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Boosting the Signal: Pathways to Improving Digital Equity in Eastern 

Ontario 
For as long as we have had the internet, we have had a digital divide between urban and rural 

communities. Rural residents experience slower speeds, less reliable service (at times no service at all), 

and all at a higher cost, compared to their urban counterparts. While the digital divide has been top-of-

mind for rural communities for a long time, the pandemic has heaved the urgency of this disparity to the 

forefront of municipal agendas. As so many critical activities and services are pushed online - and many 

of which may remain there permanently, at least to some degree - some rural residents are left without 

the ability to socialize, learn, work, access services, and run their businesses with the same reliability 

and efficiency as the rest of the country. Now, more than ever, we cannot afford to wait for private 

market forces to resolve connectivity issues in rural communities. 

Poor connectivity in rural areas is a case of market failure. The significant demand for high-speed 

internet in rural and remote areas has not been sufficiently met by private sector service providers, due 

largely to the high cost of infrastructure in lower density areas. As Internet Service Providers (ISPs) seek 

to achieve the highest possible return on investment for their shareholders, they are bound to find 

those returns on investments in relatively more densely populated and wealthier neighbourhoods. 

Many rural and remote communities do not have such favorable market conditions and so, even with 

federally available subsidies to offset the initial cost of infrastructure, they will not offer a rate of return 

for ISPs in either the short or the long run1Φ ¸ŜǘΣ ŀǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

economic prosperity and daily life as well-maintained roads and bridges, we find ourselves at a critical 

moment of time, requiring out of the box solutions to address complex problems. 

This report is the second part of a three-part report series produced for United Way East Ontario, by the 

Social Planning Council of Ottawa and National Capital FreeNet, as part of the Digital Equity Ottawa 

initiative. The first report (Part 1) explores digital equity in urban Ottawa, across four pillars:  

connectivity, devices, digital literacy and the digital capacity of the voluntary sector.  The third report 

(Part 3) explores creating an alternate internet initiative based on mesh technology.  This report applies 

the digital equity four pillar framework, through a rural lens. In particular, it lays the groundwork for 

digital equity initiatives in rural areas, focusing on rural Eastern Ontario, by doing the following: 

 It assesses the four pillars of digital equity from a rural perspective, identifying rural-specific 

considerations and opportunities for digital equity initiatives; 

 It outlines why digital equity matters to rural communities, including the cost of inequity and the 

opportunities available as a result of digital equity initiatives; 

 It identifies the key players in digital equity initiatives in rural Eastern Ontario; 

 It explores what is possible for rural digital equity, including a variety of models and examples 

from other jurisdictions, and highlights some best practices; 

                                                           
1 Broadband Connectivity in Rural Canada Brief to the Standing Committee on Industry, Science and 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ ²ŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ /ŀǳŎǳǎ ό9h²/ύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ 
(EORN).  
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 It briefly explores 12 priority areas in Eastern Ontario that face particular challenges in closing 

the digital divide, including internet speeds, community assets and key socio-demographic 

variables; 

 It identifies a strategy for moving forward with digital equity initiatives in the priority areas; and 

 It outlines recommendations for strategies that will improve digital equity for rural residents in 

Eastern Ontario, including identifying 14 potential pilot programs. 

 

The report is based primarily on available data (particularly CIRA, CRTC and Stats Can), key informant 

interviews, as well as a literature review and a scan of rural digital equity initiatives in other jurisdictions.  

 

Digital Equity in Four Pillars: The Scope of the Digital Divide in a Rural 

Context  
 

Digital Equity can be defined as the ability of individuals and groups to access and use information and 

communication technologies. It includes not only access to the internet but also the availability of 

hardware and software; and the necessary digital literacy skills required to use technology effectively. In 

addition, the capacity of the not-for-profit sector to provide services digitally, including for residents 

with low technical capacity, is fundamentally important to a digitally equitable community. 

 

 

Connectivity 
Connectivity, in a digital equity context, means that all residents have access to affordable, reliable and 

adequately fast internet connections. When it comes to rural digital equity, connectivity dominates the 

discussion. 
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The majority of households in rural Eastern Ontario, particularly those outside of the main hubs or 

denser areas, still do not have the option of broadband internet2. Rural households instead typically rely 

on Fixed Wireless technology, using towers installed on rooftops and outside of homes ς a common 

sight in rural Ontario. In a fixed wireless connection, a base station is used to transmit the internet over 

radio waves to a receiver installed on each home. The homeowner is responsible for the cost of the 

initial installation of the tower, which can range from approximately $800 to $2000, as well as any 

maintenance or upkeep. A fixed wireless connection can be particularly challenging for households with 

more than one resident, as the available bandwidth is split between each device that is connected. This 

can be impractical for households with multiple family members attempting to study and learn from 

home at once. In addition to being slower, fixed wireless technology is not as reliable as broadband 

internet, resulting in relatively frequent outages and connectivity slowdowns. 

