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Following a recent provisional agreement between the
European Council and the European Parliament on
the EU’s next seven-year budget, 20% of the outlay has
been dedicated to ‘digital.’ Where the bloc’s priorities
lie in this broad field, however, is still up for debate.
In this context, the coronavirus pandemic continues to
wreak havoc on the continent, with millions of Europeans confined to working from home and staying in
touch with loved ones remotely.
This has resulted in a seismic shift to a vastly greater uptake on digital tools and technologies among all
generations and walks of life. The question of ensuring
Europe’s future connectivity has never been greater.
This event report examines the importance of Europe’s
connectivity in the current context and probes the
ways in which the public sector can support the critical
needs of society at a time when the resilience and effectiveness of Europe’s key technologies are paramount.
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IN TERVIEW

MEP: Connectivity is vital for an
EU single market for data
B y S a m u e l S t o l t o n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

MEP Miapetra Kumpula-Natri speaks during a plenary session of the
European Parliament.

I

n order for the goals in the EU’s data strategy to be
realised, connectivity is a necessary prerequisite, but the
bloc should also be wary of implementing policies that
move towards a culture of data localisation, says Finnish
MEP Miapetra Kumpula-Natri.

We’ve seen unprecedented challenges to our everday way
of life as part of the coronavirus crisis. In what way has
connectivity helped in this challenge and has the pandemic
also exposed Europe’s ‘connectivity divide’ across certain
areas of the continent? What lessons can we learn from this?

Miapetra Kumpula-Natri currently serves as an S&D
Member of the European Parliament from Finland. She is
also the rapporteur for the industry committee’s report on the
European strategy for data. EURACTIV caught up with her
recently to hear more about her objectives in this field

The pandemic has shown the importance of connectivity.
How capable have you or your organisation been when
adapting to remote working? The European Parliament
has provided a good example, I think. Who thought in
February 2020, that by Autumn everything, including

Continued on Page 5
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voting, speeches, meetings, could be
conducted remotely?
However, the situation has also
shown that if you are not able to
adapt to the changing situation,
because of a lack of skills, equipment,
or connections, you will fall behind.
I think this is the lesson we have to
take seriously when moving towards
an era of 5G, data, and artificial
intelligence. We do not want the EU
to fall behind.
How concerned are you that Europe’s
5G targets have fallen by the wayside?
Delays to spectrum auctions have
taken place as a result not only of
the coronavirus but also because
of ongoing geopolitical concerns
over the security of next-generation
telecommunications networks. Should
the EU rush to rapidly deploy 5G
technologies in order to meet previous
targets, or adopt a more cautious
approach?
Concerned is perhaps not the
word I would use, but I’m a bit
frustrated. We had a clear agreement
that the 5G spectrum auctions should
be done by 2021, yet where are we
now? Only some 26% of the auctions
have been done in the EU. Therefore
I do appreciate that the Commission
has taken some action, with the
5G security toolbox to address the
security concerns that in my opinion
have to be taken seriously, as well as
with the new 5G “roll-out” toolbox.
Very-high capacity networks
should not be forgotten. For me the
motivation is simple: how can we
create the innovations of tomorrow
such as the Internet of Things and be

the leader in the usage of industrial
data, if connectivity is not there? The
equation is impossible.
A word on security: It is, of course,
a complex question, and not only
about technical aspects but it has a
huge geopolitical aspect as well. What
makes it even more complex for the EU
is that member states are having quite
a variation on the implementation of
the 5G security toolbox, so finding
the “coherent” line is not always easy.
Therefore, I am looking forward to
seeing the Commission report on
the issue, which was supposed to
come out in October, to see if further
harmonisation is needed.
How instrumental will the budget
allocation be in the forthcoming multiannual financial framework and the
recovery and resilience fund in order
to address some of the challenges to
Europe’s connectivity?
It has been outlined clearly, 20%
of the recovery fund is aimed for
digitalisation. This makes roughly
150 billion euros, just with the
next generation of EU funds. In my
opinion, this injection should be done
in a way that allows the EU to come
back stronger.
Although I am happy that
the
Parliament
managed
to
negotiate more resources in the
recent negotiations, of course, the
expectations of Parliament and the
Commission was much higher, for
example for the Digital Europe and
Horizon Europe funding programs,
than what the final package will be in
multi-annual financial framework.
The aim must be, where do we want

