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Agenda Item:  	D.6	

Request for Decision
		

	Title 
	[bookmark: _Hlk51309153]Improving Broadband Connectivity in Sturgeon County  

	
	

	Proposed Motions
	1. [bookmark: _Hlk44073399][bookmark: _Hlk51309225][bookmark: _Hlk57976141]That Council endorse the proposed Broadband Pilot Project – Phase 1 and the phased plan to provide broadband services to all areas of the County in principle, pending future need and resource availability.
2. That Council direct Administration to prepare a Request for Proposals for the County to partner with an Internet Service Provider for the completion of the Broadband Pilot Project – Phase 1, for Council’s approval at a future Council meeting.
3. That Council direct the Mayor to send letters to the applicable federal Ministers and local Member of Parliament advocating for increased flexibility in the eligibility criteria for the Universal Broadband Fund.
4. That Council direct Administration to submit an application to the Universal Broadband Fund and other eligible grant programs for the Broadband Pilot Project – Phase 1.
5. That Council direct Administration to investigate options to bring improved broadband services in the short term to Sturgeon County residents and business, with recommendations to be brought to Council in Q1 2021. 

	
	

	Administrative
Recommendation
	That Council provide direction on advancing the improvement of broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County in accordance with the recommendations set out in this Request for Decision. 

	
	

	Previous Council Direction
	September 22, 2020 Regular Council Meeting
Motion 432/20: That Council receive the results of the 2020 resident and business broadband surveys and summary of discussions with local Internet Service Providers as information.

Motion 433/20: That Council direct Administration to use the resident and business survey responses, speed test data, and learnings from discussions with local Internet Service Providers as an input into the finalization of a recommended business model to advance broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County and in advocacy efforts at the regional, provincial, and federal levels.

June 30, 2020 Regular Council Meeting
Motion 302/20: That Council direct Administration to initiate a speed test program and resident and business surveys in August and September 2020 to determine broadband capacity in Sturgeon County.

Motion 303/20: That Council direct Administration to continue discussions with Internet Service Providers (ISPs) to establish ongoing relationships, gather information on current infrastructure in the region, and identify opportunities and barriers for the private sector.

Motion 304/20: That Council direct Administration to establish service standards respecting broadband speeds in the County, and engineering standards for adding fibre infrastructure to public and private sector infrastructure development projects at the time of new construction taking place.

Motion 305/20: That Council direct Administration to bring information to the September 22, 2020 Council meeting with the results of the speed test program, a summary of the discussions with Internet Service Providers, and a recommendation on a model to advance broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County.

Motion 306/20: That Council fund efforts to advance Sturgeon County’s Broadband Strategy in the amount of $69,000, to be funded from the Corporate Support Reserve.

	
	

	
Report
	Background Information
· Information and communications technology are critical to sustainable economic development and quality of life.

· Recently, with the emergence of COVID-19, the importance of reliable broadband connectivity has been highlighted by the need for residents to work, learn, access health care services, conduct business, and communicate with friends and family virtually while respective physical distancing directives.

· A recent Broadband Situation Analysis Report completed by the Edmonton Metropolitan Region Board (EMRB) identified reliable broadband as a driver for global economic competitiveness, enabling the attraction and retention of businesses and skilled workers, which has a direct impact on the Region’s contribution to the GDP. According to EMRB’s report, the potential impact of a wider adoption of digital technologies by Canadian industry could boost Alberta’s GDP by $44.3 billion dollars over the next ten years.

· Municipalities need to have clear strategies in place to ensure that reliable broadband can be delivered to local residents and businesses.

Resident and Business Surveys
· At the September 22, 2020 Council meeting, Administration presented the results of resident and business surveys and speed tests.

· 97.7% of residents stated that internet access from the home is either very important or that they can’t live without it.

· Most respondents are currently dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the reliability, speed, and value of their current internet service.