Data caps are also a common factor in rural areas. Many internet packages have a set data limit, and 

users pay a fee per GB of data that exceeds their plan. As a result, some residents need to closely 

monitor their data usage, and may need to limit the use of streaming video and large downloads in 

order to avoid costly overage charges.  

Compounding this issue is the fact that, in rural areas, many residents have limited choice of providers, 

as there are frequently only a few serving each area3, unlike in urban environments. A lack of 

competitiveness between providers means that there is less pressure to ensure low price or good 

service. On average the cost of rural internet packages purchased by residents is 10% higher than urban 

users4 ς however, this cost is for significantly less service compared to what urban residents receive, and 

often includes monthly data transfer limits, resulting in the potential cost overages. 

Internet speeds are a key component of rural connectivity. Frozen screens, zoom calls that drop, videos 

that ǿƻƴΩǘ buffer, and documents that time out before they can upload are all familiar experiences for 

rural users. The Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) establishes a 

universal service standard, reflecting the minimum internet speeds required for Canadians to use the 

internet effectively. Connection speeds below the set threshold are not able to reliably handle the day-

to-day requirements of an average Canadian household.  In 2016, the CRTC determined this minimum 

standard to be: 50 megabits per second (Mbps) download and 10 Mbps upload5. TƘŜ /w¢/Ωǎ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ 

have 90% of Canadian homes and businesses meeting that standard by the end of 2021, 95% in 2026, 

and 100% by 2030.6 While urban areas generally have those speeds available, rural areas generall do 

not.   

According to the most recent CRTC data, 45.6% of rural households have access to the minimum set 

standards described above, compared to 98.6% in urban areas. Of note, the percentage is even lower for 

First Nations reserves, which are at a concerning 34.8%7. However, these numbers may not paint the full 

picture. Firstly, similar to urban users, having access to fast internet does not necessarily mean that all 

residents can afford the cost of connection. Even more commonly, though, is that the true speeds 

                                                           
2 CRTC. Government of Canada (2020).  Communications Monitoring Report 2019. 
3 CRTC. Communications Monitoring Report 2019. Released 2020 
4 CRTC. Communications Monitoring Report 2019. Released 2020. 
5 CRTC. Telecom Regulatory Policy CRTC 2016-496. 
6 L{95 /ŀƴŀŘŀΦ άIƛƎƘ-{ǇŜŜŘ !ŎŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΥ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦέ нлмфΦ 
7 CRTC. Communications Monitoring Report 2020. Released 2021. 
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delivered to rural homes do not compare to the speeds that Internet Service Providers (ISPs) claim they 

are able to provide. While the CRTC relies on ISP provided data on speeds, the true experience of rural 

users paints a more dire picture. 

A more accurate representation of rural speeds is captured by 

ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ wŜƎƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ό/Lw!ύΩǎ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ 

Performance Test, in which users perform voluntary speed tests 

that are assigned and mapped to their location (see: 

https://performance.cira.ca/). According to the data, the true 

average download speeds available to rural Canadians was just 

5.5 Mbps ς which is one tenth of urban speeds (51.54). As well, 

where urban users have experienced significant gains since the 

beginning of the pandemic, rural internet users have seen 

virtually no gains.  

Notably, of the 12 rural Eastern Ontario neighbourhoods 

profiled in this report, CIRA data revealed that in 8 of the 12 areas, not a single speed test performed 

over a two-year period met the minimum 50/10 standard8. This should be an alarming finding for those 

concerned about digital equity in rural Eastern Ontario. 

The following heat map of speed test data paints an accurate 

picture of the experience of urban and rural residents. The blue 

area is urban Ottawa, in which many residents are accessing 

speeds in excess of the 50/10 standard.  Meanwhile, the red 

area maps closely to the rural communities, whose speeds are 

barely reaching 5mbps/1mpbs speeds -- one tenth of the CRTC 

standard. Not captured in the data are the households that 

have no internet, or their internet was in fact too slow to 

complete the speed test. This stark contrast is the visualization 

of the digital divide. 