to be in 2030? So connectivity, yes,
but also other crucial elements, such
as data economy, supercomputing &
artificial intelligence.
You are the rapporteur for the
Parliament’s industry committee
report on the European strategy for
data. How vital is connectivity in
ensuring that the bloc is able to make
the most out of the non-personal data
that it produces?
It is vital. I have outlined three
main pillars for digitalisation: One
– the flow of data, including the
importance of interoperability, two
– skills and understanding what data
an entity possesses and how it can
be used, and three – infrastructure,
connectivity,
high-performance
computing and systemic capacity
including new tech. And also of
course – let’s not forget the cloud!
I recognise the digital gap and
actions are needed. But market-based
competition is still the best tool in
the long run. When the amount of
data is doubling every year and a half
or so, connectivity is the tool that
creates and transfers data. If Europe’s
industry does not adapt to nextgeneration connectivity, and if they
are not willing to understand the data
as a reusable resource, we will not
able to harvest the benefits of a wellfunctioning data economy.
What do you envisage the toughest
challenges to be in the EU’s future data
goals? How can these be mitigated?
I would like to raise up two key
terms here: interoperability & realtime data use. As always when we talk

Continued on Page 6
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about the EU, we have challenges with
fragmentation. The 27 EU countries
have really different backgrounds and
different setups of systems even on
a technical level, so it will be a vital
exercise to find the “lingua franca” of
data sharing.

a high level of security in every step.
This must be guaranteed regardless of
where data is processed. If there is a
risk for different foreign jurisdictions
to set requirements that put sensitive
data at risk, that threat needs to be
addressed.

The aim should be real-time
services for citizens and companies;
which means more efficient policymaking, less bureaucratic burdens,
saving time and money.

Moreover,
every
company
operating with the data of European
citizens must respect our rules, no
matter where the companies come
from! Also, if European citizens’ data
is dealt with outside of Europe, it is
important to ensure the application
has a high level of legal protection as
in the EU.

After talking with experts, and
now I am diving into more “technerd” stuff, we should be emphasising
the importance of well-formed APIs,
Application programming interfaces.
Via well-formed APIs, we are able to
jump 20 years ahead in the progress,
and aim towards the automated,
real-time flow of data and creating
synergies between digital services.
What’s your response to some of
the criticisms of the EU’s Data
Governance Act, to be presented by the
Commission next week, that it presents
a ‘protectionist’ approach to data use?
I will first wait for the final proposal
from the commission, one needs to be
careful when addressing unfinished
work. I agree with the Commission
that when sensitive data, for example,
the secondary use of health data, or
intellectual property-related data, is
processed and used, we need to ensure

I will eagerly look at different
aspects for securing data in
governance, because trust may not
be built on false promises. Also, the
international framework for these
questions is still weak. For me, data
localisation is not the first answer to
these challenges and should be used
only in very critical circumstances.
Data localisation requirements
may backfire against well-functioning
systems or European companies, as
they also operate in the global economy.
I am leaning towards principles of
ensuring users’ sovereignty over their
data and guaranteeing transparency,
including allowing users to obtain
information on where their data is
located. Let’s see the final proposal!

The term ‘data sovereignty’ has been
bandied about by many in Europe
without much substance. What does
the phrase mean to you and is genuine
European data sovereignty achievable?
As long as data sovereignty does
not mean some sort of an EU ‘isolation’,
it sounds like we are really pushing
ahead. However, perhaps instead
of data sovereignty, I would use the
phrase “European data ecosystems”
that are based on a fair market, which
does not result in a concentration of
data and upholds European values.
We do not live in isolation and the
digital economy is a part of the global
market. This creates opportunities
for European players. Now we need to
make sure that we create opportunities
for exciting and upcoming European
players to develop and grow, while
at the same time guaranteeing that
European rules are respected. At the
same time, we need to build ‘The
Brussels Effect’ also with technology,
on the verge as we are, of a nextgeneration industrial revolution.
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Commission ‘disappointed’ with
5G delays in Europe; reminds
nations of ‘legal obligation’
B y S a m u e l S t o l t o n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

