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A relatively benign provincial budget for 2016-
17 had a savage sting in the tail for the people

of Buffalo Narrows with the announcement of the
closure of the Correctional Centre there, leaving 27
people out of work as of July.
Inmates will be transferred to other facilities in
Prince Albert, and the closure will save the
province about $1 million a year.
Athabasca MLA, Buckley Belanger, says the loss of
27 jobs in Buffalo Narrows is the equivalent of
Saskatoon losing 2000 jobs.
The Northern Village of Buffalo Narrows, local
business and other groups have written to the
Premier to strongly protest the closure.  Advocates
for the centre say that not only will the closure
have a significant impact on the local economy, it
also signals a major reversal in the government’s
rehabilitation philosophy, as inmates have for
years been able to gain training and experience
with local contractors and businesses within the
community while serving their time, opportunities
which will now be lost to them.
Deficit to be $434 million
The projection is for a sizeable deficit, but risk
could be on the upside.  Some budget
assumptions include average price of $48 for oil
and a .75 US dollar.  While oil will probably trade
higher, the loonie will likely go with it.  A higher
dollar is bad for resource revenues.

Municipalities OK for Now
Government kept its pre-election commitment to
Northern Revenue Sharing.  The northern
municipalities are getting more than $20 million–a
record amount.
Northern Highways
Highway 924 to Dore Lake gets an upgrade.
More money for additional fire fighting crews
As announced prior to the budget, as part of the
Wildfire review, there will be more crews in
communities this year
Wildfire Budget to $70 million
The wildfire budget is calculated on a 10 year
rolling average, but the $20 million increase from
last year seems above trend.  Hopefully we don’t
need it.  So far, with a quiet fire season, a lot of
that money will likely get thrown back into the
GRF.
Community Consultative Groups Down
We know these as Community Police Boards.
However, we have since learned that funding for
our CPBs will likely continue through 2017.
RCMP budget .7% increase, big drop in capital
spending
For the north, with our overworked members, this
is not good news.
Beer and cigarette and other taxes flat
We feel conflicted about that.■

Budget Blow for Buffalo Narrows

New North Gathering
coverage page 4
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NewNorth News & Updates
AdminCon2016, July 7 San Diego Airport Hilton Prince Albert Holiday Inn
After some discussions with administrators and clerks, we’ve gone ahead and scheduled the next
Northern Administrators Conference, to begin with a champagne breakfast coffee and a biscuit in
the Lido Lounge hallway at Club Varadero Holiday Inn Express, on July 7.
We have a practically anemic packed agenda for our northern administrators and clerks to endure
enjoy, including Wayne Newton Brad Henry from Northern Municipal Services, the Ombudsman,
Mary McFadyen, and a special appearance by Roy Anderson Roy Anderson.
As you may be able to tell, we’re still frantically reworking tweaking the agenda, but a draft is
available by praying emailing matt.newnorth@sasktel.net.

New North Update for 2015-16 Out There
Now
New North usually has its AGM in June, but this
year being a municipal election year, it is scheduled
for November.  Potentially, this would leave an
almost 18 month gap between formal reports to our
members, stakeholders, hangers-on and well-
wishers.  Because that is a long time between
drinks, we’ve put out what we are calling the “2015-
16 Update” instead.  It has all the things an Annual
Report would have in it–except the both intriguing
and baffling stuff like the financial statements.  If
you didn’t get a chance to look at it at the recent
Gathering, mosey over to New North’s website,
www.newnorthsask.org, to find it.

New North Annual General Meeting, 17th &
18th Something-ember, 2016
Speaking of the AGM, a date has been pencilled in for mid-November, “Movember” if you prefer, or
as in our case, “Beardember.”   The 17th & 18th of Beardember are the dates for the AGM–which we
refer to around the office as the New North Gabfest–which will also take in the first Mayor and
Councillor Gathering for the new municipal term.  There will likely be a newly-elected–as well as an
oldly-elected–workshop somewhere in there as well.
So, to summarize:  mark in your calendars 17th and 18th of Beardember for the New North Gabfest
and newly-oldly elected workshops.

