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 Canada’s Northern Communications 
Policies:   The Role of Aboriginal 

Organizations 

   rob   mcmahon  ,   heather e.   hudson,   
and   lyle   fabian    1   

 introduction 

 In this chapter, we  2   examine how various institutions and policies 
have shaped the development of information and communication 
technologies ( ict s) in Canada’s northern regions. We also outline how 
Aboriginal non-profi ts have mobilized to advance policy and regula-
tory reforms. This activity often arises from conditions of scarcity, 
refl ecting this anthology’s consideration of social justice as encom-
passing full and equitable participation among all citizens in society. 
Bringing reliable  ict  infrastructures and services to the remote and 
sparsely populated North presents both technological and fi nancial 
challenges. In these regions, the market alone cannot support the 
development and ongoing operations of  ict  resources that support 
core public services and economic development initiatives. But over 
the past four decades, the activities of Indigenous and northern resi-
dents not only supported  ict  development, but also led to the forma-
tion of non-profit ventures that contributed to that process in 
signifi cant ways. These actors have worked to shape public policies 
in ways that govern the development of  ict  infrastructures and services 
to provide a basis for long-term economic and community 
development. 
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260 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

 These efforts have been an ongoing struggle. The historical record 
points to the lack of formal opportunities for non-profit citizen and 
consumer groups to influence broadcast, telecommunication, and 
broadband policies ( Babe 1990 ;  Rideout 2003 ;  Shade 2008 ). Chal-
lenges to the advocacy efforts of non-profit organizations  3   are 
increasing with the rise of neoliberal regulatory and policy dis-
courses that favour the “free hand” of the market ( McChesney 
2013 ). But at the same time, they are not fixed. As  Pickard (2013)  
points out, policy discourses can be changed, and play an important 
role in shaping whether and to what degree government intervenes 
in media and telecommunications markets (339). The structural 
frameworks of laws, policies, and regulations that shape the “rules 
of play” in these negotiations are sometimes subject to bind-
ing decisions resulting from the outcomes of regulatory hearings 
or legal cases ( Carpentier, Dahlgren, and Pasquali 2013 ). At certain 
key moments, state institutions do provide formal opportunities 
for stakeholders to express their views. These opportunities reflect 
the agenda of the government in power, the changing policy and 
regulatory landscape, and the availability of funds, among other 
factors. In the specific context of Indigenous peoples in Canada, 
these activities are influenced by the unique relationship between 
Aboriginal peoples and the state, which is supported by the inherent 
Aboriginal and treaty rights enshrined in section 35 of the Canadian 
Constitution Act (1982) and expressed in different ways among a 
diversity of Indigenous groups ( Borrows 2010 ). In leveraging the 
opportunities opened by these conditions, Aboriginal non-profit 
organizations can shift policy discourses to better meet the needs 
of their constituents. 

 The struggles that take place in these formal arenas are also 
informed by the activities of individuals and groups. In the con-
text of northern development, the lack of private-sector  ict  invest-
ment in their territories led Indigenous parties to undertake their 
own community-based projects, convincing some policy-makers to 
reshape policy discourses to support this work. In this chapter we 
frame these initiatives as examples of Indigenous  ict4d  (information 
and communication technologies for development) ( Unwin 2009 ; 
 Heeks 2002 ,  2009 ;  Kleine 2013 ). Initially encompassing radio, tele-
vision, and telephony development, after the advent of the network 
society this process included the diffusion of networked digital 
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261Northern Communications Policies

infrastructures ( Castells 2009 ). Scholars, including  Hudson (1984 ; 
 2006 ;  2011 ),  Valaskakis (1992) ,  Alia (2010) , and  Roth (2005) , have 
all examined how Indigenous peoples have helped develop telecom-
munication and broadcast systems. Using both formal and ad hoc 
avenues of participation, Aboriginal non-profits secured policy and 
regulatory outcomes to help them introduce new technologies and 
services in their communities. 

 Importantly, the technical characteristics of  ict s play a key role in 
these activities because they enable small, geographically-dispersed, 
and/or rural groups to connect with one another, and with policy-
makers, quickly, cheaply, and over long distances ( Hudson 2006 ; 
 Löblich and Wendelin 2012 ). We suggest that recent activities associ-
ated with digital  ict s reflect a rearticulation of strategies deployed by 
Aboriginal groups in past efforts to assert ownership and control over 
broadcasting and telecommunications infrastructures ( Whiteduck 
et al. 2012 ;  O’Donnell et al. 2009 ). The emergence of new digitally-
enabled services, social actors, and institutional frameworks all 
reflect the persistence of ongoing dynamics linked to long-term and 
ongoing projects of Indigenous self-determination. 

 the northern context: participatory 
communication for rural and remote 

development in canada 

 Northern and Aboriginal  ict  policies should be considered within 
the context of the political economy of northern Canada. For the 
purposes of this chapter, our defi nition of Canada’s “North” includes 
the three territories (Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut), 
and the northern regions of the provinces. Despite different geograph-
ies and political demarcations, these regions share characteristics that 
affect the diffusion and use of  ict s ( Fiser and Jeffrey 2013 ). For 
example, in northern Ontario and Manitoba, thousands of lakes pep-
per the landscape, whereas northern Québec is isolated from the 
province’s more populated south by hundreds of kilometres of wilder-
ness. Yukon and northern  bc  (British Columbia) share mountains 
and forests, whereas communities in Nunavut are separated by vast 
stretches of tundra and ocean. 

 Factors other than geography shape the social conditions in these 
regions. Isolated northern communities range in size from a few 
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262 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

hundred to several thousand residents. Many are located on the 
traditional lands of diverse Indigenous nations, such as the Inuit, 
Dene, Cree, Ojibway, and Gwich’in peoples. While small in abso-
lute numbers, these populations are also young and growing rapidly. 
Demographic models show that these northern Aboriginal commun-
ities will continue to constitute a majority or significant minority of 
the residents of the northern territories of Nunavut and the North-
west Territories ( nwt ), and the remote regions of provinces such as 
Québec (Nunavik), Ontario, Saskatchewan, Northeastern Labrador 
(Nunatsiavut), and Manitoba. 

 Government policies of resettlement and containment, combined 
with the uneven development patterns of the majority society, have 
contributed to social problems in these communities, such as high 
levels of violence, suicide, family breakdown, unemployment, and 
household poverty ( Palmater 2011 ). Although many villages are 
located near profitable sites of resource extraction, their residents 
often lack a significant share of revenues from these ventures or 
participation in the economic activities they generate ( Jacobs, Ber-
rouard, and Mirellie 2009 ). Communities also lack the transporta-
tion, electrical, and communications infrastructures that residents of 
the South take for granted. 