Why does this problem persist? In addition to the significant 

market failure challenge, various administrative barriers were identified as a part of this study, including: 

 Permitting and approval barriers and delays with the municipalities, including Municipal Access 

Agreements, which can be ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ 

worst enemy when it comes to making progrŜǎǎέΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƻƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ 1.5-year 

ŘŜƭŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ ²Ŝ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ άǿƛǊŜŘ ǳǇΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  

 Challenges related to working with Utility providers (Hydro One and Hydro Ottawa), including 

lengthy permitting and approval processes to access utility poles, eg. through Joint Use 

Agreements. As well, frequently under-built infrastructure meant that poles often cannot 

support fiber cables needed for broaŘōŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΦ IȅŘǊƻ hƴŜΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ 

                                                           
8 /Lw! bŜǿǎǊƻƻƳΣ нлнлΦ άbŜǿ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ Řŀǘŀ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ 
ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ǇƭŀǘŜŀǳέ 

Download speeds for Urban vs Rural internet 
users. Graph created by CIRA. 

Heatmap of urban vs rural speeds surrounding 
Ottawa. Screenshot captured from CIRA portal. 

https://performance.cira.ca/
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some poles which are over 50+ years old. Furthermore, it is not uncommon to install the bare 

minimum, rather than considering future users. As a result, laying fiber can mean replacing an 

entire stretch of utility poles, which significantly increases the price of the installation9. 

 The CRTC is under increasing criticism for failing to adequately regulate the industry, including 

recently - overturning a decision which would have lowered costs for residents, and which 

would made new projects more viable. Smaller and medium sized Internet Service Providers 

report significant challenges in accessing the networks of the largest providers, whose interests 

are thought to be over-represented by the CRTC.  

 Federal funding programs skew towards the major ISP providers, as projects often need to be 

άǎƘƻǾŜƭ ǊŜŀŘȅέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘƛƳŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǳǇŦǊƻƴǘ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

might not be viable for smaller providers, nor for applicants such as municipalities and 

community groups. This is important because it is the smaller players who are often most 

invested in improving access to the most under-served areas. 

 

Connected Devices 
Access to connected devices is the second pillar of digital equity.  It speaks to the ability of residents to 

acquire appropriate hardware for their digital needs, in appropriate numbers for their household, as 

well as the necessary accompanying software. For more information about this pillar, see Part 1 ς the 

Urban Connectivity Report. 

Although the issue of access to devices is shared across urban and rural boundaries, important factors in 

the rural context include long standing challenges related to transportation, cost, and access to retailers. 

Rural residents are often significantly further from retail outlets, and not necessarily able to access as 

many retailers for the purpose of price shopping. As well, fewer options exist for purchasing used 

devices, and rural residents may not have access to device-sharing or refurbishing type initiatives, as 

such initiatives are typically operating in urban centers. Lastly, rural areas have on average lower 

incomes10, which impacts the affordability of devices and software. 

 

Ability to Use: Digital Literacy 
The ability to obtain an internet connection and a connected device has little benefit without the ability 

to use devices, navigate the internet, and to have the desire to do so. Ideally, this also includes access to 

affordable and timely technical assistance for when challenges inevitably arise. For more information 

about this pillar, see Part 1 ς the Urban Connectivity Report. 

Although the importance of digital literacy is shared across urban and rural contexts as well, there are 

several characteristics of rural areas that impact overall digital literacy for residents. For instance, it is 

                                                           
9 Note: challenges related to both Utility providers and municipalities could be addressed in part 
through the newly proposed Supporting Broadband and Infrastructure Expansion Act. The legislation 
proposes to reduce the delays and costs associated with accessing hydro utility poles, and would require 
timely access to municipal rights of way in order to install broadband on municipal land. 
10 Statistics Canada. Census of Population, 2016. 
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important to note that rural areas have overall fewer young people, and in some cases a 

disproportionately high population of seniors11. On average, seniors have a greater digital literacy gap 

ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ άǘŜŎƘ 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘέ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

are leaving the community in large numbers. Rural areas also have fewer opportunity for digital literacy 

training, and a lower level of literacy overall, including digital literacy12. Lastly, as rural residents have 

traditionally had fewer opportunities for digital services, it is likely to be less a part of the culture for 

some rural residents, relative to their urban counterparts. The latter point speaks to the desire to use 

technology, which is integrally connected to the ability to do so. 

