Communications
Background

A user support strategy must also be in

Communications infrastructure a key
economic driver in the 21st century

place to allow citizens to take advantage of
new opportunities. A report from the International Telecommunications Union (ITU)

Affordable high-speed internet access is an

ranked Canada 22nd out of 155 countries on

indispensable asset for the economic health

level of ICT access, use, and skills.3 Although

of communities of all sizes. It attracts busi-

Canada is still in the top 30, in the past we

nesses, encourages local entrepreneurship,

were a very high achiever in this area, with

and maintains high standards in education

targeted programs on each of these issues.

and health services, all of which support lo-

To compete with leading countries of today,

cal sustainability.

Canada needs a national digital strategy as

However, according to statistics released

one of the building blocks of its long-term

in 2013 by the Organisation for Economic Co-

economic planning. The Canadian Radio-

operation and Development (OECD), Canada

Television and Telecommunications Com-

should increase investment in this sector.

mission’s (CRTC) 2013 annual report on the

Currently in 9th place with 72.2% of house-

state of communications shows 79% of Can-

holds connected to the internet, Canada is

adian households with an internet subscrip-

behind the leader South Korea (97.5%) and

tion, which leaves 2.9 million homes still

all five of the Scandinavian countries, but

disconnected from the digital economy.4

still ahead of the U.K. (69.5%) and the U.S.

Public policy to address these problems

(68.2%). However, Canada is lagging much

is long overdue. The AFB’s recommendations

further behind with respect to speed and

are designed to improve Canada’s communi-

price of broadband connections, placing

cations infrastructure and facilitate access,

19th in the same list of countries. Coun-

use, and skills in this area.

1

2

tries with high speeds and low prices are
also rapidly increasing their adoption of
fibre optic networks. Here again, Canada
is falling steadily behind — at 0.6 fibre subscriptions per 100 inhabitants as compared
to the U.K. with 1.7 and South Korea lead-

Current Issues
Recognize “effective” connectivity
as an essential service

ing the way with 22.3. To participate fully in

In 2011, the CRTC ruled that by the end of

the Information Age, Canada needs to move

2015, all Canadians should have access to

beyond its current strategy for communica-

broadband speeds of at least 5 megabits per

tions infrastructure.

second (Mbps) for downloads and 1 Mbps

Striking a Better Balance: Alternative Federal Budget 2014

59

for uploads.5 But this target is simply not

digital economy strategy be developed and

enough to fuel economic growth and job

reviewed every five years.10 Without such a

creation, or to support modern health and

strategy, Canada is lagging behind countries

education applications. Peer countries such

such as Australia, Great Britain, and the U.S.

as France and Australia have set much more

The AFB will immediately begin a na-

ambitious targets, and the European Com-

tional consultation on these issues. The pro-

mission has set a target of “30 Mbps for all

cess will invite input from a variety of stake-

of its citizens and at least 50% of its citizens

holders on a wide range of communications

subscribing to internet connections above

issues — such as copyright, infrastructure,

100 Mbps by 2020.”

and access policies — through submissions
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At the 2010 CRTC hearings that con-

and meetings across the country. It will look

sidered basic service obligations, one tele-

for decentralized, community-based solu-

phone company estimated that it would

tions to developing broadband infrastruc-

cost $700 million annually for 10 years to

ture, since local ownership and control of

bring high-speed internet to all Canadians,

infrastructure is a preferred model, and com-

including those who live in the country’s

munity members will be involved in devel-

most remote areas. “It’s a task that can never

oping plans, especially in rural, northern,

be achieved by market forces alone, [MTS

and First Nations communities.
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Allstream Inc.] told the CRTC, in one of the

These consultations will also address

first such estimates to be made for Canada.”

ways to improve the environmental sus-

Governments will have to implement vari-

tainability of digital technologies. ICT de-

ous programs to facilitate bridging the gap.

vices currently contribute 2%–3% of global

To return Canada to a leadership role,

greenhouse gas emissions. 11 As the avail-

effective broadband that supports a range

ability and use of “always on” broadband

of communications applications must be-

increases, these emissions will likely in-

come a vital part of policy and programs at

crease also. Technical solutions such as

the federal level. The AFB believes that, in

power-saving devices and upgraded stan-

the long term, “effective” broadband means

dards for them will be explored, and incen-

high-speed internet of 100 Mbps and beyond.

tives for telecommuting and video-collab-

8

oration will be considered.
broad national consultation to modernize

The CRTC, among others, has pointed out

cess will investigate the benefits of various

the need for a comprehensive national digit-

business models, including multi-stake-

al strategy to secure the nation’s economic

holder partnerships, to achieve connec-

future. In its 2011 report on emerging and

tivity in hard-to-serve areas. Local owner-

digital media, the Standing Committee on

ship and control of high-speed networks as

Canadian Heritage urged that a national

well as environmental benefits that could

9
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The AFB will allocate $250,000 for this

Develop a national digital
economy strategy

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

communications policy in Canada. The pro-

be realized through appropriate design will

ceives from spectrum auctions into design-

be highlighted.

ing and implementing a digital strategy and
into extending rural and remote connectivity programs.15 The AFB agrees with these

High-speed broadband networks
and economic benefits

recommendations, and will reinvest some
of the proceeds from the January 2014 spec-

Growing evidence supports the connec-

trum auction to support the modernization

tion between household income, jobs, and

of our digital infrastructure according to the

modern information and communications

recommendations of a comprehensive com-

infrastructure.

munications strategy.

