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The Dawn of a New Era in Competitive Telecom...Maybe 
 
 
What a year it’s been since the 2018 ISP Summit when I delivered what I like to call my ‘Rocky Road’ 
address. 
 
Looking back at the last 12 months, there have certainly been a number of highlights and wins.  
 
Such as sports. If you know me well, you know what a fan of sports I am. If you don’t, you’ll know that’s a 
lie. 
 
But as a country, we’re on top of both the tennis world and basketball world, with Bianca and The Raptors 
accomplishing things we’ve never experienced as a country before.  
 
I wish I could say Canadians have as much pride in the state of the telecommunications industry as they 
do in our athletes. It’s safe to say they will never get to that level of excitement when talking about the 
broadband Internet and wireless markets, however it certainly has been an eventful year for ISPs and for 
the industry. 
 
Wireless price decline has been substantial, but lost ground to wireless price decline in other parts of the 
world. On a relative basis, Canadians are worse off than they were last year! 
 
Over the last 12 months we’ve seen landmark costing decisions, and changes in policy and tone coming 
from the CRTC, ISED, and the Competition Bureau.  
 
And furthermore, telecom became a Federal issue.  
 
If I had to define the year in one word, it would be constructive. If I had a second, it would be challenged: 
Constructive decisions and constructive discussions that have changed – and continue to change – the 
landscape of the industry.   Challenged needs to be said too, as incumbents have made every attempt at 
every step of the way to protect their duopoly-like grasp of Canadian’s home broadband. 
 
CNOC was at the centre of all of it. We drove critical discussions, provided input, and successfully 
highlighted the value of ISPs and the critical role we play in the industry. A role rooted in putting the 
consumer first by ensuring a fair and competitive marketplace. 
  
And while there were many positive developments over the last year, in many ways we’re in the same 
position as we were when I stood on this stage last November.  
 
Last year’s speech was called ‘Rocky Road’, and this year’s speech could easily be named after Ben and 
Jerry’s latest flavor: ‘Canadian Crossroads’. Basically, it’s like a maple crunch with nearly no fibre, and it 
sells for $100 a litre. 
 
Sweet jokes aside, the industry IS at a crossroads, and consumers have much to gain – or lose – 
depending on what happens over the next year and which direction the industry goes. 
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And Canadians are starting to pay more attention to the actions of the big telcos and ISPs, and how they 
are impacted as consumers. 
   
In fact, this morning, my company Distributel, released the results of a survey conducted by Leger that 
looked at current attitudes and levels of satisfaction with the industry in general, and with the big telcos in 
particular.  
 
The insights were significant.  
 
Four in ten Canadians say they would like to change providers but feel trapped, with half indicating they 
feel it is too difficult to change Internet providers. 
  
And yet an overwhelming 90 per cent of Canadians are frustrated that they are paying much higher 
internet fees than consumers in other countries. 
   
The survey results also highlights the frustration and lack of understanding that exist when it comes to 
competition, with 45 per cent of all Canadians believing there is no alternative to the big providers. 
 
Together, the robust survey paints a compelling picture of the degree to which the big telcos are failing 
consumers, and the broken business model within which they’re operating.  
 
Yet, we have reason to be hopeful about what the next year holds based on the progress and momentum 
we saw last year, but only time will tell. 
 
As we anticipate what the future holds, it is helpful to look back at the highs – and lows – of the last year, 
and in the context of what fair decisions and rulings actually mean for Canadians. 
 
When fair decisions are made, it means more competition, increased investment, and new, more 
innovative consumer products. It means ISPs are supported in our efforts to lower prices for Canadians 
and increase speeds – and that’s exactly what several ISPs did this year, at no additional cost to 
Canadians. 
 
As ISPs, we regularly express our commitment to consumers, but as the last year proves – we walk the 
talk.   
 
STATE OF THE TELECOM NATION 
 
When we look back at the last year, there were three tentpole events that stand out.    I’ll now take you 
through them in a segment I like to call “Matt counts down the hits”  
 
#1 Government’s directive to the CRTC 
 
Earlier this year, Minister Bains issued a policy directive to the CRTC, replacing the previous one issued 
by then Conservative Minister Bernier back in 2006.  Before you ask, yes, that Maxime Bernier. With a 
directive to prioritize affordability, innovation, and competition, the environment in which the CRTC 
operates has been rebalanced. 
 
With the Trudeau Liberals securing another mandate, we can expect the government to stay on this path, 
which should be encouraging for all of us at CNOC.  While a minority government provides more 
uncertainty, support from parties such as the NDP would be enough to ensure the policy directive 
remains in place, and so we remain confident we will not see it challenged or overturned. 
 
