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Mr Commissioner,  

Dear panellists, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Let me start by a word of apology: actually I'll have to run right after this panel back to 

the Parliament, where I have to attend a "shadows' meeting" on the Telecom Single 

Market; which gives me a wonderful occasion to start right there, at the heart of what will 

keep us busy until the very end of this legislature (and beyond!).  

As you probably know, initially the reactions were rather bad to say the least, regarding 

this proposal which many saw as a "backdoor review", and a rather clumsy one at that. I 

understand that similar debates occurred in the College!  

Yet, we overtook some serious overhaul of the draft, and are now preparing to vote in 

committee on the 24th, on a few items out of which net neutrality, roaming, spectrum 

stand out as the most prominent. Most of the balance of the 2009 package is to remain 

intact. If I wanted to add a touch of humour here, I'd say that we received so few pieces of 

hard legislation in the field of telecoms to deal with in the Parliament, that we couldn't let 

this one just die.  

 

But beyond the technical discussions and redrafting, which are only at the beginning 

(negotiations with the Council will only start after summer at best), this initiative is also an 

occasion to ask ourselves some real underlying questions: where do we stand today in the 

debate of "consolidation versus competition"? How do we move forward from the double-

objective of effective competition and efficient investment in 28 markets, to effective 

competition and efficient investment in one European Single market? What is the path?  

 

There were several attempts to do it "top-down": Viviane Reding pushed hard in 2008 to 

create a European "super-regulator". Neelie Kroes in turn, in the initial "Connected 

Continent" text, proposed a sort of "European overlay" with specific authorisation, rules 

and regulations attached.  

Both ideas were rejected by the co-legislators, for what I consider to be good reasons. 

Indeed, the creation of a regulatory agency wouldn't mean that from one day to the other, 

the 28 national markets would cease to exist. And with all the other factors still linked to 

national characteristics (topology, socio-economic conditions...), it's difficult to see how 

this body could have suddenly brought a unified regulation.  
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Instead, the 2009 review which I had the privilege to lead, opted for a more bottom-up 

approach, built on the NRAs' experience and designed to bring them together. It is indeed 

a slow and uncertain process, the result of a careful balancing act between the necessary 

margin of appreciation let to the NRAs, and the incentives to make their analyses and 

practices more coherent and coordinated. But it is in my view the only way for the single 

market to sprout.  

As a side note, these tensions and interrogations are typical of difficulties experienced in 

the establishment of other single markets in the networks sector such as energy or 

transport. 

But back to the main topic: if adjustments are to be made towards the "perfect single 

market", are we ready to temporarily lose-out on competition or investment on the road?  

 

So let's drop a big word: CONSOLIDATION. 

I once read in a newspaper that the potential consolidation of big telcos in Europe 

amounted primarily to the addition of a lot of debts.  

An alliance of the incumbents seems to be the fear of DG COMP, if I understand correctly 

the raids which occurred at the headquarters of Deutsche Telekom, Orange and Telefonica 

last summer.  

Yet, this is not the scenario currently unravelling. Instead, we can witness a rather more 

complex and patchy game of more local/national close-ups and buy-outs: Vodafone and 

Kabel Deutschland; Hutchinson and O2 (Orange) in Austria; Liberty Global and Ziggo, a 

cable operator from the Netherlands; possibly Hutchinson and Telefonica Ireland; possibly 

again, Telefonica and E-Plus (a KPN-owned brand in Germany) in Germany...  

So the first threshold, both ex-ante and ex-post, is still likely to be competition within each 

of the 28 markets. The question is when (and how) we reach a plateau; and then again 

how a "last" round of alliances would lead towards competition on a single telecom market. 

Maybe the first phase might mean that friends in one country are foes in another though... 

 

In that game, I have one major concern: as much as we should welcome investments from 

outside the EU, since telecom networks are so strategic we should prevent a large-scale 

entry of US companies on our market (now that it is deemed "interesting" again by 

financial analysts). 

We can have competition and investment. But we know that when we build up the 

European single market, we create a commercial space where few European players are 

robust enough to thrive in. So we should make sure that, while remaining open and 

welcoming the inputs from outside, a large part still consists in European investments 

made by European players.  

This dimension leads to the debate on industrial policy but first, I'd like to touch upon 

regulation (ex-ante and ex-post), since both are inter-related. And this regulation is 

evolving. 
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Ex-ante regulation: as you know, initially sectorial regulations were pushed to 

"dismantle" monopolies at the end of the 90s. The main goal was to establish effective 

competition between the incumbents in their national markets, and new entrants who 

would climb the "ladder of investment" (investing in their own core network first, and 

progressively getting all the way to their customers, thanks to the famous "local loop 

unbundling"). With the review of the package (2008-2009), we faced a renewed challenge: 

while maintaining this level of effective competition, we were to incentivise efficient 

investment in Next-Generation networks (i.e: risk-sharing, increased weight of symmetric 

regulation as opposed to asymmetric/SMP-based regulation). 

One usually uses the image of a "pie": in addition to ensuring the fair division of the old 

pie (the copper network), we have to make a new pie (NGA) and in the same way, ensure 

its fair distribution. 

