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Executive Summary
The Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce’s Northern Business Task
Force is a group that was formed to discuss current and future issues
and opportunities in Saskatchewan’s remote northern areas and make
appropriate recommendations to ensure that the potential of the region is
realized.
The Northern Business Task Force is made up of representatives from
companies and organizations that operate in northern Saskatchewan, as
well as people that have expertise in dealing with social and economic
issues in the north.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Geoff Gay, CEO, Athabasca Basin Development LP (Prince Albert)
Gord Gillespie, CEO, West Wind Group of Companies (Saskatoon)
Randy Beattie, CEO, PFM Capital (Regina)
Keith Fonstad, Partner, MNP LLP (Prince Albert)
Scott Hale, Owner, Scott’s General Store (Stony Rapids)
Pat Jacob, General Manager, The North West Company (Winnipeg)
Sean Willy, Director, Corporate Social Responsibility, Cameco
(Saskatoon)
Hugh Watt, Owner, La Ronge Petroleum; Board member, La Ronge &
District Chamber of Commerce (La Ronge)

The group met numerous times throughout 2013 and 2014 and the result
of their ongoing discussions was a collection of twelve recommendations
that are focused on finding creative solutions to accelerate northern
Saskatchewan’s economic and social development. The recommendations
are listed below and then subsequently discussed in greater detail
throughout the document.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Increase efforts to encourage energy efficiency
Change all northern communities from E03 electricity rate code to E02
code
Adjust ice road closure dates on an annual basis
Increase the provincial budget for northern roads by a meaningful
amount every year
Build the all-weather Garson Lake Road from La Loche to Fort
McMurray
Build an all-weather road from Highway 905 to Wollaston Lake
Increase awareness of career opportunities and training options among
northern residents
Ensure that educational opportunities and attainment standards are
comparable to southern Saskatchewan
Ensure comparable access to bandwidth and cellular coverage for
northern communities
Increase Nutrition North Canada subsidy for healthy foods
Continue to improve internal communication and cooperation
between Crown Corporations and Ministries on northern issues
The Premier and appropriate Ministers should visit Saskatchewan’s
remote northern communities

The overall theme of the recommendations is that there must be a
more comprehensive strategy developed and acted upon to ensure
that Saskatchewan’s north gains greater visibility among politicians,
government officials, and business leaders. This greater awareness will
result in improved outcomes for northern Saskatchewan as policy and
business decisions are being made.
This report is intended to focus attention on some of the key issues and
opportunities in Saskatchewan’s remote northern communities, as well as
provide recommendations on how to address particular issues. The group
recognized that this is not a comprehensive list of solutions and that there
are many paths which could be taken to achieve the same goals and a
thorough evaluation of each should be conducted to determine the best
courses of action. However, regardless of the actions that are undertaken,
the broader goal should be to ensure that the chosen actions are carried
out in an expedient way, with sufficient resources being allocated to get
tangible results.
While there is certainly a lot of work that remains to be done as northern
Saskatchewan continues to grow and develop, there has also already been
a significant amount of investment into the people, communities and
infrastructure of the north by many businesses, governments, non-profit
organizations, and committed individuals.
As an example of the significant growth opportunities that some
companies are providing to northern Saskatchewan communities, in
2011 Cameco procured over $393 million1 in services from local suppliers
based in northern Saskatchewan, which represented 73%2 of the total
procurement required to support Cameco’s northern Saskatchewan
operations.
Athabasca Sand Dunes from the air.
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Barge near Wollaston Lake.