· In response to the question of the level of involvement the County should take in ensuring that Sturgeon County’s future internet speed requirements can be met at a reasonable cost:
· 3% stated that the County should have no involvement;
· 11% stated that the County should support the private sector but make no direct financial investment;
· 33% stated that the County should support the private sector and consider making a financial investment; and
· 53% stated that the County should partner with the private sector and invest as required.

· All but one business owner stated that internet access is either very important or crucial to their business.

· Most business owners that completed the survey are either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the reliability, speed, and value of internet service to their business.

· With higher internet speeds, respondents stated that they would be able to operate more efficiently (88%), grow their business (44%), and provide improved customer service (56%).

· In response to the question of the level of involvement the County should take in ensuring that Sturgeon County’s future internet speed requirements can be met at a reasonable cost, all business owners stated that the County should have some level of involvement. Further:
· 9% stated that the County should support the private sector but make no direct financial investment;
· 31% stated that the County should support the private sector and consider making a financial investment; and
· Almost 60% stated that the County should partner with the private sector and invest as required.

Speed Tests
· Upon concluding the survey, respondents were encouraged to complete a speed test. The value of this information is that currently, the CRTC over-reports service speeds within the County, which has made the County ineligible for federal grant funding in the past. Reporting of accurate speeds ensures that the County can take advantage of grant opportunities. 

· The speed test information is publicly reported and can be viewed on the CIRA website at https://performance.cira.ca/sturgeon/. To date, 1,462 speed tests have been completed in the Sturgeon region (including speed tests within the Towns).

· Upon a preliminary analysis, the data confirms that in many areas of the County, service has not improved since 2018, where it was reported that the average speeds in the County were approximately 10-11 Mbps (well below the CRTC standard of 50 Mbps). 

Summary of Discussions with Local Internet Service Providers
· Administration reached out to the known local Internet Service Providers within the County to gain an understanding of the ISPs’ experience doing business in the County, to ask what future expansion plans they may be undertaking, and to understand any barriers to expanding service or increasing infrastructure investments within the County.

· Most ISPs responded that their short-term focus is to resolve congestion issues. 

· Many ISPs reported that wireless technology is near its limits without going to 5G and installing hundreds of antennas (e.g. on power poles). There are no plans to move in this direction in rural areas.

· ISPs see Sturgeon County as good to work with, and do not see the County’s processes or legislative regime/fees as a barrier to investment.

· Some ISPs see potential for the County to incentivize expansion into low density areas.

· Some ISPs expressed interest in partnering with Sturgeon County on fibre projects and/or acting as a service provider for County facilities.

Proposed Plan for County-Wide Broadband Connectivity 
· Administration has been working with IBI Group to prepare a plan to provide reliable, affordable broadband services to all residents and businesses in Sturgeon County.

· Administration has developed a proposed concept plan, which shows a six-phase approach to providing broadband services to County residents and businesses. Information is included in Attachment 1.

· Administration proposes beginning with a pilot project area in the Villeneuve area. This area was selected for the following reasons:
· An analysis of speed test data and population density demonstrate that this an investment in this area would provide significantly increase service to a large number of residents. 
· The Villeneuve Airport and Pro North Industrial Park are important economic drivers for the County. Broadband investment in this area will support the County’s economic development priorities.
· The proximity of the proposed pilot project area to potential partners, including Alexander First Nation, improve the County’s chances of being successful in applications for federal grant funding, including the Universal Broadband Fund.
· Servicing anchor institutions, including schools and community halls, improves the ability to capitalize on grant funding.

Universal Broadband Fund
· On November 9, 2020, the Government of Canada announced that the Universal Broadband Fund (UBF) is open for applications. The UBF will provide $1.75 billion in funding to support high-speed internet projects in rural and remote communities.

· The National Broadband Internet Service Availability Map that the Government of Canada uses to determine eligibility for UBF applications, shows that the majority of County meets the minimum 50/10 Mbps service levels, and therefore the majority of the County is ineligible for funding under the UBF. The data used to compile this map is provided by Internet Service Providers. 