For example, a 2013 study suggests that
faster broadband connections can add considerably to household income in developed
economies because better internet access

Rebuilding the national
public access program

improves potential for learning and work-

In the 2013 pre-budget consultations, the

ing from home. Increasing internet speeds

federal government asked for suggestions

from 4 to 8 Mbps increased average earnings

from Canadians for cost-neutral or low-cost

by $120 (U.S.) a month in OECD nations.

12

measures they could introduce to enable

A 2009 study by the World Bank suggested

competition and prosperity over the long

that a 10% increase in broadband penetra-

term. One citizen responded as follows:

tion in high-income countries correlates with
increases of 1.2% in GDP growth.13 There is
also evidence that 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 displaced.14
To bring Canadian communications infrastructure up to such standards, the AFB will
allocate $1 billion per year to make effective
broadband a reality for all Canadians. The
decade-long infrastructure project will start

“Economic growth in the 21st century cannot occur without 21st-century tools.… A
program to support community-driven
access and education initiatives across
the country would help ensure prosperity is both deep and wide throughout
the country. Over the years, this kind of
initiative has created jobs and brought
new businesses to many areas at very
little cost.”16

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

National programs that provide access,

mendations of a National Digital Strategy.

education, and support for the effective use

Because this is such a major commitment of

of new communications technologies in

public funds, Canadians will retain majority

communities are considered essential in

ownership of the resulting infrastructure.

countries that rank high in their use of on-

The Standing Committee on Canadian

line tools. In Korea, for example, such pro-

Heritage recommended that the Government

grams are considered investments that gen-

of Canada reinvest some of the money it re-
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erate demand and build human capacity to

of those age 60 or over have internet access

meet that demand.

at home.22 Statistics Canada data from 2010

17

At the CRTC hearings on basic service

showed that of the 20% of Canadians who

held in 2010, concerns were raised about

did not have access to the internet, slightly

the 25% of Canadians who have no inter-

more than half of these (about 1.5 million

net service even where service is available.

people) mentioned cost; lack of equipment;

The situation has not improved since then.

or lack of confidence, knowledge, or skills

In 2012, Statistics Canada reported that only

as reasons for their non-connectivity.23

62% of the poorest quartile of Canadians

The AFB will reintroduce and expand sup-

were connected and that the main barriers

port for public access programs to address

to connectivity were age and income.

these issues. This investment will boost lo-
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Sadly, in March 2012, the federal govern-

cal economies by encouraging them to use

ment cancelled the one program that was

new technologies for community develop-

addressing such issues. The Community

ment and by offering collaborative tools.

Access Program was a national network of

When Canadian communities suffer because

3,500 community technology centres which

of major job losses, these programs help

helped thousands of people per day incorpor-

provide support in an economic downturn.

ate new technologies into their lives . These

The AFB also agrees with the Standing

sites, their young facilitators, and their le-

Committee on Canadian Heritage that the

gion of volunteers provided job search and

Government of Canada should work with

software training, technology literacy pro-

provincial authorities to encourage the de-

grams, access to community services, and

velopment of a digitally literate popula-

cultural integration opportunities. They

tion, and that the Department of Human

partnered with the local private and public

Resources and Skills Development should

sectors to provide services and experienced

review its policies and programs to ensure

personnel in diverse areas, from film editing

that priority is given to training in digital

to website building. Along the way, thou-

skills. The Committee also recommended

sands of youth gained valuable job experi-

that the Government of Canada examine

ence. Both internal and external evaluators

the proposal of the Canadian Association of

agreed that this program had been success-

Community Television Users and Stations

ful and cost-effective for years.

(CACTUS) to establish community-operated

19

20

Certain populations are particularly in
need of such programs. For example, a U.S.

multimedia centres to encourage people to
develop digital skills.24

study showed that while many seniors use
e-mail and the Web, only 39% have broadband at home; the others use public access

AFB Actions

sites in libraries and community centres. In
21
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Australia, only 62% of those with a reported

• The AFB will allocate $250,000 to fund

disability are online, and just over one-half

a broad national consultation to mod-

Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

ernize communications policy in Canada. We will present a transparent process that can be implemented before
September 2014, and a comprehensive
plan based on these discussions will
ready by April 2015.
• The AFB will increase expenditure to $1
billion annually over 10 years to modernize Canada’s digital communications
infrastructure.
• The AFB will allocate $40 million to support new and existing Community Access Program public access sites in the
2014–15 budget year.
• The AFB will ensure that digital literacy
is still supported through Industry Canada’s Youth Internships.
• The AFB will support community-oriented multimedia centres as part of a
digital literacy program.
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