
 

 

 Policymaking for a European broadband vision 

  

Neelie Kroes has no doubts about the future place of broadband in Europe: “I want everyone to see 

broadband as a positive fact of life. Broadband enables new jobs, new connections, and a better quality of 
life. And because of its massive collective and individual benefits, it is our duty to make sure that every 
European has access to broadband,” she says. But Ms Kroes, European Commissioner for Digital Agenda, 
and now, Broadband Commissioner, emphasizes that she is less interested in labels than in “delivering the 
networks”. 

  

She acknowledges some impediments to a European vision that plans on 100Mbps broadband for everyone 
by 2020: “Cost is obviously a huge issue. Everyone wants the benefits, but it is much harder to incentivize 
the investment needed to get the networks. Urban areas are already well covered – it is the farmers in the 
mountains and those in rural areas who are struggling to get a good quality connection.” 

  

Europe also needs to navigate policy areas in the broadband domain at both national and regional levels, 

even though it has a well-developed policy framework. “The Internet is global, and the economic future of 
European countries rests on our ability to work together to be competitive as a region. It would not make 
sense to leave that future to chance or to simply let it be worked out at a local level; there needs to be 
higher-level coordination and I think that is a widely accepted view”. 

  

“Having said that,” she adds, “in the EU single market it is national regulatory authorities who are 
responsible for the implementation of electronic communications policies which have been agreed EU-wide. 
That allows the policy to be implemented in a way that is tailored to national circumstances.” 

  

In the telecom market, European policymakers have relied on ‘dual’ policy toolkit: sector-specific 
regulation, and the application of competition law where appropriate. The general trend, she says, has 

been light touch regulation, and towards less ex ante regulation in both the fixed and mobile sectors. For 
copper-based broadband, unbundling of the local loop has led to about 25% of the EU’s broadband market 
now being held by alternative operators relying partly on their own infrastructure, doing away with the 
need for ex ante bitstream access in some places. 

  



But she acknowledges: “It is a different story for fibre-based broadband, because the market is much less 
developed, yet it is fair to assume that access regulation will be slightly different to copper (with a higher 

risk premium for investment undertakings); also, there is increasing competition for very high-speed 
broadband from cable networks, which might further reduce the role of access regulation over time.” 

  

She continues: “The Commission’s objective is to ensure that markets work well for the benefit of business 

and consumers. Sometimes competition alone achieves this, but often regulation has an important role to 
play. Good regulation can also save competition enforcers a great deal of hassle further down the line – 
you only need to remember our recent banking crisis to see what can happen when regulation fails and 
competition enforcers are left to clean up the mess.” 