Community Police Board Funding Likely to be Renewed Until 2017-18
We’re very pleased by the whispers we’re hearing that CPB funding will continue for at least the
next 18 months, with the possibility that funding will also be extended to cover community-driven
policing initiatives and other activities aimed at reducing the negative impact of the effects of crime
in your communities.  We’ll keep you posted on developments.

New North’s Long-Lost Facebook Page Re-Discovered by New Staff Member
Rumours that New North has a Facebook page turned out to be confirmed as fact when our new
Executive Assistant, Shivon Venne, totally did a search for it and, bam, there is it.  Apparently New
North’s social media presence has been whirring away in the background, gathering “likes” and
“friends” and posting things without us apparently even knowing anything about it.
So, to “like” and “friend” us on Facebook … well, I have no idea how you do that and my kids aren’t
with me right now, so just ask someone under the age 25 and I’m sure they can help.■

Cumberland MLA Doyle Vermette concentrating
hard at the Gathering, while Duane Favel (right)
struggles to find focus.

mailto:matt.newnorth@sasktel.net.
www.newnorthsask.org,
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The Northern Village of Pinehouse celebrated
the breaking ground of a new affordable

housing development for Elders, June 16, in a
project to be jointly funded by the provincial and
federal governments and the Pinehouse Housing
Corporation.  Each partner will fund
approximately one third of the cost.  Mayor Mike

Natomagan says they’ll be able to use a local
contractor to build the units and train up
apprentices along the way.  The total provincial
and federal contribution is about $1.5 million,
with PHC and the Northern Village putting
about $648,000 in cash, land and other “in-
kind” contributions into the project.

The expansion of the ECHO program to
northern Saskatchewan hasn’t blown anyone

away with the level of take-up so far, so Sask
Housing and New North are teaming up to
somehow deliver the program two or three
communities at a time.
The Encouraging Community Housing Options
(ECHO) program has different parts to it.  One is
the Housing Plan Component program,
providing a grant to municipalities and regional
partnerships to develop a housing plan to better
understand communities’ housing needs.
The housing plan is essentially a housing needs
assessment that communities need to do before
they can apply for provincial funding for
housing projects.
The tool consists of a template that you fill out
showing where you think your community’s
future housing needs will be (ie, Elders units,
student accommodation, and so on), based on a
range of information such as demographic

trends, likely business developments or resource
extraction activities happening around the
place, that kind of thing.
So far, two northern communities have gone
through the ECHO process, employing an
outside consultant to do the work.  The cost of
the housing plan was shared between the
communities and the provincial government.
The program allows communities to join
together to do regional housing plans, and this
is where Sask Housing and New North are
hoping to come in to help get things moving.
Roger Parenteau from Sask Housing is set to
make a presentation at the Northern
Administrators Conference in July about this,
and more information from us will be
forthcoming as soon as we figure out what we
are doing.

Pinehouse Elders Get New Rental Units to Rent

Sask Housing and New North to Facilitate Housing Assessments Regionally

Developments in Housing See
Housing Developments Developing:  Dr Seuss

It’s no secret that northern communities would
generally like to have more control over the

business of housing, and Sask Housing
recognizes that as well, with hopes and dreams
that a greater number of northern
municipalities will develop their own housing
groups over the next few years.
Locally-controlled housing groups, it is thought,
are better placed to respond to the needs of

community members in the social housing
sector.  About 20% of housing in the provincial
north is social housing, although in many
communities that percentage is much higher.
Roger Parenteau from Sask Housing will speak
at the Northern Administrators conference
about communities taking over the management
of social housing properties.

Sask Housing Looking at Increasing Number of Housing Groups in the North

So far, So Good on Sask Housing Sell-off, as Take-Up Reported as Steady-ish

In the final bit of housing news, Sask
Housing’s northern unit sell-a-rama has

gotten off to a slow but steady start, with 3
properties sold so far, and another whole bunch
of sales pending.

