that make up Northern 
Ontario’s transportation system. Airports are classified as remote, municipal, or 
international. Roads are classified as primary, secondary, other all-season, 
winter, or major out of province. Active railways are distinguished by owner. 

Marine features are distinguished as major ports, other ports, or provincial 
ferries. International border crossings are also noted. The Far North boundary is 
shown, as are the approximate southern limits of continuous permafrost and 
discontinuous permafrost. 

Return to Exhibit 1.1 

Exhibit 2.1: First Nation and Treaty Areas in Ontario  

This map displays all of the Indigenous Treaties in Ontario. The map includes 
treaty boundaries and dates, in addition to Indigenous settlements, First Nation 
Reserves, and the Provisional Algonquin Settlement Area. Highways are 
included distinguished as Trans-Canada or Other highway.  

Return to Exhibit 2.1  

Exhibit 5.1: Scheduled Air Passenger Services in Northern Ontario 

This map depicts all of the scheduled passenger air services in Northern 
Ontario. Airports are distinguished as remote, municipal, or international. Airlines 
are distinguished as international, regional, or international seasonal. The 

international airlines are Air Canada, Porter, and WestJet. The Regional airlines 
are Air Creebec, Bearskin, Nakina Air, North Star Air, Perimeter Aviation, Slate 
Falls Airways, Thunder Airlines, Wabusk Air, and Wasaya. The international 
seasonal airlines are Air Transat and Sunwing. Roads are also included and are 
classified as primary, secondary, secondary local, or major out of province. 

Return to Exhibit 5.1 

Exhibit 6.2: Examples 

This exhibit consist of three photos of aircraft that fly in Northern Ontario. The 
first photo shows two twin engine Beechcraft 1900 passenger turboprop aircraft 
with wings over the fuselage. The second shows single engine Cessna Grand 
Caravan propeller passenger aircraft. The fourth is a twin engine Hawker 
Siddeley 748s turboprop cargo aircraft.  
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Return to Exhibit 6.2 
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