· Although there is a process to “challenge” the reported levels of broadband connectivity, the criteria for doing so are stringent, and include such things as providing speed test data taken during certain times of the day, Internet Service Provider information, and screenprints, which are difficult to obtain. The Canadian Internet Registration Authority (CIRA) is raising these issues with Innovation, Science and Economic Development (ISED). 

· Unfortunately, these “challenge” criteria were released at the same time as the UBF was released. Had this information been available sooner, Administration would have ensured that resident and speed tests conducted in the County would meet these requirements as it is apparent that the reported service levels are overstated.

· Given that service levels in the County are significantly overstated, including in the pilot project area, the likelihood of receiving grant funding through the UBF is unfavourable. Administration, with the support of IBI Group, will submit the pilot project area to ISED staff and seek to challenge the reported levels of service with County data. 

· In addition, Administration recommends that Council send a letter to the Ministers of Innovation, Science and Economic Development, Rural Economic Development, and Indigenous Services to advocate for increased flexibility in the program requirements, with a copy to the local Member of Parliament.

· Although a grant application through the UBF may be unfavourable, Administration is pursuing other grant opportunities to offset costs of the proposed pilot project, including through the Investing in Canada Infrastructure Program and future stimulus programs that are expected to be announced by the Government of Canada as part of their $100 billion commitment that was made by the Finance Minister on November 30, 2020.

2021 Budget Deliberations
· At the 2021 Budget Deliberations, Council earmarked up to $7.3 million in long-term debt for improving broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County in 2021. This is a high-level estimate of bringing fibre to the premise to each residence and business in the pilot project area.

· Administration proposes that a Request for Proposals (RFP) be prepared to engage an Internet Service Provider(s) to partner in the construction and operation of the broadband infrastructure. The RFP would be technology agnostic, with a focus on meeting minimum service levels and reliability, affordability, and scalability. 

· Securing a private partner and potential grant funding would significantly reduce the County’s financial contribution. Information will be presented to Council in Q1 2021 for Council to award the RFP and authorize a borrowing bylaw to expend the earmarked funds.

· Recognizing that the proposed plan is a multi-year plan and that there is immediate need for residents and businesses to have reliable broadband services, particularly given increased working and learning from home as a result of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, at the 2021 Budget Deliberations, Council expressed interest in also advancing a shorter-term solution to support residents and businesses who require it.

· Administration is exploring opportunities with Internet Service Providers to meet immediate broadband needs. Short-term, temporary solutions could include things such as providing smart hubs to County residents and business owners. Administration is exploring options and will bring recommends to Council in Q1 2021. There would be an opportunity to fund such an initiative through the Community Building priority area of the Significant Tax Revenue Growth Policy.  

External Communication
· Coverage of the Council meeting.
· Internet Service Providers will be engaged through the procurement process and in seeking short-term solutions to improving broadband connectivity in the County. 

Relevant Policy/Legislation/Practices:
· 2018 Sturgeon County and Town of Morinville Broadband Analysis
· 2020 Edmonton Metropolitan Region Broadband Situation Analysis 
· 2021 Proposed Budget 

	
	

	Implication of Administrative Recommendation
	Strategic Alignment:
Maintain and Enhance Strong Communities & Strong Local and Regional Governance: Improved broadband connectivity has direct benefits for residential quality of life through additional educational and entertainment opportunities as well as business expansion and competitiveness. According to the EMRB’s Situation Analysis Report, the potential impact of a wider adoption of digital technologies by Canadian industry could boost Alberta’s GDP by $44.3 billion dollars over the next ten-years.

Organizational:
· An internal Broadband Working Group has been developed with representation from Information Services, Development Services, Economic Development, and Intergovernmental Relations to provide administrative advice on future broadband opportunities and approaches.

