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Background
Located on the west coast of the British Columbia mainland
and the northern third of Vancouver Island, the RDMW is
home to nearly 12,000 people with over one dozen First
Nation traditional territories within its boundaries. The
RDMW is a rural, resource-driven region of British Columbia
with comparatively small secondary (processing) and tertiary
(service) sectors. The RDMW has developed this case to
advocate and explain its position on the development of
telecommunications in the region. The regional and municipal
leadership of the region are focussed on pressing for rural
telecommunications infrastructure improvements that will
aid in the recruitment, retention and attraction of working
families and entrepreneurs who expect and demand
comparative services to urban centres and other jurisdictions.

The RDMW has a rural economy that relies upon a diverse range of skillsets that are in much demand
across the country. Today’s employers, workers and residents expect a reasonable standard of
bandwidth and wireless services wherever they are based, meaning that all manner of corporate,
institutional and personal decisions are now influenced by local telecommunications provision.
Policy
Over the last decade, the RDMW has consistently pushed for improved internet and cellular provision to
the region. As use of both connected technologies has increased, there has been little corresponding
investment in the RDMW to ensure bandwidth remains comparable with urban areas and wireless
coverage is extended to cover critical black-spots. As this technological divide with the rest of Vancouver
Island widens, the RDMW Board remains committed to pursuing these improvements with any and all
interested parties.
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The case for greater bandwidth
Federal authorities currently have modest target broadband speeds of 5 Mbps download and 1 Mbps
upload for rural-remote Canada, encouraging industry to achieve that by 2015.
The RDMW is lagging far behind this
target. The local MLA’s office in 2012
determined that broadband capacity
throughout the region is extremely
limited with only select customers in
a handful of communities able to get
as much as 20GB per month from
their internet service provider (ISP).
In an unscientific survey of their own
broadband speeds this summer in
Port Hardy, Coal Harbour, Port Alice
and Sointula, four RDMW directors
averaged at 0.8 Mbps downstream
and 1.37 Mbps upstream. This is a
typical frustration for residents and
businesses that have “high speed”
internet in the RDMW, depending on
the time of day and season. While a
customer might have 9-20GB per
month on paper and be paying for it,
their ability to get functional upload
and download capability when they
need it is erratic at best. Port Alice
frequently has a customer waiting
list, awaiting sufficient bandwidth
just to get another resident or business online. Region-wide,
download and upload speeds are frequently insufficient for
modern online applications like streaming video conference (e.g.
Skype) and entertainment (e.g. Netflix). Such problems are
progressively impacting residential, employee and business
retention, recruitment and attraction as this new mode of living
becomes an expected and necessary service in the minds of
many. In addition, they impact the delivery of current K-12 and
postsecondary education and training.
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Online distance education for rural areas is
designed with high speed internet in mind.

Rural-remote healthcare methods in diagnostics are also increasingly incorporating reliance upon high
speed internet. As the preceding map shows, Telus Communications have built out some key parts of the
necessary fibre optic in north and central Vancouver Island to directly address these bandwidth
problems. However, as the years pass without the completion of the connection between Sayward and
Port McNeill, no build out of connections into communities and no construction of cellular microsites,
few benefits are derived from what has been constructed. The infrastructure instead relies upon radio/
microwave technology to bridge the nearly 200km fibre divide. Fibre optic cable can transmit up to
about 800 Gigabits of data per second (Gbs) whereas microwave/ radio bandwidth is limited to about 2.5
Gbs capacity. GDF Suez, currently constructing the 99MW Cape Scott Windfarm, is constructing over 20
km of fibre optic cable at its own expense as it is the premium technology for fast, reliable remote
operation. For that industry, fibre optic technology for telecommunications is highly desirable (see the
RDMW Alternative Energy Vision, 2012).

Neucel employs 400+ workers.

“A lack of broadband access is seriously hurting both the town (Port Alice) and
Neucel. One new employee waited three months to get internet. She is a
Russian immigrant and was really missing the ability to Skype with her family.
Employees are literally leaving their jobs due to the poor internet capabilities.
Cell phones don’t have access in large areas of this region and download speeds
are intolerable and costly. …. Neucel is trying to use the internet for training
purposes and the poor access doesn't allow our employees to take training
programs on-line…Our Managers just give up when they get disconnected
repeatedly or the connection is so slow it times out.” (Louise Nichol, Manager
of Human Resources – Neucel Specialty Cellulose, Port Alice)

Stakeholders in the RDMW have spoken loudly this year in their quest for greater, more dependable
bandwidth from any and all ISPs. This is a distinct issue separate from the question of basic internet
availability in rural-remote BC, which has been strongly addressed in recent years by both the Province
(Network BC) and Federal government (Galaxy Satellite Internet sponsored program). Residents,
businesses and public institutions all wish to see a functional level of bandwidth that is reasonably
comparable to the expectations of urban customers.

