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INTRODUCTION 

1. Distributel Communications Limited (“DISTRIBUTEL”) is one of Canada’s leading 
independent telecommunications services providers. Founded in 1988, DISTRIBUTEL has 
become a leader in the competitive segment of the wireline service market through 
continuous adaptation, innovation, and ongoing improvements to its full suite of services 
designed to meet the evolving needs of Canadian homes and business.  

2. With offices across the country, a national network, and with major points of presence in 
Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, Vancouver, Edmonton, and Edmundston, DISTRIBUTEL brings 
innovative solutions, choice, and value to our subscribers. In the residential market, 
DISTRIBUTEL offers high-speed Internet, television, home phone, and long-distance 
services at competitive prices to residences across Canada. In the commercial market, 
ThinkTel - the Business Services Division of DISTRIBUTEL, provides advanced voice and 
data services for the SMB, Enterprise and Wholesale markets throughout Canada. As a 
top Microsoft Solutions Partner and a Cisco PMP, the Business Services division is a driving 
force for innovation in the industry. 

3. Over the last several years, DISTRIBUTEL has focused on strategic acquisitions of other 
service providers, including Primus, Yak and assets related to Navigata Communications 
Limited, in order to increase its geographical reach, widen its portfolio of services, and 
further its position as one of Canada’s leading independent service providers. 
DISTRIBUTEL also continues to forge new partnerships to bridge the digital divide, most 
recently through partnership with the Eeyou Communications Network to bring state-of-
the-art 1-Gbps fibre-optic internet service, television, long-distance and home phone 
services to the Cree communities of Eeyou Istchee and to the municipalities of the Eeyou 
Istchee James Bay region in Northern Quebec. 

4. The Canadian wireless market has been characterized by the CRTC1, ISED2, OECD3 and 
others4 as being dominated by a few large vertically integrated players, overpriced for 
consumers and businesses and lacking innovation in services. Globally, regulators have 
addressed these issues by fostering new competition from innovative smaller players and 
new entities - including making available affordable spectrum.  

 
1 Price Comparisons of Wireline, Wireless and Internet Services in Canada and with Foreign Jurisdictions 2019 
Edition (available at: https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/693.nsf/eng/00182.html) 
2 Telecom quarterly report: Price collection data (available at: 
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/143.nsf/eng/h_00005.html) 
3 OECD studies: a) OECD Broadband Statistics (available at: https://www.oecd.org/sti/broadband/broadband-
statistics/); and b) OECD telecommunication price baskets (available at: 
https://www.oecd.org/sti/broadband/price-baskets.htm) 
4 Canada’s Wireless Data Prices Some of the Most Expensive in the World: Survey source: Cable.co.uk 
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5. Residual auctions constitute an important mechanism to foster participation of smaller 
players and new entrants – subject to adoption of appropriate formats, pro-competitive 
measures, licensing and deployment conditions. 

6. DISTRIBUTEL is actively looking to expand its products and services including access to the 
wireless market. In the CRTC’s April 15, 2021 Telecom Regulatory Policy CRTC 2021-130, 
Review of mobile wireless services, the Commission determined that firms wishing to 
access mandated MVNO tariffs are required to hold spectrum in the Tier 4 area of interest. 
As MVNO operations represent the most effective way for new entrants to enter the 
wireless market, access to affordable spectrum in a timely way becomes very important 
to the expansion of competition in wireless services. This illustrates that spectrum is a 
critical resource for existing smaller players as well as new players wanting to compete in 
the wireless market, and highlights the importance of residual auctions to achieving this 
goal.   

7. DISTRIBUTEL is pleased to submit these comments in response to Innovation, Science, and 
Economic Development Canada’s (“ISED”) Consultation on a Streamlined Framework for 
Auctioning Residual Spectrum Licences (the “Consultation”). 