 

Capacity of the Not-For-Profit Sector  
 

The final pillar of digital equity relates to the capacity of the social services and the not-for-profit sectors 

to use technology, offer digital services, and support those with low technical capacity. For more 

information about this pillar, see Part 1 ς the Urban Connectivity Report. 

While this pillar is also shared between rural and urban communities, there are some particular 

considerations for rural communities. Firstly, in some cases, the service providers themselves do not 

have reliable, high speed internet, particularly in more remote areas. As we heard through the 

interviews for this report, in some cases, rural service providers found the rapid shift to delivering virtual 

services during the pandemic to be especially challenging, particularly where they did not have 

appropriate connectivity, they did not have adequate devices, it was less a part of their culture to 

operate virtually, and it was a greater adjustment for clients. In cases where clients do not have 

connectivity, accessing digital services was simply not possible.  

! ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ άƎƻƴŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 

ǿŀȅέ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŜǉǳƛǘȅΦ In general, there has not been a cohesive plan to improve the 

digital capacity of the sector, or support their ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ digital needs.  This changed somewhat during the 

pandemic with some agencies such as community support services for seniors coming together to 

distribute devices to their clients and support the clients to use them.  Where there has not been a 

comprehensive collaborative strategy to date, many in the voluntary sector that were consulted for this 

report felt that digital access has the potential to resolve some of their significant challenges in rural 

areas - such as transportation and reaching clients. For example, one agency noted that their virtual 

AGM during COVID was the best attended, most engaging AGM they had ever experienced to date -- in 

this case, it was simply more accessible to their clients in a virtual format than it had been in person. 

Digital connectivity presents immense opportunities for the social services and not-for-profit sectors, 

but the historic under-funding of their tech capacity (connectivity, hardware, and skills) will have to be 

remedied.  

                                                           
11 Statistics Canada. Census of Population, 2016. 
12 Canadian Research Data /ŜƴǘŜǊ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ нлмфΦ ά[ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ 9ȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ-
ǳǊōŀƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀέΦ  



Part 2 ς Rural Connectivity Report 

9 
 

 

Overview of the Benefits of Digital Equity for Rural Areas (and the cost of 

Inequity) 
 

Digital equity is quickly becoming one of, it not the primary issue of concern identified by rural 

communities13, and for good reason. Connectivity and access to the internet is now as important as 

roads and bridges to the daily life and economic health of all communities. The importance of digital 

equity can be broadly broken down into Economic and Employment benefits, and Access to Services and 

Well-being. 

 

 

Economic and Employment 
 

There are significant economic and employment implications of poor internet access in rural areas. Rural 

areas without sufficient internet access face revenue loss, brain drain in talent and development, a loss 

of jobs and reduced competitiveness on a global scale. Local business and the labour market are equally 

impacted.  

Business & Commerce 

¢ƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ !ŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ /ŀǊŜŜǊ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

things businesses consider when deciding to establish themselves in a community. Consequently, low-

quality and high-cost internet can seriously hamper the economic development of rural, northern and 

ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎέ14. In addition to having an impact on where businesses set up shop, internet availability 

also impacts the way businesses operate. As was painfully evident through the COVID-19 pandemic, 

businesses that had limited or no internet access were at a serious disadvantage to those who were able 

                                                           
13 ISED. 2019. High-{ǇŜŜŘ !ŎŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΥ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ  
14 ISED. 2019. High-{ǇŜŜŘ !ŎŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ !ƭƭΥ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /ƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΦ 
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to pivot to virtual models. As those virtual offerings 

are very likely to remain in place permanently, at 

least in part, there are serious concerns about the 

viability of businesses that were not able to make 

ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛŦǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ 9hwbΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 

rural businesses have traditionally experienced 

difficulty connecting to global markets, and are 

therefore unable to compete with urban and global 

counterparts15.  

The Eastern Ontario Regional Network (EORN) 

found the absence of broadband internet to be a 

key factor in business retention surveys conducted 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΥ 

local businesses find it increasingly difficult to 

compete in a wired world. They are now explicitly 

considering broadband availability as a factor in 

plans for staying or growing in their existing host 

communities. EORN found that an estimated 30,000 

small businesses in Eastern Ontario were often 

unable to get online to undertake online market 

research, maintain an online marketing presence for 

their products and services, capitalize on online 

education, training, and social media opportunities, 

or use broadband for wide range of administrative 

and business management services16.  

