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Telecommunication Facilities and Buried Cables 
Background 

Municipalities are not the approving authority for communication installations, Industry Canada 

regulates these facilities under the provisions of the Telecommunications Act.  Municipalities however 

have the option to adopt local notification requirements and they also have the ability to review and 

provide comment on proposed antennae.   

 

The burying of utility cables has been a discussion point by residents at some of the Plan Review 

workshops, held in the Fall of 2014.  The Municipal Government Act enables a subdivision bylaw to 

include requirements for electricity and communication cables to be buried underground. 

 

This position paper will review telecommunication facilities and buried cables and will suggest a policy 

approach based upon this review.  

 

Telecommunication Facilities 

The Municipality of East Hants is not the approving 

authority for communication installations.  For wireless 

communications facilities (cell phone towers, antennae, 

etc.), Industry Canada – Spectrum Management & 

Telecommunications, is the licensing body which regulates 

these facilities under the provisions of the 

Telecommunications Act.  Communication companies must 

apply to Industry Canada for a license to operate an 

installation at each specific location. 

 

Industry Canada have a default public consultation process 

that proponents of proposed Radio Communication and 

Broadcasting Systems are required to adhere to.  These 

notification requirements include sending a notification 

package to, businesses and property owners located within 

a radius of three times the tower height.  In addition to 

these requirements, proponents of an antenna system 

proposed to be 30 metres of more in height must place a 

notice in a local newspaper.  The notification provides at 

least 30 days for written public comment. 

 

The municipality has the option to adopt local notification requirements for proposed antenna systems.  

A proponent would be required to follow these local requirements if they had been established and the 

Industry Canada notification default requirements would only be relevant if no local requirements 

existed.   

 

The federal government has recognized that municipalities may have an interest in the location of 

telecommunication facilities, and every municipality is given an opportunity to review the proposed 
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facility and provide comment.  In their document ‘Radiocommunication and Broadcasting Antenna 

Systems’ Industry Canada sets out that “Industry Canada believes that any concerns or suggestions 

expressed by land-use authorities are important elements to be considered by proponents regarding 

proposals to install, or make changes to, antenna systems.” Proponents must consult with the local 

land-use authority on any proposed antenna system prior to any construction.  This enables the land-

use authority to discuss site options and for reasonable and relevant concerns to be addressed.   

 

Some land-use authorities have adopted local protocols for considering proposed telecommunication 

antenna.  In their document ‘Guide to Assist Land–use Authorities in Developing Antenna System Siting 

Protocols’ Industry Canada encourages Land-Use Authorities to develop local protocols.   Council may 

wish to consider adopting some local criteria for antenna.  Such criteria cannot be used to refuse a 

proposed antenna but it can be used to determine whether a letter of concurrence (support) or non-

concurrence (non-support) be sent.  Comments and/or concerns can also be raised with the proponent.   

 

The City of Calgary and the City of Toronto both have adopted protocol for dealing with 

telecommunication antenna.  Closer to home, the Halifax Regional Municipal Planning Strategy contains 

policy which requires the Municipality to undertake a Communication Tower/Antenna Functional Plan.  

The Functional Plan is intended to address and consider establishing recommendations regarding an 

appropriate formal public consultation process, as well as consider preparing siting and design 

guidelines for the various types of structures.  The Municipality of the County of Cumberland and The 

Municipality of the District of Chester have developed policies for dealing with proposals for antenna 

and the District of Yarmouth held a public hearing in November regarding new MPS policy to address 

antenna systems.  The Cumberland policies deal mainly with setting criteria for consultation with 

landowners, the District of Chester policies deal both with consultation requirements but also touches 

on policy regarding the siting of the antenna.  The policy that Yarmouth are developing deals mostly 

with siting of antenna.   

 

The Municipality does already have, in the Land Use Bylaw, regulations which permit public and private 

utilities in the Rural Zones.     

 

7.1.7 Public and Private Utilities 

Unless otherwise stated in this By-law, a utility that is essential for the actual provision of a service, including but not limited to 

a sewer collection and treatment facility, a water supply and distribution facility, electrical power, cable television, radio 

communication services, and telecommunication services shall be permitted in all Rural Zones provided the following provisions 

are met. 

a. The required minimum setback distances from all minimum lot lines and from any public road or private road shall be 

met; 

b. Where a telecommunications or radio communications antenna tower exceeds 100 feet (30.5 m) in height there shall 

be a minimum separation distance of 1000 feet (304.8 m) between the tower and any residential dwelling; and 

c. In the Agricultural Reserve (AR) Zone no structure associated with the operation of the utility shall exceed 500 

square feet (46.5 m2) in floor area 
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The radiocommunication and broadcasting systems, requiring antenna, are not regulated by 

Municipalities and therefore 7.1.7 noted above cannot be used to refuse these particular utilities.  

