Cellphone prices too high in Canada, students say

They found phone service and mobile Internet much cheaper in Europe, Asia
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Igor Faletski and John Boxall want Canadians to have true mobile for the masses: Cellphone service, including Internet access, that won't break the average consumer's bank.

That's what European consumers enjoy, the young Simon Fraser University computer science students discovered on a trip last year to the Czech Republic and Ukraine.

"If you go to an Eastern European country like Ukraine, which is poor by all standards, and they have superior infrastructure where everyone can have a cellphone," Faletski said, "and a lot of people use the Internet on their cellphones because it's affordable."

Boxall added that in Canada, on the other hand, cellphone users shun mobile Internet for fear of racking up expensive per-minute data charges on their monthly bills.

The consequence of that, Boxall said, is a stifling of innovation in mobile technology that could give phone owners useful services that would attract more users.

It isn't just random individuals who have noted Canada's high-priced cellphones.

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, in a recent report, found that Canada has some of the highest prices among its 30 nation members, and one of the lowest subscription rates.

Canadian cellphone bills average $56 per month, and have increased by six per cent since December 2005.

By contrast, Vodafone -- Europe's largest cell-phone provider -- charged an average of $38.28 per month across the 17 countries it serves, and has decreased its prices by 11 per cent since December, 2005.

Denmark appears to be king on cellphone price with the medium user paying about $9 per month.

Faletski and Boxall started a seminar group on their return, which they call Mobile Mondays SFU, as a way of educating fellow students about the capabilities of mobile technology elsewhere, and turn them on to the possibilities of careers in the field here.

So far, they've invited speakers from companies such as Microsoft and cellphone giant Nokia to talk about topics.

And Faletski added that once students are more educated, maybe they will be more demanding as consumers.

Boxall said they don't expect Canadian carriers to match the cheapest prices, but would like to see the phone companies come up with phone packages that include a reasonable amount of Internet time for a reasonable price, say $5 per month for five megabytes of data.

"I don't think that's totally unrealistic when you're talking about building a core user group," he added.

With that amount of data, Boxall said, users could easily check e-mail on their cellphones several times a day, check sports scores or entertainment listings.

Mobile banking, Global-Positioning-System-based maps, social networking would all be possible. Linking phone-cameras to bar-code recognition technology is something that is taking off in Asia and could open up new levels of commerce here.

Boxall and Faletski set up a free service (www.mytxt.ca) that lets SFU-bound riders get bus schedules for specific bus stops by text-messaging a central number that sends back times for the next five buses as a return message.

"As entrepreneurs, there are great mobile applications to be developed," Boxall said. "The only problem is that it's difficult to get users."

"[Mobile technology] is something that's really exciting, and I feel awful that Canada isn't at the cutting edge of it."
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Canada has expensive cellphone services compared with Europe or Asia, which has stifled innovation in the mobile market, some argue.

23rd highest: Canada's rank for cell-phone pricing among the 30-member Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.

$56: Average monthly bill in Canada in 2006.

+6%: Change in cellphone prices since December, 2005.

$38.28: Average monthly bill for Vodafone customers across 17 countries in 2006. Vodafone is Europe's largest cell-phone provider.

-11%: Change in Vodafone cellphone prices from December 2005.

$9: Approximate monthly bill for medium cellphone users in Denmark.

29: Canada's rank out of 30 OECD countries for rate of cell-phone uptake.

Source: OECD, CanWest News Service.
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