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Communications

Background

A National Communications Strategy 
is an Economic Building Block

Canada continues to fall behind peer nations 

in the strategic policy area of information and 

communications technology (ICT) and infra-

structure. A recent report from the Internation-

al Telecommunications Union (ITU), Meas-

uring the Information Society 2012, ranked 

Canada 32nd out of 155 countries according to 

their level of ICT access, use, and skills. The 

top five were Korea, Sweden, Denmark, Ice-

land and Finland. According to the ITU, all 

top-30 countries are “high-income countries, 

underlying the strong link between income 

and ICT progress.”1 It is becoming increas-

ingly clear that a national communications 

strategy is an essential part of long-term eco-

nomic planning.

Communities with affordable high-speed 

Internet access can attract businesses, en-

courage local entrepreneurship, and main-

tain high standards in education and health 

services, all of which support local sustaina-

bility. The recommendations in this chapter 

are designed to return Canada’s communica-

tions infrastructure to world-class standards.2

Current Issues

Recognize “Effective” Connectivity 
as an Essential Service

On May 11, 2011, the Canadian Radio-television 

Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) set 

a target for broadband Internet access ser-

vices across the country. By the end of 2015, 

said the Commission, all Canadians should 

have access to broadband speeds of at least 

5 megabits per second (Mbps) for downloads 

and 1 Mbps for uploads.3

But the target set by the CRTC is not enough 

to fuel economic growth and job creation. 

Rural respondents to a 2011 national survey 

of economic development professionals in 

the U.S. reported that 100–120 Mbps was the 

minimum needed over the next three years.4 

A study done for the U.S. Federal Communi-

cations Commission (FCC) recognized broad-

band “as a key enabler of economic growth 

that can benefit services such as telemedi-

cine in rural areas, allow better management 

of transportation and energy systems and re-

duce infrastructure costs for businesses.”5

Modernizing such infrastructure is costly. 

At the 2012 CRTC hearings that considered basic 

service obligations, one telephone company 

estimated it would cost $700 million annual-

ly6 for 10 years to bring high-speed Internet 

to all Canadians, including those who live in 

the country’s most remote areas. “It’s a task 

that can never be achieved by market forces 

alone, [MTS Allstream Inc.] told the CRTC, 

in one of the first such estimates to be made 
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for Canada.” Experts agree that the market 

alone will not resolve Canada’s communica-

tions infrastructure deficit.7 Governments will 

have to facilitate the transition with various 

programs to bridge the gap.

•	In order to return Canada to a leadership 

role in the availability and use of new 

communications technologies, “effective” 

broadband that supports a wide range of 

communications applications must be-

come a vital part of policy and programs 

at the federal level. The AFB believes that 

“effective” broadband means high-speed 

Internet of 100 Mbps or more.8

Develop a National 
Communications Strategy

The CRTC, among others, has pointed out 

the need for a comprehensive national digit-

al strategy to secure the nation’s economic 

future.9 Digital infrastructure planning else-

where has been on fast forward for years: 

Australia (National Broadband Strategy), 

2004; Great Britain (Digital Britain Report), 

2009; Germany (Information Society Germany 

2010), 2006; France and New Zealand, 2008; 

and the U.S., 2010.

The benefits of a well-designed and im-

plemented plan are significant. According to 

a new report by IBISWorld, Australia’s infor-

mation and communications technology in-

dustry, combined with the planned national 

high-speed network, is expected to generate 

around $1 trillion in revenue for 2050 — al-

most eight times the $131 billion it gener-

ates today.10

Canada still lacks a national plan for uni-

versal access to effective broadband. This 

stalls our economy and negatively affects 

productivity. In May 2010, after a six-week 

online consultation about a digital econ-

omy strategy, then Industry Minister Tony 

Clement offered an interim report with few 

specifics.11 The holding pattern continues. 

Current Industry Minister Christian Paradis 

suggested that a strategy might be released 

at the end of 2012.

