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Candidates commit to addressing
gaps in digital equity across Ontario.
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Return on Investment:

Equitable access to digital devices and services for Ontarians are vital for improving:
o Economic wellbeing
o Social wellbeing
o Overall health

“Every day that goes by without a more robust Canadian broadband strategy means a Canadian who is
socially and economically vulnerable continues to be profoundly disadvantaged...”

CRTC chairman Jean-Pierre Blais

Employment and Economic Gains:
e  Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, research noted the economic benefits of increased availability and adoption of Internet
services in rural areas.v %>
o Findings from a number of Canadian areas have noted that broadband Internet service in rural regions can
“decrease regional disparities in employment opportunities and enhance the economic viability of rural regions.”
4
o The economic benefits of quality telecommunications infrastructure in northern and remote communities can
include increased productivity, making new services and products available, supporting new practices, and
increased access to new business markets in Canada and across the world. °
e Research has indicated that medical care delivered over Internet connected devices (often called ‘Telehealth’ or
‘telemedicine’) can be a cost-effective healthcare option in rural areas, however further research is needed to assess the
broad cost-efficacy of this type of option in rural Ontario.% 3¢

Social Cohesion:
- Social exclusion has negative impacts on health by preventing people from accessing resources and opportunities to
develop skills, encouraging stigma or discrimination, and contributing to chronic stress and anxiety. 5% >2
- Many people are left out of using Internet connected devices and the socialization opportunities they offer — when people
are excluded from socialization opportunities, this can have a bad influence on quality of life and well-being. >3
- Internet connected technology can be a powerful tool for people to improve their social participation, and it can empower
people to work towards overcoming social problems that affect their communities.'*
o These devices can be used to build closer ties to community support networks and groups
o Meeting people from other cultures and communities online can expand people’s worldview and may lead to less
extreme political polarization.

Health Benefits:
- Telehealth can benefit the health of community members. It can:> 32
o Increase access to specialized doctors in rural and remote areas
o Reduce travel time to medical appointments
o Reduce wait times for getting care
- Social and mental health services can also benefit from Internet connected devices — community members can use these
devices to connect with specialist mental health workers, and to access helpful resources, services and supports regardless
of location.1® However, there is also the chance that lack of access to Internet connected devices and services may create
greater health differences between people who have access to these devices / services and people who do not. %




Background:

There is a digital divide in Timiskaming — a gap in equity that prevents community members from using Internet
connected devices and services to improve their health, to access social and economic opportunities, and so much
more.” 910,11 12 DBigital equity is affected by many factors, including:

e Access: Things that prevent people from getting, keeping, or using digital devices.

e Affordability: Things that affect the costs of buying and/or using digital devices, data, or high speed Internet

o Digital Literacy: Things that help people look for, judge and understand digital information.
When dealing with these issues, it is vital that any actions are developed through a culturally appropriate lens to avoid
increasing health inequities.'? Digital equity can be addressed by provincial governments through a number of actions.
For examples of what governments can do to address these issues, please see Appendix A.

What is stopping people from using digital devices and services in Timiskaming?
Access:
- There are a number of areas in Timiskaming that do not have Internet services available at the minimum target
speed set by the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC).1” 18
- Timiskaming has a limited number of Internet service providers for community members to choose from
compared to other areas in Ontario. For instance, people in Virginiatown have 2 Internet service providers to
choose from (one of which only provides satellite services), but people in Barrie have 7 service providers to
choose from.%”
o Rural Canadians do not benefit from competition among service providers as much as urban Canadians,
and as such they have less choices in providers and pay more for their Internet services®?
- The extent of this issue is hard to gauge, as much of the Internet speed data has gaps in information
o For example, there is a lack of Internet speed and availability data for First Nations communities, which
can make it hard to address Internet quality and availability issues in these areas.3?