With the survey released today confirming that 79 per cent of Canadians are with one of the big telcos, 
and only 3 per cent with one of the smaller players, we are hopeful those numbers will become more 
balanced with this policy directive in place.  
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#2. Wireless market review   
 
While high speed Internet has dominated headlines, we certainly can’t forget about mobile.  
 
CNOC recently engaged a third party to conduct an independent economic analysis of competition in the 
mobile wireless telecommunications industry. In their report, they noted that Canada lags behind other 
OECD countries in terms of adoption and usage of mobile wireless services, and our cellular mobile 
penetration rate is lower than the global average – including both developed and developing countries.  
 
That ranking is cause for serious concern.  
 
In 2017, Canada had 85.9 cellular mobile subscriptions per 100 inhabitants, while the average 
penetration rate for the world was 104.5 per 100 inhabitants. 
 
There is clearly an access issue in Canada.   
 
Which is why it was welcome news that earlier this year the CRTC launched a long overdue market 
review of Canada’s mobile wireless market, indicating it holds a ‘preliminary view’ that there should be 
more opportunity and access for MVNOs.  
 
With the goal of exploring the issue to improve choice and affordability for Canadians, we are hopeful 
regulatory measures will be taken to reduce barriers to a competitive and fair wireless market.   
 
As they often are, the process is a lengthy one, and consultations will continue into February of 2020 with 
a focus on public consultations before the CRTC makes its decision. 
 
In the meantime, we have additional reason to expect and hope that positive changes are coming to the 
wireless market.   
 
During the election campaign, Prime Minister Trudeau made a bold commitment that acknowledged the 
inflated cost of cell phone bills in Canada.  
 
Given the dominance of the "Big 3", Canadians are being denied affordable cell phone rates, with bills 
among the highest in the world.  
 
In fact, in making the announcement, the Prime Minister noted that Canadians pay up to twice as much 
for their wireless services than people in other G7 countries.   
 
To address it, he campaigned on a proposal that would further open the market to increased competition, 
with a goal to work with the industry on offering plans that more closely mirror global prices. This is great 
news for ISPs and great news for Canadians.  
 
#3. Wholesale rate adjustments 
 
On August 15th, the CRTC announced a decrease in aggregated wholesale rates – a downward 
adjustment of the price ISPs have been charged since the interim rates were set. In the CRTC’s own 
words, the wholesale rates ISPs have been subject to were “unjust and unreasonable”.  
 
While this is a significant win, there are a couple of reasons we should refrain from getting too excited.  
 
First, this is something that should’ve happened much sooner, and could have happened as early as 
October 2016.  
 
Second, we always knew the announcement was subject to appeal, and on September 13th, the 
incumbents formally did just that. It wasn’t surprising, but it is disappointing.  As always, they’re also 
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crying foul, saying the decision is forcing them to cut back on rural Internet service and improvements, all 
while turning a significant profit – an aggregate profit of $5.8 billion last year alone in fact. 
 
How crazy is that? Because the CRTC lowered the price that they’ll be paid for WIRELINE in 
predominantly urban areas, they won’t be able to invest in WIRELESS in rural areas.  It’s ransom.  
 
In fact, certain incumbents have announced their 56th consecutive quarter of EBITDA improvement all 
the while complaining how poor they are. Poor, like 44% EBITDA margins poor. Or poor, like 1.1B of free 
cash in the last quarter.  
 
The survey released today highlights that Canadians feel unfairly treated by those big telcos that are 
turning a profit on the backs of consumers.  
 
Almost two-thirds of Canadians who have home Internet say their service provider has increased the 
price of their service in the last 24 months, with 40 per cent of those that experienced an increase saying 
the price increased without notification.   
 
Further, only 12 per cent of Canadians say they are getting more value in the products and services they 
receive after a price increase.  
 
And yet, the big telcos have made it clear they have no interest in changing their ways.  
 
Meanwhile, as ISPs, we moved quickly after the announcement was made to ensure that Canadians 
benefited from the decision.    
 
For example, Distributel and in fact many CNOC members such as TekSavvy, Start and Execulink took 
the immediate step of bumping up speeds and dropping prices, which highlights the reality that fair 
decisions always benefit the consumer.  
 
Our collective commitment to consumers is also reflected in our commitment to rural communities and to 
bridging the digital divide. 
 
While this year was an important one with some key wins – for ISPs and consumers alike – I wish I could 
say it was a tipping point.  The battleground has shifted, but it continues to shift, and where we go from 
here is anything but certain.  
 
There are, however, a few things we can be sure of.  
 
