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1. I NTRODUCTION  

Broadband has the power to transform Rural Canada. Connectivity is now as 
important as roads and bridges to the sustainability of rural and remote 

communities, and to the success of  rural institutions and organizations. The so -
called óbroadband gapô remains a reality throughout Rural Canada, with lower 

ave rage speeds compared to urban centres, and with limited  connectivity in the 
most remote regions.  

In the 2014 federal budget, the Government of Canada announced it would provide 

ñ$305 million over five years to extend and enhance broadband service to a target 
speed of 5 megabits per second for up to an additional 280,000 Canadian 

households, which represents near universal access.ò  

In its rationale for this commitment to support rural broadband, the government 
cited FCMôs advocacy work:  

Telecommunications  infrastructure is important to Canada's rural, 
northern and remote communities. Broadband networks contribute to 

economic growth by improving productivity, providing new products 
and services, supporting innovation in all sectors of the economy, and 
impro ving access to new markets in Canada and abroad . -  FCM 

The new federal Connecting Canadians program, formally launched in July 2014, 
responds to a critical need to bring basic connectivity to households in the most 

rural and remote communities, but the bro ader rural -urban digital divide remains a 
long - term challenge for the federal government, the private sector and 
communities themselves.  

To support this discussion, FCM contracted Nordicity to research and report on the 
state of broadband connectivity in rural and remote communities throughout 

Canada.  



Cana dian Rural Broadband Report   Page 2 of 30

 

 

2.  The current state of residential broadband services available  to 
Canadians  

2.1 CANADIAN DATA SETS  

2.1.1  CRTC DATA 

The Canadian Radio -Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) 
maintains t he most comprehensive data sets available on a public basis. The  CRTC 

report s on the state of the communications market in the yearly Communications 
Monitoring Report .  The CRTC uses the definitions provided by Statistics Canada 

when referring to population  centres . Rural areas a re  communities with less than 

1,000 people, or an a rea with a population less than 400 people per square km.   

Community Snapshot ï District of Stewart (British Columbia)  

 

Population : 494 (Census Subdivision), 37 ,361 (Kitimat -Stikine Region)  

 

Type of Residential Broadband 
Connectivity : The community is served by 

at least two internet service providers 
(ISPs). Onewayout is a community - run ISP 

using fixed wireless access points. Prices 
with Onewayout start at $30 per month 

(unknown speeds). Xplornet, a satellite -
based ISP, offers adverti sed speeds for 
satellite service of 3 Mbps, with prices 

starting around $68 per month.  
 

 

Community Website : http://www.districtofstewart.com/   

http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/policyMonitoring/2013/cmr.htm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/subjects-sujets/standard-norme/sgc-cgt/notice-avis/sgc-cgt-06-eng.htm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/subjects-sujets/standard-norme/sgc-cgt/notice-avis/sgc-cgt-06-eng.htm
http://www.districtofstewart.com/
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Figure 1 - Overview of Data Subscriptions in Canada  

 

 

The above figure illustrates the level of penetration of both wireline broadband 

services and wireless data services in Canada. While wireless subscriptions will 
more or less track the general population, wireline broadband services will more 

closely align with the number of households. Based on this logic, the gap between 
broadband and households is representat ive of households either not served by 
wireline broadband or those who have chosen not to subscribe to broadband.  This is 

effect ively the addressable gap between availability and adoption  of broadband 
services by Canadian households . 

The availability of br oadband in communities of different sizes  provides a more 
detailed illustrat ion of  the digital divide . Since  2011 the CRTC has reported on 

broadband availability by ópopulation centresô as defined by statistics Canada. 
Figure 2 and Figure 3 below show the difference between broad band availability in 
medium population centres (defined as having populations between 30,000 and 

99,999) and rural areas . 
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Figure 2 - Broadband Availability in Medium Population Centres  

 

 

 

Figure 3 - Broadband Availability in Rural Areas  

 

 

These two images illustrat e the disparity in service availab le to urban and rural 
Canadians. Over time, it is expected that these two figures will begin to converge, 

but for now, they clearly indicate the lesser service available to Canadians in rural 
areas.  
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Although the release of province -specific statistics by the CRTC stopped with the 
2010 Mon itoring Report , Figure 4 illustrates the variation in broadband availability 

between rural and urban populations by province , as of 2009 .  

Figure 4 - Rural and Urban Broadband Availability by  Province 

 

 

 

Another source of information on the state of broadband deployment and adoption 
is the service providers themselves. As the principal providers of connectivity, they 
undoubtedly have very detailed information on exactly w here they provide service, 

and at what speed. Unfortunately, this data is commercially  sensitive and  is not 
reported publicly.  However, some information  on new projects and improvements 

to service delivery is available from providersô public announcements  of new 
projects and improvements to service delivery.  