50 renters of social housing from across the
north have been given the chance to own their
own houses.  Sask Housing has said the
response has been very good, with interest very
high, but obtaining finance for some tenants has
been an obstacle.

mailto:matt.newnorth@sasktel.net.
www.newnorthsask.org,
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Elected Officials Get a Bit Clicky at Gathering

It’s not often that northerners get a
chance to have a meaningful say in

anything much, but they did so at the New
North Gathering, June 16, and in the best possible
way:  with electronic clickers and tiny sticky dots.
The meeting was about priority setting for what is
being called the “For the North and By the North:
A New Northern Strategy … With Clickers”—
although we may have added the last bit
ourselves—facilitated by staff from the U of S’s
International Centre for Northern Governance and
Development, led by the Centre’s Director, Dr Ken
Coates.
In his opening comments, Mayor Duane Favel said
that “we know as northern people that solutions
lie in the communities in the north,” and it was an
observation that lost little poignancy through
repetition.
Before getting on with the clickers, Dr Coates fired
up the northern elected by telling them “what
governments know about you is not necessarily
what you’d like them to know about you.”  Well,
government now knows that the northern elected
would like to have a northern strategy steering
committee of at least 8, and a working committee
of 8 as well.
These were the matters settled on the day, as were
the northern elected officials’ “top priority areas”
for the northern strategy, which were arrived at by
abandoning the clickers and resorting to

“dotmocracy”—the placing of “dots” on butcher’s
paper strung on the walls of the Travelodge’s
ballroom, which was less technologically
interesting, but did have the benefit of making
people get up and move around.  The priority
areas this time are employment, youth, business
development, education and training, housing and
safety.

While next steps are still being worked on, further
consultation will take place with New North about
how the steering and working committees will be
set up, which will also include working out the
exact nature of the involvement of our First Nation
and Métis partners in the project.
The Gathering was very well attended, with most
northern municipalities there.  Government was
also strongly represented, with Ministry of Justice
Deputy Minister Kevin Fenwick bringing greetings.
FSIN Chief Bob Merasty said it did his “heart good”
to see everyone “coming together,” noting “we live
in exciting times” as Canada finally appears ready
to “embrace indigenous peoples.”  He also stressed
the value and importance of First Nations and
municipalities working together.  Vice Chief Brian
Hardlotte of PAGC commended New North for
taking the initiative of inviting First Nation
stakeholders, and said that while PAGC represents
First Nations, they also recognize the “need to
move beyond that line.”
A big thank you to the folks at ICNGD for putting
on such an interesting day for us, and to the
elected and other special guests for attending.■

After initially trying to order pizzas with it, elected
officials soon got the hang of the clickers.  Here we
see SUMA’s Barry Gunther adding extra pepperoni.

Roy Anderson from Roy Anderson and Associates
presented the plan for the new northern municipal
administrative capacity development program.
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The “clicker” that had “Destroy all
Humanoids” as a “top priority” for

the Northern Strategy was a known
“trouble-maker,” according to sources
close to the technology.
Having recently been involved in a
string of survey results that have
perplexed researchers, the
ResponseCard RF remote polling
device—or “clicker”—serial number
#309900003, also had elected officials
at the New North Gathering “Strongly
Agreeing/Mostly Agreeing” that
“Batteries Have Feelings, Too” and

“Somewhat Agreeing” that “Unit
#763456890” “Smells Weird.”
A similar issue has reportedly occurred
in the United States, where it is
thought that a “technological
malfunction” in a remote polling device
is the reason Donald Trump is the
presumptive Republican candidate for
the U.S. Presidency.
The most recent and controversial
electoral event where clickers have
thought to have produced an outcome
otherwise completely baffling to all on-
lookers, including those who
supposedly voted, is the UK’s decision
to leave the EU.■

