
 
 
 
 
 
ECTA’s views on International Roaming: further regulation is 
necessary  
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
ECTA’s members recognise that continuing with the current Roaming Regulation might 
be the most reasonable solution in light of the roaming price developments observed by 
BEREC and the findings of the Commission in its interim review. 
 
The views of mobile network operator ECTA members and fixed only challengers 
seeking to enter the mobile market differ, however, on the type of rules the next 
Roaming Regulation should contain. 
 
ECTA’s mobile competitors could mostly agree to the current rules being continued, 
maintaining wholesale and retail caps. In order to achieve the Digital Agenda’s objective 
of having similar domestic and roaming price levels mobile members would highlight the 
need for competitive differentiation. If retail roaming charges are brought closer to 
domestic tariffs it is important to set also appropriately low wholesale caps to facilitate 
price competition and to prevent margin squeeze. 
Most mobile network operator members do not believe structural measures will achieve 
the stipulated objectives but rather will add another layer of regulation which may have 
an undesirable impact on the national markets and could undermine the consumer 
experience.  Mobile network operator members do expect that retail regulation could be 
gradually phased out if roaming prices are close to domestic tariffs also due to the 
increased competitive pressure from other solutions notably WiFi/LTE particularly for 
data. 
 
ECTA’s latest entrants to the mobile market and fixed only challengers on the other hand 
would prefer a structural solution addressing the lack of competition in roaming services, 
which in their view is the root of persistently high roaming charges and retail price 
regulation only cures its symptoms.  
There are high barriers to enter the mobile market and the bargaining power of entrant 
mobile operators is very imbalanced compared to the large multinational mobile groups. 
Therefore the latest mobile and fixed only entrants would like to see the problems 
addressed at the wholesale level: 

o the latest mobile entrants by the introduction of a measure that creates a level 
playing field in purchasing wholesale roaming services, i.e. breaking the current 
barter regime 

o and fixed only entrants in addition by a wholesale access obligation on all mobile 
network operators and the removal of technical barriers that currently prevent 
MVNOs from providing their roaming services and thereby further restrict 
competition. 
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The views supported by all ECTA members 
 
ECTA’s members recognise that continuing with the current regime of wholesale and 
retail price caps for voice and SMS services on a temporary basis might be the most 
reasonable scenario in light of the price development of these services observed by 
BEREC. 
 
The regulation of retail prices, however, is the most intrusive type of regulation, which we 
accept under the current circumstances but object to in principle as a long term 
regulatory measure. The appropriate form of wholesale regulation should result in no 
need for retail price regulation. 
At the same time it cannot be dismissed that retail regulation has been beneficial for 
consumers and retail tariffs have dropped significantly as a result of the Roaming 
Regulation and for voice calls are now around 46 % to 55 % lower than before the entry 
into force of the first Roaming Regulation. 
 
There has been an even more significant drop in data roaming prices, both at the 
wholesale and retail level. Wholesale prices decreased way below the price cap and 
there was also a steep decrease in retail prices in the absence of any retail price 
regulation. The recent emergence of new and competitive price plans for frequent 
travellers such as daily bundles and data roaming “buckets” included in national offers 
also show how dynamically this market is developing. Lower retail prices and 
transparency provisions have stimulated consumer demand and confidence, which in 
turn guarantee competitive retail prices provided that wholesale tariffs are set at an 
appropriate level.  
 
The exponential growth rates of data roaming traffic, steeply decreasing tariffs and the 
constant development of innovative usage and devices show that the data roaming 
market is still relatively immature. This trend is going to continue as there is a real 
demand for data roaming services. Whereas demand for voice roaming services has 
proven to be quite inelastic, the data market shows real opportunities for development 
with very useful services and applications whilst travelling abroad such as GPS, link to 
tourist information, receiving/sending e-mails etc. Any future data roaming regulation 
should focus on fostering the development of this market. Consumers are adequately 
protected by the current transparency and cut off provisions.   
 
Competition in the data roaming market is also by evidenced by the much lower 
wholesale prices voluntarily offered by challenger mobile operators at EUR 0.25 per MB 
compared to the initial cap of EUR 1 per MB. In light of the dynamic price developments 
observed in the data roaming market the introduction of a retail data roaming cap does 
not seem justified. Regulation should focus at the wholesale level, enabling further 
intense competition from mobile challengers. 
 
