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Abstract: 

Samoa, like many developing countries has obliged with the worldwide practice of introducing economic reforms in the hope of reducing inefficiencies and increasing value for money. The government of Samoa has commenced its reform agenda for the communications sector. However, it is not a smooth process. There are many complications on the way, and Samoa is going through this stage of trying to smooth out these complications.

Institutional Set up

The Government of Samoa, by means of the Postal and Telecommunications Services Act 1999, and in pursuance of its reform agenda, converted the old Post Office Department into a three fold structure comprising:

1. The Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications, a separate government department charged with the administration of the Act and with the development of an efficient and commercially viable communications policy for Samoa; 

2. the establishment of a body corporate to be the licensed provider of postal and telecommunications services in Samoa. This body corporate became known as the Samoa Communications Ltd., a public company fully owned by government; and

3. the establishment of a Spectrum Management Agency responsible for the orderly and efficient operation of the telecommunications spectrum including the use of frequency bands and all forms of radio transmissions and emissions. 

Within the ambit of the Postal and Telecommunications Services Act 1999, and in pursuance of current thinking and policy of government, the setting up of an independent regulator for the sector is currently being looked at.

The Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications
The Ministry is manned by a staff of professionals and assistants with a support staff headed by the Director, who is the administrative head of the Ministry. Although legally formed on 1 July 1999, the Ministry was not able to recruit its professional staff until late March 2000. There is a need for staff with technical background in telecommunications. Other professional expertise is now available in the current staff in disciplines such as law, planning, research and general public policy development. The current staff however, still needs to acquire basic knowledge of technical terminology necessary for policy development.

Understandably, a major problem for the staff is orientating with the technical terminology, and the requirements of the sector both within and outside Samoa. The availability of ITU and other relevant reading materials on the Internet has been of great help. It was only in June 2000 that TIES Access was activated for the Ministry and has since been used regularly to access relevant ITU information. Nevertheless, there are important materials considered essential for the Ministry's work but are available only though the buying service. The Ministry needs to purchase these, but given its budgetary limitations, these important resources are difficult to obtain at the moment.

Development of human resources is an area to be addressed. Short - term courses or exposure to other forums on technical aspects of telecommunication policy work would be appropriate for the staff to undertake. This would provide the background knowledge needed for consideration of policy issues.

Development of the Sector Policy

By April 2000, the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications had developed a draft Sector Policy, using a consultative approach with a Task Force appointed by Cabinet. The Task Force consisted largely of service providers, but there were also public servants representing various related government departments. 

The draft policy was reviewed by another task force, smaller in size, and consisting of the Treasury department, the Attorney General, the Government employer (PSC), Samoa Communications Ltd. the major service provider and the Ministry. The product of this review is now before Cabinet for consideration. 

Current Problems facing the Ministry

The Ministry cannot proceed with its major functions without the sector policy, which the Cabinet is still to finalise. These tasks include

i. Reviewing existing legislation to ensure conformity and harmony with the Sector Policy;

ii. Streamlining administrative procedures in respect of licence applications; 

iii. Monitor operations of Postal and Telecommunications services efficiently;

iv. Monitor policy implementation effectively; 

v. Training of human resources;

vi. Engage in effective consultation with service providers and stakeholders concerning role of Ministry.

There is urgency in finalising the Communication Sector Policy so that the Ministry may effectively carry out its functions. 

Recruitment of qualified personnel for the Spectrum Management Agency is also an urgent necessity. Pending the recruitment of staff for the Agency, the Ministry is carrying out research and other clerical work for the Minister's consideration before licences for the issue of frequencies are approved. There is limited scope in the Spectrum Management work now being carried out by the Ministry due to the lack of additional spectrum management expertise. 

There seems to be a general consensus amongst stakeholders for a regulator that is independent and honest. It is the Ministry's view that given the following issues, perhaps it is better for Samoa that the regulator remains with the Ministry meantime. 

· Samoa has just started the reform process, and there is only one major service provider.

· The structural framework for the sector has not totally been put into place.

· The question of funds is a recurring one for government, so the setting up of a regulator now may not be economically justified.

There is a need to amend and develop further the existing legislation to ensure compatibility and consistency. There is also related legislation which needs to be amalgamated into one simplified Act of Parliament to avoid confusion and contradiction. 

Interconnection and the Universal Service Obligation (USO)

While the government has encouraged the introduction and development of competition in service delivery, it is also obligated to ensure that the new company, Samoa Communications Ltd. (SCL) is able to operate financially, produce quality service to the consumers, and to pay dividends to government. The new company however, has inherited problems which existed under the old government set up. These problems are currently having some effect on the company's ability to operate effectively. This has in turn affected the government's decision to grant the new company an exclusive licence as the main provider of postal and telecommunications services for the next 10 years.

The exclusive licence granted to SCL effectively limits the introduction of competition, and hence interconnection in telecommunication services provision. Other service providers in the telecommunications sector mainly deal with providing telecommunication equipment, connecting internal networking and providing domestic/internal wiring / cabling services.

Universal Service has not been formally defined and is yet to be finalised between the new corporation and government. Samoa Communications Ltd. (SCL) and government are obligated to review the company's Statement of Corporate Objectives every year, and ensure that services are provided within a given price range, at a prescribed quality level. In the event that the new company is not able to provide such services as required, then the government is obligated to take other options which may include the tender out of such work to other possible providers who may be able to deliver services at prescribed conditions. Currently, the Ministry, Treasury and SCL are working on the Statement of corporate objectives for the company, hence the Universal Service Obligation is yet to be finalised.

Plans for the Future

The Ministry is planning to host a number of workshops to allow consultation on issues raised above. These include obtaining public input in defining universal service and assessing the performance of the sector, as well as assessing the need for more advanced technology. They also include consultation with service providers to inform them of the new set up, and their obligations regarding their licences and performance under the new framework. The number and coverage of such workshops will depend on the ability of the department's budget to fund these activities. 

Consultations are ongoing between the Ministry and other key government departments such as Treasury and the Attorney General's Office on issues affecting the sector policy, corporate objectives of SCL, and legislative review. 
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