QUESTION 1 
ISED is seeking comments on its proposals to not consult on the following as part of developing the 
streamlined framework for auctioning residual spectrum licences: 

a. potential changes to tier sizes when auctioning residual licences 
b. opening bid prices that are equal to or lower than the opening bid prices from the initial licensing 
framework(s) for those licences 

8. In the June 2021 3500 MHz auction, ISED will use Tier 4 licensing areas. In 2019, the 600 
MHz spectrum auction was held at the Tier 2 level. In general, smaller tier sizes favors 
spectrum accessibility by smaller entities. DISTRIBUTEL believes that the tier size used by 
ISED in the main auction event will not necessarily be the most suitable for the residual 
auction. In fact, the inappropriate selection of a larger tier size in the main auction event 
could very well be the reason why a residual auction is required in the first place. 
DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED should consult on tier sizes for residual auctions, whether 
or not ISED is considering changes to the tier size used in the main auction event, so 
industry players have an opportunity to voice their requirements and explain why tier 
sizes should change or remain as per the main auction event. 

9. DISTRIBUTEL generally agrees with ISED’s proposal not to consult on opening bid prices 
that are equal to or lower than the opening bid prices from the initial licensing 
framework(s) for those licences. 
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QUESTION 2 
ISED is seeking comments on its proposal to only consult on competitive measures for an auction of residual 
spectrum licences when it is considering competitive measures that differ significantly from the measures 
used in the initial licensing process for those licences. 

10. With regards to ISED’s proposal to only consult on competitive measures for an auction 
of residual spectrum licences when it is considering competitive measures that differ 
significantly from the measures used in the initial licensing process for those licences, 
DISTRIBUTEL submits in the cases where there is a significant quantum of spectrum to be 
auctioned, stakeholders should continue to be consulted on competitive measures such 
as set asides and spectrum caps. Consultation on such measures is essential to ensure 
that smaller, ‘spectrum poor’ players have a voice and that potential new players can 
play an active role in the spectrum licencing process. 

11. The amount of time elapsed since the main auction event also matters. DISTRIBUTEL 
submits that when there is a significant time lapse between the main auction event and 
the residual auction, the likelihood that significant changes will have occurred in the 
competitive landscape or in the technology ecosystem increases. In these circumstances, 
it is more important to consult with interested parties to ensure that appropriate 
competitive measures are adopted.  

12. DISTRIBUTEL submits that a market test should be conducted by ISED to ascertain 
whether the ecosystem (technology, market share, service offering, consumer 
preferences, etc.) has significantly changed since the main auction event. 

13. DISTRIBUTEL also submits that ISED should conduct an impact test on whether the format 
and pro-competitive measures used in the main auction event have resulted in the 
acquisition of affordable spectrum by smaller, innovative players. 

14. DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED should initiate an expedited consultation process with 
stakeholders to ascertain whether the pro-competitive measures in place during the 
main auction event are still relevant, and if not, on what basis should these measures be 
adapted for the residual auction.  

15. Based on the results of the market test, the impact test and the industry consultation, 
DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED should adjust the auction format and pro-competitive 
measures, in order to favour accessibility to spectrum by a broader range of providers 
and adherence to ISED’s own policy objectives. These policy objectives as formulated in 
the 1993 Telecommunications Act include competition, innovation and fostering a stable 
environment for investment. These objectives have been updated in various ministerial 
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statements as recently as April 15, 20215 to stress affordability of telecoms services, 
competition, faster roll out of innovative new services and accessibility to broadband 
networks for residents in rural and remote areas. 

16. In summary, DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED’s proposal to only consult on competitive 
measures for an auction of residual spectrum licences when it is considering competitive 
measures that differ significantly from the measures used in the initial licensing process 
for those licences, should be rejected. DISTRIBUTEL believes that competitive measures 
must be tailored to the market conditions at the time of the new residual auction and 
that the best way to ensure this is to consult with interested parties on these measures.  

QUESTION 3 
ISED is seeking comments on its proposal to not consult on the following as part of the process for 
auctioning residual spectrum licences: 

a. the applicable conditions of licence when they are the same as the conditions established in the initial 
licensing process offering those licences or have been amended as a result of another consultation 
b. the term of licence for residual licences when the term is modified to align their expiration date to the 
same approximate expiration date of licences awarded through the initial licensing process for that same 
band 
c. amended deployment requirements when they are modified to respond to observed demand or to 
correspond to changes in the characteristics or conditions of the licence 

17. DISTRIBUTEL submits that a market test and impact test should be performed prior to 
determining whether the conditions of licence and deployment requirements from the 
main auction should be simply re-applied for the residual auction.  

a. A market test would ascertain whether the ecosystem (technology, 
market share, service offering, consumer preferences, etc.) has 
significantly changed since the main auction event; 

b. An impact test will ascertain whether the conditions of licence and 
deployment requirements in the main auction event were dissuasive 
factors in the acquisition of affordable spectrum by smaller, spectrum 
poor players. 

