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Challenges for the European Information Society beyond 2005  COM(2004) 757

Response from BT Group plc

Introduction

BT fully endorses the view that ICT policy must be set in the context of achieving the Lisbon goals and improving the lives of Europe’s Citizens.  ICT makes a major contribution to growth and competitiveness in the economy as a whole - 6% of GDP but
 18% of capital investment and
 42% of productivity growth
.  Yet 
 Europe lags behind other regions in terms of investment in ICT.

The ICT sector therefore has extra potential to contribute to the Lisbon goals:

- by improving productivity (in both public and private sectors) and by making an increasing contribution to economic growth;

- by improving the life of the citizen and consumer through new services and increasing availability and interoperability;

- by reducing the environmental impact of economic growth (through eliminating the need to travel, for example.)

With globalisation, national and regional economies are becoming increasingly interdependent - a process which is enhanced and underpinned by the spread of low-cost broadband connectivity and the adoption of open standards.  In the emerging digital networked economy, companies are forging new relationships to create extended enterprises, consumers are being offered personalised products and improved customer service, and employees and employers are seeking new, more flexible ways of working.  

ICT policy has to recognise that the ICT sector is itself in a state of major transformation which will enable it to meet these challenges, including expansion of broadband, technological change and convergence, evolving patterns of consumer expectations and user experience, emergence of new business models, and growing competition between platforms.   

Looking more broadly the Commission’s approach to competition law, Article 82,  has to be seen as a mechanism to promote productivity improvements in line with the review of the Lisbon process.  

To ensure these changes happen rapidly and effectively, Europe’s ICT policy vision beyond 2005 needs to adapt, in order to:

· focus on investment - to deliver the above benefits, massive investment is needed in next generation networks and services, and regulation needs to recognise the risks inherent in this investment;

· focus on content and new services - a number of policy issues need to be addressed to remove barriers to new services;

· focus on implementation of the current regulatory framework - more work is needed on effective, proportionate and consistent implementation to ensure the key building blocks of competition are in place across the EU, while recognising the rapid increase in competition in the more dynamic markets;

· focus on public services - public authorities at all levels have an important role to play in adopting new services, in terms of efficiency gains, and provision of enhanced service for citizens, and in acting as a role-model for wider take-up.

According to you, what are the main technological, economical and societal developments that public authorities have to take into account while preparing the Information Society policy initiative for the next five years?

Change is transforming all aspects of  Information Society, as the digital networked economy emerges, setting huge strategic planning challenges for all involved.  It is possible to identify some broad trends - but not to predict  “market outcomes” with any precision. That said, we are confident that, by the end of the decade: 

Next Generation Networks (NGNs) will be in place and legacy circuit-switched networks will have been largely retired.  The new networks will have IP at their core and support a huge range of services and applications, with any communications service being accessed from anywhere – and at broadband speed.  Intelligence will be central to product innovation and is likely to move to the edge of the conveyance network.  Product life cycles will become ever shorter. IP networks offer the possibility of savings in running costs, but require significant investment.   

Consumers will expect services that are delivered to them as individuals and not to their separate devices, whether these are “home based” services or “mobile terminal based” services.  This will be a fundamental shift – services will be developed and marketed for the person rather than for the device. The key concept will be the delivery of a common set of information-based services to a user, based on his or her individual identity and location, but regardless of access technology required.

Users will also focus on content and applications rather than on the means of conveying services.  Content and Internet Service Providers (ISPs) rather than pure network operators will increasingly own customer relationships. Voice services, in the form of VoIP, may become free or low-costs ‘add-ons’ to packages retailed by broadband ISPs.  These will include many powerful, global companies originating outside today’s telecoms sector.

In the face of an ageing population, and increasing demands on healthcare,  ICT  provides unique opportunities to improve the quality of care, contain burgeoning healthcare costs and increase overall European productivity. 

With the increasing availability of critical information systems, applications and data, organisations will need a comprehensive approach to security.  Systems such as CCTV, and electronic authorisations have the flexibility to reconcile societal need for improved security with the right of individual privacy.  

In response to eInclusion and Citizenship, digital technologies have the potential to improve everyone’s lives.  However evidence to date indicates that the advantages are not shared equally throughout society. 

Convergence, and the  emergence of more user-friendly and cost-effective technology, may slow down the onset of digital exclusion, but there is a need for more resources to be devoted to understanding the barriers which must be overcome to widen access to all, and avoid reinforcing inequalities in society.  Extra effort should be made to market the internet and ICT skills.

