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________

Abstract: 

The document gives an overview of the situation in Sri Lanka regarding the universal access/service.

Some characteristics of the Sri Lanka scenario relating to universal access/service are the following

· Although there is no formal obligation on the incumbent operator with regard to universal access/service, the country’s legislation and the regulatory obligation cover methods of implementing universal service obligations. It is an informal obligation on the part of the incumbent operator to be answerable to Parliament when questions are being asked by politicians, on issues relating to telephone services in the areas they represent. It is an inherent condition in the Management Agreement to serve the regional and rural areas. 

· The concept of universal service/access is not specifically referred to in the Sri Lanka Telecommunication legislation and as such no definition in this regard is available in the Act or in the operator’s license. 

· Communication bureaux in many parts of the country are operating as resellers of telephones, facsimile and internet facilities at exorbitant prices.

· The Regulatory Commission has now launched a project with the fixed access operators to regulate the Communication Bureaux to enable the public to get the best possible rates and services.  

The Asia Pacific Declaration recommendation on network development addresses universal access to “provide at least the basic telephone services within easy reach of the people”. In any country people have a right to communicate and the telephone has become very important to their daily lives. Therefore the objectives of the Governments and Regulators should be to ensure that public has access to basic telecommunications at reasonable costs. The Government of Sri Lanka has voiced its concerns in this sphere through the National Policy on Telecommunications in September 1994 as follows:

To achieve universal service, covering the whole country including all villages”. This implies easy access to basic telecommunication facilities such as the telephone, telegraph and facsimile to all at affordable and reasonable prices.

Another objective is to provide prompt and effective attention to consumer needs and to attain an acceptable quality of service for voice and data communications for both national and international communications. 

Sri Lanka telecommunication policies have been continuously changing during the past few years, with the bifurcation of telecommunications and postal services in 1980 and in 1991 the PTO was corporatised and regulation was introduced in the form of a single regulator. In 1996 by the Amendment Act No. 27 of 1996 the Telecommunications Authority of the single regulator was converted in to a Regulatory Commission which is a statutory body, with five Commissioners with greater financial autonomy and administrative flexibility. Competition in the area of fixed line access was introduced in 1996 with the licensing of two wireless local loop operators. This resulted in foreign investment in the country. 

In the year 1997 the Government of Sri Lanka sold 35% of the shares of the Sri Lanka Telecom which was the Government owned PTO to the NTT Corporation of Japan. Thus the management of Sri Lanka Telecom Ltd was vested with the NTT of Japan subject to certain performance incentives which includes incentives to encourage increases in the network with emphasis on rural and regional increases. Vide Agreement for Provision of Services & Procurement of Personnel entered in to between Sri Lanka Telecom Ltd and NTT of Japan Schedule 2 ‘FEES’.

There are no formal universal service obligations imposed on Sri Lanka Telecom Ltd which is the incumbent operator as it was expressly excluded by the Management Agreement between Government of Sri Lanka, NTT and Sri Lanka Telecom Ltd until year 2000. 

At present, less than 10% of the households have fixed telephones. Even under most optimistic scenarios, majority of households will not have access in the short term. The Government of Sri Lanka was of the view that public or pay-telephones will therefore be a critical mechanism for accessing the network.  On the request of Her Excellency the President of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, the Minister of Posts, Telecommunications & the Media requested the Commission to create incentives for the rollout of the payphones in the rural areas.  Sri Lanka’s current teledensity for payphones is 0.22 i.e. payphones per 1000 people.

As the installation and servicing costs of payphones in rural areas are relatively higher the payphone operators are reluctant to rollout payphones in these areas. A wire line connection costs as much as Rs.50,000/- in the outstations compared to Rs.13,000/- in Colombo. Operational costs are also very high. 

The Commission on the request made by the Government paid a subsidy of Rs.50,000/- per incremental payphone installed subject to certain conditions such as the payphone shall be located outside Municipal and Urban Council limits and payphone cards to be available within a radius of 250 meters of the payphone for at least 45 hours a week and the public should be able to gain unhindered access to the payphones 24 hours of the day. This subsidy is limited to the first 3000 payphones installed. 

It is also pertinent to take note of the present fixed access teledensity which is 3.63 (telephone per 100 people) and 70% of the country’s fixed access telephones are located in the Western Province and 60% of which is in Colombo (Commercial Capital) of Sri Lanka. Therefore the rural areas were un-served.

The incumbent operator is also providing public payphones on nation wide basis but at present they do not have adequate payphones to make them accessible to the majority of the Sri Lankan public. In this regard the Regulatory Commission and the incumbent operator have reached an agreement on certain aspects relating to payphones such as priority fault clearance etc. Although there is no formal obligation on the incumbent operator with regard to universal access/service the country’s legislation and the regulatory obligation cover methods of implementing universal service obligations. It is an informal obligation on the part of the incumbent operator to be answerable to Parliament when questions are being asked by politicians, on issues relating to telephone services in the areas they represent. It is an inherent condition in the Management Agreement to serve the regional and rural areas. 

The wireless local loop (WLLs) Operators are expected to provide 100,000 lines by year 2000.  As there are no formal universal service obligations until August 2002 the incumbent operator is only committed for provision of services within the telecommunication legislation. It is important to note that in the licenses granted to the WLL operators it is specifically provided that number of licenses granted to provide basic fixed telephony, exclusively using WLL technology is restricted to two until end of year 2000, but in case the operator provides good service the restriction in the granting of licenses as aforesaid will be extended until year 2005 for this purpose the WLL operators will have to fulfil the following conditions.

