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	Summary
This document summarizes the impact of the current coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the telecommunication/ICT sector and functioning and activities of ITU, new initiatives and work programmes implemented, and measures introduced in response to COVID-19.
Action required
The Council is invited to take note of this document.


1. 	Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk37079845]1.1.	The coronavirus (COVID-19) was declared a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on 30 January 2020 and subsequently declared a pandemic on 11 March 2020. We are now in the unprecedented situation under COVID-19. Isolation measures, so-called lockdowns and the explosion of home teleworking and remote learning have boosted demand for telecom/ICT services very suddenly. The telecom/ICT sector so far responded well to meet the unprecedented surge in demand, keeping world connected, offering great supports to the medical system and others.
2. 	ITU New Initiatives and Work Programmes related to COVID-19
2.1	ITU has a number of new initiatives in response to COVID-19 and work programmes that are becoming increasingly relevant in the current situation. ITU COVID-19 Updates webpage highlights all ITU initiatives, events, products and partnerships related to COVID-19.
2.2	In March 2020, ITU launched a Global Network Resiliency Platform (#REG4COVID) to deal with the stress being put on telecommunication networks as more countries, companies, and individuals turn to digital technologies to respond to and cope with the impact of COVID‑19.
2.3	ITU Secretary-General Mr Houlin Zhao was invited to UN Chief Executive Board (CEB) session (14 May 2020), G20 Health Ministers Meeting (19 April 2020), Extraordinary Meeting of G20 Ministers responsible for the digital economy (30 April 2020) and 73rd session of the World Health Assembly (18-19 May 2020). In his message, the Secretary-General highlighted that he appreciates the efforts of ICT experts to support the world fight against Covid-19; he appreciates the world recognition of the importance of ICT contributions to the social and economic development and fight against Covid-19; we should note the positive contribution of ICT to the world and the negative consequences of Digital divide; we need to speed up our efforts to connect those not connected yet; we need to encourage more investments in ICT, in particular to bring ICT benefits to those not connected yet sooner rather later; he encourages Members to review their strategy and national plan with lessons learnt, we should not do the business as we have done so far.
2.4	ITU joined the Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development in adoption of an Agenda for Action outlining immediate measures that governments, industry, the international community, and civil society can take to shore-up digital networks, strengthen capacity.
2.5	ITU joined the World Bank, GSMA and the World Economic Forum in setting in motion concrete and immediate actions ranging from promoting network resilience to ensuring access and affordability of digital services. A Digital Development Joint Action Plan and Call for Action was launched.
2.6	ITU and WHO, with support from UNICEF, are set to work with telecommunication companies to text people directly on their mobile phones with vital health messaging to help protect them from COVID-19. This initiative builds on the joint WHO-ITU BeHealthy BeMobile initiative.
2.7	ITU has launched new guidelines to assist countries develop national emergency telecommunication plans.
2.8	The AI for Good Global Summit has gone virtual. ITU is drawing upon expertise from the AI for Good Global Summit community and has launched its AI for Good webinar series delving into promising use cases of artificial intelligence in healthcare and other global challenges, including how to combat COVID-19.
2.9	Each week, Virtual WSIS TalkX delves into an aspect of the global response to COVID-19,providing WSIS Stakeholders with a platform to create partnerships for on-the-ground action. As a part of the WSIS Stocktaking efforts to promote the innovative use of ICTs, the ICT Case Repository collects projects and activities dedicated to responding to the COVID-19 crisis.
2.10	ITU launched CYB4COVID, a comprehensive repository of cybersecurity expertise related to COVID-19, to assist countries, businesses and citizens in their response to amplified and new threats in the digital space during the COVID-19 pandemic.
2.11	The upcoming updated version of ITU’s Guidelines for Parents, Carers, Guardians, and Educators for Child Online Protection offers tips for parents to minimize online risk in the current pressing situation of online safety.
3. 	ITU transition to virtual sphere
3.1	ITU has introduced a large number of measures to continue to provide services to its Membership uninterrupted during the pandemic.
3.2	Since the end of January 2020, ITU introduced measures to protect safety of staff and delegates, such as to suspend all non-essential travel to, or meetings in country with the highest risk of exposure to COVID-19, to advise all returning staff from private travel to stay at their residences in Geneva and monitor their health daily for 14 days, to request the staff member or delegate to stay at home for a least 14 days if a staff member or delegate has been in contact with a person confirmed to be carrying the virus, and to request ITU meeting organizers to see if participants are coming from the highest risk of exposure and offer remote participation.
