Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the Digital Agenda for Growth, Mobility and Employment: time to move up a gear, adopted by the Commission on 27 November 2013
1.
Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 115(5) and 110(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure by the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE)
2.
EP reference number: B7-0385/2013 / P7_TA-PROV(2013)0377

3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 12 September 2013

4.
Subject: Digital Agenda

5.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:

The Resolution stresses that the digital agenda and the completion of the digital single market must stand at the heart of the EU's efforts to generate growth, which is in line with the Commission's position. The Resolution deplores the current fragmentation of the EU telecoms market and high roaming charges, considering that they are hampering mobility, growth and prosperity. It welcomes the Commission's legislative package to tackle the remaining obstacles to the functioning of the EU's digital single market. The Resolution stresses that it is a priority for the EU to invest in optimal, very fast, internet broadband infrastructure in order to tap the full potential of the digital economy. It supports the revision of the Digital Agenda broadband targets for 2020: all EU households with broadband connections delivering 100 megabits/second, with 50% of households subscribing to 1 gigabit/second or more. On ICTs for Youth Employment (24-28), the Resolution shares the Commission's position that unemployment has reached unacceptably high levels, and welcomes the launch of the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs. The Resolution stresses the importance of SMEs for the EU economy, which is in line with the Digital Agenda, at the core of which there is the aim to reboot Europe's economy and help Europe's citizens and businesses, especially SMEs, to get the most out of digital technologies. The Resolution deplores the drastic reduction in Connecting Europe Facility funding for ICT investment, and stresses the importance of investments in broadband networks under the Structural Funds and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development.

6.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

On 11 September 2013, the Commission adopted a legislative package for a "Connected Continent: Building a Telecoms Single Market" aimed at building a connected, competitive continent and enabling sustainable digital jobs and industries. This package consist of a Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the Telecommunications Single Market (COM(2013) 634), a proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council laying down measures concerning the European single market for electronic communications and to achieve a Connected Continent (COM(2013) 627), accompanied by an impact assessment, and a Commission Recommendation on consistent non-discrimination obligations and costing methodologies to promote competition and enhance the broadband investment environment (C(2013) 5761).

A roaming-free Europe in 2015
The Connected Continent proposal builds on the Roaming Regulation and proposes a solution to end high roaming charges by reinforcing competitive market conditions. The Commission is strongly committed to achieving the target set by the Digital Agenda for Europe, namely for the difference between roaming and national tariffs to approach zero.

The Commission considers that it is important to incentivise operators to find agreements which allow them to reduce wholesale roaming costs and thus enable them to provide roaming services at the level of domestic prices (roam-like-at-home) starting in 2014, and much quicker than the current Regulation foresees. As a result of the proposal, European users would be able, when roaming in another EU country, to benefit from the same rates as in their home country. The Commission expects that citizens will indeed have such offers available as of 2014 and that this availability will be gradually extended so that by 2016 it applies to all retail packages. The Commission also proposed to put an end altogether (as of July 2014) to charges for receiving calls while travelling within the EU.

At the same time, the Commission will assess, by the end of 2016, whether the objectives of the Roaming Regulation have been achieved. If the Commission concludes that competition has not developed sufficiently, the Commission will make appropriate proposals to the European Parliament and the Council to ensure that consumers are adequately safeguarded as from 2017.

Infrastructure and mobility
An active broadband policy is of key importance. The market can be expected to deliver a substantial part of the investment required in the coming years. However, private investment will focus largely on urban areas. In less densely populated areas or areas unattractive for private investors, such as rural areas and less developed regions, the public sector will have to get involved, using a combination of grants and financial instruments.

The Commission is committed to developing a political strategy for the whole UHF band (470-790 MHz) in order to ensure a win-win situation for incumbent and potential new users as well as consumers. A decision on the future of the 700 MHz band is embedded into this process, which will take due account of the socio-economic and single market dimension of the potential future use of the 700 MHz band. In this regard, the Commission is planning to launch a High Level Group of the industry to provide a strategic advice on key challenges. Regarding the technical conditions that would apply to the 700 MHz band when used for wireless broadband, the Commission has already launched a Mandate to CEPT and will use the results, as appropriate.

