
Good evening everyone, my name is Lorna Desmarais, and I am a PHP at THU. Thank 
you for allowing me a bit of time on the agenda today to share some information 
about an innovative and exciting project that was led by THU called Closing the Digital 
Divide. 
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Just a little overview of what we’ll cover in our short time together
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This video that was put together by Robert Northcroft, a public health promoter who 
was hired to coordinate this project for a period of time. It is available to view on the 
health unit website and I think it nicely outlines much of the info you’ve received in 
the briefing note. 

- What the Digital Divide is and who’s most at risk
- Why it is an issue
- How the pandemic exacerbated these inequities
- The Closing the Digital Divide Project that was implemented in our district 

- Including partners 
- Some evaluation results
- Feedback from participants and partners on the impact of the project 

3



The DD project launched in October 2020

There were different phases of the project, and at times application intake was 
paused due to lack of funding We applied to other grants and supported others to 
apply for funds. 

Then as a result of partnership connections and dialogue, DTSSAB became aware of 
the need and positive comments on the project and was able to direct funds towards 
the pilot, allowing us to extend the project.   

Those who received devices in the earlier phases of initiative had their plan payment 
extended. 

In the later phase of the project, prepaid phones were used and eventually only 
devices were provided as restrictions were easing and spring/summer approached to 
support connecting outdoors and accessing Wi-Fi elsewhere. 

Final phase included provision of microgrants which I’ll share more detail on in a bit. 
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We conducted a process evaluation during the first wave of the project This allowed 
us to hear from partners early on and make changes to the process based on their 
feedback. 

As the project was winding down, we had a practicum student prepare an outcome 
evaluation proposal for this project which then guided our main evaluation work. 

Data was gathered from the initial applications that were submitted, as well as 
through evaluation surveys that were issued to both clients and referral partners

I’ll share a few results now. 
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From the applications we received, we determined that 46.6% of project applicants 
were 50 years of age or older, and that 83.0% of project applicants made less than 
$25,000 per year. 
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We asked referral partners about how this project supported their clients. 

Over 80% indicated their clients were supported:
- Accessing internet connected devices
- Accessing connectivity supports
- Accessing continued learning opportunities and health services and programs 

(including mental health services)

And over 60% of partners agreed that the project supported clients in:
- Securing or maintaining a job / employment
- Accessing health and well-being information
- Applying for financial support  
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We also asked referral partners to describe factors they felt contributed to project 
success.

They told us 3 main things:
- The process was efficient, easy and timely (comments on the ease of application 

process, the acceptance rate, and the speed of service for the project)
- Increased opportunities for clients (i.e. enhanced communication, better access to 

mental health services, connecting with others during the pandemic, and access to 
financial aid).

- Positive comments on community partner involvement and the importance of 
teamwork
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We asked clients to identify their intention of continuing to use the device they 
received once the project had ended. 

A large majority of clients (85%) indicated that they planned to continue to use their 
device once the project was done. – so they’d either purchase a data package if 
possible, or use local free public Wi-Fi. 
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Next, clients were asked about the barriers to digital inclusion that they may face in 
the future. Themes included:
- Affordability / cost concerns such as challenges relating to the continuing costs 

required for data/internet plans. 
- Continued challenges with Internet Connection and Availability 
- There were positive comments on supportive resources provided and project in 

general  
- Lack of support (noting the potential difficulties clients may face in accessing and 

using online technology due to a lack of support in the future). 
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The final phase of the project involved a local microgrant initiative where community 
organizations that serve individuals who experience low income and/or face 
significant barriers to accessing technology could apply for up to $5,000 to maintain 
or expand an aspect of the program, 

The following organizations were successful in their applications. And you can see the 
specific details of the projects they’ll be implementing on page 4 of the Briefing Note. 
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Digital equity is a key social determinant of health. As such, THU will continue to work 
in the following areas with our community partners. 
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It’s important to note that rural and remote areas in Canada have less access to high 
quality Internet services and often pay more for lower quality services.  Data shows 
that median Internet upload speeds for rural users are consistently 10 times slower 
than urban speeds. 

With the provincial election just behind us and municipal elections coming up soon, 
THU is bringing focus to this issue in the form of election primers and asks such as 
these. 
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Overall, the results of our evaluation indicate that the project was successful in 
addressing the digital divide and reducing the severity of this issue during the COVID-
19 pandemic. 

Through this project we were able to provide devices and services to over 400 unique 
clients and an estimated 700 household members in total. 

Referral partners and clients have expressed again and again how much this has 
project has meant to them. 

However, we are very well aware that this project was a band-aid solution to a high 
need time that was reliant on one-time funding.

Future collaborative work among all levels of government, the private sector and 
community organizations will still be needed to bridge the digital divide. 

14



15


