ICT Universal Service Strategy
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The underlying concept of concept of universal service is underpinned by the three following principles: 
Availability: the level of service is the same for all users in their place of work or residence, at all times and without geographical discrimination 
Affordability: for all users, the price of the service should not be a factor that limits service access 
Accessibility: all telephone subscribers should be treated in a non-discriminatory manner with respect to the price, service and quality of the service, in all places, without distinction of race, sex, religion, etc. 

Early developments in national universal access and service (UAS) targeted public and private access to basic voice telephony services. 

Today, it is recognized that there are broader economic and social justifications that support the provision of telecommunication/ICTs for all.  This means that strategies to articulate universal service goals are changing. Today, countries are using a variety of demand and supply instruments to achieve the maximum possible availability, affordability and accessibility of telecommunication/ICTs to serve different sectors, including political commitments, national plans, and aspirational goals.  

It includes initiatives to not only bring ICTs to citizens, but also plans to increase digital skills and enhance trust in the use of ICTs across the sectors.  Such initiatives include computer and Internet literacy plans; or standard setting measures to ensure e-inclusion.


We are TODAY Living the Future!



Presenter
Presentation Notes
ICTs are a critical engine of socio-economic development and opportunity, and there is recognition that governments, industry, citizens, and other stakeholders can further cooperate and share responsibility to stimulate growth of this sector. 

The sector is growing and technology and business models are changing.  There is also the realization that ICTs are at the core of other sectors’developments, including health.

Cisco foresees roughly 20 billion connected devices by 2018, but only some of those will use cellular technology to connect to the Internet. According to Ericsson, by 2021 an estimated 1.5 billion machines and consumer electronic devices will use cellular connections to access the Internet.  This will have a major impact across the sectors, including health.
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Telecommunications & ICT markets are dynamic, and new technologies are constantly emerging, and new services rapidly become popular and then indispensable. So, Universal Access and Service aspirations rise over time. This puts pressure on policy makers and government implementing agencies as the implications for sustainable socio-economic development of not having access to technology become more critical. 

Where market forces do not fully address the gaps, countries are faced with the need to define a strategy to achieve UAS and to manage and finance it in a marketplace increasingly characterized by competition.
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In order to ensure that universal access and service policy is a central part of the ICT framework and not construed as simply a form of corporate social responsibility, or an act of ‘goodwill’ by investors in the ICT sector, it is important that:

universal access and service polices are properly formulated
universal access and service polices are given a proper space in the national policy and legislative frameworks as well as in the institutional framework for telecommunications regulation
A holistic view and approach is adopted where ICTs are truly taken as the foundation of economic and social development and an inclusive dialogue takes place with all stakeholders involved – including health.  
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Key Thought:
ICTs = foundation for Economic and Social Development and instrumental for achieving SDGs 

How to get there?


VISION - There has been a growing trend toward the adoption of national ICT/digital inclusion strategies, which seek to institutionalize coordination across a wide cross-section of stakeholder groups – from public ministries and agencies, to local governments, corporate suppliers, small and medium enterprises, and citizen consumers of all types. 

STRATEGY - ICTs represent a critical input to nearly every sector and, as a result, digital inclusion strategies will need an enabling environment that creates an integrated approach to programmes, projects, and policies to stimulate the digital ecosystem development throughout society. 

COORDINATION - Many governments have recognized the need to coordinate policies, plans and programs to support digital inclusion objectives at a higher level than traditional telecommunications policy and regulation  - meaning that there is a need for an inclusive dialogue across the sectors.

FINANCING  - Where fulfilling universal service goals requires network deployment, countries will sometimes need to supplement private investment. To do so, countries need to define funding mechanisms. 




Approach and Strategies to Achieve UAS
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Analysts and policy makers recognize that effective access to ICTs requires an extensive set of interdependent elements, often identified as the “ICT/Digital Ecosystem”. 

There are a number of different approaches used by various jurisdictions to address the supply side – these include universal service requirements, including: market based reforms; mandatory service obligations; cross subsidies; access deficit charges. They are aimed at the promotion of a level playing field, open access and fair competition for ICT investments and service provision, and include policies that entice new entrepreneurial investment in under-served areas such as pay or play mechanisms.