■ By MATT HELEY*

Sharp-minded individuals at the Mayor
and Councillor Gathering and “North by

the North” Strategic Planning session would have
noticed that priority areas had changed a little from
those people spoke about in February.
Back then, mental health and early childhood
development, alongside services for youth, were
highlighted as key areas of concern.
It is hardly surprising to see a slight shifting of
emphasis in the months since then.  Less than a
month after La Loche, mental health, youth and
children were on everyone’s minds.
In the wake of the Buffalo Narrows Correctional
closure, and the loss of jobs at Cameco, it is in
keeping with many people’s thinking now that
employment, education and training, business
development, and housing–the corner-stones of
building strong and sustainable communities–should
be upper-most in a northern strategy.
Besides, it is often thought that when you have all
these other ducks in a row, the mental health and
youth issues you have in communities will naturally
begin to fall anyway.
Perhaps one way of resolving these “chicken and egg”
type dilemmas is to “prioritize” around long- and
short-term objectives.  In the short-term, youth and
mental health services, in our view, should be
prioritized.
Missing so far from the priority setting is any
discussion of northern governance structures.  Many
of you would be forgiven for allowing your eyes to
glaze over at the mention of the word governance.
It’s a subject that has probably been studied to
death, and there doesn’t appear to be much of an

appetite in government at the moment for it to be
revisited.
Yet, many of the solutions we come up with in the
next few months will run into the fundamental
problem of who makes the decisions.  While
government maintains the position that our problems
need northern-based solutions, there is little reason
to think that government would support, for
example, a northern-controlled slush fund to finance
them all out of.
We have seen similar types of arrangements before.
The Northern Development Agreement was sharply
criticized for not really making any new money
available (and for being too political), but it looks like
a little oasis of enlightenment thinking compared to
the range of programs we have going now.
That’s too bad, because if there is one thing the
northern municipalities have a demonstrated ability
to do is act in the interests of the greater good.  Let’s
take the municipalities’ 5% contribution from their
revenue sharing to the Northern Water and Sewer
Program.  For those not familiar with what happened
here, think about it like this:  imagine Yorkton,
Moose Jaw, Saskatoon, Swift Current and Fort Qu
Appelle setting aside a portion of their revenue
sharing so Prince Albert could build a bridge.  The
northern communities are doing something similar,
doing it gladly and willingly.
The optimism we have for the Northern Strategy
comes from our familiarity with the growth in
northern governance capacity over the last few years.
Let’s hope that is recognized at the pointy end.■
* Opinions are those of the author.

This Time, Governance Not in Sights of Northern StrategyCommentary

Miscreant Clicker Identified as Unit #309900003

Pictured:  “Deviant” remote
polling devices known as
“Clickers” are thought to be
behind a string of “mind-
boggling” popular-electoral
outcomes.



6

New North Newsletter June 2016

The Bell takeover of telecommunications
company MTS in Manitoba has many in

Saskatchewan paying close attention to what it
could mean for the future of our public
telecommunications company, Sasktel.
With MTS gone, Sasktel is now the only small
player in Canada, and doesn’t have anyone to
buddy-up with when the telcos get together at the
regulation table.  Will having to eat alone at
conferences have any impact on Sasktel’s
viability?
Following the MTS deal, Sasktel conducted a “risk
assessment” to determine what implications, if any,
the changing telco landscape would have for the local
crown corporation.  Commenting on the risk
assessment, Sasktel CEO Ron Styles said that the
“categories of risk” for the company “going forward”
include the regulatory environment created by
government, competitive risks created by new
entrants to the Saskatchewan marketplace, Rogers
for some reason, and “giant robotic arachnids from
outer space” which can generate “massive
electromagnetic pulses” from a “ray gun that [can]
bring the network down in, like, two seconds,” Styles
said.
We’re joking about that one, of course.
But while Sasktel contemplates the impact on its
business of a changing competitive environment, the
government must genuinely be thinking it is time to
off-load the carrier.  The sale of MTS to Bell saw
almost $4 billion changing hands.  Sasktel’s
revenues are about 25% higher than MTS’s.  Sasktel
has about 70% market share in a similar-sized
market, MTS less than 50% there.  Sasktel’s value
could be anything from $800 million to $2 billion.
The Saskatchewan government has said it has no
particular desire to sell Sasktel at this point, but
there are suspicions that the “risk assessment” is
part of a plan to “soften up” the public for the
eventual sale of the crown.
Manitoba Telecoms Services was itself a crown
corporation until the government sold it to private
investors in the 1990s.  Ironically, MTS was originally
set up by Bell in the 1900s, and became a crown
corporation in 1908 in a public takeover.
It is believed that, despite being a private company,
MTS’s 48% market share was able to keep its three
competitors in line, driving prices down while
maintaining relatively high levels of service.  With
MTS now gone, and the number of competitors
reduced by one, there are justifiable concerns that
rates will surge, and service levels will decline.