In addition to Cameco, numerous other businesses that are consistently
ranked among Saskatchewan’s Top 100 Companies3 by Saskatchewan
Business Magazine have significant operations in the north and their
activities are helping to fuel the creation of new jobs and community
development projects that will attract even more investment into the
area. Points Athabasca, the West Wind Group of Companies, Kitsaki,
and Areva are among the Top 100 companies that are active in northern
Saskatchewan and their various projects should serve as examples of the
kind of significant progress that can be made by partnering with northern
communities and government.
The Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce is committed to working with
its partners in the business community, the government, and northern
organizations to ensure that everyone is moving forward toward creating a
plan to address these issues and opportunities. With the cooperation of the
other stakeholders we can ensure that northern Saskatchewan becomes an
even better place to live, work and invest into the future.
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RECOMMENDATION: Increase efforts to encourage energy
efficiency
In Saskatchewan’s remote northern communities, nearly all people
and businesses pay more each month for electricity than in southern
communities. This is not because electricity rates are dramatically higher
in the north, but because the usage of electricity is much greater for a
number of reasons.
SaskPower and government Ministries must undertake additional efforts
to raise awareness among northern people and businesses about the
importance of lowering their electricity consumption through improved
efficiency processes. In particular, a greater emphasis needs to be
placed on creating incentives for people to undertake energy efficiency
improvements on homes and buildings.
Aside from the significantly higher costs of living or operating a business,
there are additional economic development concerns because a significant
amount of electricity generation and transmission infrastructure in the
north is either too old or lacks sufficient capacity to meet the quickly
growing needs of businesses and individuals in the area.
There are financial impacts on existing northern businesses that result
from both blackouts and brownouts, plus investment opportunities are
lost when there is not enough reliable electricity to meet the demands of
new or expanding businesses.
Houses and other structures in the north are often poorly insulated and
have been built using lower-quality construction materials (windows,
insulation, wood, doors, etc.). In addition to this, there are not as many
trees to act as windbreaks as there are in the south because of forest fire
prevention requirements that limit the number of trees allowed in and
around communities, which causes even greater heat loss from buildings
that are not properly insulated.

Ice road near Wollaston Lake.

Another example is the significant heat loss that results from improperly
insulated water and sewer lines in the communities, plus the electricity
that is wasted when those lines are unnecessarily heated during warmer
months due to heating elements that cannot be turned off when they are
not needed.
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Electricity bill averaging should also be either eliminated or conducted
differently in northern Saskatchewan communities because it prevents
residents from receiving immediate feedback about the results of any
attempts to reduce their electricity consumption. Power usage must be
measured monthly in order to make sure people are kept informed in
closer to real-time, either by regular power meter reading, or by having
digital meters installed to ensure that timely consumption data is being
collected. If northern businesses and residents are not immediately seeing
the positive benefits of their efficiency efforts, they will be less inclined to
continue implementing them.
While the specific elements of expanding existing or creating new energy
efficiency programs should be implemented by SaskPower and other
companies that specialize in implementing these kinds of programs, our
elected officials should immediately make improving northern energy
efficiency a priority for the provincial government and Crowns.
While enhancing residential and commercial energy efficiency efforts
throughout the province will result in immediate savings for both
residents and business owners on their monthly electricity bills, there
will also be broader savings for taxpayers as SaskPower will not need to
invest as heavily into building new electricity generation capacity. While
Saskatchewan’s demand for electricity will keep rising as long as the
population and economy keep expanding, it is in the best interest of all
taxpayers to ensure that those growing needs are not larger than necessary
because of significant electricity waste that could be prevented.

RECOMMENDATION: Change all northern communities
from E03 electricity rate code to E02 code
SaskPower currently charges rural electricity rates (E03 billing code4) to
residents and businesses operating on reserves instead of using urban rates
(E02 billing code5). E02 is the rate that is charged to consumers living in
rural and resort communities, but a large number of reserves have higher
populations than many towns and villages throughout Saskatchewan, so
it does not make sense to be charging them rates that are different than
those applied to other urban areas.
SaskPower’s basic monthly utility fee for rural and resort community
properties is approximately 30%6 greater than for urban properties, plus
the cost per kilowatt hour of electricity is slightly higher as well7. When
those higher costs are combined with the inherent energy inefficiencies,
the resulting electricity costs are much higher than they would be if the
communities were considered to be “urban.”
Residential electricity rates and their respective billing codes that are
deemed to be “urban” or “rural” are linked to how reserves are defined
within The Municipalities Act, therefore in order to change the billing code
for reserves the provincial government would need to institute a legislative
change that would allow an alternative rate code to be used when
determining electricity costs for reserves.
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By making a legislative or policy change, First Nations communities
throughout the province would be able to benefit from a lower cost
of living and/or lower business operating costs. Reserves in northern
Saskatchewan would experience the most significant benefit from this
change because of their unique energy efficiency issues. Lowering their
monthly electricity costs would allow them to have more disposable
income to spend on other necessities, which could help attract new
businesses to the communities.