(a) Call completion rate (portion of call attempts with an answer) within the licensed system shall continuously be above 50% and the number of subscribers connected to a licensed system of the end of each particular year exceeds.

Year 


Number of Subscribers

1997 30,000

1998 50,000

1999 80,000

2000 100,000

Sri Lanka Telecom is permitted to continue providing basic fixed telephony using wireless local loop technology limited to operating within 800MHz radio frequency band. As it is not possible to serve a small number of subscribers from a switching centre, the WLL Operators are expected to connect a large number of subscribers to avoid the penalty.

To treat one telephone installation in a rural area as 10 telephones is presently under consideration by the Regulatory Commission. (TRC)

With regard to cellular operators, a new tariff called “Home Zone Tariff” is being introduced to encourage the rural population to use cellular phones where there is no fixed access coverage. 

Recently the Regulatory Commission took a policy decision on a recommendation by the Ministry of Posts, Telecommunications and the Media to invite competitive bidding to provide telephones to rural sub-post offices. This will create an incentive to provide services at best possible prices. It will ensure that most of these post offices will be connected.

The concept of universal service/access is not specifically referred to in the Sri Lanka Telecommunication legislation and as such no definition in this regard is available in the Act or in the operator’s license. 

Sri Lanka Telecommunications Act No. 25 of 1991 and as amended by Act No. 27 of 1996 lays down the general objects to be achieved by the TRCSL.  Some of which are as follows:

· to ensure the provision of a reliable and efficient national and international telecommunication service in Sri Lanka (save as in so far as the provision thereof is impracticable) such as will satisfy all reasonable demands for such services including emergency services, public call box services, directory information services maritime services and rural services as may be considered for the national well being.

· to protect and promote interests of consumers, purchasers and other users and the public interest with respect to the charges for and the quality and variety of telecommunication services provided and telecommunication apparatus supplied. 

· to promote the rapid and sustained development of telecommunication facilities both domestic and international.

· to ensure that the operators are able to carryout their obligations for providing a reliable efficient service free from undue delay, hindrance or impediment.

In order to achieve these objects the Telecommunications Regulatory Commission has been given powers to obtain information, modify technical plans, modify licenses and to direct redress to consumers. The Act also gives the power to the Regulator to make rules and regulations and to advise the Minister.

With regard to provision of universal access/service Sri Lanka focuses mainly on providing access to rural areas. 75% of Sri Lankan population lives in rural areas. Sri Lanka has yet to consider other groups such as disabled personal and pensioners, although many countries have recognized the extension of communications to persons with special needs. Since the teledensity is very low in Sri Lanka in comparison with developed countries, the groups of people belonging to these categories have not yet being considered.  It is the rural populace which have been targetted as beneficiaries of universal access/service. 

Another important fact to be considered is innovations in telecommunications. The Governments and Regulators should stimulate innovation. A simple example of promoting innovation to serve universal service obligations is the current considered by the Sri Lankan regulator in relation to payphones where there is no incoming call facility at present.  This proposal is submitted by a private company to have voice mail access on payphones to meet the requirements of the public.

Re-selling of telecommunication facilities is very popular in Sri Lanka. This interesting piece of legislation was introduced in 1996 to the Telecommunications Act of Sri Lanka to regularise reselling activities. 

Communication bureaux in many parts of the country are operating as resellers of telephones, facsimile and internet facilities at exorbitant prices. As telephone access was not affordable to a large portion of the society this was like an answer to a prayer. These facilities were mainly used by the relatives of the people who left the shore of Sri Lanka to work in the Middle Eastern Countries in search of petro dollars.

The Regulatory Commission has now launched a project with the fixed access operators to regulate the Communication Bureaux to enable the public to get the best possible rates and services.  

Universal Access to Healthcare facilities was considered as very important by the Commission. The Commission and its staff donated equipment to connect the National Hospital and Ambulances, which did not have any “connectivity” earlier.

The telecommunication legislation although does not expressly provide for Universal Access, but there are many provisions which enable the regulator to achieve statutory objectives.  

The Sri Lanka Telecommunications Act also provides that TRCSL (Regulator) will have certain powers and duties to achieve the statutory objectives under the Act. 

· to ensure that the telecommunication services in the country are operated in a manner which will best serve and contribute to its overall economic and social development and advancement.

· to pay due regard to the public interest and the convenience and wishes of the general public as regards the telecommunication services provided by the operator

With regard to quality of service the licensed operators have to comply with the quality standards set by rules prepared in terms of the Telecommunications Act. Higher quality of service will be helpful to the business. A fine example of quality of service monitoring by the regulator was the publicity given to the Commission directive to refund the rental of a subscriber who was deprived of service for more than 50 days which paved way for many consumer complaints. In the area of QOS the Commission and the operators could work together in order reach the prescribed standards.

Generally universal access/service provision means the extension of telecommunications to remote and rural areas so that everyone has the option of having a telephone or is in easy reach of one. Availability of telecommunications improves security.

As a signatory to the Tampere Convention Sri Lanka is concerned with mitigating destructive consequences whether the disasters are natural or man made.

Although the civil disturbances in the northern and eastern regions of the country have to a great deal affected the provision of telecommunication services over the last decade, the Government of Sri Lanka makes every endeavour to provide services to these regions in spite of the disturbances as the people living in those areas have the right to communicate and to use basic telecommunication services.
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