Regulations or policies could however be used to provide guidance when commenting on proposed new 

antenna.   

 

In their document ‘Guide to Land-use Authorities in Developing Antenna Siting Protocols’ Industry 

Canada states that they encourage LUA’s to develop local protocols to manage the process of 

identifying their own concerns, as well as those of the public they represent.  Ultimately though the 

decision whether to adopt local policies for dealing with antenna rests with the Land-use Authority 

(LUA). 

 

With regard to developing policy regarding antenna, there are four choices. 

 

1) To not develop policy regarding antenna.  In this case the proponent of a proposed antenna 

would have to follow the default requirements for consultation as set by Industry Canada.  

These default requirements still require consultation with nearby landowners and provide the 

Land-use Authority the ability to comment on the siting of the proposed antenna; 

2) To develop policy regarding the consultation requirements which could include who the 

proponent should consult with, when a newspaper notice is required and when a consultation 

exercise is not required; 

3) To develop policy regarding the siting of antenna which could include the zones which 

proponents are encouraged to site their antenna, height and design of towers; and 

4) A combination of 2 and 3 which would be to develop policy regarding the siting of antenna and 

consultation requirements. 

 

If a decision is made to maintain the status quo regarding dealing with proposed antenna, by using the 

processes as set out by Industry Canada, this provides a good level of oversight and also still enables 

the LUA to get involved and provide comments.  This is certainly a reasonable option to take.  The 

approach suggested is adopting local policies to deal with both siting and consultation for new antenna.   

 

Local policies can set a tiered approach to make consultation requirements easier in less controversial 

areas (for example a business park) to requiring greater consultation requirements in more sensitive 

areas (residential zoned areas in the Growth Management Areas) such as requiring a meeting with 

residents be held by the proponent. In fact there is the option to exclude, from consultation 

requirements, certain types of antenna systems in less controversial areas.  New antenna systems in 

the business parks could be an option for adding to the excluded list.  Subjecting all proposals to the 

full consultation process would place an unnecessary and significant administrative burden on 

proponents, the LUA and the local public. This would provide incentives for proponents to site their 

antenna in less controversial areas such as the business parks.   
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Policies on siting 

could include the 

design of towers 

to have minimal 

visual impact 

which may 

include the use of 

stealth tower 

design (see 

appendix A) or 

requesting towers 

be under a 

certain height in 

particular areas.  

These are 

ultimately requests to the proponent and do not provide the ability to refuse telecommunication 

towers.  Industry Canada have advised that LUA’s should use words such as ‘preferred’ rather than 

‘cannot’.  Policies would provide some level of guidance for the member of staff or Council when 

dealing with proposals and provide a point of negotiation between the proponent and the LUA.  

Information on the discussion regarding siting can also be provided to Industry Canada before they 

make their decision on the proposal.   

 

 

Buried Cables 

Undergrounding refers to the replacement of overhead cables providing electrical power or 

telecommunications, with underground cables.  Overhead power lines and telecommunications cables 

are vulnerable to damage from weather and accidents.  They also obstruct workers trimming street 

trees and are generally considered unattractive.  Moving them underground makes for attractive 

streetscapes, allows more urban forest cover, and improves the reliability of service.  The Municipal 

Government Act (MGA) enables a subdivision bylaw to include ‘requirements for part of a system for 

the supply or distribution of electricity or other source of energy or a telecommunications system to 

be placed underground’ (271.3.ga).   

 

HRM have been investigating the undergrounding of power and telecommunication wires in new 

subdivisions located in the core area of the Municipality.  They state on their website that ‘the HRM 

Municipal Planning Strategy recognizes the wide spread use of overhead wires throughout the 

municipality.  This infrastructure is often at odds with the municipality’s objectives relating to 

aesthetics, urban forest canopy and reliability of utility service’.   

 

A jurisdictional scan has been undertaken of other nearby Nova Scotia Municipalities and findings show 

that Colchester, Kings, West Hants and Wolfville have no requirements for the undergrounding of 

power and telecommunication wires in new subdivisions. 

 

The visual benefits of the undergrounding of power and telecom wires is undeniable.  The streetscape 

is significantly less visually cluttered and there is opportunity to enable more street trees.  There is a 
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financial cost to undergrounding which the benefit of undergrounding should be considered against.  

Undergrounding costs more to developers than installing overground cables.  Currently in Nova Scotia, 

the developer would pay the upfront cost of installing power cables whether above ground or below.  

Then a rebate is paid to the developer as each property owner begins to pay for service.  The rebate is 

paid by the utility company.  The rebate however would only cover the cost of an overhead system so 

any additional cost of installing the cables underground would be paid by the developer and then 

passed on to the purchaser of the property through the cost of buying the property.   

