
  

 

Comments on the Commission consultation on 
“Universal service principles in e-communications” 
 
General remarks 
 
ECTA members welcome the Commission’s initiative to stimulate a wide-ranging public 
debate on the principles of universal service provision in electronic communications.  

ECTA agrees that the EU should avoid the exclusion of any of its citizens and businesses 
from the information age and that, in this respect, the delivery of functionally equivalent 
services to disabled users and access to socially and economically valuable services, 
including online, sms and voice-based directory enquiries play an important role. The 
challenge is to achieve this goal in a way that maximises the benefits for all users, whilst 
minimising both costs and competitive, social and investment distortions. In light of progress 
towards a high speed broadband era and solid market evidence that affordability can best be 
achieved by vibrant competition we need to thoroughly review the traditional ‘universal 
service’ approach to ensure that we have the right  solution in place to achieve the desired 
universal service objectives. 

Universal Service is not the best tool to achieve “Broadband for All” -- other 
instruments, which are already in place, offer a more appropriate and effective way of 
successfully achieving this key objective. ECTA members agree with the fundamental 
objectives of the Universal Service Directive, namely, to ensure accessibility and affordability 
of basic services to low-income users, disabled users and those living in geographically 
remote or isolated areas. However, the existing approach to achieving universal service is 
outdated, as it was designed for voice-based services where, traditionally, the main 
infrastructure provider was also the service provider. Obligations in the Universal Service 
Directive, such as those relating to payphones and printed directories, are much less 
relevant in the new digital era, whilst directories accessible online or through SMS and voice 
communications remain important and highly relevant in certain Member States. Moreover, 
universal service funding mechanisms have proven to be inefficient. In today’s evolving 
markets, effective competition combined with targeted state aid is better suited to delivering 
a high speed and inclusive environment for European citizens and businesses, and will in 
turn bring increased benefits for consumers by widening choice and lowering prices.  
 
Competition delivers market coverage, high speed, choice and affordability. 
Competition, based on ex ante access regulation, has already succeeded in making 
broadband services available to over 90% of the EU population. At the end of 2008, fixed 
broadband networks covered almost 93% of the EU population (98% in urban areas and 
77% in rural areas)1. It is an unfortunate fact that competition in the telecoms sector is not 
yet effective across the 27 EU Member States. However, where competition exists clear 

                                                            
1 European Commission, Questionnaire for the public consultation on universal service principles in e-
communications, 2 March 2010. 
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consumer benefits can be seen in terms of higher speeds, wider choice and lower prices. 
For example, if we compare retail offers in the Belgian market to the more competitive 
French market, we see that in Belgium an 18Mbit/s triple play offer costs €70 per month 
compared with €20 per month for the cheapest offer in France2. A pro-competitive legal 
framework, and rigorous implementation, continues to be needed to move forward. 
 
Targeted state aid can play an important role in providing access to broadband where 
private investment is not commercially viable, such as in geographically remote or 
isolated areas. Next generation access (“NGA”) networks will be necessary to achieve the 
higher speeds demanded by consumers and those targeted for 2020 in the EU2020 strategy 
– namely, access for all to speeds of 30 Mbit/s or above by 2020 and at least 50% of 
households subscribing to services above 100 Mbit/s. There are circumstances where 
private investment in NGA networks may not be commercially viable, for example in 
sparsely-populated, rural or remote areas. In such circumstances, targeted state aid can 
play an important role in ensuring access to very high speed broadband over open and 
competitive next generation networks. In today’s convergent digital environment, a sector-
specific levy is not an appropriate mechanism for funding the deployment of NGA networks. 
The provision of public funding, such as EU structural and rural development funds, would 
be the most equitable way to ensure the deployment of broadband where private investment 
is not commercially viable. In addition, state aid rules (unlike Universal Service funding) 
require recipients to enable wholesale access, promoting competition, reducing prices and 
increasing accessibility for consumers.  Public funding for NGA networks should be allocated 
in line with the existing Community Guidelines for the application of State aid rules in relation 
to rapid deployment of broadband networks. 
 