 While the diverse approaches taken by Aboriginal peoples in 
negotiating their relationships with the state are too complex to 
address here, many groups are advocating for increased participa-
tion and autonomy in jurisdiction over natural resource and eco-
nomic development, education, and health care (see  chapter 6  on 
failed advocacy in a natural resource context). In part, these negoti-
ations link to the unique status of Aboriginal peoples, as expressed 
in the Canadian Constitution. As a result of historic and “modern” 
treaty negotiations – land claims agreements and other activities – 
the federal government has certain fiduciary responsibilities to the 
original inhabitants of the territories now known as Canada. Treaty 
and Aboriginal rights affect many services available in northern 
communities today, including health and education. Desire for self-
government in the administration and delivery of these services – 
alongside other areas of self-determination like economic and com-
munity development – has led Aboriginal northerners to establish 
their own governing institutions and service providers. 

 As described below, these initiatives include the formation 
of non-profit Aboriginal communication societies, which have 
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263Northern Communications Policies

     Table 10.1   ict4d  in the Canadian North: Key stakeholders 

Indigenous 
Broadcasting

Indigenous 
Communications 
Organizations

Consumer 
Organizations

Government 
agencies

ibc fmcc cac crtc
 tni ecn (non-Aboriginal 

entity that includes 
First Nations)

napo Canadian Heritage
piac 

Wawatay knet (for-profi t 
entity with First 
Nations owners)

Industry Canada / 
ised

nbdc CanNor
Provincial and 

territorial 
governments

cbc (Crown 
corporation)

 cac: Consumers Association of Canada;  crtc : Canadian Radio-Television 
and Telecommunications Commission;  fmcc : First Mile Connectivity 
Consortium;  ibc : Inuit Broadcasting Corporation;  ised : Innovation, Science 
and Economic Development;  knet : Kuh-ke-nah Network;  napo : National 
Anti-Poverty Organization;  nb  dc : Nunavut Broadband Development 
Corporation;  piac : Public Interest Advocacy Centre;  tni : Taqramiut Nipingat 
Incorporated  

played prominent roles in both advocating for and administering 
a variety of  ict4d  projects and services (see  Table 10.1 ). These 
organizations emerge from diverse Indigenous communities with 
defined powers of self-government and customary laws, institu-
tions and practices. Indigenous governments leverage funding 
mechanisms established by the federal government’s Indian Act 
(1985) and implemented by Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada ( aandc ), as well as other federal agencies, 
to use  ict s to deliver public services and economic development 
opportunities. Their activities also include attempts to reform 
policy and regulatory frameworks created for more populous and 
southern regions. Aboriginal non-profits used these negotiations 
to advocate for reforms that better fit the unique contexts of the 
Canadian North, and to secure funding and material support for 
their initiatives.      
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264 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

 canor: canadian northern economic 
development agency 

 Changing Technologies and New Opportunities 

 People living in remote and rural Indigenous communities historically 
transmitted messages in person as they travelled by canoe or kayak, 
on foot and by dog team. Later, they established more permanent 
transportation and communication links using technologies developed 
in the urban South. Often moved to action by the lack of corporate 
services, northern residents formed non-profi t and commercial organ-
izations to establish infrastructure and services in their communities. 

 Radio and Television Broadcasting 

 The path to regional Aboriginal  ict4d  is linked to the introduction 
of northern satellite services in the 1970s. In 1971, researchers funded 
by the federal Department of Communications visited First Nations 
leaders from remote areas of the provinces, and the Yukon and North-
west Territories, to ascertain their communications needs and priorities 
( Kenney 1971 ). This study was undertaken in preparation for Can-
ada’s fi rst communication satellite, Anik (for “little brother” in Inuk-
titut), launched in 1972. Aboriginal leaders said their fi rst priority 
was reliable telephone service (to get help in emergencies, keep in 
touch with family and friends, contact government agencies, and so 
on) followed by radio and television broadcasting. At that time in the 
Far North, radio reception was restricted to the Canadian Broadcast-
ing Corporation’s ( cbc ) shortwave Northern Service, while residents 
in the northern parts of provinces could only receive  am  radio from 
distant cities in Canada and the US at night. After reviewing these 
fi ndings, the Department of Communications funded the Northern 
Pilot Project to introduce community-controlled High-Frequency ( hf ) 
radios and radio broadcasting stations in remote Northwestern 
Ontario and the Keewatin region of the  nwt . The subsequent evalua-
tion of this project highlighted community operation, training of 
Indigenous participants, and benefi ts for social and economic develop-
ment, and informed a government green paper in the mid-1970s 
( Hudson 1974 ). 

 Other technological advances at that time included low-power 
 fm  radio stations, which brought the possibility of inexpensive 
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265Northern Communications Policies

local broadcasting. Northerners saw the potential of this technol-
ogy to develop their own non-profit radio stations. For example, 
Taqramiut Nipingat Incorporated ( tni ) or “Voice of the North” 
was a non-profit organization founded in Nunavik in 1975 to 
promote Inuit culture and language in that region. As community 
radio stations became established across the North, the  cbc  began 
to explore ways it could carry some of its news and public affairs 
programs. The solution adopted was to form a partnership between 
the  cbc  and the non-profit community radio stations. The  cbc  
designated the northern stations as affiliates, which could receive 
the public broadcaster’s content via satellite and rebroadcast it to 
their communities. This initiative included capacity-building benefits, 
as local staff received training in the legal and ethical requirements 
of licensed broadcasters. Formal agreements signed between the 
 cbc  and the radio stations outlined the terms of their arrangement, 
and their obligations as stations licensed by the federal regulator, 
the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commis-
sion ( crtc ) ( Hudson 1977 ). In short, this initiative enabled north-
erners to gain experience in both the operational and the policy 
aspects of radio broadcasting. 

 Community radio has since flourished in the North and across 
Canada; as many as 120 Aboriginal community radio stations were 
operating in 2013 ( Roth 2013 ). Northern residents listened to south-
ern news, sports, and music; broadcast Aboriginal-language content; 
and relayed messages between communities and to people at fishing 
and hunting camps. These radio stations also supported public ser-
vices. For example, in Ontario the Wawatay (originally Wa-Wa-Ta) 
Native Communications Society partnered with the Wahsa Distance 
Education Centre to deliver adult education courses over radio. 
Today, radio stations remain an important and popular channel for 
public dialogue within northern communities. 

 Television arrived in the north in the mid-1970s, as part of the fed-
eral government’s Accelerated Coverage Plan (1974), which required 
the  cbc  to make its content available in every community in Canada 
with 500 or more residents. A few communities, including Igloolik in 
Nunavut, initially chose to reject television until more Inuktitut-lan-
guage programming became available, given television’s perceived 
negative effects ( Savard 1998 ;  Roth and Valaskakis 1989 ).  Valaskakis 
(1992)  identified several challenges stemming from Inuit exposure 
to the technology: non-Indigenous people acquired authority over 
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266 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

Inuit peoples through their control over knowledge of and access 
to media, and the media content they produced introduced political 
and economic ideologies that contributed to the erosion of com-
munity, social and political structures, and cultural values. However, 
many northerners embraced television, purchasing  tv  sets at local 
Hudson’s Bay Company stores to watch hockey and other southern 
content ( Hudson 1990 ). 