 

According to a study prepared by Dillon Consulting for HRM (Economic Implications of Buried Electric 

Utilities, pg5) ‘Capital costs estimates associated with the installation of underground power 

distribution networks vary widely depending on terrain and whether the installation takes place in a 

new or existing development.  For new development, capital costs are typically on the order of two to 

three times those for aboveground networks’.  Trenching and/or boring requirements, concrete 

reinforced duct banks, differences in transformer cost and increased complexity of switching and 

control are the reasons for the higher costs.  Duct banks can be constructed to accommodate electrical 

service as well as telephone and cable services.  A study prepared by Stantec for HRM indicated that an 

estimate for full undergrounding for a lot with 40ft frontage is $8,800.  No information is available on 

average costs for East Hants.  Cost for East Hants would be influenced by terrain and the frontage of 

properties.  The important point however is that the cost of undergrounding is more expensive than 

having over-ground cables and that these costs will be paid by the developer and will influence the 

cost of developing the subdivision.       

 

There are cost benefits from having buried wires and HRM have undertaken a study to identify these 

cost benefits.  These benefits include cost benefits due to less outages as buried electrical wires are 

not prone to weather impacts, tree contact and accidents.  The aesthetic improvements present the 

biggest cost saving potential.  Removing overhead wires and having the opportunity for street trees has 

a very real potential to increase property values.  The 2005 HRM study, ‘Economic Benefits-Cost 

Analysis of Buried Electric Utilities’ provides an estimate of the following: 

 

 

 Average Value of Halifax Residential Property in 2005 (2001 

Stat Can Census grown at 5% appreciation per year)  

 

= $163,225 

 Estimated one-time increase in value (3% increase due to 

buried lines) 

= $4,897 

 Annual increase in value due to property appreciation (One-

time increase appreciates at annual property value rate 

(5%)) 

= 245 

 

The 3% increase is based on a modest average increase in the price of a home due to buried wires.  

According to the HRM study, ‘Studies indicate that property value increase could be in the order of 

one to seven percent’. 

 

HRM have adopted into their subdivision bylaw, a staged approach to undergrounding of cables.  They 

now require the undergrounding of secondary service connections, from the utility pole to the property 
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boundary.  The cost of this level of servicing is estimated between $2,500 and $3,000 for a typical 

residential lot in HRM.  Costs will vary in East Hants depending on terrain and frontages amongst other 

things.  To get a more accurate figure for East Hants further study of this issue would be required.  

Many of the benefits of full undergrounding will not initially be realized (reliability improvement, 

aesthetics, expanded urban forest, property value), this approach will broadly introduce 

undergrounding to residential subdivisions and eliminate a significant amount of overhead 

infrastructure. Policy SU-25 includes a policy for consideration of future amendments to the subdivision 

bylaw to require undergrounding of all power and telecommunication cables on new local streets.  

 

SU-25  HRM shall, under the 

Regional Subdivision By-law, 

require the underground 

placement of electrical and 

communication distribution 

lines from the poles within 

the street right-of-way to the 

property line for subdivision 

applications in which new 

streets are proposed within 

the Urban Service Area.  HRM 

may consider future 

amendments to the Regional 

Subdivision By-law to require 

the underground placement of 

all electrical and 

communication lines within 

street right-of-ways or rear 

lot servicing. 

(Halifax Municipal Planning 

Strategy, October 2014) 

 

The photographs, taken in 

White Estates, Enfield, show 

the cables running from the 

utility poles to the residential 

property boundaries.  These 

cables would be removed 

should undergrounding be 

required for secondary utility 

cables.  This would reduce 

visual clutter in the street and 

would enable some street 

trees to be planted in 

appropriate locations. 
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Three potential approaches are identified that could be taken regarding the undergrounding of utility 

cables: 

 

1) Do nothing – Do not require the undergrounding of utility cables.  This doesn’t prohibit a 

developer, should they want to, undergrounding utility wires. 

2) Introduce a policy for future consideration – This approach would introduce a policy in the MPS 

which sets out that Council may, in the future, consider introducing a requirement for the 

undergrounding of utility cables. 

3) Require full undergrounding – Include regulations in the subdivision bylaw to require the 

undergrounding of all utility cables in identified areas. 

4) Require secondary undergrounding – This is the approach that HRM are currently taking.  This 

requires the undergrounding of utility cables from the utility pole to the property boundary. 

 

Approach 2 is recommended.  This approach sets out that Council may investigate this issue further in 

the future.  It doesn’t commit Council to the undergrounding of utility cables at this time but this may 

be of interest in the future.    

 

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

 Develop policy regarding consultation requirements for proposed new telecommunication 

facilities and also to develop policy regarding the siting of telecommunication facilities. 

 

 Develop policy to state that Council may, in the future, consider amendments to the 

Subdivision By-law and Municipal Planning Strategy to require the undergrounding of some or 

all of the utility cables in a subdivision or development site. 

 

 

 