Economic Impact and jobs 

Although it is difficult to assign a dollar figure, it is 

widely accepted that broadband internet increases 

the economic prosperity of a region. A Canadian 

study found that, historically, broadband 

deployment across Canada has promoted growth in 

aggregate employment and average wages, 

particularly in rural regions. This same study 

estimates that providing broadband access in 

Canada where it did not exist previously would increase employment growth and average wage growth 

in service industries by 1.17 and 1.01 percentage points respectively per year in rural regions17 

                                                           
15 Natural Capital Resources, Inc on behalf of the Eastern Ontario Regional Network (EORN). September 
нсΣ нлмтΦ άCŀǎǘŜǊΣ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΥ ! .Ŝǎǘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ tǊƻƧŜŎǘέΦ 
16 Natural Capital Resources, Inc on behalf of the Eastern Ontario Regional Network (EORN). September 
нсΣ нлмтΦ άCŀǎǘŜǊΣ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΥ ! .Ŝǎǘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ tǊƻƧŜŎǘέΦ 
17 Olena Ivus and Matthew Boland, "The Employment and Wage Impact of Broadband Deployment in 
Canada," Canadian Journal of Economics 48, no. 5 (December 2015): 1803ς30.  

Ð SPOTLIGHT:  Farming in the digital divide 

The state of agriculture in rural communities is 
shifting. Local, small scale family farms are in 
decline, and the ongoing lack of adequate 
internet service in rural areas threatens to 
exacerbate that trend. A brief submitted by the 
Canadian Canola Growers Association (CCGA) to 
ǘƘŜ CŜŘŜǊŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ {ǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ 
ƻƴ L/¢ !ŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΥ άǘƘŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ 
sector is affected by delays in connecting rural 
and remote regions. Farmers lose precious time 
owing to unreliable Internet connections. For 
example, it might take hours to download 
software for farm equipment, particularly during 
peak periods of the season. Furthermore, the 
adoption of smart farming, which depends on 
new agriculture technologies that require large 
quantities of data, is limited. Without adequate 
Internet access, farmers also have difficulty 
ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜέ1  
 
Access to higher speed internet in rural Eastern 
Ontario opens the door to precision agriculture, 
which has the potential to vastly shape farming 
for generations to come. Precision agriculture is 
a method of farming that uses technological 
innovations ς such as GPS guidance, drones, 
sensors, soil sampling and precision machinery ς
to help farmers make more informed, data-
driven decisions about their crops. As farming is 
likely to become more unpredictable as a result 
of climate change, precision agriculture can help 
farmers to be as efficient as possible. However, 
using modern methods is largely dependent on 
highspeed internet connections, which many 
Eastern Ontario farmers do not yet have. 
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At the same time, rural residents experience on average a higher unemployment rates than their urban 

counterparts18, which is compounded by job seekers having greater difficulty in accessing online job 

postings, working productively from home, and accessing necessarily skills training, without an adequate 

internet connection. To make matters worse, COVID-19 meant that families often had multiple 

members of the household trying to connect at the same time.  For rural residents, this was virtually 

impossible. Anecdotally, we know that many households coordinated to have one person connected at a 

time, which significantly impacts productivity, while other families purchased multiple internet packages 

in the hopes that one provider was reliable at any given time. Compounding this, rural residents who 

have been traditionally excluded from digital life sometimes lack digital literacy skills and in-demand 

skills for the digital economy.  

At the same time, as work from home becomes more commonplace, reducing the importance of 

commute times, a larger percentage of people are turning their sights to rural living ς provided they can 

get a high-speed internet connection. Closing the digital divide will mean that rural areas with reliable 

internet are well poised to attract new residents, new business and new revenue. 

 

Access to Services and Well-Being 
 

As COVID-19 forced virtually all services and social opportunities into the digital realm, the urgency of 

the disparity between those who had access to services, and those who did not was brought to the 

forefront of many conversations. Even as the pandemic draws to a close, many services are likely to 

continue with the virtual models that were developed through the pandemic. Indeed, those virtual 

service models have the potential to serve rural residents extremely well. In areas with fewer services 

available and frequent transportation issues, virtual service delivery and online social opportunities for 

rural residents is both the answer, and the challenge. This will be briefly explored with regards to e-

Health, e-learning, municipal e-services, and virtual social opportunities, which significantly impact 

mental health.  

e-Health 

Health care services are increasingly and inevitably moving to virtual models. From telehealth to booking 

COVID vaccine appointments online, to accessing up to date health information, residents without 

internet access are being increasingly and dangerously being left behind. 