Finally, one of the main challenges of the data market will be to deal with the emergence 
of new devices and services or applications which generate every day more 
consumption and less control or understanding by the consumer. The impact of those 
developments should be carefully assessed by the Commission. 
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The views of ECTA’s mobile network operator members 
 
 
Continuation of the Roaming Regulation in order to achieve the Digital Agenda 
objectives 
 
In order to achieve the Digital Agenda’s objective of having similar domestic and 
roaming price levels ECTA’s mobile competitors suggest as the most proportionate 
solution to temporarily continue the current rules, maintaining wholesale and retail caps 
for voice and SMS.  
 
The dynamic development of the data roaming market and the downward price trends 
that are still in progress signal that this market is still immature. This suggests that 
regulating retail data roaming prices could have a detrimental effect on the future 
development of the market. Also, taking into account the diversity of usage (streaming, 
browsing, e-mail, applications etc.) and handsets (dongles, smart phones, M2M, 
2G/3G/LTE etc.), setting a unique price cap would be very difficult and could lead to high 
tariffs for those using mobile data on PCs. For all these reasons, data retail roaming 
price regulation could hinder the further dynamic development of the market that can be 
expected in the coming years. 
 
Regarding wholesale data roaming charges it could also be investigated whether a 
wholesale cap on the basis of traffic volume is still relevant when retail and (less often) 
wholesale data roaming services are now charged sometimes on the basis of the time of 
the data roaming connection. . 
 
After another temporary period of wholesale and retail cap regulation for voice and SMS 
– perhaps until 2015 – other regulatory options could be further investigated, but 
operators should have the chance to differentiate themselves at the retail level in order 
to compete for subscribers. If retail roaming charges are brought closer to domestic 
tariffs it is important to set also appropriately low wholesale caps to facilitate price 
competition and to prevent margin squeeze. Wholesale and retail caps should be set in 
a manner that avoids the unintended consequence of forcing smaller and unaligned 
mobile operators to consolidate with large groups.  
 
Most mobile network operator members find that structural measures besides being out 
of step with the basic principles of the EU regulatory framework relying on proper market 
analysis are unlikely to achieve the stipulated objectives. Rather they may have 
unforeseeable negative impact on well established competition in national markets as 
well as adding another layer of ever-lasting regulation. In addition, most structural 
measures are require complex regulation and lengthy implementation without the benefit 
of being user friendly. One of the main advantages of the current system is that it 
provides simplicity and a seamless experience to consumers. Structural measures could 
on the contrary make roaming complex and impede consumption, in particular if 
customers have to deal with different tariffs in all EU Member States. 
In light of these concerns it should be duly considered whether it is necessary to 
introduce a solution other than price caps, as also highlighted in BEREC’s report1, and it 

                                                 
1 International Mobile Roaming Regulation - BEREC Report - December 2010 
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should be expected that retail regulation could be gradually phased out if roaming prices 
are close to domestic tariffs.  
 
 
The latest entrants to the mobile market support breaking the link between sent 
and returned wholesale roaming traffic and significantly lower wholesale caps2 
 
a) Breaking the link between sent and returned wholesale roaming traffic  
 
Currently wholesale roaming prices are negotiated largely on the basis of the amount of 
traffic that a given operator is able or willing to return to its roaming partner and not on 
the basis of the service actually requested. A paper by Tony Shortall3 suggests that 
breaking the link between the prices offered in one country and the volume of returned 
traffic to the other country would enable the wholesale market for international roaming 
to operate competitively.  
Fixed only competitors and also some of ECTA’s latest mobile entrant members support 
this solution and believe that in a carefully designed trading regime the imbalance in 
bargaining power between large scale mobile operators and challenger operators could 
be rebalanced. 
 
It is necessary to end the predominance of barter deals between the large groups if the 
roaming market is to be made more competitive. The wholesale access obligation needs 
to be accompanied by such a rebalancing measure, otherwise the large alliances will 
remain in the position to act independently from their competitors and retail and 
wholesale customers and refuse to supply or overcharge new entrants. 
 
 
b) Appropriately low wholesale caps are needed to facilitate price competition 
 
ECTA supports the principle of regulating wholesale voice, SMS and data roaming 
charges until wholesale and retail competition in such services intensifies to a level 
where regulatory caps are not needed. Regulated, sufficiently low wholesale charges 
coupled with increased competition in the retail market for roaming (as well as other 
mobile) services are bound to result in lower retail voice and data prices for consumers 
and more choice in packages responding to consumers’ needs. 
 