The Commission takes note of the new suggested DAE targets for broadband connections but is not planning to change the DAE targets at this stage.

ICTs for youth employment

The Commission launched the "Grand Coalition on Digital Skills and Jobs" in March 2013 and has so far received 40 pledges from stakeholders, but efforts are continuing. A number of stakeholders (currently planned ES, PL, LT, EL, IT, LV, IE) intend to launch national coalitions. Member States are encouraged to allocate adequate priority to ICT training under their national operational programmes for the Structural Funds and the implementation of the Youth Employment Initiative.

ICTs for education

The Commission adopted the Opening up Education initiative in September 2013. This initiative aims at innovative teaching and learning for all through new technologies and Open Educational Resources. With this initiative the Commission is pushing for a stronger uptake of ICT and open practices in the education and training systems, as well as for increasing connectivity of schools, all over the European Union. This should promote better and more effective teaching and learning, but also more equity in the access to knowledge and learning opportunities.

ICTs for SMEs

At the core of the Digital Agenda for Europe (DAE) is the aim to reboot Europe's economy and help Europe's citizens and businesses, especially SMEs, to get the most out of digital technologies.

Cloud computing is one of the key DAE priorities; measures include the launch of pilot actions in the European Cloud Partnership, and harnessing public funding to help create the world's largest cloud-enabled ICT market.

The DAE also addresses entrepreneurship, digital jobs and skills. The Commission has launched the "Grand Coalition on Digital Skills and Jobs" to address the shortage of ICT professionals, as well as "Start-up Europe" supporting in particular web entrepreneurs. Those entrepreneurs create new jobs for young people, and their businesses help to transform the economy and society. Facilitating access to finance and support to new unsecured ventures are specifically highlighted in these initiatives, as well as by new measures under the coming EU programme Horizon 2020.

Digitalisation of the public sector
The Commissions agrees that the introduction of ICT in the public sector plays a crucial role in its transformation and can create jobs and growth. By opening up the service delivery, the public sector can empower citizens and business to deliver and receive personalised services and to participate in the democratic process, and can increase trust of citizens in its public administration.

The Commission is currently pursuing the implementation of key actions outlined in the European Cloud Strategy of September 2012: (i) cutting through the jungle of standards; (ii) ensuring safe and fair contract terms and conditions, and (iii) establishing a European Cloud Partnership (ECP) that brings together industry and public organisations to work on common procurement requirements.

Financing ICTs: the MFF

In the 2007-2013 period, 2.4 billion EUR were allocated to broadband projects. This represents 0.69 % of total Structural Funds for 2007-2013, so it is still a modest sum compared to the 200 billion that may be required to meet the 2020 DAE broadband targets. In the 2014-2020 period ICTs are one of the priorities for thematic concentration of European Structural and Investment Funds. However, Member States have the ultimate responsibility regarding the use of these funds. It is therefore essential that in the coming months, when preparing their Partnership Agreements and Operational Programmes, Member States take properly into consideration the role that the European Structural and Investment Funds could play to meet their investment needs for ICT in all its dimensions: infrastructures, application and services, as well as demand and take-up from businesses and citizens. Providing ICT services for all through affordable connections is at the root of a knowledge-based economy and an inclusive society.

Another instrument to support the digital economy is the Connecting Europe Facility. Due to the considerably reduced budget, the Commission's amended proposal for the CEF Telecommunications Guidelines makes the most of the scarce resources by focusing on Digital Service Infrastructures. These are to build electronic bridges across Europe allowing information to flow seamlessly across borders by linking up national digital infrastructures in areas such as electronic identification or electronic invoicing. These can be used in high value-added services such as electronic procurement, so that companies and administrations can interact across borders, without additional cost. However, the CEF will also dedicate a small amount of funding to setting up financial instruments to support broadband networks. Besides funding a number of projects out of the CEF budget, these instruments will be open for additional, Member States ring-fenced contributions from other sources, such as the ESIF.

The Commission welcomes the call for greater targeting of EU funding for ICT investment and of funding for ICT in the next MFF commensurate with the weight and economic impact of this sector as well as the call for a substantial increase of the share of ICT-related expenditure in the overall MFF 2014-2020 compared with the 2007-2013 period.
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