Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on universal service and the 112 emergency number, adopted by the Commission on 12 October 2011
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Subject: Universal Service and 112 emergency number
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6.
Brief analysis / assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The Resolution calls the Commission, in collaboration with National Regulatory Authorities (NRA) in some cases, and Member States to take action on different topics related to the Universal Service Directive (USD Directive 2002/22/EC) and emergency services and the 112 European emergency number, notably ensuring the full access of all European citizens to telecommunication services, including citizens living in rural and remote areas and vulnerable groups.

As regards the Universal Service Obligations (USOs), the Resolution:
· Underlines the importance of USOs as a safety net for social inclusion where market forces alone have failed to provide citizens and businesses with basic services, (§1) and affirms that universal access to broadband helps citizens and businesses to reap the full benefits of the Digital Single Market; (§4)

· Supports the regular re-evaluation of how appropriate existing EU legislative provisions are for universal service in the light of social, economic and technological developments; (§2)

· Calls on the Commission to provide guidelines on how best to implement and enforce the revised USD, avoiding market distortions and, at the same time, allowing Member States to adopt the provisions that best suit their national circumstances; (§3)

· Calls on the Commission to give more financial support to local projects which provide digital access and to all communities which help disadvantaged groups to access technological devices by providing connections in public buildings offering free Internet access; (§5)

· Underlines that a combination of policies and technologies can foster the development by businesses and public bodies of new online services and applications driving demand for faster Internet connections encouraging public-private partnerships and developing the digital single market while improving the inclusion of marginalised citizens; (§6)

· Stresses that universal service is not the only nor the key driver for achieving the ‘broadband for all’ objective, given the high investment costs required without necessarily being able to provide significantly improved services to consumers; (§9)

· Calls on the Commission and the Member States to reinforce measures to drive demand and stimulate take-up, rather than just ensuring a connection; (§10)

· Calls on the Commission to complete the ongoing impact assessment and provide legislators with sound data on the existing take-up, the expected demand and improvement of USOs through broadband, and an analysis of the most effective financing package; (§12)

· Calls on the Commission, in parallel and in collaboration with the NRAs, to monitor markets to ensure that Member States providing USOs are able to do so without causing distortions in the market; (§13)

· Calls on the Commission and Member States, with the contribution of the NRAs, to examine the options for an even application of USOs and users' rights provisions assuring accessibility for vulnerable groups through introduction of special terminal equipment and tariffs, through adequate information, and real consumer choice of available services (§15).

With respect to the 112 emergency number, the Resolution:
· Considers that the Commission should ensure access to 112 for every segment of society, including the disabled and vulnerable groups, (§17) and calls on the Commission and the Member States to promote standardisation of 112 accessibility for the disabled, possibly via the provision of special terminal devices for hearing- or visually-impaired users, text relay or sign language services; (§34)

· Urges Commission and Member States to intensify efforts in increasing public awareness of the EU-wide use of 112, in particular online and on radio, also among travellers and people with disabilities through dedicated means of communication. The Resolution sets, at the same time, a target on EU level of awareness of 80% among EU citizens by 2020; (§20, 21, 22, 23 and 34)

· Calls on the Commission to examine the implementation of Next Generation 112 applications such as texting, video and social networks (§28) and to consider the possibility of extending access to 112 from voice calls to SMS; (§35)

· Calls on the Commission to carry out a study on the performance of 112 services, (§35) and to evaluate by the end of 2012, by independent bodies, the real state of implementation of the 112 throughout the EU and to provide by this same date an overview of legally binding intervention times and to extend the impact study prepared for eCall to the human and financial consequences of the functioning of 112; (§36)

· Believes that the eCall should be deployed as a mandatory service; (§29)

· Calls on the Commission and the Member States to establish accuracy and reliability requirements for the whole 112 service chain and performance indicators and guidelines for the quality of 112 services, taking account of accessibility, multilingualism, and timely and qualitative intervention, (§31) and to improve the accuracy and reliability of caller location information and to upgrade technology with the ultimate goal of mandatory automatic localisation for all 112 calls, including those from roaming customers, within a few seconds; (§27)

· Requests the Member States and the Commission to ensure financing (such as ICT-PSP funds) of research projects for the development of advanced technologies on caller location, including VoIP, as well as next generation 112 standards and innovative services; (§28)

· Recommends the establishment of an action programme to support experience sharing and exchange of best practices between the NRAs, emergency services and civil society organisations; (§32)

· Calls on the Commission to coordinate improving the interoperability between national emergency systems; (§30)

· Calls on the Member states and the Commission to promote the establishment of a "reverse 112 system"; (§37)

· Calls on the Commission to examine the feasibility of a future 116 service similar to the 112 for citizens in emotional distress and suffering from mental health problems. (§38)

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission shares with the European Parliament the aim to ensure that the universal service rules play their proper part in bringing the benefits of the digital economy to the European people.