The cased for improved wireless telecommunications
Cellular reception supplied by Telus and Rogers is not adequate for the needs of all major population
clusters in the North Island. Economic activity and travel necessitates a high degree of demand for
telecommunications outside of the two largest municipalities. While the forestry and marine sectors use
radios as a matter of course, average residents, small businesses and tourists do not. Between Campbell
River and Port McNeill, as illustrated on the next page, there is no cellular/ wireless reception of
significant utility on Highway 19. For Highway 19 safety and rescue in the region, some cellular reception
in the Nimpkish Valley, particularly in Woss, is critical to aid reaction time for first responders and assist
residents in making safe winter travel decisions.
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Ironically, marine transportation and cruise
ships have full coverage in Johnstone Strait,
while potential cellular sites in Woss go
underutilised. The need for cellular in the
Nimpkish Valley is such that the company
which first establishes reception in Woss
will likely dominate the region’s cellular/
wireless
market
(residential
and
commercial) on a permanent basis. Woss is
now a major electric vehicle recharge node
for Highway 19, making communications a
high priority.
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The Broughton Archipelago, a
marine thoroughfare that is
home to several First Nation
communities, the highest
density of finfish aquaculture
sites in British Columbia,
numerous tourism resorts and
major commercial marine
transportation
routes
for
forestry and other shipping, is
not adequately served to meet
today’s expectations. While
Malcolm Island and Cormorant
Island are adequately served,
the substantial communities
and businesses operating to
the north do not have service.
The Mount Connolly lease, currently held by Telus, offers a potential solution. However, more wireless
service made available to customers in the Broughton Archipelago necessitates greater bandwidth being
available to northern Vancouver Island in general.
In contrast to this situation, Alaska is the biggest US state territorially and has a dispersed population of
698,400. Its population per square km (2.7 persons) is significantly less than that of BC (4.7 persons).
Alaska has three major wireless companies serving the territory and they are all comparatively small
commercial operations to what exists in Canada. The successful cellular coverage service provided to
very small communities in that jurisdiction is largely due to the fact that these providers engineered
solutions that addressed both the remoteness and limited traffic handling requirements of those
locations. In 2011, RDMW researched the matter of approximate capital costs and found the following:


The typical rural cell site cost (building, tower, standby power, electronics, labor to install) is
typically budgeted at $400,000 CDN.



A helicopter access only site cost (building, solar/diesel power, helipad, tower, electronics, labor
to install) is typically budgeted at $950,000 CDN.



Low cost rural cell site sized to traffic with satellite backhaul (local power w/diesel or solar
backup, electronics labor to install) is $250,000.

Costs can be substantially reduced by only providing the kind of "rural coverage footprint" that rural
areas need for residents, business and transportation corridor safety. In the case of both Woss and
Mount Connolly, the sites are already constructed and powered, meaning that only minimal cellular
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upgrades are actually required, cutting costs further. It is important that service providers adapt their
capital investment models to the rural-remote market instead of telling communities that they cannot
afford to implement their “one size fits all” urban capital investment model into rural-remote areas. The
alternative to greater flexibility is regulatory change that allows smaller competitors into the market.
Progress to date
Progress on some aspects of these issues has been hopeful in recent months:
1) Rogers Communications have begun the first phase of a long term expansion plan for wireless
coverage into the RDMW, first focussing on the major population areas of Port McNeill, Port
Hardy, Alert Bay, Sointula and Hyde Creek. The first tower in Port Hardy is nearing completion,
with a second tower in Port McNeill slated for 2013. Competition in the RDMW is extremely
welcome.
2) A verbal commitment by Telus early in the summer of 2012 to build out fibre optic cable from
Sayward to Woss on July 17th became a commitment to the Board of the RDMW and Clare
Trevena MLA to build fibre out from Sayward to Port McNeill within two years. This was
confirmed in a letter to the Mayor and Council of Alert Bay from Pat Bell, Minister of Jobs,
Innovation and Tourism, dated August 8th 2012.
3) There are signs that wireless providers may be beginning to appreciate for the first time the
strategic importance and local market significance of providing cellular service to Woss in some
form, although no plans are as yet coming forward.
Once demonstrable improvements in local bandwidth and cellular coverage are evident, local
stakeholders will truly appreciate the recent commitments made by the telecommunications sector.
The role of senior government
The RDMW sees the role of senior government as that of an animateur or facilitator that will encourage
the telecommunications sector to look beyond client-driven economics that mainly serve regions of high
(existing) growth and ignores the needs of a rural resource industrial model that generates significant
revenues for British Columbia and Canada. Our rural technological infrastructure will always be on the
back foot if telecommunications companies only serve the customers of today, the urban tertiary service
economy and the profit projections for the next three financial quarters. Desired telecommunications
infrastructure improvements in the RDMW have for too long been trapped in a “chicken and the egg”
limbo, where the service providers will not move without evidence of a sufficient market, but the market
will not grow unless the improved services are available. Neither is there a clear indication of what the
critical tipping point is for service providers to make the necessary positive decisions. For rural-remote
communities, complete reliance on the market’s “invisible hand” in a sector with little genuine
competition outside of cities is a recipe for progress to be deferred ad infinitum. While it might not
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always be desired for philosophical or other reasons, senior government does play a critical role in
breaking this log jam.
Key requests of the Federal Government:
1. The Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) should review
Telecom Regulatory Policy CRTC 2011-291 on the “Obligation to serve” where rural broadband
internet access is concerned. For the RDMW, market forces and targeted government funding
have not thus far been judged to be sufficiently effective to facilitate economically desirous levels
of broadband internet access and bandwidth. The identification of “target” and not “mandatory”
speeds of 5 megabits per second (Mbps) downstream and 1 Mbps upstream by 2015 in ruralremote areas is a particularly tepid policy to facilitate progressive rural infrastructure
improvements in any rational time frame.
2. Industry Canada should review the Policy for the Provision of Cellular Services by New Parties, RP019, that presents significant difficulties for smaller cellular competitors in any effort to provide
service in smaller rural-remote "white spaces" where major telecommunications companies are
licensed, but elect not to invest in the provision of service. There should be room in Canada for
rural entrepreneurs to flourish and partner in the sector with a business model that might not
appeal to a major corporation.
3. That more attention be paid to the state of cellular and broadband internet coverage and
bandwidth in rural-remote Canada as compared to other rural-remote regions of the world, with
a long term cost-benefit analysis conducted on the impact of staying the course (in a
competitively limited market) with current CRTC and Industry Canada policies and regulations on
rural/ resource industries and their resident workforces.