There exist already wholesale rates for data roaming, offered mostly by mobile 
challengers, which are significantly lower than the lowest cap in the glidepath (EUR 0.50 
per MB) of the amended Regulation. Incumbent operators are also offering lower 
wholesale prices for data roaming than the applicable cap, which indicates that the caps 
set by the Regulation were much higher than appropriate.  
ECTA’s mobile challenger members would prefer lower wholesale roaming caps 
especially for data but also voice and SMS that allow them to offer cheaper tariffs to 
consumers and introduce more intense competition to the retail roaming market.  
 
 

                                                 
2 These views cannot be attributed to earlier entrants to the mobile market and are only supported by some 
of the latest, third and fourth entrant members and fixed only members. 
3 A Structural Solution to Roaming in Europe by Tony Shortall 
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The views of ECTA’s fixed only challenger members 
 
The long term structural solution: mandated wholesale mobile access  
 
In the amended Roaming Regulation, the Commission was requested to investigate and 
assess the competitive structure of the mobile market, which leads to the uncompetitive 
roaming prices, and to make proposals to address these structural problems, in 
particular barriers to entry and expansion. One of the alternative solutions to price 
regulation the Commission is asked to assess is introducing an obligation on mobile 
network operators to provide reasonable and fair wholesale access on a non-
discriminatory basis and/or on equitable reciprocal conditions.4 
 
ECTA’s fixed only members believe that the long term solution to enable the emergence 
of a competitive roaming market and to reach competitive consumer prices without 
relying on retail regulation is addressing the structural problems in the mobile market 
and not only their symptoms. 
 
Telecommunications markets and in particular mobile markets have specific structural 
characteristics, which limit the number of operators at national level and lead to failures 
in competition in pan-European services. There are very high barriers to entry due to the 
scarcity of spectrum and the limited tools of regulators to mandate access to mobile 
networks as well as the lack of voluntary wholesale network access agreements 
between large mobile operators and potential entrants, and in particular entrants seeking 
to offer a pan-European service proposition. 
 
In most national mobile markets in EU Member States there is a first and second entrant 
(the market leader often owned by the incumbent) maintaining the predominant share of 
the market, while later mobile entrants – a third operator and sometimes a fourth one 
have to compete in a mature market with often worse spectrum conditions, higher costs 
of investment and customer acquisition. Lack of spectrum availability as well as 
economic conditions make the prospects for further entry in most markets even worse or 
nonexistent. 
 
The competitive imbalance at national level is mirrored in the arrangements for roaming. 
The four biggest mobile operators already have networks, which cross borders and 
approach pan-European scale and therefore can keep customers on their own networks 
without incurring any roaming charge. Moreover, even where they cannot keep traffic on 
their own networks, large alliances of primarily first and second entrant mobile operators 
agree to send most of their international roaming traffic to each other on a quasi-
exclusive basis. At the same time, these companies have not shown any willingness to 
reduce or eliminate retail roaming charges, instead preferring to charge high prices to 
captive customers, even where these high prices manifestly restrain consumer demand 
and cause ‘bill shocks’. 
 
As a result, smaller and independent mobile operators find it very difficult to capture 
meaningful amounts of roamers’ traffic, and are prevented from lowering their retail 

                                                 
4 Recital (51) of Regulation (EC) No 544/2009 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 June 
2009 amending Regulation (EC) No 717/2007 on roaming on public mobile telephone networks within the 
Community and Directive 2002/21/EC on a common regulatory framework for electronic communications 
networks and services, OJ L 167, 29.06.2009, p. 12 
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prices and offering competitive roaming packages to consumers, whilst operators of 
fixed services to multi-national businesses are unable, despite their existing pan-
European scale, to offer roaming-free fixed mobile converged services across the single 
market.  
 
The imbalance in bargaining power and the lack of competition result in unjustifiably high 
retail roaming prices for consumers and businesses, which suppress demand, and 
negatively affect the wider economy and individual citizens. 
Only through market entry and expansion in the provision of pan-European mobile 
services will retail prices for consumers and businesses truly fall to competitive levels 
without the need for continual retail regulation. 
 
Therefore in ECTA’s fixed only members’ view it is essential to address the current 
problems of imbalanced bargaining power through mandatory wholesale access to 
mobile networks, which would enable all operators (including early and late mobile 
entrants, fixed-only operators and business service providers) to expand and build a 
pan-European mobile presence to challenge the leading clique. 
 
