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Communications

Developing a communications framework
for social and economic inclusion

Job searches, El applications, passport renewals,
airline tickets, and banking are a few of the thou-
sands of common activities that are increasingly
carried out on-line. Even the current HiN1 flu
vaccine clinics have relied heavily on electronic
communications to manage their wait times, re-
ducing them dramatically by continuously updat-
ing their status to websites and social networks.
High-speed Internet connections have become
an integral part of modern life.

Yet government policymakers seem unable to
meet the challenge presented by this new phe-
nomenon. In the recent Berkman Center study
of broadband policies around the world, Canada
ranks 22nd overall, 16th in access, 20th in speed,
and 25th in price.! This is just the most recent of
many international studies exposing the effects
of Canada’s failure to modernize its legislative
and regulatory communications framework. At
stake is nothing less than the economic and so-
cial health of our communities.
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Recognizing “effective”

connectivity as a legal right

The Berkman Center study recognized broad-
band “as a key enabler of economic growth that
can benefit services such as telemedicine in rural
areas, allow better management of transportation
and energy systems, and reduce infrastructure
costs for businesses.” Especially in the current
economic downturn, communities need such
an enabler.

Unfortunately, remedial programs have taken
baby steps when giant steps are needed to catch
up in the field of communications. In 2009, the
government allocated $225 million over three
years to encourage the development of rural
broadband infrastructure.® The program de-
fines broadband connectivity as “access to In-
ternet service that supports data transmission at
a minimum speed of 1.5 Mbps to a household.™
1.5 Mbps. is not enough to support applications
such as e-health or e-education or e-commerce.
At this speed, rural and some urban Canadians
will remain effectively disconnected and disa-
bled for a long time to come.

Estonia (2004), Australia (2006), and Finland
(2009) have acknowledged that broadband has



become an essential service. They have declared
broadband Internet access to be a legal right.®
The ArB declares that Canadians, too, should
not only have a legal right to broadband service
but also that such service must be robust enough
to support social and economic applications es-
sential to community sustainability.

+ The aArB will make access to “effective”
bandwidth that supports a wide range of
communications applications a legal right
for all Canadians.

Talking to Canadians:

Developing a national strategy

Countries ranking high in the Said study of con-
nectivity around the world (South Korea, Japan,
Sweden) had developed a national broadband
agenda.® A brief glance at the broadband plan-
ning activity in some of our peer nations indi-
cates just how far we have fallen behind:

« Australia released its National Broadband
Strategy in 2004. It recognized, as a top
priority, the need to improve infrastructure
across the country.

« Over the past year, Great Britain has
involved its citizens in planning for their
digital future and in June, 2009, released
the Digital Britain Report.

» Germany released its Information Society
Germany 2010 plan in 2006.

« France and New Zealand announced
national digital strategies in 2008.

+ The U.S. Federal Communications
Commission (Fcc) was scheduled to
present a national broadband strategy to
the U.S. Congress early this year.

In Canada, in 2005, the then Liberal govern-
ment established a three-person panel to make
recommendations on how to move toward a
modern telecommunications framework. The

panel held two public meetings, one in Ottawa
focusing on industry perspectives, another in
Whitehorse focusing on public interest issues.
Although well attended by local public inter-
est advocates, the Whitehorse venue was inac-
cessible to many others. Of the many written
submissions received by the panel, only 15%
came from Aboriginal, consumer, women’s,
and community groups.” It is no surprise then,
that The Telecom Policy Review Panel Report®
reflected “a much narrower vision of the role
and value of telecommunications in Canadian
society than that held by many Canadians,” as
pointed out by Philippa Lawson, former direc-
tor of the Canadian Internet Policy and Public
Interest Clinic.’

Urgent calls for action are coming from all
sectors of society. Even the crTC, in its 2009
New Media decision, pointed out the need for a
comprehensive national strategy to secure the na-
tion’s digital future. “Such a strategy is essential
if we want to maintain a competitive advantage
in this global environment,” said crRTC chair-
man Konrad von Finckenstein.*®

The ArB will begin developing a national
communications strategy immediately. The
purpose of such a strategy will be to design a
national framework advancing the development
and use of broadband — a framework that fully
sustains open competition for all levels of In-
ternet services.