Thus, today's sectorial framework is a sort of mutant: it bears the initial DNA of a pure 

"liberalisation project", but with notable changes or "mutations".  In addition to that, the 

list of relevant markets follows a parallel evolution path.  

 

And actually, compared to other liberalisation processes in other sectors (energy, railway), 

this "mutant" usually comes as "the" good case: there was a certain creation of wealth, it 

triggered innovation, and consumers saw prices fall. It didn't go the same way for energy, 

for example!  

 

Ex-post regulation: competition law is the other side of regulation, where the 

Commission (through our hosts of today, DG COMP) enjoys a full competence. It has the 

(deserved) reputation of being extremely harsh, on European and non-European players 

alike (no "champions" allowed).  

Even though one could see a bit more flexibility in the most recent State aid rules (which 

are central for that matter), the fact that political decision-making might be called off by 

one of the Commission's DGs alone, is something which calls for explanation in the eyes of 

the citizens. But it is true that some players would like to have the DG COMP's influence 

balanced out. How? 

- Some stakeholders, mostly within the Council, might think of generalising the solution 

found on the banking union; that is a sort of "last word" given to the Council. From a 

parliamentarian's perspective, this solution is not ideal because it is too intergovernmental, 

and also because it might give ground for accusation of favouritism (towards the big 

countries' companies). 

- There might be even more radical ideas, such as transforming the DG into a sort of 

"agency" whose advice DG Enterprise should take utmost account of? But it would strip the 

Commission off one of its few unshared competences, and it wouldn't let it go without a 

fight... 

- On the other hand, rather than scaling down the DG's competences, maybe they should 

be better justified or legitimised? With a more politically coherent College, with the 
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President of the Commission representing a certain political agenda, maybe the DG's 

approach would change as well. 

 

A last word, merely as a follow-up to the Google case: given the hot debate between OTTs 

and telcos, it would be all too easy to start crying wolf about double-standards. If the DG 

COMP is really certain of its rather lenient position, it will need to explain it high and loud 

not only to the specialists, but also to the public at large. 

 

Now I would like to say a word about industrial policy, which is back in the mouth of 

Commission officials, after being locked up for a long time in what could be compared to 

the Vatican's "Hell" (this library which contains books forbidden by the catholic clergy). 

But when having a look at the European sectorial landscape, especially in the 

manufacturing sector (Nokia, Ericsson, etc...), one might fear that just talking about it 

might be too little, too late. To be fair, let's note however that not every failure was due to 

the absence of an industrial policy; there are also responsibilities in the way some of these 

companies were managed, in terms of strategic business choices (the "smartphone turn", 

tablets, etc...). And there are also some European success stories (Gemalto...), despite the 

non-existing industrial policy. 

 

Regarding the infrastructure, in the EU there was neither the political consensus nor the 

financial means to pour that much public money into network roll-out (unlike in South 

Korea, for example), even though some Member-States individually invested quite a lot.  

But there is at least one (less costly) thing which could be replicated in the EU: a virtuous 

relationship between demand and supply, where the general demand of digital equipment 

and services is created by public authorities (i.e, mandated e-Education), which in turn 

creates a market for home manufacturers (tablets for kids, etc...). In Europe there is no 

trace of such schemes, because we tend to consider our main advantage as only being 

"the biggest market in the world". No wonder then that most national trade balances of EU 

countries are in the red! 

Yet finally, we seem to fare towards a sort of long-term strategy for investment, based on 

complex financial products (i.e Eurobonds which are in a pilot phase) and a more efficient 

use of structural funds, sometimes coupled with other European funds. That's the way the 

Commission intends to balance the lack of dedicated funds for telecoms in the Connecting 

Europe Facility. 

But then in the end much will also depend on how the resulting mix of public funds and 

private initiative will be assessed by the DG COMP. 

 

Still on industrial policy, there was not enough thought put into two very important legs of 

any good industrial policy, which are trade on the one hand, and taxation on the other.  

Have you ever heard our Commissioner for trade raise questions or concerns about the 

impact on the telecom sector of certain free-trade agreements? No. But we have for other 

sectors (agriculture, car-making, steel-making, etc...).  
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As a result, when digital questions arose on the now famous ACTA, the Parliament voted 

down the text which had been agreed by the DG Trade negotiators. That's way the 

Commission should be very cautious now about the TTIP, where our industries might have 

more to lose than to gain. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Let me conclude by saying that the telecom/ICT sector is strategic in two ways: in itself, 

and with respect to other sectors. ICTs are transversal: they are important for health, 

smart grids, and of course for all the services running on the net. I’m disappointed, by the 

way, that in this term we didn’t align the EU priorities on research, innovation and digital 

economy. ICTs should be used and directed to empower new jobs, the achievement of 

climate change goals and all our overarching political goals. To those colleagues who say 

that telecommunications is the old world, as today we need to speak only about the 

internet, I reply that  you need to have physical infrastructure for that to happen! Indeed, 

a smartphone without a network is only but a glorified watch!  

I'm concerned sometimes to even hear high-level representatives of telecom companies 

speak in that kind of defeatist way. To the contrary, while we certainly need good policies 

which don't oppose sometimes artificially companies and consumers, or services and 

industries, we also need business leaders who can face the multiple challenges ahead; 

starting with making the right choices at the crossroad signalled by this panel's title! 

Thank you very much. 
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