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FOR INFORMATION
Question 7/1: 
Universal access/service

Question 10b/2: 
Development of multi‑purpose community telecentres

STUDY GROUPS 1 AND 2
SOURCE:
BULGARIA

TITLE:
BUILDING OF TELECENTRES TO PROVIDE UNIVERSAL ACCESS TO TELECOMMUNICATION AND INFORMATION SERVICES IN RURAL AND REMOTE AREAS

________

Abstract: 

The contribution provides information on the scope of universal service and the measures which have to be taken for its provision. It also contains the Bulgarian experience in meeting the needs of people from rural and remote areas for universal access to telecommunication and information services, building of the first telecentres, establishing the Bulgarian Telecentres Association – plans, problems and solutions.

1. Introduction

1.1. Background

The development of the telecommunications in the Republic of Bulgaria follows the worldwide trends towards demonopolization and liberalisation of the communications market of networks and services. The establishment of the necessary political, legal and institutional framework is the fundamental prerequisite for realisation of the main tasks of the sector  - improvement of the quality and accessibility of the existing services and providing new services, necessary for the public, at affordable prices. 

In order to fulfil these tasks in 1998 the Government approved the document “Telecommunications Sector Policy of the Republic of Bulgaria”, which shall be updated until the end of 2000. The Sector Policy defines and states the objectives and plans for short, middle and long term development of the telecommunications. One of the most important objectives is the provision of universal telecommunications service.

1.2. Scope of the universal service

Following the principle that each country has the right to determine the scope, the level (geographic coverage), the quality parameters and the affordability of the prices of the universal service in Bulgaria in a short-term and a middle-term aspect, the universal service shall include the following minimum package of services:

· ordinary telephone service (local, long-distance and international) provided  through the fixed telecommunication network;

· free use of the national emergency services (first aid, police, fire guard and other of that kind);

· access to operator (for long-distance and international services);

· information on phone numbers of subscribers of the fixed telephone network, directories inclusive;

· access to the ordinary telephone service through public coin or card operated (credit and phone cards) telephones, set up at convenient places all over the territory of the country, including free access, i.e. without coins or card-usage, to the national emergency services;

· services under specific conditions for users with specific social needs and/or facilities (for ensuring the access to the service) for disabled subscribers;

· users’ access to published information referring to the prices of the services, the quality of services and the degree of fulfilling the engagements undertaken by the respective operator with respect to the quality of services.

1.3. Measures for providing the universal service

In order to realise completely the obligation for providing the universal service in Bulgaria, the following measures shall be undertaken:

· to issue an extensive document treating the provision of the universal service.

· to create the necessary prerequisites for preparing the net costs for provision of the universal service;

· to develop a national scheme (till 2002, which is the year of expiry of the exclusive rights of the incumbent operator) for financing of the universal service for economically unprofitable regions. The scheme should assess options for participation of other operators in the financing and provision of the service.

· to start preparation of the mechanisms for financing of the universal service in the conditions of a free market.
2. Telecentres - a Bulgarian experience

2.1. Alternatives for providing the universal service in rural and remote areas

The provision of the universal service in the urban areas is easier than its provision in the rural and remote regions. In order to ensure technical access to the telecommunications services on the whole territory of the country as well as to overcome the disbalance between urban and rural regions telephone penetration requires the promotion of:

· projects for implementation of alternative models for telephone based on new technologies;

· projects for completion of the fixed network and development of other networks in the context of liberalisation.

2.2. The first Telecentre in Bulgaria and BTA

In 1999 a pilot project was implemented in Bulgaria aiming at providing access to all the citizens from the rural and remote areas to the information and communication services by means of a telecentre.

A private Bulgarian company took part in the realization of this project, supported by consultants from BT Telconsult in the framework of the PHARE programme.

The idea for building telecentres in rural and remote areas was accepted with great enthusiasm by the majority of the people.

As a result the Bulgarian Telecentres Association was created at the end of 1999.

The main goal of the association is to provide of telecommunication and information services to the population in rural and remote areas. In this way the possibilities of the people from rural regions should be balanced with those of city inhabitants. During the daily working time of the new Telecentre (8.00 AM till 24.00 PM) the following services are offered:

· public telephone;

· public e-mail;

· Internet access;

· facsimile services;

· copy services;

No doubt, the meeting people’ needs of communication and information services is at great importance but much more essential is the social effect which can be achieved.

There are some courses taking place in the Telecentre mainly for training students and unemployed people.

This offers the possibility of improving the qualification of the people, which would lead, to reducing the unemployment in these areas and their economical prosperity.

The Telecentre itself is an example with 5 working places created.

Thus the Telecentre is slowly turning into a cultural club for young people where there is the possibility for exchange of information and learning. This will lead in the future to raising the quality of life in this region. It will also give to the young people the opportunity of getting a better education and thus a better job similar to the young people in the big cities. 

In the future BTA’s intention is to increase the number of services offered in the Telecentres as follows:

· small firm accountancy;

· helping in preparing business plans;

· information concerning agricultural cooperations and  farmers;

· tourist information;

· translating services;

· telemedicine services and e-commerce etc.

2.3 Plans for further development of the telecentres in Bulgaria

The successful start of the first Telecentre encouraged BTA to create a plan for further development of the Telecentres in Bulgaria. The first step of this plan is building telecentres in the bigger villages in rural areas with a number of population between 10 000 and 30 000 on the whole territory of the country (it can be viewed on the picture).

[image: image1.wmf]
Building smaller satellite telecentres in the villages having a population up to 5 000 and situated around the big telecentres is foreseen for the next stage.

Тhus these smaller telecentres would be connected with those created in the first stage. In this way the amount of information which can be obtained in a small Telecentre would be increased without increasing the expenses made for providing this information. In the long run the main task of BTA is to connect all telecentres in the country in one network.

2.4. Problems and solutions

In the realization of this idea some difficulties from different nature could arise. One of the main problems is to find offices and to finance the necessary equipment and facilities. The initial investments which have to be made for building a Telecentre for the first mentioned type are about 25 000 $ and for a Telecentre from a satellite type are about 12 000 $. There are also some difficulties related to the technical security of the Telecentre - providing leased lines and thus the necessary quality of the connections. The current expenses cannot also be ignored. Another problem is the lack of knowledge and ability of the people to cope with the new technologies as well as the difficulty to get over the psychological barrier, which appears while people are getting in contact with them.

BTA is looking for different solutions to overcome these difficulties. By organising a number of seminars the association is aiming to make the idea popular and to find alternative forms of collaboration with governmental and non-governmental organisations. A form of collaboration is the establishment of joint-ventures or other partnerships with telecommunications and computer companies for building the telecentres. Another possibility offered by BTA is the joint use of premises owned by the Bulgarian public postal operator and Bulgarian Telecommunication Company. In return the association may employ postmen and telephone operators who shall perform two or more activities.

3. Conclusion

Having in mind that the telecentres are a unprofitable activity with an enormous social effect, the BTA initiative for building telecentres in Bulgaria must be highly estimated. That is why this initiative must be encouraged in order to better realise the idea of the association to establish a network of Telecentres in the whole country. 

We must emphasize that it is of great importance that the governmental institutions understand the role of the telecentres as their social partner in providing people with different kind of services as well as supporting their activities oriented towards education, healthcare and social policy. Full understanding of the problems and difficulties that BTA faces in the process of realising this initiative is the only way that these problems may be solved.
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Contact point:
Ms Andreana Atanassova, Ministry of Transport and Communications, Bulgaria, Tel. +359 2 9492427/Fax: +359 2 9817457
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