Affordability:
- Inthe 2016 Canadian census, the median total income among Timiskaming residents was $32,142, compared to
Ontario residents as a whole, who had a median total income of $33,539.%°
- InTimiskaming, an estimated 5,080 households have an annual income below $40,000 (approx. 34% of
households).
o Peoplein rural Ontario spend more on expensive Internet services that are lower quality compared to
other areas in Ontario.?% 2

Digital Literacy:
- The northern location and sparse population of Timiskaming poses challenges when it comes to developing
digital literacy among community members:

o The lack of opportunities in the area may lead to a ‘brain drain’ of people who are talented with
technology, which can reduce chances for community members to learn from others and develop their
own digital literacy skills.??

= The loss of people skilled in technology can lead to challenges with building and maintaining
infrastructure needed to access Internet services.?®

o Itisalsoimportant to encourage equitable digital skill development among the social service
workforce, as the development of these skills is highly important for improving the outcomes of the
care received. >




The Digital Divide and the Social Determinants of Health

The Canadian Public Health Association defines the social determinants of health as the “...social and economic factors that
influence people’s health.”32 There are currently fourteen recognized social determinants of health, including:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)

Income and Income Distribution 8) Social Exclusion
Education 9) Social Safety Network
Unemployment and Job Security 10) Health Services
Employment and Working Conditions 11) Aboriginal Status
Early Childhood Development 12) Gender

Food Insecurity 13) Race

Housing 14) Disability

The Digital Divide and the Social Determinants of Health:

From the above list, it is not hard to imagine how a lack of access to Internet connected devices and services could lead to differences in the
social determinants of health among Ontarians. As such, access to and digitally literate use of the Internet have been coined as “super social
determinants of health”, as they allow for all of the other social determinants of health to be addressed. >4

1)
2)

3)

4)
5)

6)

7)
8)
9)

10)

11)

12)

13)

14)

Income and Income Distribution: Limited income has been identified as a barrier to Internet use. 34 Lack of device and Internet access
can prevent participation in education, which can hamper future economic prosperity. 3°

Education: Access to Internet and Internet connected devices is a necessity for remote learning. Lack of equitable access to online
education will continue to be a concern, especially for rural and remote communities who rely on these educational models. 3°
Unemployment and Job security: Given the key role that Internet connected devices play in the job searching process and the
importance of computer skills for a wide range of jobs, limited access to devices and Internet services may have negative impacts on
employment prospects. 3¢

Employment and Working Conditions: Access to Internet connected devices allows for people to work remotely. Remote work includes
benefits such as improved work autonomy and greater work-life balance. 37

Early Childhood Development: Use of Internet connected devices can allow for innovative ways for children to develop basic motor,
social-emotional, and cognitive skills; as such, lack of access to these technologies may disadvantage some children. 38

Food Insecurity: Many people took advantage of online grocery shopping and food delivery services during COVID, and these services
may continue to be important for marginalized groups in the future. 3° Lower income households face barriers to accessing these
services, including lack of Internet connected devices and services. 4°

Housing: Access to Internet connected devices and services is highly important for finding adequate housing, including subsidized
housing services offered by the provincial government. 4142

Social Exclusion: Internet connected devices and technologies can be used for a personal socialization, such as e-mailing friends and
family, as well as for participating in civic duties, including contacting elected officials and ensuring your voice is heard. 43

Social Safety Network: Many social services moved online in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, and as a result, some community
members experienced gaps in the social safety networks due to inability to access online services. 4

Health Services: Access to telehealth services is important for rural and remote areas, as it can increase access to specialist medical
providers and reduce commuting time. 132 People who cannot access adequate Internet connected devices and services to use
telehealth and left out of these benefits.

