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Question 7/1: 
Universal access/service

STUDY GROUP 1
SOURCE:
FRANCE

TITLE:
UNIVERSAL SERVICE IN FRANCE

________

In France, the universal service is defined by the Telecommunications Act of July 1996 as "the provision of a quality telephone service at an affordable price." It includes the conveyance of telephone calls to and from subscriber points, the provision of an information service and a telephone directory and the provision throughout the territory of public pay phones. France Télécom is the public operator responsible for the universal service. Universal service tariffs are subject to approval by the Minister of the Economy and the telecommunications minister. They take into account the specific difficulties of certain social categories in obtaining access to telephone service due to their income level or handicap.

To cover the net cost of universal service obligations, France created a specific fund financed by contributions by operators. The share of the net costs payable by each operator is calculated in proportion to its market share. The cost of universal service obligations correspond to:

· the unbalanced telephone tariff structure of France Télécom between subscriptions and calls which was completely eliminated in 1999;

· social obligations;

· geographical price averaging obligations, linked to a regional planning objective.

In 1999, the net cost of universal service obligations was estimated at 2.9 billion francs by ART.

The legislature also created mandatory services (ISDN, leased lines, advanced voice telephony services, etc.) which are provided at least by the operator responsible for the universal service.

Public interest missions (national defence and public security) are handled by operators in accordance with their specifications. Fair payment is due for these services.

France wishes to include access to the Internet for general purposes, and in particular for educational purposes, within universal telecommunications service obligations. This point will be given priority consideration in the revision of the European directives.
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