Northern and rural communities, which as in
Saskatchewan struggle with poor levels of Internet
service, are practically apoplectic.  Could we see the
same thing happening here?
Sasktel’s “Risks” Always Been There
While the government maintained that a risk
assessment of Sasktel in the wake of the MTS sale
was just some regular due diligence, the report itself
showed no risks to Sasktel that mostly weren’t
already there.  In fact, if the political will and the
public appetite to sell Saskatel is still lacking, the
economic case for off-loading it is still as present as
always.
The biggest threat is the “big three” gaining market
share from Sasktel (which the local telco has been
beating back with increasing capital investment in its
key centres), and the potentially difficult demands of
government for Sasktel to maintain a high rate of
return to the province.
Sasktel’s capital investment plan is to put $1.4
billion into infrastructure over the next five years.
This is 40% higher than MTS ($1 billion).  Overall,
Sasktel’s “capital intensity” (the percentage of its
revenues invested into capital) is well above its
competitors.  Sasktel reinvests about 24% of its
revenues in capital, significantly higher than the
industry average of less than 20%.  However, its rate
of investment has also been under pressure from the
demands to maintain a decent dividend.  As Sasktel’s
2014 Annual Report indicates, capital intensity in
that year was actually reduced to 21%–equivalent to
it peers–because its income was falling off a cliff.
So while the high capital intensity is a reflection of
who its one and only shareholder is:  us (or rather,
the provincial government), the high rate of
investment in technology is actually occurring at the
expense of the dividends it’s giving back to the
government.  And dividends are declining

The Battle for Sasktel is About to Get Real

W hile virtually every government since the 1960s has likely toyed with the idea of selling-off Crown
Corporation Sasktel to the highest bidder, there is growing suspicion that it might really finally happen.

What does it mean for us in the north, and should we really care anyway, as …

Buffering …
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precipitously:  from $140 million in 2010 to just $30
million last year.
What appears to be happening is Sasktel is going
fairly ravenously after market share, in part through
its ambitious plan to put its high fibre into the big 9
regional centres in Saskatchewan (lucky devils).
The telco knows that it has a competitive advantage
because it can offer bundled packages that its
competitors can’t.  That competitive advantage will be
under threat as competitors get increasing access to
wireless spectrum.
The risk assessment actually addresses the
implications of this high capital intensity, indirectly
suggesting that the income levels presently generated
by Sasktel would be unlikely to support the kind of
dividends that a Sasktel shareholder might expect.
In other words, a privatized Sasktel would likely be a
slimmed-down Sasktel.
Sasktel Operates Like Any Other Telco
There is a very popular sentiment–created in part by
the telco itself–that having Sasktel in public hands
leads to a more responsive, more socially-
responsible, more equitably-distributed
telecommunications service in Saskatchewan.
Sasktel certainly prides itself on customer service,
and regularly wins awards for it.  It is also apparently
quite a good employer.
Yet, there is actually a case for northerners to be not
too concerned about Sasktel going into private
hands.  Firstly, most of the advances in broadband
and communications connectivity we have seen have
not come from the largesse of Sasktel, but from
funding from the federal, and occasionally, provincial
governments.  The recently-announced $500 million
five-year plan from the federal government to beef up
rural and northern broadband is a typical response
by government to market failures, but they are
failures that result largely from the unwillingness of
the telcos to play the fairy godmother of unlimited
Netflix to all parts of Canada.
In its submissions to the federal government CRTC
review of basic telecommunication services, for
example, Sasktel fell in line with the private carriers
in arguing against “skinny” internet packages—in
other words, basic packages at a fixed cost of say $10
or $30 month—maintaining that it is the
government’s job to supply services where the market
can ill-afford to go.  Being public company has
certainly not made Sasktel any less concerned about
its commercial priorities.
Indeed, there is nothing in Sasktel’s charter—The
Saskatchewan Telecommunications Act—that
mandates minimum levels of service.  Such
mandates come from federal government, and are
really just “wish-lists” anyway.  Sasktel’s mandate
differs markedly from, say, that of Sask. Housing,
whose job it is to provide a basic minimum standard
of housing (affordable and adequate), although we
might argue about whether they actually do that.