Aboriginal Status: Indigenous people in Canada have been disproportionately affected by the digital divide, with substantially lower
access to quality, high-speed Internet services. 4

Gender: Historically, low enrollment of women in computer science programs has resulted in public education efforts to increase
technology use by them. %6 It is worth noting that the gender demographics relating to the digital divide are constantly developing, and
it is important to continue efforts to ensure equitable access to people of all genders. 47

Race: Minority groups have been identified as having reduced access to Internet connected devices and services in many jurisdictions;
in Canada, it has been suggested that structural inequities may be contributing to a digital divide specific to racialized peoples. 47- 48
Disability: Many people with disabilities report less access to the Internet. 4° In Ontario, this may be related to the limited amount of
funding supplied to disabled Ontarians through the Ontario Disability Support Program. ¢ Additionally, people with disabilities face
additionally accessibility challenges when using Internet connected devices. 5°




Key Actions:

Decisions made by the provincial government can impact individual and community health.
Provincial policies influence digital equity and digital determinants of health. The upcoming
election is an opportunity to think about public health issues that affect our lives and future
generations.

Learn more about the issues and the actions provincial leaders can take to protect and
promote the health of communities locally and across the province.
Get informed. Get involved. Go vote.

Key actions the provincial government can take to address digital equity:

- Support policies that increase competition and lower barriers for Internet providers, such as cataloging
provincial Internet infrastructure assets, increasing access to rural Internet infrastructure subsidy programs for
small to medium sized Internet Service Providers, and encouraging connectivity planning in new building
projects (Dig Once policies). 71331

- Support data collection efforts that look into the issue of rural Internet availability and quality and use this data
to guide goals and indicators of success to improve the Internet services received by Ontarians who live in rural
and remote areas 126

- Improve and enforce accessibility standards that remove barriers to digital inclusion for people who live with
disabilities. 1°

- Advocate for all levels of government to increase accessibility, availability, and quality of subsidized Internet
programs.” 30

- Support continued collaboration between government, non-profit organizations, and the private sector to
distribute no-cost or low-cost devices to people who are the most impacted by the digital divide. *

- Support local schoolboards to consider digital literacy as a priority for students to develop.

o Support teachers in accessing the devices and educational material they need to teach and promote
these skills.

- Support collaboration between government, non-profit organizations, and the private sector to provide
tailored, low-cost, culturally relevant digital literacy training opportunities to those most impacted by the
digital divide. %1011

- Support the digital literacy skills of healthcare workers in Ontario. °

Appendix A: Opportunities for Addressing Digital Equity in Canada

1) Digital Equity Ottawa — Boosting the Signal: Pathways to Improving Digital Equity in Eastern Ontario

2) National Collaborating Centre for Determinants of Health: Digital equity for mental health and addictions in
Nova Scotia — A Situational Assessment

3) Alliance for Healthier Communities: Digital Equity Call to Action | Bridging the Digital Divide

4) Ryerson Leadership Lab: Overcoming Digital Divides | What We Heard and Recommendations

5) Toward Common Ground: Vital Focus | The Impact of COVID-19 on access to the Internet and digital devices

6) Rural Ontario Municipal Association: Broadband Connectivity | A Municipal Primer



https://drive.google.com/file/d/146-456FK00-i3HBWzD0PFxTKcasNMB8c/view
https://mha.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2021-07/Digital%20equity%20mental%20health%20sit%20ax_Final_May%2011%202021.pdf
https://mha.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2021-07/Digital%20equity%20mental%20health%20sit%20ax_Final_May%2011%202021.pdf
https://www.allianceon.org/sites/default/files/14.6%20Digital%20Equity%20Strategy%20Call%20to%20Action%20Bridging%20the%20Digital%20Divide.pdf
https://www.ryersonleadlab.com/overcoming-digital-divides-what-we-heard
http://www.towardcommonground.ca/en/resourcesGeneral/VitalFocus_DigitalDivide_03_AODA-May-12-2021.pdf
https://www.roma.on.ca/sites/default/files/assets/DOCUMENTS/Broadband/BroadbandConnectivityAMunicipalPrimer20201117.pdf
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