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Introduction

Making eastern Ontario the best-connected region in North America 
continues to be one of the primary objectives of the Eastern Ontario 
Wardens’ Caucus (EOWC). Access to ultra-fast broadband and state 
of the art 5G cellular services for residents and businesses, wherever 
they are in our region, has been a core EOWC mission for more than 
a decade. The EOWC saw the need for better connectivity as critical 
infrastructure for the future of its region.  

In 2010 the EOWC created the Eastern Ontario Regional Network 
(EORN), a municipal not-for-profit corporation to be the vehicle 
through which this mission was to be executed. The choice to create 
a not-for-profit corporation was a deliberate one.

The EOWC and EORN’s core philosophy was and continues to be 
that public funds should only be used where there is market failure. 
If the private sector would otherwise build broadband or cellular 
infrastructure on its own because it could make a return on its 
investment, then governments should not intervene. EORN’s job 
was to do the research necessary to determine where market failure 
was occurring and using this research to make the case with local 
municipalities, the Federal and Provincial Governments decided 
that incentivizing private sector investment through a public-private 
partnership (PPP) project was the most efficient way to get region-
wide broadband and cellular infrastructure built.

Getting all public sector funding in one place through an EORN lead 
project simplifies the work for private sector companies. This ‘one 
window’ procurement process was and is the most effective way to bring 
all parties together. Simply handing money over to private sector partners 
was not acceptable to the EOWC and EORN. Both wanted long term 
commitments from any company that obtained subsidy money to do 
two basic things, have their networks continue to perform and commit to 
ongoing investments using their funds to increase access to high-speed 
services. To do that, EORN developed long term commercial contracts. 
This was unique at the time and still is a key feature of EORN’s projects.  
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Project 1 – Expanding Access to Fixed Broadband Services

In 2010 EORN launched its first project. The objective was to expand access to high-speed 
broadband services across eastern Ontario. At the time, the CRTC definition of high speed was 
1.5Mbps. EORN’s project objective was to push that to 10Mbps down and 1 Mbps up (10/1) for 
85% of the region. Industry told EORN that was too much and not necessary. EORN trusted our 
research and proceeded with its first project.

It was a project that led to a combined $175 million investment and ended up delivering 
10Mbps/1Mbps to 89% of the region and the remaining 11% received between 1.5 Mbps and 10 
Mbps. The project ran from 2010 and ended in 2015. In the years since 2015, EORN calculates 
that more than $100 million in additional private sector spending has been made by its project 
partners.

Project 2 – Improving Cellular (Mobile Broadband) Services

As our first project was coming to an end, the EOWC was asked by several MPs and MPPs to 
consider how cellular based services could be improved across eastern Ontario. Like residents 
and businesses, legislators in Ottawa and Toronto regularly faced significant breaks in coverage 
as they drove to and from their ridings. It became clear to the EOWC and EORN that cellular 
services were increasingly critical to the goal of making the region the best-connected region on 
the continent.

As the timeline below identifies, EORN began its work in 2014 to develop a project that would 
solve the problem. EORN and the EOWC, along with support from nearly every member 
municipality of the Eastern Ontario Mayors’ Caucus (EOMC) recognized that this was going to 
require a similar effort to the first project and require the support of both Federal and Provincial 
Governments, respectively.
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After spending nearly one million dollars of municipal funds for research into the problem, 
developing the solutions needed for another regional project to close the coverage gaps and 
boost network capacity, a business case was submitted to both the Federal and Provincial 
Government in 2017. On March 19, 2021 the contract for the work was awarded to Rogers 
Communications.

The Cell Gap project represents an investment of more than $300 million dollars with Rogers 
committing $150 million to the project. Canada and Ontario are providing $71 million each and 
the EOWC/EOMC a combined $10 million.

The project involves the uplifting (upgrading) of some 300 existing Rogers towers to 5G capabilities 
and a further 300 new towers.

When the project is complete in 2025 there will be coverage for voice services across 99% of the 
area where people live, work or travel and at least 85% of that same area will be able to 
receive high-definition services that will support items like video conferencing, streaming 
services and large file transfers.

EORN is now engaged in an extensive Duty to Consult process with Indigenous communities 
and organizations across the region to ensure that the project brings both the benefits of better 
cell coverage and responds to the concerns and interests that Indigenous communities may 
have with a project of this scope. 
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Project 3 – Proposed EORN Gig Project

With the Cell Gap project successfully underway, the EOWC asked EORN to undertake further 
research into the growing inequalities across eastern Ontario for access to better broadband 
services. Despite the significant progress with Project 1, the demand from citizens, businesses 
and institutions for high-speed broadband services continued to grow rapidly. When COVID-19 
hit, the world changed particularly for rural residents, students, and businesses. It sharply 
brought into focus the divide between those with adequate broadband services and those who 
were being left behind.

The EOWC called upon EORN to look for solutions once again. This time municipal elected 
officials realized that the incremental approach to fixing the situation was not going to be 
acceptable. The EOWC and EOMC asked EORN to develop a project proposal that would 'fix 
the problem for a generation'.  

EORN researched and costed its proposed Gig Project. A PPP project would connect more 
than 540,000 premises (homes, businesses, seasonal properties, institutions, medical offices) 
with a fibre solution capable of delivering at least 1,000 Mbps or 1 Gig of speed. It would fix the 
connectivity problem for a generation and give rural customers the same kind of speeds now 
available in many urban communities.

EORN submitted its business case and request for funding to the Federal and Provincial 
Government in the summer of 2020. It re-submitted its proposal in March of this year. The project 
requires $200 million from each, a contribution of $400 million from the Infrastructure Bank of 
Canada and $400 million raised through EORN’s successful public procurement process for a 
total project value of $1.2 billion.
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Federal and Provincial Programs

Both the Federal and Provincial Government, in the past 12 months, launched ambitious 
broadband infrastructure programs that aim to improve access to better broadband service. Both 
as we understand it, aim to ensure homes get access to at least the CRTC minimum standard 
of 50 Mbps down and 10 Mbps up.

The Federal Government has a Universal Broadband Fund with total subsidies of $2.75 billion 
available for projects and the Provincial Government recently announced its new Ontario 
Connects broadband program valued at $4 billion. Together these represent historic investments 
in broadband investments.

Key Messages

The EOWC and EORN welcome Federal and Provincial investment in broadband.

EORN’s analysis demonstrates the economic value of connecting our communities to 
future-proof, Gig-speed internet. This should be the standard for projects in our region. 

The EOWC and EORN are and will continue to be strong advocates for connectivity 
across eastern Ontario. 

EORN will monitor progress on Federal and Provincial programs to ensure the necessary 
investments in critical broadband infrastructure are made in the region.

The EOWC and EORN will continue to advocate on behalf of smaller, regional service 
providers because these smaller providers are key economic drivers for the region. 

The EOWC and EORN will continue to advocate for improved services for the region’s 
most rural and remote residents, so that no one gets left behind. 

EORN will continue to expand connectivity through existing projects. 

EORN is focused on rolling out our $300 million Cell Gap Project. 
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