Where the deployment of high-speed fibre infrastructure is entirely unreasonable, 
even with public funding, wireless technologies can contribute to bridging the digital 
divide. Wireless technologies can play an important, complementary, role in ensuring 
universal access to broadband. However, wireless services play a complementary and not a 
substitutable role to fixed services. To facilitate the development of wireless broadband 
services, Member States should allocate spectrum on a non-discriminatory, pro-competitive 
basis and the Digital Dividend should be opened up to wireless broadband services 
throughout the EU by 2015, at the latest. 
 
We welcome measurable targets that go beyond universal access to encourage the 
provision of higher speeds and the take up of services. In addition to ensuring universal 
access, we need to ensure that private and business users actually take up services at the 
appropriate speeds to effectively participate in the digital society. Moreover, in order to 
ensure that Europe remains competitive globally, we need services to be used once they are 
made available. ECTA members, therefore, commend the EU 2020 targets going beyond 
coverage to also focus on speeds and take up.  
 
 
 
                                                            
2 Analysys Mason, Europe’s digital deficit: revitalising the market in electronic communications, 3 March 2010. 
The 20€ per month offer is not available nationwide (only on cable network and in unbundled areas). The 
cheapest offers with nationwide availability are priced around 30€. 
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Detailed comments 
 
Question 1: In today's competitive environment, can the market be relied on to meet demand 
for basic e-communications services from all sections of society, thereby ensuring social 
inclusiveness? 
 
With a combination of clear high-level targets for the coverage, speed and take-up of 
broadband services and clear objectives, such as delivering relevant functionally equivalent 
services to disabled users and access to socially and economically valuable services, for 
example online, sms and voice-based directory enquiries, effective competition in the market 
can be relied upon to take us the majority of the way (and sometimes even all the way) 
towards an inclusive society. The UK example below, provides a concrete example of how 
such services can be delivered under market conditions if the right regulatory provisions are 
in place. 
 
The liberalisation of the telecoms sector was instrumental in facilitating competitive markets 
that have brought consumers greater accessibility to a broader range of services at lower 
prices. Competition, based on ex ante access regulation, has already succeeded in making 
broadband services available to over 90% of the EU population. At the end of 2008, fixed 
broadband networks covered almost 93% of the EU population (98% in urban areas and 
77% in rural areas). Further, mobile broadband can play an important role in bridging the 
digital divide. 
 
There are, however, circumstances where private investment in NGA networks may not be 
commercially viable. For example, in the medium term, the market alone may not be in a 
position to provide services in sparsely-populated, rural or remote areas. In such 
circumstances, targeted state aid can play an important role in ensuring access to 
broadband.  
 
Deployment in “non-profitable” areas can be incentivised through targeted actions to 
increase user demand for broadband connection, such as the digitalisation of public 
administration services and eskills training. 
 
The USD includes the goal of enabling access for all consumers to a comprehensive 
telephone directory service.  However, in the UK for example, Ofcom chose not to implement 
onerous tender processes and cost allocations to select a Universal Service provider for 
voice directory enquiries services.  Instead, the obligation has been fulfilled by ensuring the 
creation of a highly competitive marketplace (based on access to suitable wholesale 
products), so the free-market could satisfy consumers’ needs and could ensure that all 
consumers can access suitable services.  Competition has resulted in the launch of free (ad-
funded) services that did not exist before, and has meant that there was no need for 
calculations of cost recovery to subsidise a nominated Universal Service provider of voice 
directory enquiries services.   
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Question 2: If not, what is the best policy to allow disabled consumers, those on low incomes 
and those living in geographically remote or isolated areas to access and use basic 
ecommunications services? 
 
Effective competition and targeted state aid can be combined to deliver a high speed and 
inclusive environment for EU citizens and businesses. 
 
Competition delivers market coverage, high speed, choice and affordability. It is an 
unfortunate fact that competition in the telecoms sector is not yet effective across the 27 EU 
Member States. However, where competition exists, clear consumer benefits can be seen in 
terms of higher speeds, wider choice and lower prices. For example, if we compare retail 
offers in the Belgian market to the more competitive French market, we see that in Belgium 
an 18 Mbit/s triple play offer costs €70 per month compared with €20 per month for the 
cheapest offer in France3. A pro-competitive legal framework, and rigorous implementation, 
continues to be needed to move forward. 
 
Specifically, adopting regulation to enhance the efficiency of wholesale prices (such as 
unbundling and wholesale access products) and their effective cost orientation is critical to 
allow alternative operators to compete effectively, and progressively extend broadband 
coverage, enhance consumer choice and lower prices. 
 