We know that the resolve of the incumbents to maintain the status quo and fight for decisions that 
reinforce their dominant position will never change. We know that at our collective competitive ISPs are 
driven by an unwavering commitment to a robust and competitive marketplace that benefits Canadians. 
We will continue to fight for competition, innovation and fair pricing that increases access to services for 
all Canadians.  
 
We’ll continue to stand up for broad digital connectivity, particularly for remote and rural Canadian 
communities – something that the incumbents threaten to abandon every time a ruling or regulatory 
decision is made that isn’t favourable to them.  Internet inclusion isn’t a nice to have in today’s economy 
and job market – it’s a necessity. We have a critical role to play in improving quality of life, enhancing 
economic prospects, and encouraging connected and engaged communities.  Only when we’re operating 
in a fair and competitive market will Internet inclusion become a reality.   
  
BATTLES AND OPTIMISM AHEAD 
 
As we look to 2020, the battle we’re in with the incumbents has the potential to significantly impact all of 
us here – our individual businesses, but also us a collective.  
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We continue to await important decisions from the CRTC on the disaggregated regime and whether 
changes are forthcoming that will allow us to offer now common Internet speeds on the wholesale service 
we use today. 
 
The practicality of establishing the number of interconnections required under the disaggregated regime – 
as well as the capital required to do so – means disaggregation has done more than simply raise barriers 
to entry. It has prevented competition to the detriment to the consumer, and the application of a speed 
cap will make the issue even worse. 
 
There are also subtle signs from the CRTC that they may look at retail rate regulation once again – 
something that goes against a fair and competitive marketplace.   
 
In August, the Competition Bureau came out with its highly anticipated assessment of competition in 
Canada’s broadband industry, with a focus on the role played by ISPs and the impact we’re having on 
consumer choice, satisfaction, and more affordable rates as the result of increased competition and 
innovation.  
 
The Bureau’s findings and the report’s conclusion couldn’t have been clearer. The more than 1 million 
Canadian households that have chosen ISPs have higher levels of satisfaction, and the size of that 
segment continues to grow. The report was a significant vote of confidence and support for ISPs based 
on an in-depth year-long market study. 
 
A NEW ERA? 
 
All of this to say, the following year may be a new era… but it’s too early to tell.  
 
From the ongoing debate over wholesale broadband rates to the upcoming decision that will decide 
whether MVNOs will be allowed to bring competition to the wireless market, there is a lot at play that has 
the potential to significantly impact the Canadian consumer, the competitive landscape, and ISPs over the 
next year and beyond.  
 
The crossroads that we’re currently at is a critical one.  
 
Regardless of what the year holds for us, being passive bystanders isn’t an option.  
 
We’ve seen changes and challenges before, and we’ll see more of them in the year ahead.   
 
Throughout it all, our collective voice must be strong.  
 
It has truly never been more important to have a united and powerful voice.  Not only to fight for 
regulatory changes that have the consumer at its core, but to articulate the impact of these regulatory 
decisions on our business operations and on Canadians.  
 
We must not only participate in discussions that impact the future of our industry; we must drive them. 
 
We must continue to side with Canadians. 
 
We must continue to take pride in our business, our work and our role as a champion for consumers, and 
a champion of doing what is right – for Canada, for the industry and for Canadian consumers from coast 
to coast.  
 
CNOC is playing an increasingly critical role in the industry, we have a worthy fight - and we will continue 
to be vocal in our belief that consumers come first.  
 
Despite the strong role we’ve been playing, we are capable of doing even more, and there is power in 
numbers.  We need more voices and more representation - from coast to coast.  
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The more members we have, the better we can represent the ISP industry and speak with a unified voice.  
We want each and every one of you to feel like your voice is heard and that you’re contributing to our 
collective efforts to drive change, so I encourage anyone that isn’t currently a member of CNOC to 
become one today.      
 
As we look to the year ahead, we should be hopeful.  We should be hopeful because of the positive 
developments that occurred over the last year – the landmark CRTC ruling that saw wholesale rates 
corrected; the long overdue decision to review Canada’s mobile wireless market; and the Competition 
Bureau’s much anticipated report on the value of ISPs in driving great choice, lowering costs, creating 
innovative services, and improving access for all Canadians.   
 
We will continue to steer regulatory and policy decision makers down the right path, and advocate for 
Canadians and their right to access affordable and innovative telecom services. 
 
So, as we stand at the crossroads we’ve been put on, we are hopeful.   
 
Hopeful for what the future holds for consumer choice and accessibility, and what the future holds for our 
industry.  Our industry is evolving and advancing, and we have the potential to be a global example of a 
truly consumer-centric industry – one that all Canadians can be proud of.  
 
 
Thank you. 
 