 
5 Statement from Minister Champagne regarding the CRTC Wireless Framework decision:  
"In June 2019, the Government of Canada directed the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 
Commission (CRTC) to consider how it can promote competition, affordability, consumer interests and innovation in 
all of its decisions and to demonstrate to Canadians that it has done so.”  
(available at: https://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/statement-from-minister-champagne-regarding-the-crtc-
wireless-framework-decision-856000970.html) 
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18. Based on the results of those tests, the conditions of licence and deployment 
requirements should be adjusted accordingly to favour participation by smaller players 
and the availability of spectrum at reasonable prices. 

19. For practical reasons, DISTRIBUTEL agrees with ISED that the term of licences acquired 
through a residual auction process should be modified to align their expiration date to 
the same approximate expiration date of licences awarded through the initial licensing 
process for that same band.    

QUESTION 4  
ISED is seeking comments on its proposal to use a sealed-bid auction format with a second-price rule to 
auction residual licences, and to retain the option to allow combinatorial (package) bidding when ISED 
deems it appropriate. 

20. Distributel believes that a sealed-bid auction format is not the ideal way to ensure 
participation in residual auctions by new players. With the advent of 5G, multiple sectors 
of the economy are undergoing digital transformations (for example, digital farms, IoT, 
private LTE/5G systems) which will significantly increase the demand for spectrum. 
DISTRIBUTEL believes that a diverse set of new, unconventional players (digital 
transformation funds, private equity funds, technology start-ups and joint ventures, bid 
consortiums, and other innovators) could emerge as participants to future spectrum 
auctions. DISTRIBUTEL notes that the 2020 FCC auctions (CBRS, Reverse and C-band) 
drew a diverse range of current players and new entrants. 

21. The diversity of the bidders qualified for the 3500 MHz auction (re. ISED list published on 
April 22nd) also confirms the trend that was observed in the US. 

22. DISTRIBUTEL notes that according to ISED’s own 2018-2022 Spectrum Outlook6, 
significant amounts of additional spectrum will become available in Canada in the coming 
years.   

23. DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED should continue to proactively reduce spectrum 
concentration by facilitating spectrum acquisition by current players with relatively 
limited spectrum holdings as well as by new players attracted by the digital 
transformation. ISED should include pro-competitive measures such as set asides and 
spectrum caps to foster the acquisition of affordable spectrum by the smaller, innovative 
players in both main and residual auction events. These measures will foster innovation 

 
6 ISED’s Spectrum Outlook 2018 to 2022 (available at: https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/smt-gst.nsf/eng/sf11403.html) 
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and accelerate the availability 5G technology and associated benefits for the Canadian 
population. 

24. However, DISTRIBUTEL submits that the proposed sealed-bid auction format for residual 
auctions has a fundamental weakness in that it does not allow for a price discovery 
phase. DISTRIBUTEL submits that the absence of a price discovery phase will 
automatically advantage conventional bidders and/or those with experienced teams 
familiar with spectrum auctions who are already part of the Canadian wireless telecom 
ecosystem. Auction formats which incorporate a price discovery process allows bidders 
to test out their strategies and obtain a better combination of desired licence areas and 
price. 

25. DISTRIBUTEL therefore submits that automatically reverting to a seal bid auction format 
with a second-price rule to auction residual spectrum licences might be detrimental to 
those new players and negatively impact their chances of acquiring the spectrum they 
need to innovate and accelerate the digital transformation.  

26. Unless the amount of spectrum available for a residual auction is insignificant, 
DISTRIBUTEL submits that ISED should consult on the auction format to be used to 
auction residual spectrum licences.  

QUESTION 5  
ISED is seeking comments on the amount of time potential bidders require to prepare for an auction of 
residual licences and the timelines outlined in the proposed Table of Key Dates. 

