
THIRTY-SECOND YEAR Canada’s PolitiCs and Government newsPaPer MONDAY, MARCH 8, 2021 $5.00

Opinion

François-Philippe Champagne 
is Canada’s new minister of 

innovation, science and industry, 
bringing his strong business acu-
men to one of the most important 
portfolios in the federal govern-
ment during this difficult time.

One critical opportunity 
before the minister is addressing 
his government’s commitment 
to ensuring every Canadian can 
access affordable internet, at a 
time when they need it the most. 
Internet access tops Canadians’ 
monthly expenses. Many are 
forced to choose between inter-
net access and paying for food, 
clothing, and heat.

Canadians deserve better.
Access and affordability 

outside of Canada’s urban areas 

are a major concern, and CNOC 
hopes to play a role in tackling 
this. But the issue plagues urban 
centres as well: an astonishing 
38 per cent of Toronto house-
holds don’t have 50-Mbps 
download speed (the nation’s 
target), according to Ryerson 
University’s Brookfield Institute 
for Innovation and Entrepre-
neurship.

To make internet access af-
fordable, Canada needs a robust 
industry where the big carriers 
and the independents can com-
pete on a level playing field.

By leasing access to large 
telephone and cable companies’ 
networks, which it makes no 
sense to replicate, Canada’s 
independent internet providers 
deliver fair prices, innovation 
and exceptional customer ser-
vice. In 2019, the CRTC—Can-
ada’s expert regulator—found 
that the independents had been 
paying unfair, inflated rates for 
that access.

What’s more, the large 
telecoms have recently paid out 
record shareholder dividends 
during a time when they accept-
ed hundreds of millions in Can-
ada Emergency Wage Subsidy 
(CEWS) government handouts. 
Canadian families are literally 

paying the price. Dividends ap-
pear to be more important to the 
incumbents than providing fair, 
affordable service.

We are certainly heartened 
by the government’s commit-
ment to moving the middle class 
forward. Standing behind the 
CRTC would help the govern-
ment achieve this goal.

The CRTC agreed with 
us, yet cabinet created 
unnecessary confusion

We’re calling on Cham-
pagne to support the CRTC’s 
evidence-based 2019 wholesale 
rate ruling, which will improve 
retail affordability for Cana-
dians by lowering wholesale 
internet rates up to 72 per cent. 
Through every possible avenue, 
the incumbents have been delay-
ing the implementation of that 
ruling for a year and a half. Two 
weeks ago, the Supreme Court 
of Canada denied their last-ditch 
attempt to appeal the Federal 
Court of Appeal’s unanimous 
dismissal of the case—a clear 
victory for Canadians.

When the large companies 
appealed to the government last 
year, cabinet dismissed them, 

too. Unfortunately, cabinet’s 
preamble to its dismissal an-
nouncement created uncertainty, 
because it also stated that the 
corrected wholesale rates, “do 
not, in all instances, appropriate-
ly balance the objectives of the 
wholesale services framework.”

Canada’s telecom industry is 
dramatically skewed in favour 
of the large telecoms. As the 
government surely knows, this 
has been hurting middle-class 
Canadians for decades. Balance 
is critical to achieve the govern-
ment’s stated policy objectives 
of more competition, choice and 
affordability.

Minister Champagne 
will determine fate of 
telecom competition

Canada’s independent ISPs 
are the best solution to increas-
ing competition and affordabil-
ity while bolstering innovation 
and bridging the digital divide. 
We are the balance that the gov-
ernment seeks. But we need the 
tools to succeed.

Our courts have ruled. Soon 
the CRTC will issue its decision 
on the incumbents’ last out-
standing challenge to the 2019 
decision. Now it’s time for the 
minister to put a stop to the big 
companies’ backroom pres-
sure and repeated threats that 
they can’t and won’t invest in 
rural areas if they can’t charge 
over-inflated rates.

To be clear, the best invest-
ment in internet affordability 
right now is to honour the 
CRTC’s 2019 decision and allow 
competition to flourish, rather 
than allow the current oligopoly 
to continue.

We ask Champagne to seize the 
opportunity before him—become 
the government’s champion for af-
fordable internet for all Canadians, 
and take a big leap in moving the 
middle class forward—a promise it 
campaigned on.

Matt Stein is the president 
and chair of the Competitive 
Network Operators of Canada 
(CNOC). He can be reached at 
Matt.Stein@CNOC.ca.
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Champagne has opportunity 
to ensure all Canadians have 
access to affordable internet
To make internet 
access affordable, 
Canada needs a 
robust industry 
where the big 
carriers and the 
independents can 
compete on a level 
playing field.

One critical opportunity 
before Innovation 
Minister François-
Philippe Champagne is 
addressing his government’s 
commitment to ensuring 
every Canadian can access 
affordable internet, at a time 
when they need it the most. 
Many are forced to choose 
between internet access and 
paying for food, clothing, 
and heat. Canadians deserve 
better, writes Matt Stein. 
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