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Agenda Item:  	D.7	

Request for Decision
		

	Title 
	Sturgeon County Broadband Strategy 

	
	

	Proposed Motions
	1. [bookmark: _Hlk44073399]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.
2. 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.
3. 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.
4. 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.
5. That Council fund these efforts to advance Sturgeon County’s Broadband Strategy in the amount of $69,000, to be funded from the Corporate Support Reserve.

	
	

	Administrative
Recommendation
	Administration recommends that Council support initiatives to improve broadband connectivity in Sturgeon County as identified in this Request for Decision. 

	
	

	Previous Council Direction
	Sturgeon County’s consultants, IBI Group, provided a presentation at the July 10, 2018 Committee of the Whole Meeting regarding the findings of the Sturgeon County and Town of Morinville Broadband Analysis Report. 

	
	

	
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 respecting 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.
2018 Report
· In 2018, Sturgeon County partnered with the Town of Morinville on an initiative to:
· Analyze the current state of broadband infrastructure and services;
· Identify existing gaps based on stakeholder requirements;
· Identify potential models, rights of way, costs, and funding sources for future network augmentation;
· Identify economic development impacts of improved broadband services; and 
· Develop recommendations and a long-term action plan.
· Part of the 2018 initiative included conducting surveys and speed testing. The results found that Sturgeon County’s average download speeds are 10.3 Mb/s, which is much lower than the CRTC standard of 50 Mb/s and lower than the Alberta average of 13.5 Mb/s.
· The report also found that the County has a high reliance on wireless services, and that 85% of survey responses felt that the County should have moderate to proactive involvement in improving broadband services.
Stakeholders advised that the County should:
· Invest in broadband infrastructure to attract private Internet Service Provider (ISP) investments;
· Partner with service providers;
· Establish service standards to improve quality of broadband services delivered;
· Subsidize construction of infrastructure; and
· Establish standards for new developments such that fibre optic infrastructure would be included by developers at the time of new construction taking place.
Barriers to Private Sector Investment in Broadband
· Wireless service providers lack fibre optic connections to their radio towers, limiting their data backhaul capabilities.
· Government of Alberta SuperNet fibre optic facilities are distributed throughout the County, but current policies in place from the network operator discourage other parties from utilizing this facility.
· Incumbent carriers have deployed fibre optic systems to select residential developments in the County, but their facilities are limited and prioritized for their own use.
Participation in Regional and Provincial Initiatives 
· In April 2020, the Edmonton Metropolitan Region Board (EMRB) released a regional Broadband Current State Situation Analysis report. Sturgeon County participated and provided information for the development of the report, which is available on the EMRB’s website.
· Sturgeon County’s Manager of Information Services has participated in preliminary discussions with provincial representatives as part of a Service Alberta initiative to identify opportunities for broadband improvement within Alberta. 
Advocacy
· On April 22, 2020, Mayor Hnatiw sent a letter to the Secretary of the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) with input on the barriers to the deployment of broadband-capable networks in rural areas, as per the CRTC’s Call for Comments on the matter (Attachment 2). Items raised include:
· Self-reporting of Internet speeds from ISPS is unreliable;
· Transport network infrastructure in most rural communities is limited and cost-prohibitive; and
· Short-term return on investment focus makes longer term broadband investments in rural communities unsaleable.
· On June 24, 2020, Mayor Hnatiw sent a letter to Premier Jason Kenney requesting that the Government of Alberta work with municipalities and the private sector to jointly invest in reliable broadband service (Attachment 3).
Proposed Next Steps
Administration is seeking $69,000 in funding to pursue the following:
· Speed testing to ensure that data is current and properly reported so that the County can take advantage of future provincial and federal grant opportunities. Currently, the federal government indicates that all but a small portion of the County has access to appropriate broadband speeds, and the 2018 IBI Report indicates that this is not the case.
· Surveying residents and businesses to seek feedback from the community on broadband needs. This will help to inform the County’s future broadband investment decisions. 
· Consulting fees to support development of:
· County broadband standards;
· Engineering standards for adding fibre infrastructure to public and private sector infrastructure development projects at the time of new construction taking place Options for operating models (public, private, hybrid) and related costs to inform recommendations for Council’s consideration; and
· Multi-year funding plan based on Council’s preferred option.
External Communication
· Resident and business surveys and speed tests will be completed in August and September 2020. It is anticipated that many residents will be away for vacations, etc. in the month of July and uptake may not be optimum at that time.
· Administration will continue to engage with Internet Service Providers to identify their future plans and to determine what incentives are required or what models would be feasible to expand 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 

	
	

	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:
· Administration recommends that initiatives to improve broadband connectivity be from the Corporate Support Operating Reserve. The current balance of the reserve is $69,000. 
· The funds in this reserve were set aside in 2017 for Microsoft upgrades. However, with the transition to Office 365, upgrades are included and do not need to be budgeted for. 

	
	· 

	Alternatives Considered

	1. Council could decide not to provide financial support to fund administrative efforts to advance broadband connectivity in the County and manage these initiatives internally.

	
	

	Implications of Alternatives 
	Strategic Alignment:
· None.
Organizational:
· Administration does not have the capacity or expertise to fully develop options or financial models required to ensure Council can make informed decisions on the future of broadband services in the County.

Financial:
· None.

	
	

	Follow up Action
	1. Proceed with speed testing and resident and business surveys (Information Services and Corporate Communications, July-September, 2020).
2. Continue to engage Internet Service Providers (ISPs) regarding expansion of future broadband infrastructure within the County (Broadband Working Group, July-September 2020).
3. Engage consultants to develop broadband service standards, engineering standards, and options and financial projections for Council’s consideration at the September 22, 2020 Council meeting (Broadband Working Group, July-September 2020).

	
	

	Attachment(s)
	1. Sturgeon County Broadband Strategy Presentation
2. CRTC Broadband Advocacy Letter
3. Broadband Advocacy Letter to Premier Kenney

	
	

	Report Reviewed by:
	
Rob Schneider, Manager, Information Services

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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