RECOMMENDATION: Adjust ice road closure dates on an
annual basis
Many communities in Saskatchewan’s remote northern areas rely heavily
upon ice roads in the winter months for transporting freight to those areas.
Ice roads are literally large roads that are created by clearing tracks of
snow across frozen lakes so that vehicles can drive directly on the ice.
Businesses try to bring most of their stock into the communities during
the winter because once the ice roads melt and the only transportation
options in the summer becomes either barges or air freight, transportation
becomes much more expensive.
Residents of the communities also use the ice roads for personal
transportation during the winter and travel to southern communities
because air travel is much more expensive, especially if they are having to
purchase tickets for an entire family.

Al’s Place hotel in Stony Rapids.
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McArthur River uranium mine.

To put the magnitude of the driving distances in perspective, a trip
between Stony Rapids and Prince Albert is approximately 903 kilometers8
and the distance between Prince Albert and Winnipeg is 853 kilometers.9
While the distances are similar, there is a significant difference between
driving on highways versus travelling on ice roads and roads that are not
even in the “all-weather” category.
In an average year the various ice roads usually open around the first week
of February, depending on weather and ice conditions, and the roads have
been closed on March 31 every year up until 2013.10
By having a fixed date each year for closing ice roads however, the Ministry
of Highways is potentially causing the unnecessary loss of additional days
or weeks of ice road travel if the winter has been unusually cold, resulting
in either a greater thickness of ice than average, or a slower melting period
than in average years.
Instead of having fixed dates for closing the ice roads, a more effective
approach would be to send Ministry staff to test the thickness of the
various ice roads on a twice-weekly basis beginning on March 15. If the
thickness of the ice roads is still adequate for semis and regular vehicles
to travel on, the ice roads should remain open until the decreasing ice
thickness, or land-based ice road entry and exit points, actually create
legitimate safety concerns about continued travel.
When every additional day or week of ice road access can mean
significantly reduced transportation costs for businesses operating in
Saskatchewan’s remote northern communities, it makes sense to not
unduly restrict access to those important transportation corridors earlier
than necessary.
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RECOMMENDATION: Increase the provincial budget for
northern roads by a meaningful amount every year
Although the provincial Ministry of Highways annual budget does include
northern road maintenance, it is unfortunately not given much priority
over the funding of road construction and maintenance in more populated
regions of Saskatchewan.
While prudent decisions must be made in order to effectively allocate tax
dollars towards getting the greatest results for the taxpayer investments,
there is still a need for the Government of Saskatchewan to commit
to increasing the annual budget for northern road maintenance and
construction by a “meaningful” amount every year.
The Task Force defines a meaningful budget increase from year to year as
sufficient funding to ensure that stages of significant construction projects
can be gradually completed by taking an incremental approach to projects
that might be deemed too large to complete in one fiscal or construction
year.
Public-private partnership opportunities should obviously be considered
whenever it makes sense, since that would be a funding mechanism which
might increase the odds of getting federal funding commitments made
towards large northern projects. Local northern companies should be more
actively encouraged to partner together to bid on projects which would
increase the capacity of northern road builders to undertake work without
the Ministry having to transport the necessary workers up from southern
Saskatchewan.

Flying north on the plane.

Any level of new road construction in northern Saskatchewan would be
seen as a positive step towards further development. Nonetheless, similar
to the recommendation regarding the overbuilding of broadband capacity
for northern Saskatchewan, new northern roads should certainly take long
term future traffic and freight transportation growth into consideration.
After decades of almost no tangible investment, a plan with clear timelines
and firmly committed resources is required for northern Saskatchewan.
Making northern road development a priority within both the provincial
and federal governments is part of the solution, but looking differently
at the overall goal is also key. A long term, incremental view towards the
construction of large northern infrastructure projects, projects that would
otherwise be deemed too costly, is a new way for funding allocation to
spark long term benefits in the north.
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RECOMMENDATION: Build the all-weather Garson Lake
Road from La Loche to Fort McMurray
While there have been commitments made by the provincial governments
of both Saskatchewan and Alberta in recent years to complete the
construction of an all-weather road between Garson Lake in Saskatchewan
and Fort McMurray in Alberta, it has not yet been completed.
The Garson Lake Road is actually Highway 956 that begins at a connection
with Highway 155 just south of Garson Lake and travels west towards
the Alberta-Saskatchewan border. There is currently a road on the
Saskatchewan side, but it is not an all-weather road and the road on the
Alberta side is even more basic.
The Task Force recommends that the respective provincial governments
commit the necessary resources to upgrade the existing road on the
Saskatchewan side and build the Alberta section as soon as possible
because it is a project that will connect the northwest corner of
Saskatchewan to economic opportunities in Fort McMurray.
This particular project should be viewed as an attractive candidate for a
northern P3 project because it would give oil and mining companies easier
access to the resources, workforces, and retail trade opportunities in each
jurisdiction. It will also offer new recreation opportunities in Saskatchewan
for Alberta residents and workers.

