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A YEAR ROUND FERRY
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nada’s distances and rough ter
rain have demanded that the trans
portation industry be innovative and 
daring, and the need to get further 
north to reach energy resources chal
lenges the ingenuity of Canadian av
iation today as much as it ever did in 
the past. The search for oil and 
natural gas in the Arctic has de
pended entirely on airlift to get the oil 
rigs in place and for support during 
the drilling program. However, avia
tion technology has made other 
significant contributions to northern 
transportation and a novel ferry sys
tem in Northern Alberta has evolved 
from hovercraft engineering.

The hoverlift is intended to be a 
ferry system that will operate year- 
round whereas present ferries can 
only operate during periods when 
there is open water. Existing systems 
utilize ferries during the summer and 
run the roads on ice during the winter 
but this provides no transportation 
during the periods of freeze-up and 
thaw. Bridges are rare in the north 
because of costs; however, estimates

suggest that a hoverlift can be built, 
installed, and operated for less than 
the interest cost on the investment of 
building major bridges in remote 
areas.

“The idea originated with Hoverlift 
Systems of Calgary and was de
veloped in conjunction with the Na
tional Research Council,” said Fred 
Harvey, Chief Bridge Engineer for the 
Province of Alberta’s transportation 
department. “Hoverlift systems had 
already developed a hovercraft for 
possible use in the oil industry and it 
looked as if it could serve our pur
poses."

The hoverlift will be floated above 
the surface using conventional 
hovercraft technology but the hover
lift will not be self-propelled. Once the 
vehicle is off the surface it will be pul
led across the river on cables using 
winches and engines that are on the 
vessel. The only part of the system 
that will be on shore will be the an
chor points for the cables.

“This could become a new techni
que of bridging if we do not en

counter any major difficulties,” said 
Mr. Harvey. “It is still a development 
project and that is why we are trying it 
out at La Crete crossing where we 
have Alberta's major river and proba
bly the worst ice conditions in the 
province.”

The hoverlift is being manufac
tured by Central Fabricators Ltd. of 
Edmonton, Alberta, and it will be 
equipped with Caterpillar diesel en
gines. When the parts are completed 
the assembly will take place in the 
Edmonton yards of the Alberta de
partment of transportation, and ex
tensive trials will be carried out on the 
North Saskatchewan River in Edmon
ton before the hoverlift is taken north.

The hoverlift system could be par
ticularly appropriate in Northern Al
berta. Rich agricultural land penet
rates further north here than any
where else in Canada but transporta
tion across rivers has been a major 
block to development. Most pertinent 
however, is the need to get into the 
areas that could hold the oil and gas 
that all of North America so badly 
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