Financial:
· Work to date in 2020 has been funded from the Corporate Support Operating Reserve in accordance with Council direction at the June 30, 2020 Council meeting ($69,000).
· In the 2021 Budget, approved in principle on November 27, 2020, Council has earmarked up to $7.3 million for improving broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County in 2021.

	
	

	Alternatives Considered
	None.

	
	

	Implications of Alternatives 
	Strategic Alignment:
· None.

Organizational:
· None.

Financial:
· None.

	
	

	Follow up Action
	1. Coordinate the County’s Application to the Universal Broadband Fund (Corporate Services, December 2020 – January 2021).
2. Send letters to applicable federal Ministers advocating for increased flexibility in Universal Broadband Fund eligibility criteria (Mayor’s Office/Corporate Services, December 2020).
3. Prepare a Request for Proposals for Council’s consideration in Q1 2021 (Corporate Services, December 2020 – January 2021).
4. Investigate options and present recommendations to Council on meeting short-term broadband needs in the County (Corporate Services, December 2020 – January 2021). 

	
	

	Attachment(s)
	1. Proposed Broadband Incentive Program

	
	

	Report Reviewed by:
	
Jesse Sopko, Director, Corporate Services 

Reegan McCullough, County Commissioner – CAO  



Strategic Alignment Checklist						
Vision: Sturgeon County: a diverse, active community that pioneers opportunities and promotes initiative while embracing rural lifestyles.
Mission: Provide quality, cost effective services and infrastructure to meet the diverse needs of the Sturgeon County community, while improving competitiveness and sustainability.
	Focus Areas
	Not consistent
	N/A
	Consistent

	Planned Growth and Prosperity
	
	
	

	We encourage varied and integrated enterprises that enhance our strong economic 
base, while balancing the needs of the community and natural environment.
(Strategic Plan and MDP pg. 36)
	☐	☐	☒
	· Supports a strong thriving business environment to strengthen our economic foundation
	☐	☐	☒
	· [bookmark: _Hlk524429560]Plans for responsible growth through the MDP and regional growth plan.
	☐	☒	☐
	· Manages growth for current and future developments through:
·  transparent bylaws, policies and processes to enable responsible land development
	☐	☐	☒
	· targeting growth around existing and identified future growth areas
	☐	☐	☒
	Maintain and Enhance Strong Communities
	
	
	

	We are committed to a safe and viable community, where our residents are  
provided with access to opportunities and quality of life. 
(Strategic Plan and pg. 27 MDP)
	☐	☐	☒
	· Provides access to programs and services that have a positive impact on residents’ quality of life
	☐	☐	☒
	· Provides access to safe and reliable infrastructure assets
	☐	☐	☒
	· Supports the safety of people and property
	☐	☐	☒
	Strong Local and Regional Governance
	
	
	

	We promote consistent and accountable leadership through collaborative and 
transparent processes (Strategic Plan and pg. 27 MDP)
	☐	☐	☒
	· Provides effective leadership and management consistent with Strategic Plan, MDP, master plans, bylaws, policies, community engagement 
	☐	☐	☐
	· Considers fiscal stability and sustainability
	☐	☐	☒
	· Fosters collaborative intergovernmental partnerships 
	☐	☐	☒
	Community Identity & Spirit
	
	
	

	We will build upon our strengths, where together we will create an inclusive, caring community (Strategic Plan and MDP pg. 27)
	☐	☐	☒
	· Promotes and/or enhances residents’ identification with Sturgeon County
	☐	☐	☒
	· Support and/or collaborate with voluntary organizations in the region
	☐	☐	☒
	Environmental Stewardship
	
	
	

	We foster a healthy environment and minimize our impact on ecosystems. (Strategic Plan and MDP pg. 27)
	☐	☒	☐
	· Plans and partnerships that minimize environmental impact on natural areas
	☐	☒	☐
	· Provides awareness of environmental issues impacting the County
	☐	☒	☐
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