People must have access to ICTs, but they must also be able to use them (have the digital skills) and trust the use of ICTs. That requires other strategies and approaches – these are generally known as demand-side incentives (e.g., relevant and appealing applications and content, public awareness and end-user capacity building, affordability programs, institutional adoption).

Demand support and capacity building can include initiatives in e-governance, education and training, budget allocations within the public sector for ICT networking and service applications, as well as government pre-purchase of capacity through open tenders (i.e., the government commits to a medium-term contract with one or more providers to purchase capacity in bulk and hence becomes an anchor tenant, which lowers the risk to the private operator in building the infrastructure). 

Another measure of demand support and capacity building is open procurement plans that leverage ICT industry competition and private sector development; and


There is a need for an inclusive dialogue and a collaborative regulatory and policy framework so that all of these features are harmonized.







UAS Financing Mechanisms
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The core mandate of a Universal Access/Service financing policy is to channel collective industry financial resources toward investments that will fill gaps in access and stimulate overall market expansion. 

Within this context, one option is to create Universal Access and Service Funds that are an option to promote such cooperation, and that can ensure equitable participation by all major firms, as well as competitive opportunities to develop needed resources, and a focus on underserved markets.

Other mechanisms include loan guarantees and public private partnerships (PPPs) to enhance and target investments into priority areas in need of special finance.

Fiscal measures can include enabling tax, tariff, import, and business regulation policies designed to reduce risks and financial burdens and provide incentives to ICT investors and financiers.

Regional investment includes support and promotion of domestic, regional and sub-regional cooperation to address infrastructure and last mile gaps.

The emergence of municipal broadband networks provides an additional source of financing - from the municipal government - for ICT service development.

Other sources of funding include: 

A number of operators have promoted public access to telephony and ICT as a commercial outreach to rural areas, or as non-commercial investments to develop future markets, or even under their corporate social responsibility (CSR) programmes as economic empowerment projects.

Non-government assistance often focuses on a specific sector of activity, e.g., digital financial inclusion, e-health or e-education for rural and poor people.
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While the establishment of a Fund is an achievement, it is important to understand what makes some countries able to disburse monies to projects swiftly and effectively. It seems that the common characteristics of markets with disbursement success stories such as Sweden, Pakistan, Finland and India include  clear rules,  effective public consultation processes, and transparent administrative processes.   Good governance is essential. The most robust strategies involve not merely high-level objectives and principles, but practical implementation and action plans that place specific responsibilities on all stakeholders to contribute to the collective goals of accelerating broadband growth and adoption nationwide. Successful strategies also address questions of which agencies, companies, or organizations will take lead responsibility for various concrete initiatives, and include monitoring and evaluation frameworks, as well as funding and financing sources.

Once a Fund has been created, the challenges around disbursement have often related to fund management and administration and have included issues such as under-spending, carrying over funds from year to year, and depositing funds with national Finance departments which has led to the funds being used to finance non-ICT projects and initiatives.  Another challenge with respect to the utilization of the Fund is the speed of financing. 



Universal Health Coverage/Universal Access Services
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I would like to draw some parallels between the UAS and the Universal Health Coverage.

Universal health coverage (UHC) is about ensuring that all people can have access to quality health services, while also ensuring that the use of these services does not expose the user to financial hardship. The principles of UHC are very much in line with the principles “Universal Services Access” that call to provide widespread and non-discriminatory access to quality ICT services at affordable prices to people in rural and remote areas so that the benefits of inclusive growth reach everyone bringing rapid socio-economic development and improved standards of living.

When countries do not harness the benefits of ICT, inefficiencies proliferate and some of the most basic building blocks of UHC become extremely difficult to put in place, at both the individual and population level.

Looking at the Universal Health Coverage status of a country and the inequalities in health service coverage, we can easily map where «Universaly accessible ICT» can fill the gap of those inequalities in terms of addressing inequitable distribution of health professionals, irrational use of drugs, counterfeit drug, treatment inadherence, missed appointements, unreliable decision making data, etc.



Thank You!
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Key Conclusions:
There is a need for a holistic vision and approach
Cross sectoral engagement and collaboration is key
Funding needs to be anchored in a holistic strategy and a well thought out and holistic governance structure and approach so it can benefit all!

Thank you 

End of presentation
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