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What is Universal Service? 

“Minimum set of services of specified quality to which all end-users have access, 
at an affordable price in light of specific national conditions, without distorting 
competition (…)”.1  

At present it consists of access at fixed location for telephone, fax and low band 
Internet networks and services, availability of directory and directory enquiry 
services and of public payphones as well as measures ensuring equal access and 
affordability of publicly available telephone services to people with disabilities.  

 

Why is the concept of Universal Service outdated? 

Because many services that consumers are regularly using in their everyday lives 
such as shopping on-line, e-banking, e-government are based on full availability 
and use of Internet. 

Because many consumers with disabilities and older consumers are still facing 
severe problems in accessing and using the Internet on equal terms with the vast 
majority of the other customers2. 

                                            
1 Art. 1.2 of directive 2002/22/EC (Universal Service Directive) 
2 MeAC - Measuring Progress of e-accessibility in Europe - Assessment of the Status of e-
accessibility in Europe, October 2007. 
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Because even if broadband is available to more than 90% of EU population, only 
50% of households effectively use it because it is too expensive or complicated to 
use3 and only 40% of EU consumers bought goods and services over the Internet 
in 20104. Yet there is evidence that online services often provide access to 
cheaper products and services such as cheaper airline tickets, better savings rates 
for online banking, etc. Consumers who cannot access broadband services are 
clearly disadvantaged, thus becoming more vulnerable5. 
 

Conclusions 

We call for the scope of universal service to be updated to include access to 
broadband services in order to foster consumers’ access to the Internet and basic 
services delivered over the Internet. We also believe that the concept of universal 
service needs to cover the use of the Internet and not only the availability of the 
network in order to un-tap the potential of on-line services for consumers. It is 
therefore essential that digital and media literacy need to be part of the concept, 
to allow consumers who are not “digital native” to use broadband. 

By including broadband in the scope of universal service, the provisions on quality 
of services in the universal service and users rights would apply. 

Including broadband in the scope of the universal service is complementary to a 
sound regulatory framework for competition, use of Structural Funds and 
stimulation packages in order to deliver “Broadband for All”. 

 
 
ANEC in Brief 

ANEC is the European consumer voice in standardisation, representing and 
defending consumer interests in the development of technical standards, in the 
application of certification schemes to standards, and in the creation or revision of 
legislation on products and services. ANEC receives funding from the European 
Union and the EFTA Secretariat.  
www.anec.eu
 

                                            
3 i2010 — Annual Information Society Report 2009, Benchmarking i2010: Trends and main 
achievements, (COM(2009) 390) 
4 2011 Consumer Markets Scoreboard 
5 Price Waterhouse Cooper Report commissioned by the UK Digital Inclusion Taskforce  
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