In 2010, the Commission has launched a public consultation on the future of universal service principles in the broadband environment. The aim of the consultation, which was closed on 7 May 2010, was to examine whether, in the converged and competitive e-communications environment, there is a need to revise the overall EU approach and principles for universal service to increase legal certainty.

The Commission is planning to report during the last quarter 2011 on the role of universal service in a broadband environment. The Commission will report on the outcome of the public consultation held in 2010 and the third periodic review of the scope of universal service in accordance with Article 15 USD.

Furthermore, the Commission has also shown its willingness to help Member States in the implementation process by developing guidance on the application of the existing universal service rules, as called for in the Resolution.

As a consequence, the Commission services provided guidance on the implementation of Article 4 USD in the framework of the Communications' Committee in February 2011.

As called for in the Resolution, the Commission aims to provide practical guidance to assist Member States in establishing consistent practice across the EU and to promote regulatory predictability for the markets. Therefore, the Commission has been engaged in ongoing discussions with the Member States, BEREC (Body of European Regulators for Electronic Communications) and the industry on the contents of this guidance.

On the other hand, the Resolution addresses all major aspects of the revised telecoms rules on 112 emergency services, notably citizens' awareness, accuracy, reliability and promptness of caller location information, development of 112 technologies, equal access to 112 services for disabled people, etc.

The implementation of 112 systems is within the competence of Member States. However, the revised regulatory framework empowers the Commission to adopt technical implementing measures, after consulting BEREC, which supplement non-essential elements of the USD.

In this context the Commission has been supporting the development and take-up of 112 emergency services through the Expert Group on Emergency Access (EGEA) work with focus on the exchange of technical best practices of 112 implementation. EGEA also works on promoting standardisation and interoperability in line with one of the Digital Agenda for Europe action pillars. In this regard, a recent deliverable of EGEA has been the adoption of a standardisation mandate for caller location information with focus on emerging technologies such as VoIP. This mandate has already been submitted by the Commission services to the European Standards Organisations for acceptance.

Over the years, the Commission has been supporting the efforts of Member States in promoting 112. In particular, it has launched a dedicated website (http://ec.europa.eu/112) with a section targeting children and a Facebook fan page, organised an exhibition in Berlaymont and distributed a video on awareness of 112.

Moreover, on 11 February 2009, the Commission signed a joint declaration together with the European Parliament and Council establishing 11 February as 'European 112 Day' in order to increase public awareness of 112. On this day, different awareness and networking activities are organized throughout the EU in order to promote the existence and use of 112. However, it is clear under EU law that the main responsibility for informing citizens about the existence and use of 112 remains with Member States.

The Commission will organise as well joint meetings with relevant authorities and civil society organisations/associations to discuss the ways to reinforce information campaigns targeting both own nationals and travellers.

An annual report, based on a questionnaire adopted within the Telecommunications committee (COCOM) and which reflects the state of implementation of 112 systems, is published each year on the European 112 day on the Commission's 112 website.

As regards the revised telecoms rules, they had to be transposed by Member States before 25 May 2011. However, currently most Member States have not notified national transposition, including the provisions on 112. The Commission services are closely following the issue and do not exclude to launch infringement proceedings for non-communication in the comings weeks.

Concerning eCall, its implementation currently follows a regulatory approach, which entails inter alia a recommendation that the Commission has already adopted to ensure that mobile operators support eCall like any 112 call. Furthermore, a proposal for a regulation under the vehicle type-approval legislation amending Directive 2007/46/EC is planned the 3rd quarter 2011.

The Commission considers that the proposal to define key performance indicators (KPIs) for the emergency services could be a good way forward in enhancing common performance standards. KPIs can be considered to extend the annual reporting exercise on 112 implementation and allow benchmarking current practices and thus provide a more cost-efficient approach than a study to enhance the performance of 112 systems.
The Commission has already supported projects with focus on NG112 technologies within the ICT-PSP such as REACH112 or PEACE. These projects put focus on alternative technologies to voice calls for access to 112, in particular targeting disabled users. Funding follow-up activities may be possible within the current or next budgetary period.

Following the request of the European Emergency Number Association (EENA), it is planned to start no later than September 2012 a follow-up project named "NG112" with a volume of 10-15 million and duration of 3 years. The added value of this project should result from including caller location enhancement (based on the current EGEA standardisation mandate), testing 'total conversation' technology on the PSAP side and interconnecting PSAP across borders thus improving the interoperability of national 112 systems.
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