This could be done by introducing the requirement of providing reasonable and fair 
wholesale access on a non-discriminatory basis on all mobile network operators in the 
revision of the Roaming Regulation, or the definition of a relevant market by the 
Commission in its Recommendation on relevant markets. 
 
The obligation of providing non-discriminatory wholesale access is arguably less 
intrusive then retail price regulation, since it is addressing the competitive problem at the 
wholesale level, which is the preferred approach according to the spirit of the Telecoms 
Framework.  
It is clear from the market results collected by BEREC that the current price cap regime 
has not resulted in more competition: “except in the case of wholesale data roaming, the 
current wholesale prices remain very close to the price caps”5. Therefore, whilst it is 
justified to maintain retail price regulation temporarily as a safeguard it is necessary to 
address the lack of competition in roaming services, which is impeding the creation of 
the internal market. 
 
Another, related problem is that currently MVNOs – to the extent they exist and operate 
– are unable to facilitate competition in roaming services because they are impeded from 
concluding their own roaming agreements. On the one hand they do not have enough 
bargaining power to enter the barter game of the larger operators and on the other hand 
they do not have access to important technical data that is necessary to build roaming 
services. Key technical data, access to which is a prerequisite of entering the roaming 
market should be collected and stored rather by a public body, such as BEREC than a 
trade association representing the vested interests of mobile network operators. 
 
It is of utmost importance therefore to address both of these barriers to enter the 
roaming market, otherwise the introduction of a wholesale access obligation remains a 
theoretical solution and will do little to actually facilitate competition in roaming services. 
 
An increased level of competition in roaming services due to the virtual pan-European 
presence of not only a few but several operators seems to be the key structural 
                                                 
5 International Mobile Roaming Regulation - BEREC Report - December 2010 
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regulatory solution that would, over time, warrant the phasing out of retail price 
regulation whilst achieving the objectives of the Roaming Regulation. 
 
Alternative wireless networks 
 
Another, complementary solution that ECTA’s fixed only competitor members would like 
to see is the development of alternative wireless networks, which could contribute to  
boosting competition in roaming services. It could be possible to roam for free or at low, 
national rates by using alternative wireless networks. These could be open Wifi networks 
or alternative, low power mobile networks in the current guard bands of GSM services. 
These guard bands could be liberalised with certain usage limitations (as is the case in 
the Netherlands) or licenced for low power GSM services (in the UK 12 such licences 
have been awarded). Through the development of alternative wireless networks there 
could be more competition in roaming service provision potentially resulting in price 
reduction and more choice for consumers. 
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Other regulatory options 
 
Carrier selection type of measure 
While it could be conceivable to create a possibility for consumers to choose the network 
they wish to roam on, this scenario faces some problems. The consumer would have to 
receive adequate information on the roaming services and prices offered by each mobile 
operator present in its visited country and actively choose the network of the preferred 
operator on its mobile handset. It also requires system development by all mobile 
operators and a solution to billing for the services of the chosen operator. 
Moreover, given that visited networks will not have any information about roamers, it is 
very unlikely that they will be able to propose a tailored roaming offer to each of their 
visitors in terms of tariffs, services, quality and volumes.  
 
Therefore, this option does not guarantee the development of a competitive roaming 
market; indeed, practices could remain broadly similar to current practices. 
Furthermore, it can be expected that only a limited number of informed consumers would 
actively select their preferred operator and technologically less astute consumers would 
not be able to take the necessary steps. Because a large proportion of consumers would 
not want to or could not select their  carrier the current regulatory system, and especially 
retail price caps, would anyway have to be maintained and reviewed periodically. 
Due to technical constraints, in case the consumer is using a different provider for 
roaming, he/she would probably not experience a service as seamless as with today’s 
international roaming (not transparently reachable on its home number, no direct access 
to its voicemail, not the same short codes etc.). For  the above  reasons these options 
seem to be disproportionately burdensome  to implement, clearly  not user-friendly and 
as also stated by BEREC, they “look rather unlikely to lead to a significant reduction in 
retail prices, except perhaps for price sensitive frequent roamers”6 
 
Nevertheless, this solution could be further investigated and tested as a complement to 
the current price cap regulation as a first step. 
 
Addressing problems in the framework of EU competition law 
The European Commission has already tried and failed to address the competitive 
failure of roaming through ex post competition rules. Moreover, ex post competition rules 
are not suitable to address enduring and structural competitive failures and the resulting 
high prices paid by consumers and businesses.  
 
 

                                                 
6 International Mobile Roaming Regulation - BEREC Report - December 2010 
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