The process will take the form of open and
accessible consultations that will go beyond
business and academia. This consultation will
be led by a panel of independent researchers,
who will lead citizen fora across the country
and receive written submissions. The fora will
explore a wide range of communications poli-
cy issues, from copyright to the infrastructure
required to operate the national network on an
open access basis.

A report outlining an integrated national com-
munications strategy will be submitted in 2011.
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« The AFB allocates $750,000 to fund a
broad national consultation to modernize
communications policy in Canada.

Building capacity and generating demand
with a national public access program

The Berkman Centre study also notes that na-
tional programs providing access, education, and
support to ensure effective use of 1CTs in com-
munities are considered essential in countries
like Korea that rank high in their use of on-line
tools. Such programs are considered investments,
both generating demand and building human
capacity to meet that demand.**

Canada currently has a national network of
3,500 community technology centres that help
more than 100,000 people per day** to incor-
porate new technologies into their lives. These
sites and their young facilitators, along with
a legion of volunteers, provide job search and
software training, technology literacy programs,
access to community services, and cultural in-
tegration opportunities. They partner with the
local private and public sector to provide serv-
ices and experienced personnel in many differ-
ent areas, from film editing to website building.
Along the way, thousands of youth gain valu-
able job experience.

Both internal and external evaluators have
agreed that this very cost-effective program has
been a success story for years.”® The AFB will not
allow this network to collapse in the current tel-
ecom policy vacuum. Support for existing centres
will be expanded and a program to restart fund-
ing for new centres will be established.

This investment will boost the local economy
by encouraging the uses of technology for com-
munity development and by offering collabora-
tive tools that promote the effectiveness of the
community sector. With so many communi-
ties in distress due to major job losses, these
programs provide essential support in this eco-
nomic downturn.
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» The aAFB allocates $40 million to support
new and existing national public access
sites.

Looking down the road:

Next generation broadband

The 2006 report of the Telecom Policy Review
Panel noted that Canada was “among the first
countries to recognize the potential for informa-
tion and communications technologies (1CTs) to
transform and enrich economic and social life.”*

However, Canada’s rapidly declining telecom-
munications infrastructure has now become a
major concern for small and large business, the
R&D sector, the education sector, and the social
sector alike. “Broadband speed is an important
driver for useful connectivity, since it facilitates
the flow of information, stimulates inovation, en-
courages education, [and] increases productivity
and economic prosperity,” says a recent report
from the Canadian Chamber of Commerce.*

According to telecom analyst Sheridan Scott,
“A 2009 study by the World Bank suggests that
an increase of 10% in broadband penetration
in high-income countries correlates with Gpp
growth increases of 1.2%.”° The Canadian econ-
omy needs strategic investment in more than
roads and bridges to exploit the potential of the
new communications tools.

In April, 2009, the government of Australia
announced it would build a national high-speed
broadband network that would deliver up to
100Mbps to 90% of its citizens. The eight-year,
AU$43 billion project will be one of the larg-
est state-sponsored Internet infrastructure up-
grades in the world. The Australian Prime Min-
ister has suggested that the project will support
up to 37,000 jobs at the peak of construction.”

This is the kind of program that will be nec-
essary if Canada is to bring its communications
infrastructure back up to world-class standards.
Starting in 2011—12, and over a period of 10 years,
the ArB will invest $2 billion per year in a pan-



Canadian infrastructure project to make world-
class broadband a reality for most Canadians. In
this undertaking, the ArB will be guided by the
recommendations of the National Communica-
tions Strategy. Given such a major commitment
of public funds, we will ensure that Canadians
retain majority ownership of the resulting in-
frastructure.

2010 budget for communications:

1. $750,000: To fund a broad national
consultation to modernize
communications policy in Canada.

2.$40 million a year: To support new and
existing National Public Access sites.

3.$2 billion a year for 10 years on broadband
infrastructure.
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