Discussion in Buffalo Narrows.
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There have been concerns expressed about how a closer linkage with some
of Fort McMurray’s social issues would impact communities in northwest
Saskatchewan. However, the benefits of increased access to Alberta’s
employment and retail environment would certainly also benefit the
communities near the new road, since they are currently quite isolated
from the economic success being experienced in the rest of Saskatchewan
and Alberta. Nonetheless, the provincial government will need to ensure
that any social issues are quickly identified and sufficient resources are
then allocated to address any increased needs in the communities.

RECOMMENDATION: Build an all-weather road from
Highway 905 to Wollaston Lake
Another road that has been talked about by the provincial government
on numerous occasions is an all-weather road extending from Highway
905 to the community of Wollaston Lake. This road would serve as an
important permanent linkage to the community of Wollaston Lake and
should be built as soon as fiscally possible.
The lack of suitable all-weather roads to connect numerous communities
in Saskatchewan’s north creates limitations on the kinds of businesses that
will establish themselves in those communities because of the inherently
high transportation costs of moving goods to and from those areas. An
underdeveloped northern road network also creates challenges for existing
northern mines and other businesses to transport their products to the rail
and interprovincial highway systems in the southern part of Saskatchewan.
As with the Garson Lake Road, opportunities for using public-private
partnerships to access potential federal government funding should be
fully explored in order to get the project completed as soon as possible.
Similar to the other road-related recommendation, the improved
connection that Wollaston Lake residents and businesses would have to
the rapid economic growth in southern Saskatchewan could create some
new challenges. However, the economic decline of a community due to
isolation is not viable in the long term, so growth is certainly preferable to
the alternative.

RECOMMENDATION: Increase awareness of career
opportunities and training options among northern
residents
There is an opportunity to better inform northern Saskatchewan high
school students about opportunities for their future employment
throughout the province, as well as the kinds of training they will need to
receive in order to be qualified for those jobs.
To raise the awareness of students about what opportunities exist, the
Task Force recommends that enhancing career counselling in northern
schools should be made a priority for the provincial government and
Saskatchewan’s business community. If young people are not exposed
to potential career opportunities that exist outside of their community,
they might not even realize how well suited they are for a particular
job. Therefore, northern schools, in partnership with businesses and the
appropriate provincial and federal Ministries, should seek to improve the
awareness among students about potential choices.
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The kinds of career suggestions provided, as well as the subsequent
training programs that would be made available, should actually focus on
the kinds of jobs that are available in the north, including mine-related
jobs, water treatment, landfill management, heavy equipment operators,
operator courses for dam operators, and all construction trades. This list
is certainly not exhaustive, but it does make sense to focus the career
counselling and training provision on skills and certifications that actually
make sense for northern residents, not skills that have limited use in the
remote north.
Similar to connecting business people with students in order to give
them firsthand examples of people starting their own business, it is also
important to connect RCMP officers, nurses, conservation officers and
other northern professionals with students in the region because greater
interaction between students and these types of professionals will help the
kids get a better understanding of what kinds of jobs might be available to
them after completing the appropriate kinds of training.

RECOMMENDATION: Ensure that educational opportunities
and attainment standards are comparable to southern
Saskatchewan
The Task Force recommends that the courses offered to remote northern
students be comparable to what southern students have access to. The
expansion of programs, which should start in educational areas that
have strong linkages to employment opportunities, would require a
significant expansion of distance education courses and the construction
of appropriate new training facilities in Saskatchewan’s north.
Some courses will still require time to be spent in-person at either a
southern Saskatchewan Polytechnic or university campus, since the cost
of replicating certain training facilities in the north might not be feasible,
but whenever possible, attempts should be made to repackage the course
content into distance education options. By increasing the amount of
learning that can be done remotely, it will allow northern Saskatchewan
students to have access to courses and materials that they might have
only previously accessed by leaving their community to attend school in
the south.
In order for many of these distance learning options to be delivered in
the north, significant improvements to broadband coverage must be
undertaken, since the existing infrastructure is not generally adequate for
many aspects of online education.
In addition, the Task Force recommends that high school graduation
standards, plus yearly educational attainment standards should be more
closely adhered to in northern Saskatchewan. There are also southern
schools in which this is a problem, so the broader goal of the provincial
education system should be to ensure that education standards are being
met, regardless of the geographic location.
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When businesses hire students that do not possess the skills or knowledge
that a credential suggests they should already have, the business has to
incur additional costs to partially re-educate the employee. The students
are also at a huge disadvantage because they might not be able to
compete as effectively for jobs or promotions within companies if their
knowledge and skills are not at the level they thought they were.

