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1. [STEPHEN SCHMIDT] Good morning Chairperson Eatrides, Vice-Chair and Commissioners. 

My name is Stephen Schmidt, and I am Vice President, Telecom Policy and Regulatory Affairs at 

TELUS.  We are grateful for the opportunity to appear before you today. 

2. Joining me on our panel today are two of my colleagues from TELUS: 

a. Shazia Sobani, Vice President, Network Planning; and  

b. John MacKenzie, Director, Regulatory Affairs. 

3. The issues raised in this proceeding are important and deeply consequential for residents, 

businesses and governments in the Far North. We welcome the opportunity to make constructive 

contributions to this dialogue and to discuss critical issues facing the Far North. 

4. We have four key points to make today.  

5. First, if you only do one thing in this proceeding it should be to support facilities-based 

competition.  This will help address many of the other concerns expressed in this proceeding, 

including reliability, affordability and choice.    

6. Second, in unserved and underserved communities, the Commission should focus on upgrading 

facilities and services.  Should the Commission choose to implement a subsidy to address 

affordability, we offer some guidance later in these remarks.  Both of these initiatives will require 

thoughtful and efficient use of the Broadband Fund.  
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7. Third, interventions by Indigenous governments and businesses in this proceeding indicate a 

pressing need and opportunity for reform to establish an ongoing dialogue amongst Indigenous 

Peoples, industry and federal and territorial governments.  TELUS agrees.  The Commission is 

uniquely positioned to contribute to this effort by using its convening powers to attract those 

stakeholders and rights holders into the dialogue.  

 

8. Fourth and finally, TELUS and Bell Canada have reached an agreement in principle to transfer 

incumbency in the community of Atlin, British Columbia, to Northwestel.  Customers will be 

better off because Northwestel can serve them at a lower cost, with higher reliability and shorter 

repair times.  

9. With that, I will start by explaining our views on competition in the Far North.  

First priority is facilities-based competition 

10. Commission support for facilities-based competition will address important concerns under 

discussion in this proceeding.     

11. The presence of alternative facilities enhances reliability and resiliency as service providers 

compete on network coverage and performance.  Affordability will also be enhanced as 

competitors contain costs and compete on price.  Choice will be enhanced in the most meaningful 

sense by facilities-based competition. 

12. There is no reason for special rules based on the “unique circumstances” of the Far North.  The 

long history of exemptions and special treatment has led to poor outcomes for the people of the 
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Far North.   Instead, the regulatory framework for competition applicable in the rest of Canada 

should be applied to Northwestel.    

Approach to subsidies  

13. [JOHN MACKENZIE] The Broadband Fund will play an important role in improving service in 

communities that are currently unserved or underserved.   

14. The Commission should be guided by two primary considerations in allocating the Broadband 

Fund: 

1) Efficiency: The Commission has acutely limited resources when set against the scale 

and depth of the challenges in the Far North.  It cannot fund every project, provider, 

person or place.   It will run out of funds.    The Commission's limited Broadband Fund 

needs to be allocated with efficiency and high impact. 

2) Competitive and technological neutrality:  Broadband subsidies need to be available on 

a competitively and technologically neutral basis.   The Commission should not prefer 

one provider -- Northwestel, for example, or Starlink -- to the exclusion of others.  Nor 

should the Commission pick -- or disqualify -- particular technologies from the outset.   

In practice, technological and competitive neutrality will be implemented by allowing 

any provider, and any type of technology, to be considered for funding.   

15. There are two types of subsidies, capital subsidies for unserved and underserved communities, 

and operating subsidies to lower monthly charges for a service.  
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16. Capital subsidies for building or upgrading facilities should prioritize communities with the 

poorest service -- unserved or underserved -- taking into account community size and average 

cost per resident while providing latitude for special considerations (for example, the presence of 

a hospital or other important services). 

17. Operating subsidies would focus on making monthly charges more affordable.  The Broadband 

Fund already contemplates the use of operating subsidies to reduce operating costs in satellite-

dependent communities, but there have been many calls for the Commission to implement an 

operating subsidy to address affordability.   

18. Our position is that governments are best positioned to address affordability issues through 

general taxation and social policies, but should the Commission choose to implement such a 

subsidy, we offer the following guidance.  These operating subsidies should only be for low-

income households and should be based on an affordability standard that is objective and 

verifiable.  We suggest that the Commission use an established government low-income 

threshold.  These subsidies should be placed in the hands of individual consumers, not particular 

providers.   This will support consumer choice and will not distort the market.  

19. The Commission may wish to partner with territorial governments to establish individual 

eligibility and to distribute funds to end users.  

20. Both the capital and operating subsidies discussed above will disproportionately benefit 

Indigenous communities.    
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The Commission can lead reconciliation efforts 

21. [SHAZIA SOBANI] Periodic Commission proceedings, like this one, are very important but only 

occur every 5 years or so.  There is a pressing need in the Far North for ongoing and inclusive 

dialogue amongst Indigenous governments, territorial and federal government bodies (including 

the Commission and ISED, in particular) and industry to address the pressing telecommunications 

challenges in the Far North in a manner that advances Indigenous rights.   To enable these 

outcomes, the Commission can contribute by convening the discussions and maintaining their 

momentum.  

