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introduction INTUG continues to be very concerned at the excessive prices charged for 
international mobile roaming and the proliferation of such charges. These 
problems have proved to be deep-rooted and seem to be intractable. The 
operators appear to have made themselves immune from competitive 
pressures and do not perceive any threat from regulators or competition 
authorities. 
 
All the evidence points to the continuing reliance of the mobile network 
operators on the revenues obtained from roaming charges. Operators place 
advertisements in airports, ferry terminals and international railway stations 
advertising brands to international travellers, but without prices. Vodafone 
recently reported rising revenues for roaming, partly attributed to its Passport 
scheme which is aimed at "reducing barriers to usage", rather than lowering 
charges. The name of the service itself indicates that it continues to view 
other EU member states as being foreign.  
 
We welcome the continuing interest of the Commission and the recent 
initiative to publish roaming prices on its web site.  
 
INTUG seeks action on a number of issues, set out below. 

  

post-paid 
customers 

INTUG first raised concerns about the unacceptably high level of roaming 
charges for subscription customers in 1998. At regular intervals we have 
made speeches, given presentations and published data on those charges.  
 
For post-paid customers, there have been many changes in roaming tariffs. 
Nonetheless, the tariffs retain their enduring characteristics of great 
complexity and little or no transparency. Few people have any idea of the 
charges they pay for an individual call or text message sent when travelling 
in another member state.  
 
While at home an operator will charge by the second, in many cases the same 
operator charges by the minute or some other arbitrary time unit when the 
customer roams. There is no reason to believe this has been imposed upon 
them by the visited operator, rather the home mobile operator does it because 
it can. By abandoning the transparency of per second billing, the operators 
increase the price without making that clear to the users, who must pay for 
additional and unused seconds. Some operators charge a call set-up or 
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"flagfall" on international roaming calls, but not on domestic calls. These are 
further indications that the market is far from being competitive.  
 
A few of the larger operators have extended their "footprints" to cover more 
countries, obtaining considerable economies of scale. However, they 
continue to present, at least to their retail customers, each country as an 
entirely separate and alien network. 
 
Users, especially large enterprises, wish to purchase mobile 
telecommunications on a trans-national or pan-European basis. Yet few 
operators are able to provide any particular combination of member states 
and, knowing this, decline to compete for trans-national business. This makes 
it cheaper for companies to buy country by country, despite the use of 
common technical standards.  
 
One option would be to assign pan-European or, failing that, regional 
spectrum. It would be possible to assign single Balkan, Iberian or Nordic 
licences. This should put competitive pressure on operators to offer trans-
national services.

  

pre-paid  
customers 

The mobile network operators have installed CAMEL, a system with the 
technical capability to allow pre-paid customers to roam abroad. In doing so 
they have introduced some charges that are quite remarkably high.  
 
Pre-paid customers lack, in most cases, a record of calls and transactions with 
which to challenge operators. Consequently, they have no effective means to 
obtain redress.  
 
The first priority for pre-paid customers is a significant reduction in prices. 
The present level of prices is so high that regulators should be empowered to 
set a price cap on calls with the Union, combined with the obligation to bill 
per second. The retail price ceilings for pre-paid users might be €1.00 per 
minute for voice calls, €0.20 for text messages and €1.00 per Megabyte for 
data. 
 
While transparency should help to alleviate the problem, the measures taken 
so far may not prove sufficient. It would be useful to revive the proposal, 
discussed in the European Parliament during the 1999 Review, to display the 
price of all roaming calls on the screen  of the handsets. This would show, for 
example, in Euros per minute, the cost of both inbound and outbound calls 
and text messages. 
 
Operators should be required to retain records of pre-paid customers for 
ninety days and to provide these on demand to pre-paid customers in order to 
facilitate resolution of complaints.  

  

mobile  
Internet  
access 

As early as 2002, INTUG warned users that the mobile network operators 
were extending their excessive prices from voice to GPRS (and later EDGE 
and UMTS) and that great care should be taken before using the service. The 
eventual prices proved to be so high that enterprise users were simply 
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unwilling to countenance the service because of the bills it would generate. 
 
The only significant exception is the Blackberry, a personal electronic mail 
device, that has rather high, but manageable prices.  
 
In Japan and the USA there are flat rate price plans available, launched some 
years ago. In a few countries in Europe there are recently introduced national 
flat rate tariffs. However, there is no prospect of a pan-European flat rate plan 
in the foreseeable future. 
 
Following reports in the press about one user who refused to pay a bill for 
about €1,000, the matter has come to the attention of the United Kingdom 
Parliament. We look forward to the results of their investigation. 
 
The present process of grinding down the prices of the mobile operators will 
take years and cause protracted delays in the opening of mobile Internet 
access to consumers and enterprises. The only simple solution is to release 
more spectrum. 

  

spectrum The achievement of the Lisbon goals requires the rapid adoption of new 
ICTs, one of which should be mobile Internet access. The Union cannot wait 
a further five, ten or fifteen years to see prices of current services reduced to 
levels that might stimulate use, it must act now. The Union must ensure 
access to mobile and wireless Internet services for enterprises and consumers, 
in order that adoption can begin and that new services and applications can 
be developed. Without additional spectrum there will be no new operators 
and without new operators we will not see the present log jam broken. The 
new operators must not be tied to the technologies or the business models of 
the past. 
 
INTUG urges the Commission to ensure the immediate release of 2.0 and 2.5 
GHz bands to operators willing to compete against "3GSM" using whichever 
technologies they consider appropriate. It is the only feasible option within 
the timeframe of the Lisbon goals. Moreover, there is no obvious legal basis 
for constraining the use of the spectrum in terms of proportionality and socio-
economic welfare. 
 