Discussion at Black Lake school.

Northern students should have access to a greater number of appropriate
training programs, but they also need to graduate with skills and
knowledge befitting the credentials that they are receiving. This will
ensure that they are able to compete much more effectively for jobs that
might have previously been filled by southern students who had access to
superior resources.

RECOMMENDATION: Ensure comparable access to
bandwidth and cellular coverage for northern communities
For a variety of important reasons, northern Saskatchewan communities
should have access to the same quality of internet bandwidth and cellular
coverage as southern communities by 2020. Setting this ambitious
goal will help the communities to significantly improve their access to
TeleHealth services and distance education, which are two perennial issues
of concern within those areas. Aside from formal distance learning courses,
providing students and teachers with better access to online resources like
the Khan Academy11 will improve the learning experience for students in
northern schools.
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There is also a need to provide greater wireless coverage for safety reasons.
The remoteness of northern communities increases the likelihood of
accidents happening on roads and other areas where there is a reduced
possibility of someone in distress being discovered, particularly if they
do not have access to a landline phone or other short-distance radios.
Improved wireless coverage is the best solution to this concern.
In addition to improving basic services, creating or improving access to
services like Netflix, YouTube, and text messaging will be another tool to
help businesses retain employees who seek these additional amenities.
Internet coverage in remote northern Saskatchewan is already being used
at close to existing capacity, so even if the capacity is expanded slightly
in the near future, there will not be enough to accommodate the growing
need.

Boat ride to Hatchet Lake Lodge.
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For example, on the Task Force’s second northern tour (see Appendix A),
it was evident that the school in Black Lake had a significant number of
computers and iPads available for students, and many of the students also
have smartphones, even though there is not currently any cellular service
and only limited Wi-Fi for them. This shows how much pent up demand
there is for improved bandwidth and cellular towers. As SaskTel moves
forward with planning cellular and broadband expansions in the north to
both communities and mine sites, it is very important that they do not
underestimate the level of growth in the use of those services once they
are made available.

In addition to purposely building new cellular and broadband infrastructure
to accommodate significant future growth, it would also be a logical step
for SaskTel to have a small team of people that are tasked with helping
schools, businesses, and residents in northern communities to put together
business cases for why having cellular towers or expanded internet service
in their communities might make good business sense. SaskTel currently
looks for proposed new cellular tower projects to financially break even
over the course of five years, so extending this timeframe to ten years
would allow more communities to be eligible for new towers.
Access to high quality broadband and cellular services is a vital part of
doing business, so the provision of this service should be treated with the
same priority as providing electricity to remote areas. As such, the SCC
looks forward to working with SaskTel in order to make sure that these
vital services to Saskatchewan’s north are viewed with the urgency they
deserve.

RECOMMENDATION: Increase Nutrition North Canada
subsidy for healthy foods
In order to encourage people living in remote northern Saskatchewan
communities to eat more healthy food, the federal government should
increase the current Nutrition North Canada (NNC) subsidies available for
the transport of healthy foods to those communities.
In December 2013 the Northern Business Task Force met with
representatives from the NNC program to discuss the possibility of having
the existing subsidies increased. The NNC officials provided suggestions on
the information required to start a review of the current subsidies available
to those communities under NNC, which the Saskatchewan Chamber of
Commerce collected and sent to them.
The precursor program to the NNC was the federal Food Mail Program
(FMP), which was replaced by the Nutrition North Canada program on
April 1, 2011. Certain remote communities are eligible for a full subsidy
under the NNC because they used the Food Mail Program extensively in
2009–2010 and other communities are only eligible for a partial subsidy
under NNC because they used the Food Mail Program moderately in
2009–2010.
While there certainly needs to be criteria in place to determine the
eligibility of communities to participate in the NNC program, using their
participation in the previous FMP as a benchmark for their need is a flawed
process.
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At the December 2013 meeting the NNC officials stated that the Chamber
should provide information on why the FMP was not utilized to a greater
extent. After speaking with various business operators in Saskatchewan’s
NNC-eligible communities, there were a variety of concerns about the
previous FMP that were raised. Similarly low subsidy rates, as well as
inadequate storage and handling of food products by Canada Post (the
operator of the FMP) during their mandatory shipment inspection and
weighing processes were cited as the main reasons why businesses in those
communities had a low participation rate in the FMP.
The NNC representatives also suggested the Task Force provide
information on the cost of a variety of goods in the three NNC-eligible
communities in comparison to the cost of the same goods in a more
southern community. The Chamber proceeded to then send NNC a list of
products with their respective prices on February 27, 2014 from Northern
stores in the three NNC-eligible communities when compared to those
products in a NorthMart store in La Ronge, Saskatchewan.