Targeted state aid can play an important role in providing access to broadband where 
private investment is not commercially viable, such as in geographically remote or 
isolated areas. Next generation access (“NGA”) networks will be necessary to achieve the 
higher speeds demanded by consumers and those targeted for 2020 in the EU2020 strategy 
-- namely, access for all to speeds of 30 Mbit/s or above by 2020 and at least 50% of 
households subscribing to services above 100 Mbit/s. There are circumstances where 
private investment in NGA networks may not be commercially viable, for example in 
sparsely-populated, rural or remote areas. In such circumstances, targeted state aid can 
play an important role in ensuring access to very high speed broadband over open and 
competitive next generation networks. In today’s convergent digital environment, a sector-
specific levy is not an appropriate mechanism for funding the deployment of NGA networks. 
The provision of public funding would be the most equitable way to ensure the deployment of 
broadband where private investment is not commercially viable. Public funding for NGA 
networks should be allocated in line with the existing Community Guidelines for the 
application of State aid rules in relation to rapid deployment of broadband networks. 
 
In particular, state aid should be made available in areas where the positive spill-over effects 
of broadband adoption are likely to be higher, such as locations where clusters of firms are 
situated. Indeed, in such circumstances, the adoption of basic or NGA broadband can 
produce immediate benefits for society as a whole by enhancing productivity and generating 
cost savings for the businesses concerned and for their customers. 
 

                                                            
3 Analysys Mason, Europe’s digital deficit: revitalising the market in electronic communications, 3 March 2010. 
The 20€ per month offer is not available nationwide (only on cable network and in unbundled areas). The 
cheapest offers with nationwide availability are priced around 30€. 
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Where the deployment of high-speed fibre infrastructure is entirely unreasonable, 
even with public funding, wireless technologies can contribute to bridging the digital 
divide. Wireless technologies can play an important, complementary, role in ensuring 
universal access to broadband. However, wireless services play a complementary and not a 
substitutable role to fixed services. To facilitate the development of wireless broadband 
services, Member States should allocate spectrum on a non-discriminatory, pro-competitive 
basis and the Digital Dividend should be opened up to wireless broadband services by 2015, 
at the latest. 
 
Question 3: Broadband for all is a widely-stated policy objective at national and European 
level. What role if any should universal service play in meeting this objective? 
 
ECTA members agree with the fundamental objectives of the Universal Service Directive, 
namely, to ensure accessibility and affordability of basic services to low-income users, 
disabled users and those living in geographically remote or isolated areas. However, the 
existing approach to achieving universal service is outdated and should not play a role in 
meeting the new policy objective of broadband for all. The instruments discussed above at 
question 2, which are already in place, are more appropriate for achieving this objective. 
 
The EU should avoid the exclusion of any of its citizens and businesses from the information 
age. The challenge is to achieve this goal in a way that maximises the benefits for all users, 
whilst minimising both costs and competitive, social and investment distortions. In  light of 
progress towards a high speed broadband era and solid market evidence that affordability 
can be best achieved by vibrant competition we need to thoroughly review the existing 
‘universal service’ approach to ensure that we have the right  solution in place to match the 
reality and trends of  today’s telecoms markets. 

The existing approach to universal service no longer meets the economic and social 
challenges of the digital era. The current approach was designed for voice-based services 
where, traditionally, the main infrastructure provider was also the service provider. 
Obligations in the Universal Service Directive, such as those relating to payphones and 
printed directories, are much less relevant in the new digital era, whereas directories 
accessible online or through SMS and voice communications remain important. The UK 
example, discussed above at Question 1, demonstrates how these services can be delivered 
under market conditions if the right regulatory provisions are in place. In addition, universal 
service funding mechanisms have proven to be inefficient. In today’s evolving markets, 
effective competition combined with targeted state aid is better suited to delivering a high 
speed and inclusive environment for European citizens and businesses. 
 
Question 4: What impacts could an extension of the role of universal service to advance 
broadband development have in relation to other EU and national policies and measures to 
achieve full broadband coverage in the EU? What other impacts would be likely to arise 
regarding competition, the single market, competitiveness, investment, innovation, 
employment and the environment? 
 