As an example, specialist care is almost always located in urban centers. Improved digital equity in rural 

areas opens the door to immense opportunities for residents to access specialist care, without leaving 

their home communities (which saves long trips to unfamiliar places and often costly overnight hotel 

stays). This is particularly impactful for seniors and people with disabilities, who often experience 

transportation and cost barriers. e-IŜŀƭǘƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǎŜƴƛƻǊǎ ǘƻ ΨŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ has 

been shown to improve quality of life for seniors. 

Furthermore, access to the internet provides a source of health information, including staying abreast 

about public health measures related to the pandemic, but also current information regarding any 

                                                           
18 Stats Can. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410010601 
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number of health challenges. Access to up-to-date information can help residents to manage their 

health conditions, make informed choices, and can reduce the overall number of medical appointments 

that are needed. 

Enhancing e-health services for seniors and other community members can take numerous forms. While 

an internet connection at home that is fast enough to stream video would be ideal (along with having a 

device and the ability to use said device), it is not the only option. For example, a promising opportunity 

is for local services providers and community libraries or halls to establish quiet, private rooms with a 

computer and high-speed connection, which community members can book at no charge for e-health 

appointments.  

e-Learning 

The pandemic forced learners to pivot to online learning models virtually overnight. While many 

students across the board struggled, rural students were particularly disadvantaged. In many 

households it was simply not possible to access online learning modules, particularly with multiple 

family members straining limited bandwidth. To make matters worse, the majority of rural libraries 

were closed, meaning the primary source of free WiFi in the community was not available.  

Similar to e-health, e-learning is both a challenge and a solution for rural areas. An internet connection is 

now essential for young learners to complete their daily educational tasks. As they reach young 

adulthood, young residents from rural areas frequently leave their home communities to access 

education opportunities in larger urban centers. e-Learning would support rural and remote residents to 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ άōǊŀƛƴ 

ŘǊŀƛƴέ ŦǊƻƳ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ CƻǊ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΣ Ŝ-learning opens the door for workers to upgrade skills through 

online courses, seminars, virtual conferences, online certification programs and much more. As more 

and more institutions transition to virtual offerings, e-learning will bring knowledge into rural 

communities, rather than drawing rural residents out to urban centers. 

e-Municipal Services 

Access to reliable internet improves opportunities for municipalities to deliver innovative, engaging and 

cost-effective services. For example, EORN found that municipalities can use internet-based applications 

to improve service levels, better manage the costs of delivering vital public services, and increase civic 

participation in local government issues19. This can include for example, wider and less costly promotion 

of programs and services, increased and simplified engagement with residents through social media, 

and virtual public consultations that can be more broadly accessed, for a fraction of the cost. 

Anecdotally, we know that virtual events related to municipal issues were significantly better attended 

during COVID than were in person events prior to the pandemic - sometimes by a magnitude of ten. This 

level of civic participation can only improve our communities. 

Virtual social opportunities 

Social isolation and loneliness are of primary concern in rural areas, and are significant drivers of mental 

health and mental well-being. Seniors are particularly impacted by social isolation, which is compound 

                                                           
19 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΦ нлмрΦ ά5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΥ ! wƻŀŘ aŀǇ ǘƻ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ 
ό9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ {ǳƳƳŀǊȅύέΦ 
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immensely when they live in remote areas. In addition, anecdotally we know that under-represented 

groups, such as LGBTQ youth, transgendered individuals, and visible minority groups speak about high 

levels of isolation in rural communities. Improved digital equity opens tremendous opportunities for 

isolated individuals to connect with family, their extended network, faith communities, and other 

communities of support. In some cases, this can be nothing short of life saving. 

Several of the service providers interviewed for this report identified virtual social opportunities as a 

particularly (and sometimes surprisingly) successful endeavor during the pandemic. While all agreed 

that virtual social opportunities should never fully replace in person contact, they found that virtual 

options addressed the common transportation challenge for rural residents, with an added ease of 

participation that many residents enjoyed (those who were able to connect). Of the service providers 

interviewed, all indicated that they would continue to provide virtual social opportunities once the 

restrictions of the pandemic were lifted. 