Key requests of the Province of British Columbia:
1. That any future Master Competitive Services Agreement (MCSA) with a telecommunications
company for public sector service procurement include mandatory deliverables and timelines
for rural-remote broadband and cellular improvements across all regional districts in British
Columbia, with a clear consultation process with local governments and the public at large
ahead of final negotiation. The rural broadband commitment of the existing MCSA appears to
be entirely open to subjective cost-benefit considerations of the market; the opposite of what
rural British Columbians believed was being put in place through the MCSA.
2. To give particular consideration to the example of Neucel Specialty Cellulose of Port Alice, a
major company that has received considerable investment and support from the Province for
nearly a decade. Neucel is fighting hard to attract skilled workers and their families to Port
Alice to fill critical staffing gaps. The poor provision of residential internet services and
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bandwidth in Port Alice has been clearly identified by the company as a major hurdle to
successful attraction, retention and recruitment. Neucel’s critical role as a growing,
successful regional employer is not recognised as sufficient justification for further
investment by ISPs, leaving the region dependent on senior government to find ways of
clearing that hurdle in the spirit of the BC Jobs Plan.
3. To give particular consideration to the plight of unincorporated communities, First Nations
and remote highway user groups that have zero cellular service and insufficient market share
to prompt a large wireless service provider to invest under the current regulatory system.
This impacts community and highway safety as well as influencing business and residence
locational decisions, reinforcing negative socioeconomic trends. While great strides have
been made by the Province in bridging the rural-urban digital internet divide (in terms of basic
availability) in the last decade, wireless coverage in particular remains beyond the grasp of
too many small communities. As wireless technology use has become the common way of
life across Canada, a new rural strategy is required, perhaps developed with the federal
authorities, to prevent the technological leap forward in population centres becoming a
disastrous fall for small rural communities and resource regions.
4. To take the lead in facilitating the early integrated planning of electrical distribution/
transmission and telecommunications infrastructure when major electrical generation (or
other) projects are implemented in rural-resource regions. As major projects in British
Columbia’s backcountry are green-lit, it should be a matter of course that opportunities for
cost effective and innovative infrastructure works by the public and private sectors are
considered at a senior management level before plans are settled and capital budgets
committed. This is particularly the case if such integration might aid regional development
and the viability of other new economic activities that find modern telecommunications
desirable. The experience of the RDMW has shown that major private and public utilities do
not come together easily to discuss such topics, even with $300 million being invested in one
small regional district over two years for alternative energy generation and a new
mineralogical research program under way by Geoscience BC. While a business case for
infrastructure integration might not be wholly attractive for stakeholder(s) on a corporate
asset or market share basis, it might be attractive from a British Columbian regional economic
development perspective. Opportunities to establish new, restored or stronger growth
centres can easily be lost without an integrated perspective on rural infrastructure from the
top down in government.
5. To hold ISPs and wireless service providers to any capital investment commitments made in
public concerning the improvement of telecommunications infrastructure within the Regional
District of Mount Waddington.
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