As part of the 2018 Electronic Communications Code, the EU has pledged
to enhance the deployment of 5G networks by ensuring the availability of
5G radio spectrum before the end of this year. [Shutterstock]

T

he European Commission has
expressed concern that EU
nations may fail to meet ‘legallybinding’ deadlines in the assignment
of 5G frequency bands, further
postponing the bloc’s development of
next-generation telecommunications
networks.
Speaking at the launch event
for
new
telecommunications
association GIGAEurope on Tuesday
(17 November), Anthony Whelan,
digital policy adviser to Commission

President Ursula von der Leyen, spoke
of the executive’s frustration at the
likely failure of certain member states
to comply with timeframes set out in
the 2018 Electronic Communications
Code.
As part of the code, the EU has
pledged to enhance the deployment
of 5G networks by ensuring the
availability of 5G radio spectrum
before the end of this year.

5G ‘UNCERTAINTY’ IN THE
EU
Auctions for the allocation of 5G
frequencies across the 700 MHz, 3.6
GHz, and 26 GHz bands have since
been taking part across the bloc, but
have been beset by delays owing to
the coronavirus pandemic, concerns
over the security of next-generation
telecommunications networks, and a
heated misinformation campaign that
has sought to spread falsities about 5G.

Continued on Page 8
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because a certain number of
provisions were adopted in their
interest,” Whelan said.
“So, I think first and foremost
those authorities have to explain
themselves to their own communities,
not just to faraway Brussels, as to why
this isn’t happening.”
“Obviously we are disappointed
when we hear or member states
that are not able or have not, as it
were, made themselves able to reach
deadlines for 5G core bands. It’s
something we pursue very actively
with member states to try and move
that along.”

MEMBER STATES BEHIND
Data from the EU’s 5G Observatory
shows that countries including
Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus,
Estonia, Greece, Lithuania, Malta,
Poland, and Slovenia are among those
that have yet to formally and fully
assign any of the frequencies across
the 700 MHz, 3.6 GHz, and 26 GHz
bands required for 5G deployment.
It is understood that Poland and
Slovenia will most likely miss the end
of the year deadline, with allocation
procedures set to take place early next
year.
Industry representatives also
raised their own concerns about
delays for the EU’s 5G spectrum
allocation.
“In the area of 5G, we’re a long
way from having a spectrum auction,”

said John Porter, CEO of Belgium’s
Telenet. “It’s not just because of the
lack of government, but also because
there are regional differences in
expectations on how the proceeds are
going to be distributed.”
“There
are
also
regional
differences on emission radiation
norms, some of which are not feasible
in the 5G environment. Then there’s
a range of attitudes on taxation,
right down to the potential to tax inbuilding redistribution networks,”
he said, adding that the industry
would welcome more ‘proactive
involvement’ from the Commission in
addressing some of these concerns.
Meanwhile, Jeroen Hoencamp,
CEO of VodafoneZiggo, the joint
venture between Liberty Global
telecommunications
firm
and
Vodafone based in the Netherlands,
said there is real concern in his
country over the allocation of the 3.6
GHz band, which has been identified
as the primary pioneer band for 5G in
the EU.
“The Netherlands was late. The
three-and-a-half gig frequency is not
going to be available until at least
2022, and then only partially,” he said
on Tuesday.
“That is a real concern,” he added.
“To be able to drive to the speeds that
three-and-a-half gigahertz can deliver
– the real one gig mobile, which is
the foundation of all the future of
business, consumer development, and
IoT – this band needs to be unlocked.”