The economic and social benefits of digital equity in rural areas go far beyond what is covered here. The 

benefits of greater connectivity are incredibly vast, while the costs of digital inequity are increasingly 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎΦ !ǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ōȅ 9hwbΣ άƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ 

ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƭŘά20 

 

Digital Equity in Rural Eastern Ontario: Who are the Players? 
 

Digital equity crosses the boundaries of all levels of government; it is profoundly shaped by the private 

sector; and it has significant impacts for the not-for-profit sector.  The players in rural eastern Ontario 

are primarily as follows: 

  

Federal Level 
 

The federal government plays a central role in digital equity in two key ways: through regulation and 

oversight of the telecommunications industry, and through federal spending programs which are central 

to offsetting the high cost of infrastructure in rural areas. The Government of Canada regulates the 

industry through the Telecommunications Act, Broadcasting Act, and the Radiocommunications Act. The 

federal policy agenda is enacted through three key departments:  

The Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (ISED), which sets standards and approves 

applications for telecommunication projects. They also supply the National Broadband Internet Service 

Availability Map, an important tool in digital equity planning (note that the map, while very detailed, 

relies on ISP-provided speeds, not consumer-reported speeds). 

                                                           
20 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΦ нлмрΦ ά5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΥ ! wƻŀŘ aŀǇ ǘƻ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ 
ό9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ {ǳƳƳŀǊȅύέΦ 

https://www.ic.gc.ca/app/sitt/bbmap/hm.html?lang=eng
https://www.ic.gc.ca/app/sitt/bbmap/hm.html?lang=eng
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The Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Corporation (CRTC) is mandated by the 

Minister of Heritage to regulate and supervise broadcasting and telecommunications in the public 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƻ ŀǘ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ /w¢/ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜǎŀƭŜ ǊŀǘŜǎ 

charged by large telephone and cable companies to competitors who want to offer services but depend 

ƻƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΦ ¢ƘŜ /w¢/ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛŘŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ όǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ άрлκмлέ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘύΣ 

and sets timeline goals to meet those standards. The CRTC is facing mounting criticism for failing to 

prevent larger providers from imposing artificially high prices for access to their networks, therefore 

increasing internet costs for residents and reducing the viability of new projects.21.  

The Federal government has several programs to improve high speed Internet access for rural 

Canadians. The Connect to Innovate and Connecting Canadians programs support backbone 

infrastructure projects to connect institutions like schools and hospitals, as well as funding for last-mile 

infrastructure to connect households and businesses. Federal funds have traditionally been the main 

source of financial support for rural broadband and wireless infrastructure. In particular, the now $2.75 

billion Universal Broadband Fund supports high-speed Internet projects in rural and remote 

communities across Canada. 

Canadian Internet Registration Authority (CIRA) is a member-based, non-government, not-for-profit 

organization, best known for managing the .CA internet domain. Of relevance here, CIRA delivers 

performancetest.ca, in which Canadians are able to log their true internet speed through internet speed 

tests. To date, 1,042,776 tests have been run in Canada. This data provides an accurate picture of actual 

internet speeds in Canada, which is especially relevant in rural areas, and frequently does not match the 

speeds promised by providers. The data used in the community profiles section of this report was 

provided by CIRA. 

 

Provincial Level  
 

While provincial governments do not directly regulate telecommunications, several ministries are 

invested in broadband deployment, including the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural Affairs, Ministry of Energy and Ministry of Infrastructure. The province coordinates 

broadband policy and planning initiatives through various departments.  

In particular, the Ministry of Infrastructure (MOI) is responsible for overseeing investments into built 

infrastructure including schools, hospitals, roads, bridges, transit, and other critical services that affect 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ōǊƻŀŘōŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƭƭǳƭŀǊ 

services across the province. Connecting rural, northern, and Indigenous communities has become one 

of the top priorities in the past two years. The Ministry has announced it will be investing nearly $1 

billion into expanding and improving broadband and cellular access in the province. 

                                                           
21 For example, see: https://nationalpost.com/news/politics/crtc-flip-flop-on-wholesale-internet-rates-
could-mean-higher-prices-for-consumers-critics 
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The province is working to address regulatory barriers through the proposed Supporting Broadband and 

Infrastructure Expansion Act. The legislation would, if passed, aim to reduce the delays and costs 

associated with accessing hydro utility poles, and would require timely access to municipal right of ways. 