SaskTel recently announced additional roll -outs of high -speed broadband in a 

number of rural areas in Saskatchewan , including the towns of Bruno  (pop. 574) , 
Annaheim  (pop. 219) , Elbow and Middle Lake  (pop. 242) . SaskTel indicated that 
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http://www.sasktel.com/about-us/news/2014-news-releases/sasktel-brings-high-speed-internet-to-four-sk-communities.html
http://www.sasktel.com/about-us/news/2014-news-releases/sasktel-brings-high-speed-internet-to-four-sk-communities.html
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these communities would be able to get speeds of up to 5 Mbps.  As illustrated, 
these  communities have  fairly small populations, well within our understanding of a 

óruralô area.  

 

 

 

In contrast, SaskTel also announced it was bringing its óinfiNETô product to Prince 
Albert in 2014 5. This service promises speeds of up to 260 Mbps. The population of 
Prince Albert is 35,129, making it  an urban centre. SaskTel also stated that this 

service would be brought to the nine largest urban centres in the province. This 
example of differences between rural and  urban deployments is not unique to 

SaskTel, as there are economic challenges to bringing the same level of service to 
all communities.

Community Snapshot ï Yellowhead County (Alberta)  
 

Population : 10,469 (Census Subdivision), 28,584 (Regional Area)  

Type of Residential Broadband 
Connectivity : The community is served 

by at least two traditional ISPs. TELUS 
provides DSL -based services, but only in 

select locations. Prices with TE LUS are 
unknown, and likely start at 1.5Mbps. 
Xplornet, provides satellite -based and 

fixed wireless services.  Typical advertised 
speeds for satellite service range from 

1.5 -10Mbps, with prices starting around 
$45 per month. Bell, Rogers, and TELUS 
also off er mobile wireless services.  

 

Community Website : http://www.yellowheadcounty.ab.ca/  

http://www.sasktel.com/about-us/news/2014-news-releases/prince-albert-to-receive-sasktel-infinet-in-2014.html
http://www.yellowheadcounty.ab.ca/
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Another example of technology roll out comes from Bell Aliant, which operates in 
the Atlantic Provinces, and  the more rural parts of Quebec and Ontario. In late 

2013, Bell Aliant announced that it would  be bringing their óFibreOPô services to 
Sturgeo n Falls, Ontario . Once fully deployed, this community of 6,672 will have 

access to Internet speeds of up to 250Mbps. According to the press release, this 

service is also available in the town of Cobalt, Ontario, an area with a population of 
only 1,133.  

Xplornet  Communications Inc., a leading rural broadband service provider, also 

announced in July 2014 that it intends to provide an enhanced broadband offering 
with 25 Mbps download speeds to ñ100% of the rural populationò by 2017. 

Xplornet is deploying next -gene ration satellites and Long Term Evolution (LTE) 

fixed wireless in order to provide this level of service.  

Decisions on where to provide higher - speed services often depend on the 
geographic proximity of small communities. For example, the communities of 

Cobalt and Sturgeon Falls likely fall on the route of major telecommunications 

Community Snapshot ï Canton de Gore (Quebec)  

 

Population : 1,775 (Census Subdivision), 32,117 (Regional Area of 
Argenteuil)  

Type of Residential Broadband 
Connectivity : The community is served 

by one ISP, and has mobile wireless 
coverage. Xplornet, offering satellite and 
fixed wireless based services, is the main 

ISP in the region, offering advertised 
speeds for sate llite service of 1.5 -10 

Mbps, with prices starting around $45 per 
month. Bell, TELUS, and Rogers all offer 
mobile wireless services in the region.  

 

 

 

Community Website : http://www.cantondegore.qc.ca/  

http://www.bellaliant.ca/english/news/view_art.asp?id=2257
http://www.xplornet.com/about-us/news-releases/2014/xplornet-announces-plan-to-deliver-25-mbps-broadband-internet-to-100-of-rural-canadians
http://www.xplornet.com/about-us/news-releases/2014/xplornet-announces-plan-to-deliver-25-mbps-broadband-internet-to-100-of-rural-canadians
http://www.cantondegore.qc.ca/
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service lines between the larger centres of Timmins, Sudbury, and North Bay. As 
such, the cost to connect these communities is far less than if the main lines had to 

be connected into  those communities.   

The challenges that are faced by building expensive networks into rural and remote 

areas appears to result in more  remote communities being left behind as the 
technology and infrastructure improves in other areas. Communities such as Elbow 
Lake and Bruno, which are receiving improved services over time, are less likely to 

have the top - tier Internet  access services available to them.  The intention of the 
foregoing is not  to place blame on any service providers, but to  comment on the 

state of network technologies available in different parts of the country .  

 

2.2  Misleading d ata?  

Impeding an assessment of the state of broadband in Canada is the lack of 
complete data. Anecdotally, we often hear messages regarding the poor state of 

Internet  access in Canada, particularly in rural and remote areas, while 
simultaneously being told that network operators are pouring billions of dollars into 

network improvements. Detailed information is a closely guarded secret and, the 
information that is publi cly available is often not completely representative of the 

situation.  

