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Contribution to Panel Discussion onUniversal Access Policies in the 21st Century
There is little argument that universal access is a fundamental requirement and that we should all do our utmost to ensure to the greatest extent possible that everyone has some form of access to basic telecommunications. Obviously, this is nothing that has not been reiterated countless times before. In addition, there have been numerous discussions on the need to ensure that such basic telecommunications includes low cost broadband access. The real issue here, however, is whether we (namely, both the public and private sectors) have been dealing with this fundamental and pressing need in the most effective and pro-active way and I believe that most would answer that this is unfortunately not at all the case. 
In the twentieth century, the popular solution of choice was to create Universal Service Funds (USF). In numerous instances, this resulted in the application of a fee or a form of tax charged to the operator (often based on a percentage of gross revenues), with the stated goal of subsequently using these contributions to fund universal service requirements.
Regrettably, and as was discussed at the first GLIF held in Pattaya, Thailand last year, the results of these schemes have been mixed at best, with only a few truly notable successes in the use of such funds to drive the delivery of these much needed basic telecommunications. Instead, many of these funds remain a dark mystery in terms of how the money is accounted for and how the fund itself is administered and although many varying estimates have been given as to how much these funds might represent in total, no one seems to dispute that the amounts are in the billions of dollars.
The issue, therefore, is how do we realistically use these funds for improving overall access to and affordability of telecommunications? Furthermore, we must also ask ourselves, particularly when dealing with the requirements for low cost broadband, whether it is enough to ensure that the affordable access to the technology is delivered. We also need to deal with extremely crucial issues such as what use is broadband if the people do not have access to computers or other basic terminal devices or how can they use these services if they cannot read or write?  This, of course, also raises the issue on how to address the myriad languages and dialects required to be considered in the delivery of even the most basic content.
Once again, none of these issues are new, but I suggest that it is time to revisit these matters armed with fresh eyes and greater insight based on lessons learned from our numerous past mistakes. Some of the most immediate activities that need to be explored are:

1. How can regulators and fund administrators remove the barriers and lack of clarity that impede ready access to and effective use of the existing funds?

2. What can regulators do, especially during these onerous economic times to stimulate and encourage energetic private sector participation in attempting to find cost effective and practical solutions to these challenging requirements?  Have regulators really done enough to foster practical low cost solutions? 
3. What concurrent measures, other than solving the fund access challenges and introducing regulatory stimulus, are required to enable us all to move forward quickly in deploying low cost technology solutions?

4. Do we need the assistance from partners outside of the telecommunications environment?

5. Have we as operators done all that we can to work in concert with the regulators? 

6. Have we as an industry pushed vendors enough to assist us in this undertaking?

7. What successful models are out there that we can build on/learn from? There have to be some!



I personally believe that the technology and the solutions are already out there. We simply need to stop endless rounds of the same old discussions and come up with some simple yet executable actions plans to tap into and apply these solutions. It is time for the theoretical discussions to cease and for us all to roll up our shirt sleeves and get to work implementing what we all know needs to be done.  This may sound overly simplistic or trite but I firmly believe that this can be achieved with the right mindset from all industry sectors.  Let us get on with the task.
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