Extending the role of universal service and the existing funding mechanisms to advance 
broadband development would be likely to result in a negative impact on investment, 
innovation and employment in the telecoms sector due to the possible levies placed on 
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operators. In turn, this could substantially reduce Europe’s global competitiveness. Further, 
in the absence of the safeguards such as those provided by the Community Guidelines for 
the application of State aid rules in relation to rapid deployment of broadband networks, 
compensation related to the financing of universal service would be likely to have a severely 
detrimental effect on competition and consequently harm consumers and the economy at 
large (see Question 8 below). 
 
Question 5: If universal service obligations should prove necessary to achieve the policy 
objective of broadband for all, at what level (EU or national) should such obligations be 
defined, taking into account the different levels of market development across the current 
Union of 27 Member States? 
 
ECTA members believe that the existing approach to universal service is outdated and 
should not play a role in meeting the new policy objective of broadband for all. Alternative 
EU instruments that are already in place offer a more appropriate solution for meeting this 
policy objective, whilst promoting an internal market in electronic communications services 
and avoiding fragmentation across national borders. 
 
Question 6: If a common harmonised universal service needs to be defined at EU level, 
should a mechanism be put in place to balance the need for national flexibility and a 
coherent and coordinated approach in the EU? 
 
The achievement of the EU 2020 targets depends to a significant extent on the approach to 
be recommended by the European Commission on NGA regulation to Member States and 
on the rigorous enforcement of the existing Telecoms Framework. It is necessary to have 
new fibre networks in place, but affordability and innovative services delivered by 
competition are key to boosting consumer demand, which is what is needed to achieve 
return on investment in networks.  
 
In order to secure flexibility for Member States National Regulatory Authorities should have 
all access obligations along the ladder of investment at their disposal to be able to adapt 
regulation to national circumstances. For the sake of coherent ex ante regulation of access 
across Europe, exemptions should not be permitted from the core principles of cost based 
access (adjusted with a risk premium where appropriate) and non-discrimination.  
Only such an approach, balancing the need for national flexibility and coherent regulation 
across Europe, would result in consumers and businesses enjoying the benefits of high 
speeds and innovative services at competitive, affordable prices, which stem from a genuine 
pan-European level playing field. 
 
Question 7: Irrespective of the scope of universal service, are mechanisms whereby funding 
is provided by the sector appropriate in the context of a regulatory environment that seeks to 
eliminate distortions of competition and promote market entry? 
 
No. As discussed above at question 4, sector-specific funding mechanisms are likely to have 
a detrimental effect on competition. Funding allocation under such conditions remains a 
sectoral cross-subsidy irrespective of how the funds are used, for example, whether used to 
help low-income users to access communication services or whether used for the 
deployment of infrastructure in remote areas. In addition, the process of assessing net cost 
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is not detailed in the Universal Service Directive. Consequently, mechanisms applied at 
national level may not be sufficiently rigorous, may be incapable of dealing with auction 
scenarios, and may be inappropriate where the supply and value chains are fragmented. 
This entails risks of distorting competition between Member States. 

Question 8: In the context of the roll-out of broadband in Europe, is it still appropriate to limit 
the financial arrangements of universal service to market players in the ecommunications 
sector, while this provision would have wide-ranging benefits outside the sector, for instance, 
the delivery of information society services and digital content? Are other means of financing 
more appropriate? 
 
It is not appropriate to limit the financial arrangements of universal service to market players 
in the electronic communications sector.  The provision of public funding would be the most 
equitable way to ensure the deployment of very high speed broadband where private 
investment is not commercially viable. Public funding for NGA networks should be allocated 
in line with the existing Community Guidelines for the application of State aid rules in relation 
to rapid deployment of broadband networks, to ensure that the following important 
safeguards are in place: 
 

• an open tender process, selecting the most economically advantageous offer to limit 
aid and to respect equal treatment of candidates; 

• a strong preference for inherently open and future proof architectures that can be 
easily upgraded and secure the highest consumer benefit; 

• the use of existing infrastructure and no wasteful duplication of resources; 
• open wholesale access to enhance competition and provide more choice for end-

users; 
• benchmarking pricing to avoid excessive pricing; and 
• a monitoring and claw-back mechanism to avoid over-compensation and minimise 

the amount of aid ex-post. 
 


