European Parliament resolution on building a European Policy on broadband

1.
Rapporteur: Gunnar Hökmark (PPE-PE/SE) 
2.
EP reference number:  A6-0193/2007 / P6-TA-PROV(2007)0261
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 19 June 2007
4.
Subject: Commission Communication ‘Bridging the broadband Gap" (COM(2006)129)
5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The resolution supports the analysis of the Commission's communication and mostly endorses the measures aimed at tackling the problem of the digital broadband divide in underserved areas and particularly in remote and rural areas and less developed regions.

The potential of broadband
Broadband is a key element for revitalising the internal market as it provides all regions with new opportunities for social cohesion and economic growth while supporting European efforts to become a world leading knowledge-based economy.

Connecting Europe
Broadband deployment in rural areas and less developed regions is a key factor for social cohesion and economic development. Expanding access and use of broadband should also involve the connectivity of all schools, universities, educations centres as well as the availability of computers in every household.

The key role of innovation

The new technologies may allow disadvantaged regions to leapfrog many phases of development, provide them with a competitive advantage, help them to attract businesses, improve educational standards and more efficient on-line public services.  A new spectrum policy based on a more flexible management and technology-neutrality in spectrum allocation should provide the possibility for new wireless technologies to provide interesting and cheaper solutions for remote and rural areas.

The impact of content

Financial and tax incentives should support digital literacy as an indispensable basis for the exploitation of the opportunities broadband offers. The support for on-line public services e-health, e-government and e-learning applications can play an important role in driving consumer demand while also help to stimulate supply for broadband. Exploiting pre-commercial procurement will stimulate innovative service delivery while support for high quality content on line should include the adoption of appropriate protection measures.

The dynamics of the market
Private investment is essential for wider broadband deployment and universal coverage as well as for stimulating better services and more innovation and choice for consumers on the basis of industry-driven, open and interoperable standards.
An encouraging and clear framework
Ensuring the transposition and effective implementation of the regulatory framework for electronic communications, under independent and properly resourced regulators is the best way to provide the legal certainty necessary to encourage competition and stimulate private investment. Public authorities have an important role to play in stimulating broadband including measures support demand and investment in fixed infrastructure. Such action should not distort the market, avoid crowding out private investment and respect state aid rules.
Competition rules and consumer protection
National regulators, competition authorities and national and local governments should join forces to open up the broadband market by addressing abuses of dominant positions and reduce barriers to entry in order to deliver innovation and better choice to consumers. The forthcoming review of the regulatory framework should consider functional unbundling, take account of the challenges of new technological developments, enable the joint use of networks and facilities and explore the pros and cons of including broadband within the universal service obligations.
Public funding where needed

Public funding should be used where the roll-out of broadband infrastructure is not economically viable for private undertakings, should avoid duplication of existing infrastructure capable of providing broadband services, must adhere to the principle of ‘technology neutrality’, and respect state aid rules.
6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The key role of innovation
16. Encourages the Commission to consider broadband and especially mobile broadband solutions as important within the working programmes of the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP) and the Seventh Framework Programme for research, technology development and demonstration activities (FP7);

ICT infrastructure is an objective (1.1 networks of the future) within the Information and Communication Technologies programme of FP7 (under challenge Pervasive and trusted network and service infrastructures). Research action in this field focuses on "ubiquitous network infrastructures and architectures" supporting convergence and interoperability of heterogeneous mobile and broadband network technologies, flexible radio spectrum and elimination of the barriers to broadband access and ultra high speed end to end connectivity. The inclusion of actions that support networking and exchange of best practice will be considered under next year's work program of the CIP Program.

17. Urges the Commission to seek substantial synergies between FP7 and the CIP, and structural and rural development funds for the development of broadband;

The regulations on structural and rural development funds require the establishment of synergies between the funds and relevant EU initiatives. The negotiations between the Commission and Member States' management authorities to agree the content of Operational Programmes will ensure that such synergies will take place.