3.3	Following the announcement of COVID-19 as a pandemic on 11 March 2020, ITU decided to suspend all physical meetings at ITU Headquarters in Geneva for as long as necessary and transition work to virtual platforms. All ITU meetings have gone virtual except ITU Council. The transition to the virtual sphere demanded rapid behavioural change and ITU Members have embraced this change with impressive resolve. Considering the restrictions still applicable in Switzerland related to the limitation of the number of participants, as well as the restrictions to international travel, meetings organized by ITU at ITU HQ involving external participants will continue to be organized remotely at least until the end of September 2020.
3.4	The following ITU meetings and events were held virtually, including Radio Regulations Board (RRB), World Telecommunication and Information Society Day (WTISD) event, Radiocommunication Advisory Group (RAG), Telecommunication Development Advisory Group (TDAG), ITU-R study groups and relevant working parties, ITU-T study groups and relevant focus groups, Expert Group on the ICT Index and Girls in ICT Day event. These meetings had a smooth transition to virtual events with, in most cases, higher participation than physical meetings.
3.5	As a result of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis, ITU and the Ministry of Information and Communications of Viet Nam have taken the difficult decision to postpone ITU Digital World 2020, the global tech event for government, industry and SMEs. This is to ensure the well-being and safety of all event participants and guarantee a successful event. The event will now take place as ITU Digital World 2021 in September 2021 in the same venue in Ha Noi, Viet Nam.
3.6	Since 16 March 2020, the ITU premises are strictly reserved for persons who need to be in the premises to undertake essential official business that cannot be conducted remotely. The management requested ITU staff to work from home, with the objective of not only protecting staff health but also the health of staff colleagues and families, and also to contribute, as members of the community, to limit the spread of Covid-19. At all levels, ITU staff have been fully committed and cooperative in achieving these objectives, with dedication and solidarity. As of 1 June, these working arrangements has been extended up to the end of June 2020. For ensuring a safe return to office (RTO), mitigation measures have been developed and being implemented.
3.7	All mission travel has been restricted for all staff travelling from the ITU HQ and these restrictions are maintained up to the end of August 2020.
3.8	In May 2020, ITU developed “Guidelines and Best Practices for Virtual Events and Remote Participation”. This document was submitted to the UN High-Level Committee on Management (HLCM) Digital and Technology Network and shared among UN HLCM members. The document is intended for internal use within the UN family. It provides guidelines and best practices for organizing a virtual conference, meeting, or event and how to support interactive remote participation, based on experience gained since 2010 from ITU and various UN organizations.
3.9	On 31 March 2020, the ITU published the Final Acts of the WRC-19, the basis for the update of the Radio Regulations, on schedule in the timeframe that had been announced prior to the coronavirus outbreak.
3.10	The work of processing of terrestrial and satellite network filings continues apace even though the staff processing these filings are all teleworking. Due to the limitations to postal delivery imposed by the Swiss authorities, the delivery of physical DVDs containing BR International Frequency Information Circular (BRIFIC) has been suspended as from the Edition No. 2917 of 31 March 2020 and until further notice. Administrations and BR IFIC subscribers are able to use the ISO copies of BR IFIC available on the BR website.
4. 	Conclusions
4.1.	The world is currently in some respects, navigating uncharted waters, with a huge shock to health systems, economies and societies alike, in one of the greatest challenges the world has experienced for over half a century. The pandemic holds mixed opportunities for the telecommunication/ICT sector, which has so far responded well to meet the unprecedented surge in demand.
4.2.	Current market uncertainties make it difficult to forecast demand, revenues and regulatory responses, for governments, operators, service providers and manufacturers alike. A review of the early analysis available suggests that although demand for telecommunication/ICT services has exploded, operational challenges may yet emerge in terms of manufacturing, shipments, capital expenditure, staffing, IT spending and investment.
4.3.	ITU believes that ICTs can help combat the current epidemic, through improved detection, monitoring, modelling, mitigation and even in the search for and analysis of effective treatments. The ICT sector is among the least affected sectors by the current crisis and can help underpin the response to the pandemic and mitigate the impact of the crisis on many other sectors. ITU remains deeply concerned by the impact of the pandemic on its Members and will continue to monitor the situation closely, to help serve the needs and priorities of its Members as best it can. This issue is being mainstreamed into the work of the Union as a top priority.
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