 Aboriginal leaders considered how to manage the diffusion of 
these new broadcasting services. The easiest option was simply to 
open the door to information and entertainment from the outside 
world. Yet there were still concerns that one-way transmission of 
English and French language programs would undermine Indigen-
ous languages and cultures. The strategies taken by the Aboriginal 
non-profits to address these issues varied, reflecting a key aspect in 
the shifting terrain of  ict4d  policy in northern Canada: the growing 
diversity of organizations and communities involved. 

 For example, in Northern Ontario, Wawatay focused on radio, 
because content was relatively easy and inexpensive to produce, 
and several community radio stations already existed in the region. 
The non-profit society chose to create regional Oji-Cree radio pro-
gramming that could be fed to northern communities by satellite 
and transmitted through local stations. The federal Department 
of Communications (later part of Industry Canada) provided re-
sources for this strategy, reflecting government engagement in and 
material support for this initiative. In 1975, the experimental Com-
munications Technology Satellite (also known as Hermes) began 
transmitting Wawatay’s regional Oji-Cree news programs for free 
to several community radio stations in northern Ontario. After 
this experiment concluded, high commercial tariffs for dedicated 
audio satellite channels led Wawatay to negotiate an agreement 
with  tv  Ontario to piggyback its audio signal on the southern 
network’s transponders on the Anik B satellite. Inside the com-
munities, the signal was split, with the  tv  component rebroadcast 
over a low-power  tv  transmitter, and the radio signal delivered to 
the community radio station, where it was retransmitted locally 
( Hudson 1990 ). 

 Elsewhere, Inuit non-profits focused their advocacy strategy on 
television. They believed that television could not be ignored and so 
aimed to harness it to deliver northern and Inuit content. This initia-
tive reflected another collaboration among Aboriginal non- profits and 
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267Northern Communications Policies

the federal government. Inuit Tapirisat (now Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami), 
the major political organization representing the Inuit, used satellite 
capacity and funding provided by the government for video produc-
tion and videoconferencing over the Anik B satellite. This project, 
called Inukshuk, linked six Inuit communities in three Arctic regions 
(with different dialects and time zones) in a one-way-video, two-way-
audio teleconferencing network. During a nine-month period, Inuk-
shuk produced more than 320 hours of programming, of which about 
half were interactive teleconferences. According to  Hudson (1990) : 
“The project not only fostered communication among Inuit across 
three regions about issues of land claims, education, and cultural iden-
tity, but also demonstrated to all – including the federal government, 
the Northwest Territories government, and the  cbc  – that the Inuit 
were capable of producing their own programs” (99). 

 Later, the Inuit used the experience and visibility gained from 
these satellite experiments to lobby government for funding for their 
own non-profit network, the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation ( ibc ), 
which was established in 1981. Other community-based media pro-
jects included an initiative in Igloolik, where local residents founded 
Isuma to create and distribute their own media content ( Evans 2008 ; 
 Roth 2014 ). 

 The success and visibility of community radio and  tv  projects 
became a key source of evidence that Aboriginal non-profits used 
to advocate for policy and regulatory support. Formal opportunities 
to contribute to policy formulation became platforms of mobiliza-
tion where coalitions of Aboriginal non-profits secured several key 
reforms, including the Northern Native Broadcasting Policy adopted 
in 1990 and the recognition of the “special place” of Aboriginal 
peoples within Canadian society in the 1991 Broadcasting Act. Before 
discussing these policy reforms, we outline the role of Aboriginal non-
profits in establishing telecommunications and Internet infrastructure 
in the North. 

 Telecommunications and Internet Infrastructure 

 Northern telecommunications development refl ects a similar dynamic 
to broadcasting: the extension of southern-based infrastructures into 
remote regions alongside community  ict4d  projects undertaken by 
non-profi t organizations. Although the focus is on transmission rather 
than content, development patterns echo similar strategies and 
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268 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

challenges. Before telephone service was widespread in the North, 
most isolated communities only connected to each other and the 
outside world through unreliable high-frequency ( hf ) two-way 
radios that were often inaccessible to local residents, except in emer-
gencies ( Hudson 1974 ). Each community might have one or two  hf  
radios at the nursing station and Hudson’s Bay store. Some com-
munities had local telephone service, but their link to the outside 
world was via  hf  radio. 

 Analogue telephone services arrived in the late 1970s and early 
1980s as a result of regulations that required incumbent telecom-
munications providers to extend services in remote regions. To meet 
these requirements in smaller communities, the companies typically 
provided a single pay phone. Local exchanges linking households 
used outdated equipment, with periodic maintenance undertaken by 
fly-in technicians. Partly due to the lobbying efforts of Indigenous 
organizations, residential telecommunications services with external 
links via microwave and satellite became more widespread in the 
1980s. In the 1990s, inadequate telecommunications infrastructure 
resulted in slow and congested circuits that restricted access to emer-
gent applications like email and the Internet. 

 Compared with their early support for broadcasting technologies, 
policy-makers were initially sceptical of the need for high- capacity 
digital networks and services in remote northern communities because 
they did not anticipate the demand for high bandwidth applications 
like distance learning, telemedicine, and videoconferencing. However, 
Aboriginal non-profits used a strategy similar to that used for broad-
casting: leveraging evidence from their community  ict  initiatives to 
demonstrate to funders the benefits of applications like telemedicine 
and distance education ( Whiteduck et al. 2012 ) (similar to  chapter 3  
on “evidence”).    

 As with broadcasting, these projects reflect the diversity of the 
stakeholders involved. In the northern regions of provinces, Keeway-
tinook Okimakanak’s  knet  (the Kuh-ke-nah Network) was among 
the first Aboriginal non-profit service providers – although others are 
in place today, including the First Nations Education Council ( fn  ec ) 
in Québec and the Atlantic Canada First Nations Help Desk ( fn  hd ) 
( O’Donnell et al. 2009 ). Established by a tribal council set up by the 
chiefs of six remote First Nations in Northwestern Ontario (Kee-
waytinook Okimakanak),  knet  has provided access and services to 
remote Cree and Ojibway communities in Northern Ontario (and 
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269Northern Communications Policies

other communities across Canada) since 1994. The organization – 
which now operates on a for-profit basis but remits any profits to 
its owners, which are First Nations communities – also contracts 
with health care providers to provide telehealth networks and with 
the Ontario Ministry of Education to support an online high school 
( Potter 2010 ). It offers computer training and skills development, as 
well as videoconferencing, Internet telephony, and mobile telephone 
services ( O’Donnell et al. 2010 ).  knet  also engages in partnerships 
with other regional First Nations and Inuit providers. For example, it 
is one of three partners in the non-profit Northern Indigenous Com-
munity Satellite Network ( nicsn ), which services communities in 
the northern regions of Quebec, Ontario, and Manitoba ( McMahon 
2013 ). Although managed from Sioux Lookout, Ontario, each of 
 nicsn ’s regional partners follows its own operational and develop-
ment model. The network is financially sustainable in terms of 

    Figure 10.1  Indigenous non-profi t networks discussed in this chapter 
 Source: Produced by J. Piwowar, University of Regina   .
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270 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

operations and maintenance, but, like other satellite providers in the 
North, requires public funding to cover the high costs of bandwidth. 