On the other hand, in its February 2011 

report on emerging and digital media, the 

Standing Committee on Canadian Heritage 

“encouraged the Government of Canada to 

proceed as quickly as possible with the de-

velopment of a national digital economy strat-

egy,” and recommended that the strategy be 

reviewed every five years.12

The AFB agrees with the Heritage Com-

mittee and will immediately begin a nation-

al consultation on these issues. The process 

will invite multi-stakeholder input on a wide 

range of communications issues from copy-

right to infrastructure and access policies 

through meetings across the country, online 

and written submissions.

These discussions will also seek ways to 

improve the environmental sustainability 

of the ever-growing use of digital technolo-

gies. ICT devices currently contribute 2–3% 

of global greenhouse gas emissions.13 As the 

availability and use of “always on” broad-

band rises, this amount will likely increase. 

Technical solutions such as “power saving” 

devices, and upgraded standards for them, 

will be explored. Incentives for telecommut-

ing and video-collaboration to support de-

creased use of fossil fuels for land and air 

transportation will also be considered.

•	The AFB allocates $250,000 to fund a broad 

national consultation to modernize com-

munications policy in Canada. We will 

present a transparent process that can 

be implemented before September 2013. 
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A comprehensive plan based on these dis-

cussions will be presented to Canadians 

by April 2014.

Create Jobs With Next Generation 
Broadband Networks

Growing evidence supports the connection 

between jobs and modern information and 

communications infrastructure. Although 

there are no firm estimates of the number 

of Canadian jobs that might be at stake, es-

timates from other jurisdictions can offer 

some guidance:

•	A 2009 study by the World Bank suggested 

that an increase of 10% in broadband pene-

tration in high-income countries correl-

ates with GDP growth increases of 1.2%.14

•	According to a 2011 report from global 

management consultants McKinsey and 

Associates, over the past five years, the 

Internet has been responsible for 21% of 

the growth in mature economies and has 

created 2.6 jobs for every job it has dis-

placed.15

•	“Rural counties in the United States that 

embraced broadband adoption at the start 

of this decade enjoy access to more jobs 

than those that did not,” states a 2009 

study by the U.S. Department of Agricul-

ture. Their residents also make more money 

than their less-connected counterparts.16

•	In 2008, the Communications Workers of 

America predicted that a $5 billion stimu-

lus on broadband infrastructure would 

create almost 100,000 new jobs directly 

in the short term and 2.5 million jobs as 

“network effects.”17

•	A 2009 report by the Information Tech-

nology and Innovation Foundation (U.S.) 

suggested that a broadband subsidy of 

$10 billion would directly create or re-

tain 500,000 jobs.18

In Canada, the most recent federal pro-

gram that addressed connectivity (2009) allo-

cated a scant $225 million over three years to 

fund the expansion of rural broadband infra-

structure.19 In this program, broadband con-

nectivity was defined as “access to Internet 

service that supports data transmission at a 

minimum speed of 1.5 Mbps to a household.”20 

Although it is considerably better than no con-

nectivity, 1.5 Mbps is a short-term solution, 

not enough to support applications such as 

e-health or e-education or intensive e-com-

merce. This speed will not provide the kind 

of Internet access that Canadian commun-

ities need to ensure their economic future.

By contrast, in April 2009 the Govern-

ment of Australia announced it would build 

a national high-speed broadband network 

to deliver up to 100 Mbps to 90% of its cit-

izens. The eight-year, AU$43-billion project 

will be one of the largest state-sponsored In-

ternet infrastructure upgrades in the world. 

The Australian Prime Minister has suggested 

that the project will support up to 37,000 jobs 

at the peak of construction.21

To bring Canadian communications infra-

structure up to such standards, the AFB ramps 

up to $1 billion per year to make effective 

broadband a reality for all Canadians. The 

decade-long infrastructure project will start 

in 2014–15 and will be guided by the recom-

mendations of a National Communications 

Strategy. Because it is such a major commit-

ment of public funds, Canadians will follow 

the Australian example and retain majority 

ownership of the resulting infrastructure.
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•	The AFB ramps up to $1 billion annual-

ly over 10 years to modernize Canada’s 

digital communications infrastructure.

