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Universal Service Obligations and broadband for all  
 
Europe would benefit greatly from a unified approach in promoting universal service 
telecommunications and the 112 emergency number, but key issues of industry involvement 
and especially funding still need to be tackled, said contributors to an Internal Market 
Committee hearing in Parliament on Monday.  
 
 
The hearing in Parliament's Internal Market Committee concerned a proposal to bolster universal 
service obligations for digital-era telecommunication service suppliers without distorting 
competition and promoting public use of the 112 emergency number.  
 
Director Bernd Langeheine of the European Commission's Information Society Directorate 
General, noted that originally "universal service was meant as a complimentary service", but to 
meet social inclusion needs, "functional internet access" would have to be expanded to all areas, 
because of disparities in broadband availability. Rapporteur Sylvana Rapti (S&D, EL) emphasized 
that her report was drafted "on behalf of everyone" and that access to the universal service 
programme should be implemented "without distorting competition".  
 
Experts' views 
 
An overview of the different systems in use across the Member States was presented by Tony 
O'Brien, the Commission's senior manager for communications regulation, highlighting the 
disparity even among the Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs). He also showcased many 
myths about the 112 emergency number, stating that, contrary to popular belief, "112 is free". 
 

"In his presentation, Prof. Alexandre De Streel (University of Namur) argued that universal service 
obligations are a "last-resort safety net", and should not be used as an industrial policy tool. 
Historically, the focus has been on physical lines and fixed telephony, but the current USO could 
additionally be provided by mobile technology where this is efficient." 

 
Prof. Sokratis Katsikas (University of Piraeus), countered that universal service obligations 
provide additional incentives for developing broadband. Use of the internet will reduce the digital 
divide and will provide a safety net against social exclusion. However, he also warned that 
extending broadband would be expensive, predicting that "in the end, maybe it will be the 
consumer that will pay for it, directly or indirectly".  
 
Universal service obligations in light of the digital agenda 
 
Potential problems in unifying universal service obligations and expanding broadband were 
presented by Remko Bos, representing the Body of European Regulators for Electronic 
Communications (BEREC), who warned that a "one size fits all" approach to implementing 
broadband targets could raise costs and create market distortions. There will need to be flexibility 
within the system, but with serious guidelines, he said.  
 
Lorelien Hoet, representing the European Telecommunications Network Operators' Association 
(ETNO), said that bringing together universal service obligations and a universal broadband 
strategy would create an unfair burden. Instead, he recommended using the proposed revision of 
radio spectrum policy, given that mobile broadband is a far more cost-effective solution than fixed 
line options.  
 
Mr. Langeheine argued that there needs to be a single format, so that regional governments do 
not have to go through Brussels. Lorelien Hoet, added that the procurement system needs to be 



streamlined to minimize possible losses; otherwise private companies will not take on these risks, 
as they may not see returns. 
 
Rodolfo Cattani, chair of the European Disability Forum (EDF) presented the case for people with 
disabilities. The two key challenges are the cost of the equipment required and the services, or 
lack thereof, he said. People with disabilities need the right to access universal services on an 
equal footing.  
 
The Swedish case was presented by Sara Andersson, Director of the Consumer Markets 
Department of the Swedish National Regulatory Authority, showing how the system has benefited 
by moving away from a monopolized system to a multi-stakeholder model. 
 
Heide Rühle (Greens/EFA, DE) asked how rural areas will be included in the universal service 
obligations, because of the low level of broadband penetration, and problems with financing as 
"the market alone will not sort it out". Bernadette Vergnaud (S&D, FR) agreed that the market had 
failed.  
 
Broadband for all 
 
Martin Whitehead, Director of GSMA Europe, and Vicky Hanley-Emilsson, a consultant from the 
European Competitive Telecommunications Assocation (ECTA), said that the only way to achieve 
cost-effective anytime/anywhere access for broadband is with a mobile solution. The revision of 
radio spectrum policy, could make costs up to 70% lower in the 800 MHz band than the 
equivalent in 2.1 GHz. They also said that universal service obligations should not be used to 
achieve broadband for all.  
 
The Finnish case was presented by Kaisu Karvala, Vice-President of European Affairs for 
TeliaSonera, who said that to achieve broadband for all, the company has had to cover 72% of 
the geographical area whilst only having a 35% market share, eating up considerable resources 
in areas with extremely low populations.  
 
Karim Antonio Lesina, Executive director for EMEA government affairs at AT&T, presented a 
similar argument in the US case, where the FCC has obliged operators to pay into a fund that 
provides essential services, calculated as a percentage of quarterly revenue.  
 
Sokratis Katsikas said that to keep costs affordable for consumers, "markets need intervention 
from time to time" and that open source platforms, while not a panacea, will provide an incentive 
for consumers to engage with the technology and create content. Jean-Jacques Sahel, director of 
government and regulatory affairs EMEA at Skype, added that it is more important for platforms to 
have the ability to use all content, rather than simply being open source. 
 
112 awareness emergency 
 
Vesa Terava, a head of unit in the Commission's Information Society Directorate-Genereal and 
Demetrios Pyrros, Chairman of the advisory board of the European Emergency Number 
Association (EENA), agreed that the most fundamental issue is raising awareness of the 112 
emergency number. Only 26% of European citizens can identify the number. If awareness grows 
at the current rate of one percent per year, complete awareness would take a further 74 years.  
 
José Manuel Fernandes, rapporteur for opinion of the Environment, Public Health and Food 
Safety Committee, added that the goal of 80% awareness should be added to the Digital Agenda 
2020.  
 
Jean-Jacques Sahel, Director of government and regulatory affairs EMEA at Skype, explained the 
problems that currently prevent Skype from offering effective, location-based, 112 emergency 
services. He reiterated that Skype is very interested in providing better 112 services, but it needs 
the involvement of the telecoms operators to be effective. 
 
A discussion took place on a possible reverse-112, whereby citizens could be informed of 
emergencies before they are affected, giving them ample time to prepare or evacuate. 



Rapporteur Sylvana Rapti (S&D, EL) gave the example of the Japanese earthquake/tsunami, 
where lives could have been saved if such a system had been in place.  
 
Roaming issues 
 
People who live close to national borders sometimes inadvertently connect to foreign operators 
and hence get the wrong 112 call centre. Tony O'Brien gave the example of the border between 
the UK and the Republic of Ireland, where centres do redirect calls to the appropriate number, but 
even then, location information is still a problem as cellular towers could be several kilometres 
away from the caller.  
 
 
The road ahead 
  
The proposal will be voted in committee in May 2011 before it goes to the European Parliament 
plenary.  
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