 Another First Nations non-profit telecommunications operator, 
GwaiiTel, provides high-speed Internet service to residents of seven 
communities on the islands of Haida Gwaii in  bc . GwaiiTel was 
formed by the Gwaii Trust, a non-profit organization established to 
enhance environmentally sustainable social and economic benefits 
to Haida Gwaii. It connects to the mainland over North America’s 
longest over-water radio link for Internet transmission. GwaiiTel 
invested more than C$1 million to build infrastructure connecting 
the communities, with funding from the Gwaii Trust Society and a 
grant from Industry Canada’s Broadband for Rural and Northern 
Development ( brand ) ( GwaiiTel 2006 ). 

 First Nations community broadband projects also exist in the 
northern territories. For example, K’atl’odeeche First Nation was 
funded by the Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency 
(CanNor) to build its own fibre-optic network. The Band-owned 
 kfn  Community Network serves the community of approximately 
325 people living near Hay River in the  nwt . In 2009, the Band 
received funding from CanNor to build a 48-strand fibre network 
to interconnect facilities such as the administration office, school, 
health clinic, adult education centre, day care centre, and Elder-care 
facility. The community network still faces bottlenecks because of 
the aging infrastructure that connects its local network to “back-
bone” transport networks, but in 2010 an entrepreneur from the 
community began working on a project to address this challenge. 

 In Nunavut, residents established the non-profit Nunavut Broad-
band Development Corporation ( nbdc ) to identify the territory’s 
broadband needs. With support from the  brand  program,  nbdc  
contracted a commercial provider, SSi Micro, to build and man-
age broadband through public and private sector investment. This 
network, Qiniq (meaning “to search” in Inuktitut), began offering 
satellite-based commercial wireless broadband infrastructure to all 
twenty-five Nunavut communities in 2005. SSi Micro owns and 
operates Qiniq’s infrastructure and pays a small commission to local 
agents, who distribute modems, manage billing, and assist with local 
troubleshooting ( Mignone and Henley 2009 ). Connectivity remains 
a challenge, given the limited bandwidth, high costs, and latency 
problems associated with satellite broadband. Although it is a com-
mercial enterprise, like other service providers in these regions Qiniq 
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271Northern Communications Policies

is dependent on public sector support to pay for bandwidth ( Nuna-
vut Broadband Development Corporation 2010 ). Other regional 
networks operating in northern Canada reflect both commercial 
(e.g., AirWare in the  nwt  – also managed by SSi Micro) and non-
profit models (such as the Eeyou Communication Network or ecn in 
Quebec, which is a non-Aboriginal organization that includes First 
Nations members). Regardless of their ownership structure, these 
organizations are all dependent to some extent on government regu-
lations and policies for capital and operational funding. 

 interventions in policy and regulatory 
proceedings: engaging with state 

institutions 

 ict policy is the responsibility of federal departments, primarily 
Innovation, Science and Economic Development ( ised ) (formerly 
Industry Canada), whose portfolio includes telecommunications, trade 
and commerce, science and technology, and other industry-related 
fi elds. In 1996, the department absorbed the functions of the Depart-
ment of Communications, which was established by the Trudeau 
government in 1968. The  crtc  is responsible for regulating telecom-
munications and broadcasting. Several other federal agencies also 
play a role in northern  ict4d . For example, Canadian Heritage is 
responsible for broadcasting policy and digital media, while the Can-
adian Northern Economic Development Agency provides some 
infrastructure funding in the far North. Indigenous and North-
ern Affairs Canada (inac) (formerly Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada, or  aandc ), is responsible for most policies 
affecting Aboriginal peoples, and provides some funding for Aborig-
inal connectivity. For example, inac administers the First Nations 
Infrastructure Fund ( fnif ), which has been available to First Nations (but 
not Inuit) applicants since 2009 and includes broadband as an eligible 
expense. All  fnif  projects involve public–private partnerships among 
government, private sector entities, non-profi ts, and First Nations 
organization. inac also monitors broadband deployment in northern 
Aboriginal communities ( aandc  2012). 

 This summary illustrates how government policy to support broad-
band in remote and rural Indigenous communities is coordinated 
among many different departments and program areas ( McMahon 
et al. 2014 ). Since 1996, a variety of regulations, funding initiatives, 
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272 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

strategies, and projects have been put in place to support broad-
band development in these communities. However, these initiatives 
face tensions with market-oriented development models that fail to 
address the unique conditions and challenges present in northern 
regions. The road to changing policy and regulatory frameworks can 
be long and contorted. It often requires drafting legislation that may 
or may not be adopted, or persuading politicians or senior admin-
istrative officials to adopt new policies, set regulations, or release 
funds. The outcomes of proposals raised by advocacy groups are also 
subject to pressures from political and economic elites ( Freedman 
2008 ;  Crawford 2013 ). The format of regulatory proceedings is also 
formidable. While public participation is encouraged and agencies 
like the  crtc  have established funding and other support mechan-
isms, hearings tend to be formal, legalistic, and dauntingly complex. 
Government staff and well-resourced corporate stakeholders use 
technical and legal language that can be challenging for citizen and 
consumer groups to engage with, and can discourage advocates who 
lack professional advisers or legal counsel (see  chapter 2 ).  

 Nonetheless, interventions in the formation of broadcasting and 
telecommunications regulatory frameworks do provide opportunities 
for interested parties to participate. The  crtc  hosts public consulta-
tions, as laid out in its governing legislation. In contrast,  ised ’s con-
sultation process is much less transparent, with fewer direct efforts 
to encourage public involvement ( Shepherd, Taylor, and Middleton 
2014 ). But the  crtc ’s decisions are not necessarily binding; they can 
be appealed to the courts, and the governor-in-council (Cabinet) can 
choose to “vary” (i.e., change or reverse) them. Yet there is a strong 
tradition of public advocacy in the form policies and regulations 
for Canada’s communications system – see, for example, discussions 
about public service radio in the 1920s and 1930s ( Raboy 1990 ). 

 In short, while they appear complex and legalistic, regulatory pro-
ceedings have the advantage of resulting in binding and enforceable 
decisions – at least compared with government policy statements 
or plans, which may never be enacted or funded. Public hearings 
also provide an opportunity for stakeholders to address policy-
makers directly, and to include their concerns and evidence in the 
public record. They also provide a means of obtaining information 
from incumbent telecommunications carriers about matters such as 
quality of service, costs of providing services, and plans for service 
expansion or upgrades that companies may not otherwise release. 
However, participating in this process requires that parties follow 
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273Northern Communications Policies

procedures and understand legal and technical terms that may be 
unfamiliar to community-based non-profit organizations. 