The Standing Committee on Canadian 

Heritage recommended that the Government 

of Canada reinvest some of the money it re-

ceives from spectrum auctions into the pro-

cess of designing and implementing a digital 

strategy and into extending rural and remote 

connectivity programs.22 The AFB agrees with 

these recommendations.

•	The AFB will reinvest some of the pro-

ceeds from the upcoming spectrum auc-

tion (Spring 2013) to support the mod-

ernization of our digital infrastructure 

according to the recommendations of a 

comprehensive communications strategy.

•	The AFB will immediately revive rural and 

remote connectivity programs.

Rebuild the National Public 
Access Program

National programs that provide access, edu-

cation and support for the effective use of 

new communications technologies in com-

munities are considered essential in coun-

tries that rank high in their use of on-line 

tools. In Korea, for example, such programs 

are considered investments that generate 

demand and build human capacity to meet 

that demand.23

At the CRTC hearings on basic service 

(2010), concerns were raised about the 25% 

of Canadians who have no Internet service 

even where service is available and questions 

were asked about programs that might address 

that gap.24,25 Sadly, in March 2012, the federal 

government cancelled the one program that 

addressed such issues. The Canadian Access 

Program was a national network of 3,500 

community technology centres that helped 

thousands of people per day26 incorporate 

new technologies into their lives. These sites 

and their young facilitators, along with a le-

gion of volunteers, provided job search and 

software training, technology literacy pro-

grams, access to community services, and 

cultural integration opportunities. They part-

nered with the local private and public sec-

tor to provide services and experienced per-

sonnel in diverse areas, from film editing to 

website building. Along the way, thousands 

of youth gained valuable job experience. Both 

internal and external evaluators agreed that 

this program had been successful and cost-

effective for years.27

Certain populations are particularly in 

need of such programs. New research from 

the U.S.-based Pew Internet and American 

Life project shows that, while many sen-

iors are currently using e-mail and the web, 

only 39% have broadband at home. They 

use public access sites in libraries and com-

munity centres.28 In Australia, only 62% of 

those with a reported disability are online 

and just over one-half of those age 60 or over 

have Internet access at home.29 In Canada, 

not only do we lack data on such issues, the 

only program in place to address them, was 

disbanded. The AFB would immediately re-

introduce and expand support for a nation-

al public access program.

•	The AFB allocates $40 million to sup-

port new and existing national public 

access sites.

The AFB also agrees with the Standing 

Committee on Canadian Heritage, which rec-

ommended that the Government of Canada 

work with provincial authorities to support 

programs that encourage the development of 
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a digitally literate population and that the De-

partment of Human Resources and Skills De-

velopment review its policies and programs in 

order to ensure that priority is given to train-

ing in digital skills. The Committee also rec-

ommended that the Government of Canada 

examine the proposal of the Canadian Asso-

ciation of Community Television Users and 

Stations (CACTUS) for the establishment of 

community-operated multimedia centres and 

access to its material online as a way of en-

couraging people to develop digital skills.30

•	The AFB will ensure that the Department 

of Human Resources and Skills Develop-

ment continues to support digital literacy 

with its CAP-YI youth initiatives program.

•	The AFB will support community-oriented 

multimedia centres as part of a digital lit-

eracy program.

AFB Actions

•	The AFB allocates $250,000 to fund a broad 

national consultation to modernize com-

munications policy in Canada.

•	The AFB ramps up to $1 billion annual-

ly over 10 years to modernize Canada’s 

digital communications infrastructure.

•	The AFB allocates $40 million to support 

new and existing national public access 

sites in the 2013–14 budget year.
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