Sasktel’s expansion of its mega-mega Internet to
heavily populated regions of the province has the vibe
of being market-driven.  In reality, Sasktel does not
operate in the same commercial environment as its
competitors, and is not returning to shareholders—
us, the taxpayer—the kind of dividends we might
expect from a crown corporation run on commercial
principles.  Residents of rural and remote
Saskatchewan, like us in the north, rarely get the
benefit of these kinds of market-driven decisions,
relying instead on governments to fill the gaps in
service with special funding.  The resistance by
Sasktel, along with the other telcos, to regulatory
measures enforcing a basic level of service—and not
just connectivity, but speed and reliability as well—
suggest that the crown corporation is not particularly
interested in cross-subsidizing the services of those
who live outside the commercially-viable corridors.
Perhaps Better Sell Now than Later?
It is likely that government is thinking that it would
be better to sell Sasktel while the going is good,
rather than wait for market share to be impacted.
The premier has suggested that the province won’t
offload the telco without a vote, but this could come
as a referendum, perhaps after the next budget.
Telecoms a Federal Responsibility Anyhow
The big advantage the provincial government has
here is that it is has no responsibility for ensuring
people have access to telecommunications—anymore
than it has for providing liquor stores.  The obstacles
are really just political, and the government, perhaps
without any irony at all, has said that any sale would
be contingent on preserving jobs and service levels.
Telecommunications Infrastructure Going Ahead
The future of how well we are connected into the
digital world in northern Saskatchewan will not
depend on whether Sasktel stays in public hands.
Minimum service provisions in federal legislation
don’t have much impact on the public or private
providers, and so whether Sasktel stays public or
private is, from the point of view, somewhat
irrelevant.  A private Sasktel would certainly have
lower service levels, employ less people, and as the
only provider likely to stay in the north, charge more
for its services, so there is that.
In the bigger scheme, two things will determine how
well northern, rural and remote communities are
serviced by telecommunications.  The first is
technological evolution.  Improvement in satellite and
wireless technology is the key here.  Wireline
technology is already cheap as anything; the cost is
in the rolling out, and that’s where vast geographies
with small populations lose out.
The second is our ability to lobby federal and
provincial governments for funding to ensure we
remain hooked into the information superhighway.
Public or private Sasktel won’t make much difference
to that either of those menu items.■
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Government’s Big Plans for You, 2016-17
Ministry of Government Relations
Like every other ministry, Government Relations is committed to investing in “people and infrastructure” to
“keep Saskatchewan strong.”  They, like every ministry, is initiating a “government wide exercise of
“transformational change,” which they say will “ensure the sustainability of high quality public services
delivered in the most effective and efficient way possible.”
We see a reflection of some of the challenges faced by the north in recent times in the ministry’s Plan.  Of note
is a focus on “fire safety” to be delivered to the Pre-Ks. Given the spate of deliberately lit fires in the local area
at the beginning of summer (not to mention the tragic on-reserve house fires last year), this seems pretty
appropriate.  We can also see shades of government committing to working with us on the Northern Strategy.
Some other highlights for northern Saskatchewan in this ministry’s Plan include:
● A review of municipal emergency plans, with a view to suggesting improvements
● Collaboration with the Ministry of Environment to fire management and containment plans for the

northern communities
● Partner with municipal associations to design and deliver workshops on general municipal administration

Ministry of Education
Apart from the long-term goal of improving the graduation rates of First Nation and Métis students, and a
new self-esteem and student engagement program we think is called HOLD ME/LOVE ME/NEVER LEAVE
ME (we’re joking; it’s actually “OurSCHOOL/Tell Them From Me survey”), the ministry is about to start
working on a Northern Education Action Plan, with a particular focus on La Loche.  The education action plan
is part of broader collaboration with a bunch of La Loche subcommittees, centred around Health, Housing
and Infrastructure.

