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Telephone customers are becoming more aware of new types of phone service as rival cable companies and other providers enter the market, a Bell Canada executive says. 

Just six to nine months ago, only 16 per cent of Quebec consumers and 22 per cent of Ontario consumers surveyed in a Bell study knew about voice over Internet protocol or VoIP phone services and could name a provider, Kan Inaba, Bell's director of broadband, mobile and communications services, told the VON Canada conference Tuesday in Toronto. 

But VoIP awareness has jumped, reaching 33 per cent in Quebec and 47 per cent in Ontario, according to data compiled at the end of 2005 from another Bell survey. 

The growing popularity of VoIP is a formidable challenge for Bell and other former phone monopolies. Bell, the country's largest phone carrier, lost 324,000 local phone lines last year to cable companies Rogers Communications Inc. and Vidéotron Ltée, along with such smaller rivals as Primus Telecommunications Canada Inc. 

More losses are ahead, Mr. Inaba acknowledged. Internet giants like Google Inc. and Yahoo Inc., for example, are taking small steps into the VoIP market. 

“The telecom fear is our $100-billion market in North America ... will potentially be collateral damage to a lot of the big players in the marketplace,” Mr. Inaba explained. 

Mountain Cablevision, based in Hamilton, is an example of the new rivals that Bell faces. Subscriber additions for its VoIP service are currently running at twice the pace that Mountain Cablevision had expected, Pat Kiely, director of business operations and development at Mountain Cablevision, said in an interview at the voice on the net or VON conference. And it's not just young technology fans that are buying its VoIP service. 

“We've had a very strong response,” Mr. Kiely said. “It's demographically agnostic. It's the full spectrum.”

Bell is responding with its own VoIP offers, which it launched last year. Of course, Bell's new VoIP service cannibalizes its traditional circuit-switched offer. As a result, Bell isn't targeting its entire customer base, instead it's focusing on “vulnerable” subscribers who could switch to cable operators, Mr. Inaba said. “We need to be very targeted with this product because you can significantly erode your wireline base very quickly.” 