 Aboriginal non-profits provide many examples of strategic inter-
ventions in these processes. Their efforts are constrained by power 
imbalances and other inequalities. However, by forming partnerships, 
mobilizing community-held knowledge and resources, and using the 
opportunities to participate opened by government agencies, Indigen-
ous actors have had many successes in this area. For example, they 
intervened with the Consumers Association of Canada in the 1970s, 
the National Anti-Poverty Organization in the 1980s, and, more 
recently, with the Public Interest Advocacy Centre. These coalitions 
provided capacity-building benefits for Aboriginal groups, who gained 
experience in preparing written testimony and appearing at hearings. 
At the same time, consumer organizations benefited from the Aborig-
inal groups’ knowledge of their ict requirements and issues affecting 
remote northern communities. In the next section, we explore these 
activities in detail, and provide examples of how over the past several 
decades, coalitions of Aboriginal organizations have influenced the 
regulatory and policy frameworks of  ict4d  in the North. 

 Aboriginal Participation in Broadcast 
Policy and Regulation 

 Aboriginal non-profi t organizations worked with several federal 
agencies during the 1980s to obtain policy and regulatory support to 
produce and distribute their own media content. For example, the 
Northern Native Broadcast Access Program was established by the 
Department of the Secretary of State (now Canadian Heritage), with 
$40 million in federal funding between 1983 and 1987. By 1990, the 
program had funded thirteen non-profi t Native Communications 
Societies (including Wawatay and tni) to establish production facili-
ties, train broadcasters, and produce and distribute Aboriginal content 
( Hudson 1990 ). This support led to a vibrant Aboriginal newspaper 
and radio sector across Canada ( Avison and Meadows 2000 ). 

 The formation of the federal government’s national broadcasting 
policy and regulatory framework – a process that culminated in an 
updated  Broadcasting Act  in 1991 – provided another opportunity for 
Aboriginal groups to mobilize and advocate for change. This activity 
was linked to a series of public hearings held by the  crtc  focused 
on Northern Native Broadcasting, and the Federal Task Force on 
Broadcasting Policy (1986). A consortium of Native communication 
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274 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

societies joined the  cbc  and territorial governments to propose a 
government-funded northern satellite distribution system. To sup-
port this proposal, the group gathered evidence demonstrating the 
success of community ict projects ( Roth 2005 ). In 1988, the fed-
eral government committed $10 million over four years to develop 
a northern regional broadcast network, and Television Northern 
Canada began broadcasting to ninety-six northern communities in 
January 1992. However, unexpected budget cuts during the 1990s 
forced nine of the Native Communications Societies to close down 
during that decade ( Roth 2005 ). 

 Inuit and First Nations communication organizations leveraged the 
broadcasting and technical expertise built up through their involve-
ment in these projects to advocate for the federal government’s North-
ern Native Broadcasting Policy, issued in 1990 ( Valaskakis 1990 ). This 
effort was informed by the  crtc  and its Regulatory Framework for 
Aboriginal Broadcasting (1989). Through this process, Aboriginal 
groups articulated five key principles (described in  Baltruschat 2004 ): 

 1. greater access to a range of programming choices in the North; 
 2. participation in the  crtc ’s decisions over the form, quality, 

and placement of programming broadcasted in Aboriginal 
communities; 

 3. access to broadcast distribution channels to maintain 
Aboriginal cultures and languages; 

 4. programming featuring Aboriginal issues, and content 
produced by Aboriginal peoples; and 

 5. regular consultations between Aboriginal representatives and 
government to develop broadcasting policies. 

 The new policy relaxed rules on content and advertising, so that 
some Aboriginal broadcasters could adopt a more commercial busi-
ness model. As a result, they shifted their content to attract advertisers 
and expand to new regions, including southern Canada ( David 2012 ). 

 These various developments culminated in reforms to the language 
of the 1991 Broadcasting Act (which significantly revised the 1968 
Act). Several waves of community mobilization, public consultation, 
and regulatory intervention carried out by Aboriginal non-profits 
succeeded in adding language to the Act recognizing “equal rights, 
the linguistic duality and multicultural and multiracial nature of Can-
adian society and the special place of aboriginal peoples within 

Shifting Terrain, edited by Nick J. Mulé, and Gloria C. DeSantis, MQUP, 2017. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ualberta/detail.action?docID=4863097.
Created from ualberta on 2017-06-27 11:42:47.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

7.
 M

Q
U

P
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



275Northern Communications Policies

that society” (Broadcasting Act, section 3(1)(d)(iii)). Once this lan-
guage was incorporated in legislation, it was invoked in subsequent 
interventions from these parties. For example, during a  crtc  hearing 
in 1997, Aboriginal groups used it in a proposal to develop their 
existing broadcasting system into the national Aboriginal Peoples’ 
Television Network (aptn). A year later, aptn received Category 1 
status from the  crtc , making it a “must carry” channel on basic cable 
packages across the country – a status the network retains today. 

 Aboriginal Interventions in Telecom and 
Digital Policy and Regulation 

 Aboriginal non-profi ts also participated in policy debates and regula-
tory proceedings associated with telecommunications. For example, 
1970s regulatory proceedings held by the  crtc  to review carriers’ 
requests for rate increases became a vehicle for First Nations sub-
scribers to improve their services. In Northern Ontario, the incum-
bent’s quality of service was often poor, with outages, billing errors, 
and no staff who could communicate with Indigenous subscribers. 
The Wawatay Native Communication Society partnered with the 
Consumers Association of Canada, with the assistance of expert 
witnesses and participants from northern communities, to intervene 
in the proceedings. Bell Canada stated that it was unable to fi nd 
Indigenous-language speakers to hire for its regional offi ces and 
therefore could not provide services in those languages. Wawatay 
responded that bilingual interpreters could be located in the North 
and provide services by telephone. The  crtc  subsequently approved 
the establishment of a service called “Translataphone,” which north-
ern customers calling Bell’s customer service could use to reach a 
Native-language speaker. Bell was also required to fund a bilingual 
(English and Oji-Cree) version of the Northern Ontario telephone 
directory ( crtc  1978;  Hudson 1984 ). 

 Aboriginal communication organizations built on this experience 
in 1984 and 1985. A coalition of groups – including Inuit Tapirisat, 
Taqramiut Nipingat Inc., and Wawatay – collectively intervened in 
 crtc  hearings concerning rates in Bell Canada territory. As a result of 
these efforts, the  crtc  ordered Bell Canada to publicize discounted 
inter-exchange rates that could be used by northern subscribers, and 
also ordered Bell not to increase the existing direct-dial long distance 
rates in the remote regions ( crtc  1985). 
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276 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

 These early activities became the forerunners of Aboriginal advo-
cacy for digital icts. In the mid-1990s, several First Nations non-
profits in Ontario (including  knet ) formed a coalition to petition the 
 crtc  to require incumbent carriers to extend digital infrastructure to 
communities located in so-called High Cost Serving Areas ( hcsa s) 
( crtc  2005). This group included Wawatay among its members – 
with the Ontario-based Native Communication Society provid-
ing key expertise in the process and format required in the  crtc ’s 
regulatory hearings. The coalition of northern and Indigenous non-
profits argued that access to broadband (1.5Mbps) be included as an 
“essential service” in the  hcsa s, which had previously been exempt 
from universal service provisions. Although the incumbent carri-
ers resisted the provision of 1.5Mbps service, in 1999 the  crtc  did 
establish a new definition of “basic service” that included a require-
ment for the carriers to provide digital switches that could connect 
lines for low-speed data transmission (56 kbps) at local rates (users 
had previously paid long distance charges) ( Fiser 2010 ). 

