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Fostering competitive innovation :  
the (only) long term solution for 

international mobile roaming 

Jean-Jacques Sahel 
WTO International Mobile Roaming Symposium, 22 March 2012 
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modest  

BEREC 6th Benchmark report, 2010 

The story so far (I) 
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BEREC 6th Benchmark report, 2010 

The story so far (II) 
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BEREC 6th Benchmark report, 2010 

The story so far (III) 
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Retail: 
EUR 700 
per Gb 

BEREC 6th Benchmark report, 2010 

The story so far (IIII) 
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“Both retail and wholesale prices have declined in Europe, with average wholesale rates 
around half of the regulated average cap. Nevertheless, the retail margin has widened, 
which highlights a possible lack of effective competition in this market. […] 
 
The measure most likely to have success is to find ways to increase the effectiveness of 
competition in the market. Current pricing levels indicate that there is, in general terms, 
either insufficient retail or wholesale competition.” 
 

OECD, International Mobile Roaming, 2011 
 

It’s not pretty out there 

• Data roaming prices have fallen, but still severely dissuade usage: on the cheapest 
average in 2010, consumers paid  the equivalent of 700 Euros per Gb. 
 

• Competition may not be improving, e.g. new SIM cards ‘steer’ the user to specific 
foreign providers 
 

• Potential / partial substitutes like Wifi or VoIP remain marginal – and stifled 
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- WiFi’s availability and reach remains limited, and prices for Wifi access are often high 
- Dissuasive cost of data roaming in turn dissuades usage of VoIP over mobile data 
 - VoIP is commonly and arbitrarily restricted by mobile network operators  
- All other alternatives have drawbacks too, as catalogued by OECD below:  

VoIP and Wifi as an alternative? A myth.  
At best, they are stifled. 
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The opportunity: Consumer demand for Internet use when roaming 
is latent, and massive 

 
ZDNet details: “International data roaming rates: You're being robbed” ZDNet, Larry Dignan | March 29, 2011 

http://i.zdnet.com/blogs/roaming032911.png
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The opportunity: Consumer demand for Internet use when roaming 
is latent, and massive 

 
ZDNet details: “International data roaming rates: You're being robbed” ZDNet, Larry Dignan | March 29, 2011 
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Structural changes: the only – and exciting – way forward 

“[D]irectly regulating roaming prices may be the only way to guarantee that 
consumers are not unreasonably charged. The aim of this intervention should 
be to protect consumers and remove international barriers for trade and 
travel… 
… if it is clear that, due to a lack of retail competition, the benefits of wholesale 
regulation will not be passed through to the retail level, retail price regulation 
may be warranted to ensure that consumers benefit.” 
  

OECD, International Mobile Roaming Services: Analysis and Policy Recommendations (2009) 

Further regulatory intervention likely, in the form of caps for both voice and 
data roaming  
 
But this would only work in the short term: structural solutions are key to 
long-term competition and innovation, driving prices down 
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Structural changes: fostering competition and innovation 

“The international mobile roaming market is not a contestable market, i.e. it is not a market subject to significant 
competitive market forces and it is difficult to introduce competition in this market…. 
 
Policy makers should favour regulatory frameworks that allow ACP providers to launch alternative offers to roaming 
services that provide customers with a wider range of options.  
 
Policy makers should, as the following sections will point out, focus on expanding awareness of roaming substitutes, 
including advantages and drawbacks […]. Some commercial practices such as blocking VoIP applications over 
handsets or charging for them may well be investigated by regulators, in the context of the overall mobile market.” 
  

OECD (2009), “International Mobile Roaming Services: Analysis and Policy Recommendations” 

  
A combination of structural remedies is necessary:  
 

Profound spectrum reform to boost competition, esp. unlicensed and shared spectrum 
  

A mandated wholesale access-based approach, enabling the emergence of genuine, competitive cross-
border / pan-regional Mobile Virtual Network Operators (MVNOs) 
(the EU’s idea of ‘alternative roaming providers’) 

  
Potential alternatives and innovations such as VoIP given a true chance, by unequivocal protection 
throughout the WTO membership of full and non-discriminatory access to Internet information, 
applications and services  
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Thank you   