Price of milk in Black Lake.
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The pricing information indicated that were is a significant increase in
prices as the products travel farther north, so the use of greater subsidies
to help reduce the cost to residents for purchasing healthy food items
would be a positive option.

Another item that the NNC representatives also requested information
on was pricing data on the current freight rates to these remote northern
communities by both truck and air transport, which the Saskatchewan
Chamber also gathered and submitted.
Under the NNC, businesses transporting healthy foods to sell in the three
communities listed in Figure 1 are currently only eligible for a $0.05/kg12
subsidy on Level 1 products within NNC program. Level 1 goods are those
with the highest nutritional value, including milk, eggs, fresh and frozen
fruit and vegetables, meat products, and cheese.13
When considering the high costs of transporting food products to Stony
Rapids, Black Lake, and Fond-du-Lac by either air or truck, a $0.05/kg
subsidy is clearly not reducing the cost of purchasing healthy foods in any
significant way for people living in those communities.
Since there are much higher subsidies being provided under the NNC
program to other Canadian communities that are as remote as these
three communities in northern Saskatchewan, the Task Force recommends
that the federal NNC program should be expanded to allow businesses
operating in remote northern communities to receive more substantial
subsidies to offset their costs to transport healthy food items to those
locations.

FIGURE 1: Example of
Differences in Nutrition
North Canada Subsidies 14
479 kms from La Ronge, SK
airport to Fond-du-Lac, SK
airport - $0.05/kg subsidy on
Level 1 goods
430 kms from Fort Albany, ON
airport to Timmins, ON airport
- $1.30/kg subsidy on Level 1
goods
530 kms from Gods River, MB
airport to Winnipeg, MB airport
- $1.20/kg subsidy on Level 1
goods