In recognition of this data challenge, the balance of this report examine s the 
impacts and results of less connectivity. It is easy to find a community with little or 

limited  broadband Internet  access, but more challenging to articulate how that 
community is specifically being impacted.  
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3.  The Need for Speed   

There is no consensus on an appropriate or necessary speed for broadband 
connectivity  in  order to fully realize the benefits of a connected world. Regulators 

and governments  worldwide have set  a wide range of target speed s summarized in 
the following table .  

Table 1- Global Broadband Targets

 

Country Download Target Coverage Target Timeframe

2 Mbps 100% 2015

4 Mbps 100% 2020

50 Mbps 100 Mill ion homes 2015

100 Mbps 100 Mill ion homes 2020

100 Mbps 90% 2016

12 Mbps Universal Near-Term

Finland 100 Mbps Close to all homes 2015

Germany 50 Mbps 75% 2014

Japan 100 Mbps Ubiquitous 2015

South Korea 50 Mbps 95% 2013

100 Mbps 40% 2015

100 Mbps 90% 2020

United Kingdom 2 Mbps 100% 2015

20 Mbps 80% Urban 2015

5 Mbps 80% Rural 2015

Argentina 10 Mbps 100% 2015

Colombia 1 Mbps 100% 2014

20 Mbps Urban 2015

4 Mbps Rural 2015

512 kbps - 4 Mbps Universal 2013

30 Mbps Universal 2020

100 Mbps 50% of Households 2020

2 Mbps 75% of households 2015

25 Mbps 90% of households 2021

100 Mbps 10% of country 2013

100 Mbps 66% of country 2019

New Zealand

Egypt

Israel

China

EU Guidance

United States

Australia

Sweden

https://blogs.akamai.com/Akamai_NBP_Infographic_V6.pdf
http://www.broadband.gov/plan/8-availability/
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Generally, these targets were chosen based on a variety of factors, including the 
perceived need for certain speeds, the challenges associated with deploying certain 

technologies in each country, the current state of connectivity, etc. Governments 
are often cautious to state any t argets that they may feel are not realistic.  

Unlike other countries and regions that have set long - term speed targets, 
the Government of Canada and the CRTC have  tended to focus  on  
extending minimum levels of broadband access to  rural and remote 

regions  wi thin the medium - term .  

In 2009 , the CRTC  announced a non -binding, aspirational  speed target  of 5 Mbps 

download speeds by 2015 that it hoped would be achieved through a combination 
of private investment and government support:  

 

 

     

In 2014, the federa l government adopted the same 5 Mbps speed target as part of 
its Digital Economy 150 strategy , and as part of the new Connecting Canadians 

program announced in the 2014 federal b udget :  This program is expected to bring 

5 Mbps speeds to 98 per cent of Can adian households.  

 

 

 

While the 5 Mbps target speed  is relatively low compar ed to other jurisdictions , and 

will be achieved several years later than the initial CRTC t arget date , Connecting 
Canadians  has been  designed to focus on  very remote regions that currently do not 

have access to these  speeds . These remote regions will be identified through a 
mapping exercise conducted by Industry Canada, after which project proponents  
will be invited to submit proposals on how to maximize the number of households 

benefitting  from the program  in each geographic area . In most cases, these are 
likely to  be multi - stakeholder projects involving some form of public/private 

partners hips.  

http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/028.nsf/eng/home
http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/028.nsf/eng/h_00587.html
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Connecting Canadians also includes an envelope focused on satellite -dependent 
communities in the North. This envelope will bring a minimum of 3 Mbps speeds to 

Nunavut and the Nunavik region in northern Quebec, where current federal funding 
was set to expire in 2016.  

  

3.1 Government i nvolvement  

Federal, provincial, territorial and municipal governments have undertaken 

numerous initiatives over the years to ensur e Canadians have access to high -speed 
broadband Internet  services . The end goal has always been to ensure that all 
Canadians can make use of enhanced connectivity.   

 

3.1.1  Funding m echanisms  

One of the fundamental  public policy  questions related to  increas ing  con nectivity is 
who should fund such projects. Over the years, the cause has been picked up by 

various government agencies at both the federal and provincial/territorial level . The 
table below lists some of these initiatives, the amount of funding  and type of  

program.  

 

Table 2- Dedicated Broadband Funding Program s across Canada, 2002-2013  

Commun ity Snapshot ï Village of Webb (Saskatchewan)  
 

Population : 58 (Village Census Subdivision), 29,962 (Regional Area)  

 

Type of Residential Broadband 

Connectivity : The community is served 
by at least two ISPs. YourLink is an ISP 

using fixed wireless access poi nts. Prices 
start at $34 per month, with speeds 
ranging from 256 kbps to 5 Mbps 

(limited availability). Xplornet, a 
satellite -based ISP, offers advertised 

speeds for satellite service of 1.5 -10 
Mbps, with prices starting around $45 
per month. Owing to its proximity to the 

highway, mobile wireless services are 
also available.  

 

Community Website : n/a  