 Parallel to these First Nations activities, Inuit groups also launched 
activities to improve connectivity in the far North. In 1994, the 
non-profit Inuit Broadcasting Corporation hosted consultations in 
twenty-seven communities, where Inuit debated issues of digital div-
ides, the effects of connectivity on culture and language, capacity-
building, maintenance and use of technologies, participation, and 
funding. Hundreds of people participated in these consultations 
using television, community meetings, fax machines, and phone-in 
sessions. The federally-appointed Nunavut Implementation Com-
mission used the group’s final report during the formation of the 
territory in 1995, arguing “the road to Nunavut is along the infor-
mation highway” ( Alia 2010 ). To this end, from 1999 to 2001, the 
Government of Nunavut’s Department of Sustainable Development 
convened the Nunavut Broadband Task Force. Its 2002 report  Sivum-
uqpallianiq: Moving Forward: Strengthening our Self-Reliance in the 
Information Age  supported the creation of the Nunavut Broadband 
Development Corporation (nb dc ), a non-profit organization tasked 
to manage connectivity solutions for the territory. nbdc then lobbied 
the federal government to obtain bandwidth and facilities for the for-
profit Qiniq network. In 2008, nbdc   released its five-year business 
plan, called  Managing Bandwidth – Nunavut’s Road     Ahead , and 
the following year signed a five-year contribution agreement with 
Infrastructure Canada. 
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277Northern Communications Policies

 A key avenue for digital  ict4d  advocacy opened in 1994, when 
Industry Canada established the Information Highway Advisory 
Council ( ihac ) to direct national broadband development. At that 
time, non-profit groups from across Canada united to address public 
interest issues in the formation of digital policy, although the pro-
cess remained dominated by corporate entities, commercial media, 
and telecommunications corporations ( Moll and Shade 2013 ;  Shade 
2008 ). Among these actors were Aboriginal organizations, including 
 knet . However, although  ihac ’s action plan,  Building the Informa-
tion Society: Moving Canada into the 21st Century  (1996), sup-
ported universal, affordable, and equitable access, it offered few 
concrete suggestions on how to address issues specific to remote, 
northern, and Indigenous communities ( Bredin 2001 ). Despite these 
challenges, that same year, First Nation organizations began part-
nering with the federal government and carriers to extend Internet 
connections to schools (First Nations SchoolNet) and public Internet 
access sites (Community Access Program) ( Moll 2012 ). The federal 
government provided funds and decentralized the management of 
these programs allowing Aboriginal non-profits to administer them. 
This approach provides an example of how these non-profit organ-
izations helped the federal government achieve its policy objectives – 
for example, to connect First Nations schools – while benefiting from 
funding provided to carry out those tasks. These programs also laid 
the groundwork for future advocacy, through the federal govern-
ment’s  Connecting Canadians  suite of policy initiatives. 

 Seven years after  ihac , Industry Canada launched the National 
Broadband Task Force. As in earlier initiatives, most of this group’s 
membership consisted of representatives from industry and govern-
ment, with some involvement from non-profit organizations (includ-
ing  knet ). Nonetheless, in its final report, the Task Force concluded 
that broadband networks and digital icts could support social and 
economic goals, and that government could play a role in deploying 
infrastructure in regions that lacked a business case for private sector 
development – including in the North. Industry Canada implemented 
these goals through  Connecting Canadians , which provided almost 
$600 million between 1998 to 2006 in seven broadband initiatives: 
the Community Access Program (cap); SchoolNet/First Nations 
SchoolNet ( fn s); Library-Net; VolNet (for charitable and not-for-
profit organizations); smart Communities; Canadian Content 
Online; and Government Online. While usage levels varied and they 
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278 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

faced ongoing challenges to their long-term financial sustainability, 
these programs provided access, training, and economic develop-
ment opportunities to residents in remote and Indigenous commun-
ities ( Pacific Community Networks Association 2006 ;  a fn  Chiefs 
Committee on Economic Development 2010 ). For example, in 2002 
a network of seven non-profit First Nations regional management 
organizations – including groups like  knet  with past experience in 
ict development and advocacy – gained control over  fn s program 
design and delivery. These organizations formed a national coali-
tion that regularly convened to discuss challenges, best practices, and 
strategic development ( Whiteduck, T. 2010 ). 

 The Aboriginal non-profits associated with  Connecting Canadians  
also leveraged several short-term funding programs targeting infra-
structure development. These included the federal government’s 
 brand  and National Satellite Initiative initiatives, which encouraged 
private-public partnerships between community intermediary organ-
izations and incumbent telecommunications providers. Indigenous 
networks like  knet  and  nicsn , as well as for-profit networks like 
Qiniq, benefited from this funding and regulatory support. 

 Aboriginal Internet and broadband activities also faced many chal-
lenges and setbacks during this time. For example, in 2003, Aborig-
inal groups engaged with government departments to develop the 
(now defunct) Aboriginal Canada Portal ( Alexander 2009 ). 

 However, despite the funding they provided, government depart-
ments, rather than Indigenous organizations, drove much of this 
work. Ironically, lack of infrastructure also meant that many north-
ern residents could not access the portal’s digital content. During 
consultations held by government to address this issue, participants 
at three Connecting Aboriginal Canadians forums from 2002 to 
2004 concluded that while the federal government should support 
their work through appropriate funding programs, communities 
must drive development, and programs must include opportunities 
for local engagement ( O’Donnell et al. 2010 ).  

 Around this time, the Aboriginal Policy Research Conference was 
established by several partners, including the University of Western 
Ontario (now Western University), the Strategic Research and Analy-
sis Directorate of Indian Affairs and Northern Development Canada 
(now Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada), and the National 
Association of Friendship Centres. Designed to build bridges between 
research and policy, the event was held three times – in 2002, 2006, 
and 2009 (Aboriginal Policy Research Consortium). Participants in 
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these events identified the challenges that First Nations and Inuit 
groups continued to face, including limited planning capacity, few 
opportunities to participate in decisions, a lack of technical capacity, 
and conflicting jurisdictional responsibilities among government 
funders ( a fn  Chiefs Committee on Economic Development 2010 ). 
Some commentators pointed out that these state-led initiatives 
reflected the government’s lack of awareness and/or appreciation for 
the challenges within Indigenous communities ( Alexander 2001 ). 
For example, rather than support Aboriginal efforts, government 
programs often forced communities to compete with one another 
for scarce, short-term funding (see  Gibson, O’Donnell, and Rideout 
2007 ) (see  chapter 11 ). 