22. Such a dialogue should: 

a. be supportive of self-determination, because Indigenous People should be involved in 

determining and developing strategies and solutions; 

b. feature a co-developed approach to engagement; 

c. recognize the diversity of interests, cultures, and histories of Indigenous 

Peoples/communities in Canada; and 

d. be supportive of capacity building for meaningful engagement, including funding, training 

and information and knowledge sharing, which would apply to federal government staff as 

well.  

23. TELUS is committed to advancing reconciliation in partnership with Indigenous Peoples in a 

meaningful way. We are committed to fulfilling our role and responsibilities in alignment with the 

94 Calls to Action, UNDRIP and the 231 Calls for Justice. As we mentioned in our intervention, 
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TELUS formalized its Commitment to Reconciliation and laid out its first ever five-year 

Indigenous Reconciliation Action Plan (“IRAP”) in 2021.  Guided by engagement with 

Indigenous leaders, subject matter experts, our Indigenous team members, and Elders from across 

our key service areas, TELUS’ strategy lays out the key areas of focus, including enabling 

connectivity, cultural responsiveness and relationships, enabling social outcomes and economic 

reconciliation. 

24. The TELUS IRAP was developed with an emphasis on working together to meet the needs of the 

diversity of Indigenous Peoples in its serving areas. Together with Indigenous communities, 

Indigenous organizations like the All Nations Trust Company and all levels of governments, this 

commitment has supported sustained progress in connecting Indigenous communities in TELUS’ 

operating territory.  

25. Over 240 Indigenous communities, including First Nations and Métis settlements, are served by 

TELUS with more than 185 communities and 577 reserves and treaty settlement lands connected 

to our advanced broadband networks.  By the end of 2024, we expect to expand connectivity to 

another 140 reserves and treaty lands thanks to our partnerships with federal and provincial 

funding programs.  

26. While we believe TELUS’ commitments and our actions represent progress, reconciliation is an 

ongoing journey.  Engagement is a cornerstone of TELUS’ commitments and actions moving 

forward and we recognize the importance of remaining flexible and listening, learning and 

adapting. Every community has different goals, needs and outcomes and we work with each 
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community that we serve, to understand their perspectives and seek out mutually agreeable 

outcomes. 

27. We encourage all service providers operating in Canada to play their role in advancing 

reconciliation in partnership with Indigenous Peoples and governments and are confident that 

with the Commission’s leadership, significant progress can be achieved. 

Atlin should be served by Northwestel 

28. [JOHN MACKENZIE] The communities of High Level, Alberta, Fort St. John, British 

Columbia, and Atlin, British Columbia are the only communities in the Far North served by 

TELUS as an incumbent.  Our ability to serve differs greatly across these communities. 

29. Fort St. John and High Level are served by TELUS transport facilities.  In Fort St. John, TELUS 

offers Internet access at the same speeds that are available in urban areas such as Vancouver, at 

the same prices.   In High Level, TELUS currently offers copper DSL Internet service with a 

maximum speed of 15 Mbps, but a project to upgrade service is in progress.  TELUS expects that 

High Level will also have the same level of service and the same prices as Vancouver by next 

year.  

30. The exchange of Atlin encompasses the town and the surrounding area, including Taku River 

Tlingit First Nation.  In contrast with Fort St. John and High Level, Atlin is not served by TELUS 

transport facilities.  It is connected to the TELUS network by 1300 km of leased Northwestel 

transport facilities.  It is an island completely separated from the rest of TELUS’ ILEC network 

and because of that, service is less reliable than it should be.  Equally important, the cost of 1300 

km of leased Northwestel transport makes it a very costly arrangement.  If broadband services 
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were to be offered in this manner, the reliability would be no better while the costs for transport, 

whether leased or built, would be much higher.   

31. The most practical, cost-efficient and reliable option to bring terrestrial broadband service to Atlin 

is to transfer incumbency to Northwestel. This is the case for three reasons.  

a. First, it will be far less expensive for Northwestel to build or lease transport to the Yukon 

than it would be for TELUS to build or lease transport to the TELUS network.  

b. Second, because residents would be served from the Yukon, it will make them less 

susceptible to community isolation caused by transport failures.  

c. And third, all provisioning and repair functions could be more quickly performed by 

Yukon-based technicians, ensuring the service is reliable and resilient.  

32. TELUS and Bell Canada have reached an agreement in principle to transfer the incumbency in 

Atlin to Northwestel.  This will enable better, more reliable service for the residents.  Our 

proposal is also supported by the Taku River Tlinget First Nation.   

33. [STEPHEN SCHMIDT] This concludes TELUS’ presentation. We would be pleased to take any 

questions that the panel might have. 