21. Calls on the Community institutions and the Member States to cooperate more closely in the management of radio spectrum with a view to facilitating the use of spectrum by a wide range of wireless and mobile technologies (terrestrial and satellite);

This is part of the Commission approach for a more efficient management of radio spectrum based on flexibility, technology neutrality and more coordination between Member States. Proposals are being discussed in the context of the review of the regulatory framework for electronic communications.

The impact of content

27. Highlights the scope for public authorities to exploit pre-commercial procurement to stimulate innovative service delivery across broadband networks;

In response to the Council's request to provide an analysis on pre-commercial procurement the Commission is planning to issue a Communication in the second half of 2007 that aims at raising awareness in the Member States on the opportunities that public procurement of R&D services can bring, in particular to improve the quality and efficiency of public services and to strengthen the innovation capacity of European businesses.

The dynamics of the market

36. Urges the Community institutions and Member States to work with industry and address problems (such as micro-payments, security and trust, interoperability and Digital Rights Management) that hamper the development of new business models in the field of broadband;

The issues of micro-payments, security and trust will be addressed within the context of the i2010 mid-term review. The issues of interoperability and Digital rights management will be addressed in the forthcoming communication on Content on-line.
Competition rules and consumer protection

48. Calls on the Commission, in its forthcoming green paper on universal service, to examine the possibility to include broadband within the universal services obligations within the forthcoming green paper on Universal Service;

The Commission will launch a green paper early 2008 to open a public debate on the suitability of the Universal Service concept for the next decade. The Green Paper will also include a reflection on broadband.

Public funding where needed

54. Urges the Commission to ensure that equal access to broadband networks […] is given to all service providers; believes furthermore that […]national regulatory authorities should be granted the power to impose openness requirements;

The current regulation includes provisions enabling national regulatory authorities to impose open access obligations in terms of Local Loop Unbundling requirements. The current regulatory review is assessing whether adjustment in recommendations on market and in remedies are needed to ensure that open access requirements continue to apply to new network technologies.

56. Calls on the Commission to further develop and review guidelines on how to use structural and rural funds to promote broadband deployment and uptake and, in particular, to provide more precise guidance on the application of State aid rules for broadband projects;
The Commission has already issued 26 decisions in this area, clarifying further under which conditions public funds for broadband can be granted. State aid decisions provide a more precise guidance on the application of EC Treaty State aid rules, in particular concerning the deployment of broadband services where a partial supply of such services already exists.
58. Calls on the Commission to allow Community funds also to be used for upgrading or replacing broadband networks which do not provide connections with suitable functional capacity;

The use of public funds for the upgrading or replacing of broadband infrastructure is possible provided state aid law is respected. Decisions are taken on a case by case basis.

59. Urges the Commission to provide adequate information and statistics and to assess the impact of structural and rural funding on broadband deployment in assisted regions and promote the exchange of best practices between the regions of the EU;

The Commission organised a major conference in Brussels on 14-15 of May aimed inter alia at promoting the use of EU funds for increasing access to and use of broadband in remote and rural areas. An exhibition of good practice broadband projects was also organised in conjunction with the conference. A purpose built web site is planned as a central point of information and as a means to continue the exchange of good practices on broadband.

The Commission is also about to launch a study aiming to investigate the way EU Rural development and Regional Policy expenditure have supported the development of the information society during the 2000-2006 programming period and to provide an indication of the orientation of actions now being programmed (2007-2013).

60. Encourages the Commission to closely examine […] whether the rules on State aid are applied whenever structural and rural funds are to be used for broadband investments […] in under-served areas; stresses that all decisions should be transparent and published on national and European websites linked to the competition authorities;
A list of projects of state aid decisions on broadband projects is available on the Commission website for State aid (Competition policy). Relevant Commission services are closely monitoring the negotiations between the Commission and Member States' management authorities on national strategic reference frameworks in the context of structural and rural development funds to identify and examine actions aiming to support broadband infrastructure deployment.
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