 Motivated by the lack of an inclusive policy framework, the First 
Nations regional non-profits associated with  Connecting Canadians  
mobilized to establish their own community-based  ict4d  strategy 
( O’Donnell et al. 2010 ). Led by  knet , this “e-Community” initia-
tive encompassed five broad themes: capacity building; broadband 
infrastructure and connectivity; human resources; information man-
agement; and service delivery. It was advanced as a resolution at the 
2008 annual afn   chiefs’ assembly, presented at the 2009 Aborig-
inal Policy Research Conference, and re-affirmed in  afn Resolution 
2011–09  ( Whiteduck, J. 2010 ). As of 2013, several First Nations had 
begun to implement the model in their communities (Keewaytinook 
Okimakanak e-Community). 

 Several contextual factors shaped these activities, including a shift 
in federal administration. In 2007, the newly elected Conserva-
tive government introduced broadband policies intended to reduce 
digital divides and promote economic development opportunities. 
 Broadband Canada: Connecting Rural Canadians  carried out these 
goals by providing subsidies for private sector entities to build and 
operate infrastructure. However, critics argued that this undermined 
the sustainability of local networks and service delivery in remote 
and rural communities ( Rideout 2008 ). The Aboriginal non-profits 
involved in this work also criticized these policy shifts, partly 
because they were not consulted during their planning or involved 
in their implementation. For example, Industry Canada’s 2010 con-
sultations on the national digital economy strategy did not include 
any mention of Aboriginal issues ( McMahon 2011 ); although some 
First Nations and Inuit organizations submitted position papers and 
identified principles to drive the digital economy (see for example 
 Nunavut Broadband Development Corporation 2010 ;  Whiteduck 
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280 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

et al. 2010 ). A research project conducted at that time confirmed 
that many staff in First Nations and Inuit technology organizations 
felt they lacked substantive opportunities to contribute to digital 
policy, and that funding from federal agencies remained short-term, 
uncoordinated, and lacking support for their ongoing operations 
and maintenance costs ( McMahon et al. 2010 ).  

 This overview – summarized in  Table 10.2  – demonstrates how, in 
the context of northern  ict4d , Aboriginal non-profits have emerged 
as mediators between local stakeholders and external entities such as 

     Table 10.2  Summary of Indigenous  ict4d  initiatives in the Canadian North 

Decade
Government-
driven Initiatives Sector

Aboriginal/Non-profi t-
driven Initiatives Sector

1970s Introduction of northern 
satellite services

B, T Man in the North report: 
Arctic Institute of North 
America

B, T

Northern Pilot Project 
(NW Ontario; Keewatin
 region of nwt)

B, T Low-power community FM 
radio stations

B

cbc licenses Aboriginal 
radio stations as 
affi liates

B Regional Native 
Communication Societies 
(e.g., Taqramiut Nipingat 
Inc; Wawatay)

B, T

cbc Accelerated Coverage 
Plan

B Cooperative projects (e.g., 
Wawatay works with  tv  
Ontario)

B

Experimental satellite 
projects (Hermes, 
Anik B)

B, T Wawatay intervention in 
crtc Bell Canada hearings

T

1980s Northern Native 
Broadcast Access 
Program (1983)

B Inukshuk Project: Inuit start 
video production and 
videoconferencing in 6 
communities

B, T

Federal Task Force on 
Broadcasting Policy 
(1986)

B Inuit Broadcasting 
Corporation (1981)

B

Regulatory Framework 
for Aboriginal 
Broadcasting

B Aboriginal coalition secured 
discounted inter-exchange 
and long-distance rates at 
crtc hearing

T
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Decade
Government-
driven Initiatives Sector

Aboriginal/Non-profi t-
driven Initiatives Sector

1990s Northern Native 
Broadcasting Policy 
(1990)

B Consultations held by Inuit 
Broadcasting Corporation 
(1994) led to Nunavut 
Broadband Task Force 
(1999–2001).

B

Broadcasting Act revisions 
(1991)

B Early telemedicine; distance 
education applications 
(e.g., Wahsa)

D

crtc hearings on digital 
services in high-cost 
areas

T, D

Industry Canada’s 
Information Highway 
Advisory Council

D Forum for Inuit organizations 
to advocate for connectivity 
solutions in Nunavut

D

2000s National Broadband Task 
Force and Connecting 
Canadians policy 
initiatives (2001)

D Telemedicine; distance 
education applications (e.g., 
Keewaytinook Internet 
High School; Keewaytinook 
Okimakanak Telemedicine)

D

Aboriginal Canada Portal D Government/Aboriginal 
events (e.g., Aboriginal Policy 
Research Conference & 
Connecting Aboriginal 
Canadians Forums)

B, T, D
Broadband Canada D

First Nations 
Infrastructure Fund 
(includes broadband as 
eligible funding area)

D Nunavut Broadband 
Development Corporation 
formed

D

Research and advocacy 
strategies among First 
Nation non-profi ts 
(e-Community; First Nations 
Innovation, First Mile)

B, T, D

Growth of Aboriginal 
operators and isps: knet, 
nicsn,  ecn , First Nations 
Education Council, 
Atlantic Canada First 
Nations Help Desk, kfn, 
GwaiiTel, etc.

T, D

Sector: B: Broadcasting: radio, 
television

T: Telecommunications: 
telephony, 
teleconferencing

D: Digital ICTs: Internet, 
broadband
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282 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

government funders. These organizations operate complex networks 
and applications while enabling their constituents to assert self-
determined development goals. They reflect a diversity of organiza-
tional structures and strategies to match the conditions present in the 
regions they operate in, but collectively they reflect a strong focus on 
consultation and engagement with their membership of geograph-
ically dispersed, politically autonomous First Nations ( McMahon 
et al. 2014 ).      