Addressing these barriers would tangibly improve the digital equity landscape in rural Eastern Ontario.  

Hydro One, a local distribution company and crown corporation of the Province of Ontario, owns a 

significant percentage of the hydro poles in Ontario, which service providers access in order to install 

fiber for broadband internet. The accessibility of poles, and the capacity of infrastructure to support 

fiber installation is a significant factor in connectivity projects. 

Regional & Local Level 
 

Connectivity is not considered a core municipal service, and so municipal governments do not have a 

mandated, regulatory or oversight role in telecommunications. However, they are the level of 

government that is closest to students, families, businesses, and seniors, who are demanding better 

connectivity, and so many municipalities have a high level of interest in connectivity. As a result, 

municipal governments can and do play an important role in initiating digital equity projects.  

Municipal projects can range from free WiFi hotspots, digital literacy programs, advocacy work, right up 

to funding projects (eg. one municipality has done so through a Municipal Levy), securing funding for 

multi-million-dollar infrastructure, and even building and operating their own high-speed networks. For 

more information, see pages 16 to 21.  

 
9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ ²ŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ /ŀǳŎǳǎ and 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hƴǘŀǊƛƻ aŀȅƻǊǎΩ /ŀǳŎǳǎ.  The Caucuses advocate for 

eastern Ontario's rural areas. Although they are not focused exclusively on internet access, connectivity 

has been a primary concern for many years. In particular, the Caucuses recognized that a regional 

approach was required to address the broadband gaps, and created the highly regarded Eastern Ontario 

Regional Network (EORN) to undertake that work.  

Eastern Ontario Regional Network (EORN). EORN is a non-profit regional network that aims to improve 
telecommunications across Eastern Ontario. Between 2010 and 2015, EORN built a $175-million 
network that improved broadband access to about 90% of Eastern Ontario. EORN is currently 
ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƎŀǇǎΦ 9hwbΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΣ the Gig Project, aims to 
significantly improve download and upload speeds to 95% of the homes and businesses in the region 
through ultra-high-speed internet. The project is currently seeking support from various stakeholders.  
 
Private sector. The largest player in the private sector is the Internet Service Providers (ISPs). There are 

a wide range of ISPs operating in rural Eastern Ontario, from smaller local operators, such as Community 

Fiber in Lanark, to giants such as Bell and Starlink. As connectivity has primarily fallen to the private 

sector, ISPs play an immense role in the digital equity landscape. Eastern Ontario has dozens of ISPs; 

however, any given address may only have a handful of providers offering service to their particular 

home. As a result, consumers, particularly those in more remote areas, do not have the same range of 

choice when it comes to providers, as compared to their urban counterparts. The services provided, 

from fixed wireless technology to fiber optic broadband to low orbit satellite, also vary greatly. 
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Local agencies and community groups. Local players, such as libraries, health and resource agencies, 

and community groups are also significantly shaping the digital equity landscape. For example, MM2020 

is a group of local volunteers who have been working to expand broadband access to areas in Mississippi 

Mills, with support from Council. They currently have various pilot projects within Mississippi Mills. 

Public libraries are currently the main (often only) provider of free public WiFi in rural Eastern Ontario 

communities. Community groups and the not-for-profit sector are central to the provision of digital 

literacy and training, accessible devices, shared or mobile hotspots, and tech support initiatives, which 

impact those most in need. More information on initiatives being undertaken by local players can be 

found throughout this report. 

 

Digital Equity Profiles of Twelve Priority Communities 
This section of the report provides digital equity profiles of 12 communities in rural Eastern Ontario. 

The 12 communities selected fall within United ²ŀȅ 9ŀǎǘ hƴǘŀǊƛƻΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ reflect a range of 

areas, with diverse and unique needs. They were selected based on socio-economic conditions which 

put them at risk of digital inequity, and a high potential for gains to be made through local, targeted 

investments and initiatives. In addition, a strategy, or path forward, for advancing digital equity 

initiatives in the twelve communities is proposed.  For more detail see also the interactive mapping 

portal at https://www.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/3116c95322e34743a6b3ea3826e51f42 

The twelve priority areas included in this report: 

  

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/3116c95322e34743a6b3ea3826e51f42
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Alfred and Plantagenet 
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East Hawkesbury
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Champlain  
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Clarence-Rockland  
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Mississippi Mills  
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Lanark Highlands  
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Tay Valley  
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Montague  
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Brudenell, Lyndoch and Raglan  




