RECOMMENDATION: Continue to improve internal
communication and cooperation between Crown
Corporations and Ministries on northern issues
The various provincial and federal government entities that are involved
with providing utilities, social services, education, and health support to
northern reserves should collaboratively determine the parameters for
future infrastructure and community needs so that the projects can fulfill
multiple requirements and reduce duplication at the same time.
Some examples of the organizations that need to continue focusing on
removing duplication or unnecessary red tape in northern activities include
SaskPower, SaskTel, SaskBuilds, the provincial Ministries of Highways,
Health, Education, Advanced Education, and Environment, plus federal
entities including the Ministry of Environment, Fisheries and Oceans
Canada, and Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada.
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While all of these organizations are involved with providing necessary
infrastructure and services to northern Saskatchewan, there is sometimes
a lack of communication between them about their respective projects,
which results in varying degrees of overlap between the activities. By
communicating more clearly with each other when planning and carrying
out projects, duplication of many project elements can be significantly
reduced or eliminated and new opportunities can be identified.
A positive example of this kind of cooperation already taking place is
when SaskPower builds or replaces power lines in northern Saskatchewan.
SaskPower works closely with SaskTel to ensure that the distance between
power poles and the size of the poles will allow both power lines and
fiber optic cable (telephone and internet) to be strung between them,
which saves a significant amount of money and labour by handling the
distribution logistics of both pieces of infrastructure at the same time.
Another example of potential multi-party collaborations is the proposed
road from Cameco’s McArthur River mine to their Cigar Lake mine.
When construction on the road begins, a joint effort between Cameco,
the Ministry of Highways, SaskTel, and other relevant entities, should
be undertaken to ensure the requirements are met for the eventual
installation of fiber optic lines along the new route, even though SaskTel
might not plan to install such lines until a later date.
There also needs to be a higher emphasis placed on increasing the level
of communication and cooperation between the federal and provincial
governments in regard to northern development. SaskPower, SaskTel,
SaskBuilds, and the Government of Saskatchewan need to continue
working with the federal government to get additional federal funding
allocated toward northern infrastructure.
Since the current federal government allocates a significant portion
of its infrastructure funding through public-private partnerships (P3),
there should be an additional effort to package Saskatchewan’s northern
infrastructure projects as partnerships between government and industry.
Private businesses, Crown corporations, and the various levels of
government often have small pools of money that they can spend on
northern infrastructure and social development, but by combining their
resources they would be able to undertake larger projects that these
entities are not able to pay for separately. This seems like an obvious
statement, but it is also one that sometimes gets lost when companies
and governments are evaluating various projects without looking around
to see what others are doing.
Whether it is to more effectively coordinate P3 opportunities or to ensure
that Saskatchewan’s Crowns are cooperating with each other, there must
also be greater communication at the provincial Cabinet table between
Ministers that hold responsibility for relevant Ministries such as Highways,
Environment, Health, and the Crowns.
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RECOMMENDATION: The Premier and appropriate
Ministers should visit Saskatchewan’s remote northern
communities
The Task Force recommends that the Premier visit various remote northern
Saskatchewan communities as an indication of support for the premise
that northern economic development is an important issue within the
province. Premier Wall, since being elected in 2007, has not travelled to
Saskatchewan’s far north in his capacity as Premier, so after eight years in
office it would be a reasonable request for him to finally visit the north.
It would also make sense for key provincial Ministers to also go on a tour
of northern communities to offset the lack of awareness about the realities
of living or operating businesses in those communities. A firsthand look
at the communities, as well as road conditions, ice roads, and seeing the
entrepreneurial potential of northern Saskatchewan, certainly helps to
raise awareness of northern concerns in the minds of elected officials.
The Task Force recommends that the Premier and Ministers with relevant
portfolios go on a complete tour of Saskatchewan’s remote northern
communities before the next provincial election. Northern Saskatchewan
does not end at Buffalo Narrows, so it is important that they visit remote
locations including Fond-du-Lac, Stony Rapids, and Wollaston Lake.
In addition to many provincial and federal politicians, most Canadians
are not fully aware of the magnitude of opportunities and challenges
in remote northern regions, so by raising our elected official’s level of
interest in the north, it might become more palatable on a political level
for all levels of government to make larger investments in northern
infrastructure, education, and social programs.
By promoting the area more intensively, the northern tourism industry
could also potentially be expanded significantly as a result of a higher
profile. The quality of fishing in northern Saskatchewan is unmatched
within Canada, so it would make sense to promote that tourism resource
more heavily.
As another side effect of giving Saskatchewan’s north greater exposure
within Canada’s provincial and national political dialogue, a greater
number of businesses might consider expanding into northern
communities if they were made more aware of the gaps in product and
service availability that exist in many northern communities and the
revenue opportunities that expanding into those communities might
provide.
As mentioned in a previous recommendation, having greater awareness of
northern issues around the Cabinet table would certainly be beneficial in