Ministry of Justice
Although the Ministry of Justice and its subset, the Ministry of Policing and Corrections, are trimming their
spending–the flat RCMP outlay, the closing of the Buffalo Narrows Correctional, as examples–the ministry is
still pretty active in the north.  The Northern Integration Initiative is a new name for a partnership between
the government, the federal Ministry of Public Safety, and the National Crime Centre to tackle violence in the
communities of Sandy Bay, Deschambeault Lake, Pelican Narrows, with a particular focus on establishing
programs and services for youth.
The ministry is also committing itself heavily to the Hubs, and is reviewing the need for improvements at the
Pelican Narrows courthouse (the La Ronge courthouse seems to have dropped off the radar).■

Each year, at about this time or maybe earlier, we do a quick overview of the Plans for 2016-17 of the provincial
government ministries with an interest in northern Saskatchewan.  So, let’s go ahead and check out …

Got to Get Out of Dodge?  There’s an App for that!
SaskAlert is now being launched as an App.  Will it improve things?

When SaskAlert was launched last year, we made a couple of silly jokes in these pages about how it’ll be
used to tell people you’ve misplaced your new sunglasses or lost your keys, or to “stay out this area right

here, right where I’m standing.  Now, can anyone see a contact lens somewhere near my feet?”
Of course, as always there was a serious intent behind the silliness, which quickly became apparent in
SaskAlert’s first real test during the wildfire event, when an evacuation order for the La Ronge area was casually
slipped into TV broadcasts.  We saw it during the Weather Channel.  There was nothing wrong with the alert,
per se; two weeks later it would have been absolutely spot on.
Very few people would have trusted SaskAlert after that, and we surely didn’t.  Although Facebook threw up its
own slew of false reports and outright porkies, at least those were part of an ongoing conversational stream that
eventually self-corrected itself.
With SaskAlert you could never really be sure.  And that’s the crux of the problem.  Fire Commissioner, Duane
McKay, in launching the new SaskAlert App this month, spoke to exactly that:  “Incidents can occur at any
time, and when they do, this app will give them trusted, verified information.”
That’s good to know.  And in a news release, the government says that about a third of all communities had
signed up to the new system.  That’s right:  municipalities need to sign up to it, and it looks like not many are.
Perhaps the app will encourage more municipalities to do so, but until then the system will remain somewhat
compromised.  That’s not exactly a welcome thought, so get on it, everyone.
If you want more information, go to the government’s SaskAlert website where they have Duane McKay standing
in his office talking about it.  Try not to look at the very the distracting waste paper basket, though.■
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In our new series,  reaches out to community members to ask them:  why are you so special,
and how can we tell your story, in …

Mary Aubichon from
Patuanak is a woman

who connects to everything
around her.   She tells me
that every picture has a
story, and that her home is
furnished with antique
décor which she feels
connects her to her
ancestors.   This wasn’t
always  the case, she says.
She lived in Saskatoon for
years as a young woman
because at that time in her
life she felt like her little
village was a trap.  “When I
moved back I started to
notice that the traditional
values I wasn’t using began

coming back to me,” Mary says.  A deeper connection
to her Elders emerged and a gratitude for her
northern heritage was born.  She thinks the land is
still able to supply a lot of the sustenance we need,
and the lure of the traditional life-style is hard for her
to resist.  She tells me: “The north will always bring
you back–everything in the north is so readily
available … you know like the berries and fish, it’s all
so accessible.”
Mary thinks that what makes Patuanak unique is the
relationship between the two communities that live
side by side there:  the northern Hamlet of Patuanak,
and the adjoining English River First Nation.  She
thinks that the positioning of the infrastructure has
played a big part in bringing the communities
together.  The arena and school are located in
between reserve and village, so people come together,
at a physical and symbolic halfway point.
The village also has many people who go “above and
beyond” in their occupation, Mary says.  The youth
workers Chad and Stacey are examples of this; they
keep youth engaged by planning numerous activities
and push for youth success by extending the centre’s
hours to accommodate the needs of community
members.  One upcoming event is the Youth
Conference and Family Gathering at the beach, an
event featuring traditional food and entertainment.
Mary says that “the event is at the beach but mostly