The Commission can help promote an inclusive partnership approach.   Government, industry and communities can work together on projects to help the disadvantaged to overcome digital exclusion.
Do you agree with these 8 clusters as the most relevant and comprehensive for the strategy up to 2010? Do you identify others? What would be your Top 3 priority clusters and why?

In each of your top 3 priority areas, what are the priority actions to be launched by national policy agendas or by EU level initiatives (regulation, legislation, pilot projects, raising awareness, exchange of best practices)?

In our comments below we have chosen to focus on a few specific ‘clusters’.  This does not imply that other policy areas are not important - eInclusion, for example, is an important issue for Europe, both socially and economically; Trust and Dependability are crucial factors in encouraging use of new services; and Interoperability and open standards are vital for enabling new services.   

Electronic Communications Regulatory Framework

In our introduction to this paper we identified four main priority areas.  The first and third relate to implementation and revision of the Electronic Communications Regulatory Framework.   While this is not explicitly addressed in the scope of this consultation it is closely linked to the proposed clusters so we include here some key points.

As the 10th Implementation Report makes clear, several Member States have not yet fully implemented the Framework, or carried out the necessary market reviews.  The Commission therefore needs to continue to press for effective, timely, consistent and proportionate application of the new rules.  Enforcement of both regulation and competition law is of critical importance, and consistent national enforcement of the wider policy objectives is now overdue.

The major investments required in Next Generation Networks, much of which constitutes new, non-legacy investment, demand a new policy response.  While the existing Framework may be sufficiently flexible, specific aspects may need to be re-assessed going forward in a manner which encourages investment in sustainable competition.   Particularly in new and emerging markets, regulatory forbearance may be the most practical option to encourage new investment.

In general the Commission should work closely with the ERG and NRAs to encourage more consistency, and counter the increasing divergence in the application of the Framework, in the interests of an integrated and competitive European Single Market.

Content and New Services.  

Content -  interactive services should be placed in the category of information society services, and therefore governed by the e-Commerce Directive.  While the migration from analogue to digital on-line services may necessitate changes to the TVsF Directive, application of all aspects to the on-line world would be inappropriate.

Role of IPRs -  continuing broadband development depends on distribution and use of legitimate services by means of new technologies being encouraged.  Raising users’ and consumers’ awareness of the role of, and respect for, IPRs is an important aspect of this. The Commission and national authorities should be part of this awareness process with an approach that fully reflects the careful balance of different interests established in existing EU legislation  . The Commission should continue its commitment to ensuring availability of premium content for distribution on the Internet, e.g. to foster  EU-wide one-stop licences for content, and to ensuring that conditions which enable new entry and sustainable competition are present.
Digital rights Management - The Commission, in co-operation with all industry players, should encourage the adoption of an efficient DRM mechanism by supporting consumer-friendly, effective, open and interoperable standards for both fixed and mobile devices.  

Public Services

Public authorities at all levels need to recognize that opting for ICT (e.g. e-Government, e-Health services) is an indispensable tool for driving Europe’s innovation, cost saving, economic growth, international competitiveness and consequently employment growth in Europe.  

Only if and when the basic regulatory levers are correctly set does sufficient capital becomes available to facilitate market-driven ICT applications. Capital is needed to create better education around ICT and its benefits, greater innovation and more implementations. Ones this happens there will be a win-win situation for both the sector and the overall economy. 

Today, technology is not the hindering factor.  Technical progress is constantly leading to demonstrably lower life-cycle costs for products, systems and solutions, while at the same time the potential richness of features and the scope of applications is continuously increasing.  Moreover, mobility is a prerequisite for today’s highly developed society.  It places ever newer and greater demands on information, control and management systems especially in the transportation sector where sustainable development requires increased efficiency of each segment of usage.

The public sector will be expected to become ever more efficient.  Effective deployment of ICT requires not just replication of existing processes, but re-engineering of new ones, and ensuring buy-in and commitment of all stakeholders.  Public/Private partnerships may become more common. Take-up of electronic public services will also be encouraged by action in linked areas such as skills training.

The Commission should encourage the Member States Governments to:

· Facilitate the adoption of ICT through financing models and pilot experiences that serve as a model;

· Provide clear incentives to citizens to use e-services;

· Provide the information and training necessary to improve the understanding of the importance of the ICT sector in terms of potential cost savings, increased efficiency, competitive gains;

· Adopt e-methods both to realise the benefits of lower costs and to demonstrate the benefits of ICT to society at large by improving the experience citizens have when interacting with Government ;

· Help SMEs overcome entry barriers to new technologies through training, programs targeted at improving their perception of the potential benefits of ICT, financing, etc;

· Be cost effective through application of fair European wide tendering processes using truly world class competitive suppliers with an intimate understanding of the requirements of the European market.
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