27. DISTRIBUTEL submits that the timetable proposed by ISED (re. paragraph 45 of the 
Consultation document), wherein bidders are required to submit their Application to 
participate and auction deposit 55 business days (less than 3 months) after the 
Publication date, will not provide potential bidders with sufficient time to address the 
key tasks in preparing for an auction which include: assessment of the spectrum offered 
in light of their current technology and network plans, valuation of targeted spectrum 
assets, preparation of their business plans, securing financing, and securing external 
expertise - if required.    

28. DISTRIBUTEL submits that such tight timelines will favor large incumbents who can afford 
to permanently maintain dedicated auction experts on payroll and thus, will be 
detrimental to smaller players and potential new market entries. Additionally, where a 
bidder consortium, joint venture or affiliation is needed to jointly participate in the 
auction, the ability to do this would also be negatively impacted by the timelines 
proposed by ISED. 
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29. DISTRIBUTEL submits that, for residual auctions where the amount of spectrum offered 
is not insignificant, an abridged consultation process on auction format and pro-
competitive measures - preceding the publication date, would help address the concerns 
expressed by DISTRIBUTEL in this document, as interested parties could start preparing 
for the auction during the consultation phase. 

30. DISTRIBUTEL submits that if ISED chooses not to consult on auction format for residual 
spectrum auctions, ISED should increase by at least 2 to 3 months (40 to 60 business 
days) the amount of time between the Publication date and the Deadline for submitting 
applications to participate.  

31. DISTRIBUTEL submits that a 6-month notification would be a reasonable period to enable 
participation by smaller entities and new market entries. 

QUESTION 6 
ISED is seeking comments on its proposal to not consult on elements of the auction process and the rules 
for bidder participation prior to an auction for residual licences. 

32. In general, DISTRIBUTEL agrees with the proposal set out in question Q6 of the Consultation 
document. 

CONCLUSION 

33. DISTRIBUTEL submits that for residual auctions, ISED should proceed with the following 
tests prior to setting the auction format:  

a. A market test to ascertain whether the ecosystem (technology, market share, 
service offering, consumer preferences, etc.) has significantly changed since the 
main auction event. 

b. An impact test to determine whether the format and pro-competitive measures 
in the main auction event resulted in the acquisition of affordable spectrum by 
smaller, spectrum poor players. 

34. Based on the results of those tests, and of the outcome of an industry consultation 
process (which could be abridged if necessary), the auction format and pro-competitive 
measures should be adjusted accordingly to adapt to current market conditions, 
encourage participation by smaller players and ensure spectrum is made available at 
reasonable prices. 
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35. DISTRIBUTEL submits that the absence of a price discovery process in residual auctions 
in which sealed-bid process is used favors spectrum concentration, and accordingly, 
should not adopted. 

36. DISTRIBUTEL also submits that, unless the amount of spectrum on offer is very small, 
ISED should consult on auction format to ensure that both existing smaller operators and 
potential new players involved in the digital transformation have the occasion to argue 
for an auction format that includes a price discovery phase as well as robust pro-
competitive measures.   

37. DISTRIBUTEL believes that the accelerated timetable proposed by ISED, wherein the 
potential bidder needs to submit the auction deposit 55 business days after the 
publication date does not leave adequate time for the preparation of business plans, 
undertake valuation of targeted spectrum and secure financing. DISTRIBUTEL urges ISED 
to add a further 40 to 60 business days to the proposed period between the Publication 
Date and the Deadline for submitting applications. 

38. DISTRIBUTEL submits the timeline proposed by ISED will also be detrimental to entities 
considering bid consortiums as a means to more effectively participate in the auction. 

39. Finally, DISTRIBUTEL submits that an abridged Consultation process on auction format 
and pro-competitive measures would provide advance warning to the industry and 
mitigate concerns with regards to timelines outlined in the proposed Table of Key Dates. 

40. In instances where a sealed-bid auction is deemed appropriate to auction residual 
licences, i.e. when the amount of spectrum to be auctioned is small and market 
conditions are similar to what they were during the main auction event, DISTRIBUTEL 
agrees with the streamlined process proposed in questions Q1, Q3 and Q6 of this 
Consultation.    

 
- END OF DOCUMENT -     
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