 Yet despite increased levels of policy engagement by these Aborig-
inal non-profits, conditions are not necessarily improving over time. 
In fact, during the previous federal government’s administration 
engagement became more difficult in some areas, given that some 
federal funding for Aboriginal non-profits was cut due to the effects 
of government austerity measures. For example, between 2010 and 
2015, the a fn  suffered major cutbacks to its operational funding 
from the Harper government, as did First Nations technology organ-
izations such as the First Nations Technology Council in  bc . These 
pressures are accompanied by a growing demand for services among 
the Indigenous constituents of these organizations. These converging 
trends reflect deep challenges to the long-term sustainability of these 
organizations. 

 conclusions and future directions 

 This chapter describes how over the past four decades, a growing and 
diverse collection of Aboriginal non-profi ts has joined with experi-
enced consumer organizations, policy experts, and academics to shape 
 ict4d  in Canada’s Far North. These activities refl ect the shifting fi eld 
of policy discourse – shaped by technological and political change – 
as a platform of mobilization as well as a focus of advocacy. We sug-
gest that such activities are part of a long and varied history. Canadians 
have been involved in grassroots participation in both media produc-
tion and the use of icts for advocacy from the era of farm radio 
forums on the Prairies during the 1930s ( Sandwell 2012 ) and the 
National Film Board’s (nfb’s) “Challenge for Change” programs in 
the 1960s and 1970s ( Waugh, Winton, and Baker 2010 ). The dynam-
ics of these initiatives refl ect the persistence of common goals, strat-
egies, and challenges alongside new avenues of participation opened 
by technological change. 
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283Northern Communications Policies

 This chapter has discussed how Aboriginal non-profits have 
increasingly contributed to, and in many cases, led these initiatives. A 
diversity of organizations established radio,  tv , telecommunications, 
and Internet facilities and services across the North, and helped to 
shape policies to address their unique needs as northerners and as 
Indigenous peoples. The proof of their successes is reflected in fund-
ing programs, regulatory decisions, policy principles, and even the 
language of the  Broadcasting Act (1991) . Yet despite these efforts, 
many challenges persist – particularly in the area of digital icts. 

 Today, access to digital infrastructure in Canada’s Far North remains 
limited. A significant and multifaceted digital divide – influenced by fac-
tors including availability, affordability, speed, and quality of service – 
persists ( crtc  2012). The federal government is taking some steps to 
address these challenges. For example, in 2013 the northern economic 
development agency CanNor announced funding to develop a strategic 
connectivity plan covering all three northern territories, and provided 
support for community broadband projects like the  kfn  Community 
Network discussed earlier (CanNor 2013). As well, in 2015 the  crtc  
launched a national review of what constitutes “basic telecommuni-
cations services” and encouraged the public, consumer groups, and 
Aboriginal communication organizations to participate ( crtc  2015). 
Nonetheless, the North still lacks adequate infrastructure and band-
width for residents to fully use services such as e-health and distance 
education, e-services, e-commerce, e-governance, and cloud-based 
applications. Finally, the lack of capacity, resources, and operational 
subsidies undermine the sustainability of Aboriginal community net-
works – in spite of the clear benefits they offer to northern residents. 

 Policy and regulatory commitments can address some of these 
challenges, as demonstrated in the  ict4d  initiatives discussed in this 
chapter. But without long-term guarantees of revenue-sharing or 
operational subsidies, Indigenous-led community networking pro-
jects will continue to struggle. In this context, Aboriginal non-profit 
organizations are involved in several projects aimed at reshaping 
policy discourses to better meet their needs. The “e-community” 
strategy that  knet  first articulated in 2005 and which First Nations 
across Canada widely adopted is one promising initiative. Research 
projects like the First Nations Innovation project at the University 
of New Brunswick (First Nations Innovation) continue to collect 
and present evidence of Aboriginal communication organizations as 
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284 McMahon, Hudson, and Fabian

providers as well as consumers of digital infrastructure and servi-
ces. Such research initiatives highlight the successes of locally owned 
and operated Indigenous digital infrastructure, while also describing 
ongoing challenges. 

 These activities are accompanied by efforts to reshape policy dis-
courses. One organization engaged in this activity is the First Mile 
Connectivity Consortium (fmcc), which was founded in 2010 by 
a coalition of university-based researchers, First Nations regional 
technology organizations, and individual First Nations.  4   The fmcc 
was formally incorporated as a non-profit association in 2014. Its 
membership extends across Canada, but is concentrated in rural and 
remote regions. The organizations that belong to the coalition are 
diverse but share a common interest in showcasing how community-
driven broadband policy can support development, highlight local 
innovation, and overcome digital divides. The fmcc frames locally-
driven broadband infrastructure projects as an alternative to the “last 
mile” link from service providers to subscribers (see  Strover 2000 ; 
 Paisley and Richardson 1998 ). The concept of the First Mile provides 
language that proponents can use as shorthand in policy discourses 
to stress the need for rural and remote user communities to gener-
ate and operate their own infrastructures. In the context of Indigen-
ous communities, it provides a way to reframe broadband policy and 
regulatory frameworks to better fit diverse Indigenous laws, customs, 
values, and institutional arrangements ( McMahon et al. 2011 ). 

 In 2013, the fmcc intervened in a  crtc  consultation concerning 
services provided by Northwestel (the incumbent telecommunica-
tions carrier in the three northern territories) ( McMahon, Hudson, 
and Fabian 2014 ). Focusing on issues of access, affordability, and 
the potential for infrastructure development in the North to sup-
port community and economic development, the group argued that 
northern residents should be offered opportunities as producers as 
well as consumers of telecommunications services. In its decision, the 
 crtc  recognized that broadband Internet access is, more than ever, 
an important means of communication for northern Canadians, 
and is needed to achieve a number of social, economic, and cultural 
objectives. The Commission agreed with the fmcc’s position that 
the North lacks competitive markets. It recognized the special con-
ditions and challenges in the North, and that market forces alone 
are not addressing them. In 2014, recognizing that many isolated 
northern communities remain dependent on satellite connectivity, 
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285Northern Communications Policies

it launched an inquiry into satellite transport services and in 2015 
began a national review of the Basic Service Objective (including 
whether broadband should be considered a basic service available to 
all Canadians, like telephony). 

 At the time of writing, the crtc had just released its decision to 
declare broadband a basic service, with a new $750 million fund to 
extend infrastructure to under-served regions of Canada.5 The fmcc, 
as well as other Indigenous organizations, participated in these pro-
ceedings with the goal of continuing to highlight the need for com-
munities to contribute to the development and provision of networked 
digital services. While the long-term impacts of this regulatory deci-
sion remain uncertain, the involvement of Indigenous peoples in the 
process leading up to it is but one example of how they are continuing 
to strategically participate in opportunities to shape Canadian com-
munication regulations and policies. 

 notes 

   1  This chapter was made possible thanks to the support of the First 
Nations Innovation project ( http://fn-innovation-pn.com ), which 
receives in-kind contributions from Keewaytinook Okimakanak, the 
First Nations Education Council, Atlantic Canada’s First Nation Help 
Desk, and the University of New Brunswick, and by a grant from the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (sshrc). 
The authors thank our friends and colleagues at these organizations 
and in these communities. We also acknowledge the dedication of the 
community practitioners and public servants involved in this work. We 
hope this history accurately captures some of their efforts.  

   2  Disclosure: the authors are members of the First Mile Connectivity 
Consortium.  

   3  Some of the non-profi t organizations referred to in this chapter have 
since become for-profi t cooperation/social enterprise organizations. 
These organizations are owned by communities and return any revenues 
to community stakeholders. Since these are collective organizations that 
continue to provide benefi ts to community members, and also given the 
sheer number of organizations and extensive time period covered, we 
do not make these distinctions.  

   4  For more information, please visit:  www.fi rstmile.ca.   
   5  The crtc decision is available at: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/

archive/2016/2016-496.htm.    
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