The corollary of this is that the existing licences for 450 MHz, 800 MHz and 
1800 MHz bands for NMT and GSM voice telephony should also be made 
technology neutral. Subject to public consultation and non-interference with 
other users, we would support such a measure.  

  

airlines In the near future a new class of "international" mobile roaming will be 
introduced, involving the use of mobile telephones in airplanes with pico-
cells and satellite links to the ground. It is worth recalling the earlier failure 
of airborne telephony because of excessive prices.  
 
There are a number of risks associated with the introduction of such a 
service. Airlines may seek deals with mobile operators that offer the highest 
returns, which is likely to result in even more expensive roaming rates on 
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airplanes. Roaming seems likely to be for all the time the passenger is in the 
plane, so that it might not be "international" at all.  
 
It will be important for passengers to understand exactly when they are using 
the airborne service. This is especially the case at parking stands and while 
taxiing, when they might otherwise think they were using their home 
operator. As with roaming in other settings, the prices need to be watched 
very carefully and measures taken to ensure transparency, for example, 
attaching the prices to the backs of seats.  

  

transactions Mobile network operators are seeking to move into the world of banking, 
consequently it is important to ensure that transactions are not subject to 
roaming charges. Past experience suggests that the operators will expect to 
charge a substantial additional element for the alleged convenience of using 
pre-paid stored credit or credit provided through the addition to a monthly 
invoice.  
 
The principle of technology neutrality must be applied, so that the normal 
banking regulations should be applied. Exchange rates used should be 
reasonable.  
 
Any additional charges raised by the mobile operators should be transparent 
and should be opt-in. An individual making a payment should be told of any 
additional charges and must be given the option to discontinue the 
transaction. 

  

digital 
broadcasting  
 

While we are still in the earliest stage of digital broadcasting with DAB, 
DMB and DVB, there are already signs that roaming charges are likely to 
become an issue and possibly a serious problem. Except for free-to-air 
services customers from another member state will have to arrange payment, 
whether a periodic subscription or for a one-off payment for an on-demand 
service.  
 
One option would be for the home service provider, whether "3GSM" or a 
broadcaster to provider the service in a manner similar to GSM roaming 
charges. This raises the difficult problem of whether they will add a 
significant surcharge for such a service. 
 
The Commission, at the initiative of the Internal Market Directorate-General 
has taken action to create pan-European market for content, through the 
cross-border licensing of music. It is important that this work is not thwarted 
by roaming charges.  
 
In order to achieve the Single European Information Space it is imperative to 
avoid roaming charges on content and services when moving between 
member states.  

  

2006  
review  

It is clear that the wholesale market as defined in the Annex 1 to the 
Framework Directive and as elucidated in the Recommendation on relevant 
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markets has proved to be a wholly ineffective instrument for the regulation of 
the abuses underlying excessive roaming retail prices. The question which 
the Commission must now address is what can be learned from the process 
that will ensure that such failures are avoided in the future.  
 
The agreement reached at the end of 2001 was a messy political compromise 
that was not based on a sufficiently thorough economic and legal analysis, 
passed in the hope that the mobile operators might live up to their supposed 
European leadership. Instead, the abuses continued and the operators had 
several years in which to prepare for a very few market analyses and to 
extend the abuses.  
 
An approach must now be developed that will ensure resolution of the 
roaming problem and the completion of the single market.  
 
INTUG suggests that the market for analysis by regulators should be defined 
as wholesale access to MNOs, regardless of whether MVNO, service 
provider, national or international roaming. The distinctions that are drawn 
by the MNOs are entirely artificial and part of their strategy to "divide and 
conquer" their putative competitors.  

  

conclusions Despite the demonstrable failure to resolve the problems of international 
mobile roaming and, indeed, the spread of the abuses to additional markets, 
there are useful lessons to learn. Not the least is that had this problem been 
suppressed effectively in the mid-1990s it would have saved everyone a lot 
of trouble. 
 
It is important to act now to ensure that roaming charges do not become 
abuses in yet more markets.  
 
It is also important to act since other parts of the world are looking to Europe 
for a solution to a market abuse that originated here. 
 
INTUG proposes that the Commission: 

� release further spectrum, on a technology-neutral basis, to raise 
competition  

� encourage member states to assign spectrum for groups of countries 
� impose price ceilings on pre-paid roaming rates  
� increase transparency by displaying the price of calls on the handset  
� work with digital broadcasters to avoid the introduction of roaming 

charges  
� ensure that roaming charges are not introduced on transaction payments 
� define a wholesale market for access to mobile networks 

It would also be appropriate for the Commission to encourage one or more 
national regulatory authorities to experiment with market definitions and 
analyses to ensure a positive outcome. 

  

INTUG INTUG, the International Telecommunications Users Group asbl, is an 

Pagina 5 di 6INTUG - International mobile roaming - December 2005

http://www.intug.net/submissions/EC_roaming_2005.html



 

 
 

association of international telecommunications users and national 
telecommunications users associations, based in Brussels. 
 
INTUG was founded in 1974 in Den Haag at the suggestion of Vicomte 
Etienne Davignon, then a European Commissioner, to act as a single voice 
for users of telecommunications. The mission of INTUG is to ensure that 
users have access to affordable, interoperable telecommunications services 
and that their voice is heard wherever telecommunications policy is decided. 
For over thirty years INTUG has argued for the introduction of competition 
in telecommunications and that all users must have access to the benefits of 
such competition. 
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