regard to the coordination of Ministry and Crown projects, as well as the
prevention of project overlap.
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Future Action
The Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce’s Northern Business Task
Force will continue to meet in order to identify emerging concerns and
opportunities in northern Saskatchewan and bring them to the attention
of the provincial and federal government. The Task Force will also seek to
find new ways to enhance the level of communication between the private
sector and both levels of government in order to raise awareness of these
and other issues facing Saskatchewan’s remote northern communities.
The Saskatchewan Chamber will also continue to host periodic tours of
Saskatchewan’s north with representatives from the business community,
government, and the media to raise awareness of the opportunities and
challenges of Saskatchewan’s remote northern communities.
Beyond raising the awareness of northern issues, the Chamber will also
continue the process of bringing together a range of northern stakeholders
outside of government to identify opportunities for addressing these issues
in the most effective ways possible.
In addition to this however, the Task Force would like the provincial
government to create a northern working group to discuss future northern
community development and infrastructure needs. The working group
should be at the Cabinet level in order to ensure that coordination happens
at a high level within the government.
A core task of this new Northern Working Group should be the creation of
a new Northern Development Strategy that is led by the government, but
better utilizes the expertise and resources found in the private sector. This
is already being done on some levels, but a focus should be placed on it to
ensure that the necessary expertise is gathered every time a new northern
infrastructure or social project is identified.
Finally, this report will be sent to all of the 65 local Chambers of
Commerce throughout the province, to the appropriate provincial and
federal government Ministers, executives at SaskPower and SaskTel, as well
as to the media.
The good work already being done by the government, business
community, and local leadership in northern Saskatchewan to make it an
even better place to live, work, and operate a business, can be built upon.
This report highlights some of the ways in which northern development
activities can be improved, and the Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce
looks forward to working with others to ensure that clear progress is made
toward enacting the recommendations.
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Flying south to La Ronge.
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Appendix A
The Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce, with support from Cameco
and other funding partners, held a tour of various northern Saskatchewan
communities from March 24-27, 2014. This was the second northern tour
that was led by the organization, the first being from July 30-August 1,
2012.
The locations visited on the first tour in 2012 included Points North,
Wollaston Lake, Stony Rapids, Black Lake, and Fond-du-Lac.
The participants on the July 2012 tour included:
• Hon. Rob Norris, MLA, Constituency of Saskatoon Greystone/
Legislative Secretary to the Premier on First Nations Engagement,
Government of Saskatchewan
• Mr. Bruce Johnston, Business Columnist, Leader Post
• Mr. John Hopkins, CEO, Regina & District Chamber of Commerce
• Mr. Richard Turkheim, Executive Director, Northern Engagement,
Ministry of Government Relations
• Mr. Mike Makowsky, Director, Multimodal, Trade and Logistics, Ministry
of Highways
• Mr. Geoff Gay, CEO, Athabasca Basin Development
• Mr. Don Deranger , Athabasca Vice Chief, Prince Albert Grand Council
• Mr. Barry Berglund, Sales Manager, CTV/ Saskatoon Chamber Board
member
• Mr. Glen Strong, Community Relations & Training Coordinator,
Athabasca Basin Development
• Ms. Denise Stroeder, Industry Development Consultant, Tourism
Saskatchewan
• Mr. Steve McLellan, CEO, Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce
• Mr. Curtis Hemming, Director of Government Relations, Saskatchewan
Chamber of Commerce
• Mr. Fred Titanich, CEO, CAA Saskatchewan/ Saskatchewan Chamber of
Commerce Board Chair
• Mr. Randy Beattie, CEO, PFM Capital/ Saskatchewan Chamber of
Commerce Board member
• Mr. Brian Chalmers, Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce Board
member
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The locations visited on the second tour in 2014 included Buffalo Narrows,
La Loche, Points North, Wollaston Lake, Stony Rapids, Black Lake, and the
Macarthur River uranium mine.
The participants on the March 2014 tour included:
• Mr. Nithi Govindasamy, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Highways &
Infrastructure
• Mr. Cam Swan, Deputy Minister, Ministry of the Environment
• Mr. Chris Dekker, Associate Deputy Minister, Ministry of the Economy
• Mr. Greg Meister, VP Customer Service & Operations, SaskTel
• Mr. Gord Gillespie, President & CEO, West Wind Group of Companies
• Mr. Geoff Gay, CEO, Athabasca Basin Development
• Mr. Keith Fonstad, Provincial Director (SK), Aboriginal Services, MNP
LLP/Prince Albert Chamber of Commerce Board member
• Mr. Hugh Watt, Owner, La Ronge Petroleum/ La Ronge & District
Chamber of Commerce Board member
• Mr. Pat Jacob, General Manager, The North West Company
• Mr. Wayne Rude, Director, Aboriginal Relations, SaskPower
• Mr. Wayne Back, Special Advisor to the Deputy Minister, Ministry of
Education
• Mr. Bruce Johnstone, Business Columnist, Leader Post
• Ms. Patricia Warsaba, Lawyer, McKercher LLP/Saskatchewan Chamber
of Commerce Board member
• Mr. Steve McLellan, CEO, Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce
• Mr. Curtis Hemming, Director of Government Relations, Saskatchewan
Chamber of Commerce
The purpose of both tours was for the various representatives of the
provincial government, private businesses, media, and Chambers of
Commerce to have a chance to learn firsthand about the opportunities and
challenges in Saskatchewan’s northern communities.
The Saskatchewan Chamber of Commerce expects to host another
northern tour in 2015 that will revisit many of the previous locations, but
will focus on taking people that have not been on the previous two tours.

Ice road near Wollaston Lake.
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