everybody stays and camps right there even though
they live within walking distance.”
During the conversation I had with Mary I noticed
her tremendous pride for her great aunt, Sarazine
Ratt, who recently celebrated her 104th birthday,
which just happened to be on Treaty Day.  Mary
attributes Sarazine’s long life to her traditional diet,
and the fact that she doesn’t touch alcohol.  “She stays
vibrant by eating traditional food–no ‘town food’ and
never drinking in her life.  She stays active, even

hanging her laundry on the line when she was 99,”
Mary says.
Mary says Sarazine has kept active by refusing to
think herself incapable of anything because of her
age.  She keeps her household running independently
and regularly walks to the places she needs to go.
Mary says Sarazine can speak Cree, Dene, English,
and French and through her devotion to the church,
has gained a fluency in Latin.
Mary Aubichon is a woman with a vision.  She has
the ability to recognize resilience and beauty in places
and people.  About northern Saskatchewan, her re-
discovered home, she has nothing but good to say:
“Our positive initiative is keeping our community
clean and vibrant with pride of our land, the water
that gives us walleye and our people,” she says.■

•If you know of someone you’d like to see
profiled in Our Communities, Our People, let us
know by calling 306 425 5505 or emailing
new.north@sasktel.net.

ur community, our people

104 year old Sarazine Ratt
on her birthday.

A cord of wood sits ready to smoke some
whitefish caught at lake Patuanak.
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This time last year many of the municipalities
and First Nations in this part of the north had

already sent most of the elderly and young to
evacuation shelters in the south.  A few weeks
later, the rest of us followed.
The conditions that created the wildfire threats to
our communities last year haven’t eventuated so
far.  We’ve had our fair share of summer storms,
but they haven’t brought “dry” lightening like they
did then.
Even though we seem to be getting a reprieve this
year, the lessons from 2015 should not be
forgotten.  There are signs they aren’t. A part of
the Ministry of Government Relations’ Plan now is
to help communities update their emergency
planning documents.  There has even been a
suggestion that The Emergency Planning Act could
be amended to bring it into line with current
thinking.  Government is also likely re-thinking its

evacuation policies, particularly the conditions
under which it will cover evacuations for smoke.  If
communities want to make a call to evacuate for
smoke they can, but it will be on their dime.
We also notice the federal and provincial
governments are working on making it easier to
use federal disaster mitigation funding to better
prepare communities.
There certainly has been considerable forest-
thinning work done in the north, much of it on-
reserve, but the slow-pace of work on increasing
the uptake of FireSmart or other mitigation
programs is a concern to us.
Perhaps most disappointing so far is the little work
being done on “smoke sanctuaries” in our
communities.  Given the enormous expense of
evacuating communities for long-periods for
smoke, it would seem to make economic sense to
make communities’ health centres or schools their
own  “internal” evacuation centres.  Perhaps that
is coming later.■

About New North …

Since 1996 New North has been the voice of the municipalities of Northern Saskatchewan.  Our goal, as defined by our
mission statement, is advocate, negotiate and initiate improvements in well-being of the residents of the Northern
Saskatchewan Administrative District.  Organized on the basis of strength through unity, New North partners with all
northern stakeholders, from government and non-government agencies, associations and First Nations, to enhance the
quality of life, create opportunities and build futures, for the people of the north.
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New North Staff
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ceo.new.north@sasktel.net

Shivon Venne
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new.north@sasktel.net

Matt Heley
Research & Communication
Phone:  306 425 5505
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New North SANC
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Monthly Newsletter Subscription Information
If you are receiving this it is probably because you are a subscriber or someone sent it to
you.  To subscribe or unsubscribe from the newsletter please email:
new.north@sasktel.net.

Emergency Management Planning
Communities have already begun reviewing their Emergency Management Plans,
which are mandatory for you to have under The Emergency Planning Act.  The province
has a 68 page document outlining the 9 steps of emergency planning.  If you’ve
forgotten how to find that, go to our website, www.newnorthsask.org; we’ve got a link
to it there.  Or you can Google Emergency Management Saskatchewan.

www.newnorthsask.org