NEW COMMISSION 5G
ACTION PLAN
In the broader 5G space, amid the
various delays to spectrum auctions,
a Commission official recently
hinted to EURACTIV that an updated
Action Plan on 5G may be introduced
next year, as part of the EU’s so-called
‘Digital Compass’ plans, which will
lay out new ‘means and milestones’
to achieve benchmarks in the digital
arena by 2030.
In the EU’s 2016 5G Action
Plan, nations committed to targets
including the launch of 5G services
in all member states in at least
one major city by the end of 2020.
But with the recent setbacks, such
objectives may prove challenging to
meet.
In this context, the EU official
said that a new 5G Action Plan
could be in the offing as part of the
2030 targets, presenting a set of
new deadlines for member states to
attempt to meet.
“If next year we present the
digital compass to the European
Council [and] the objectives of 2030,
we will need to have a close look at
the 5G ambitions set a few years
ago, and probably raise the bar,” the
official said.
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GIGAEurope –
Connecting for Recovery
B y I r i n a Va r l a n | G I GA E u r o p e

Irina Varlan,
Managing Director of GIGAEurope

W

hen
the
COVID-19
pandemic hit Europe in
March, it was clearer than
ever how connectivity is underpinning
everyday life, particularly in times
of lock-down. Because of the uptake
in-home working, online learning,
remote healthcare services and digital
public services, network occupancy
surged.

Irina Varlan is the Managing Director
of GIGAEurope.
Research shows increases of 3040% in VPN traffic, over 50% in video
streaming, 75% in online gaming
and a whopping 200+% increase
in internet telephony and online
videoconferencing1. The providers of
broadband networks were prepared

to manage these unprecedented
spikes in internet traffic. Innovation
competition between infrastructure
providers led to investment in network
upgrades year-on-year in terms of
higher speeds, lower latency and more
bandwidth – well ahead of the crisis.
Even though Europe’s societies
showed resilience during the first

Continued on Page 10
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phase of the pandemic, Europe is
still far from achieving its Gigabit
Society goals for 2025. In 2019,
fixed very high capacity networks
(VHCNs) were only available to 44%
of European households2. Reaching
the EU gigabit target of 1 Gbps for
all European households by 2025
requires a concerted effort by all
private operators of VHCNs who
build, operate and invest in providing
gigabit speeds and speak with one
voice. And this voice is GIGAEurope.
Policymakers and all stakeholders
within the digital ecosystem are
standing at a critical junction and
need to partner and co-create Europe’s
Digital Decade.
GIGAEurope members collectively
provide connectivity services to
around 40 million fixed broadband
clients and 130 million mobile clients
throughout Europe. GIGAEurope’s
mission is to highlight the importance
of EU policies, supporting sustainable
investment and competition.

KEEPING EVERYBODY
CONNECTED AS THE
TRANSFORMATION TO
A DIGITAL SOCIETY
DRASTICALLY
ACCELERATES
Next to their core network-related
business, connectivity providers
have taken special measures to keep
everybody connected during the
pandemic.
A few examples:
•

Providers
introduced
essential internet offerings at
social tariffs for low income

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

and vulnerable groups.
Data, voice and text caps
were temporarily increased
or even replaced with
unlimited offerings for mobile
subscribers.
Complimentary
speed
upgrades were introduced,
lifting entire subscriber bases
to +100 Mbps.
Anonymized and aggregated
insights
from
telecoms
data
were
shared
in
privacy
compliant
ways
with authorities for virus
containment purposes.
Socio-economic drivers like
schools and hospitals were
supported
with
tailored
connectivity
solutions,
sometimes at no charge.
Information
hubs
were
created for consumers and
business customers to ensure
secure and effective home
working environments and
optimal in-house connectivity
configurations.
In partnership with civil
society, special helpdesk
was established aimed at
supporting the elderly with
learning digital skills and
getting online.
Kids and family entertainment
channels were expanded and
often offered for free.

GIGABIT
INFRASTRUCTURE:
THE CORNERSTONE
OF EUROPE’S DIGITAL
SOVEREIGNTY
GIGAEurope members continue
to do their part and invest in the

evolution of gigabit infrastructure.
It is a cornerstone of Europe’s
technology leadership and digital
competitiveness
ambitions.
As part of the European digital
ecosystem, we jointly deliver on
the promise of the data economy
and democratize access to
emerging technologies. Gigabit
connections and seamless fixed/
mobile connectivity solutions are
ready to power European Cloud,
IoT and AI-based applications at
scale.
The connectivity sector also
plays a significant role in driving
Europe’s green transition. As part
of the overall Green Deal climate
neutrality objective for the EU,
a sector-specific target of zero
carbon emission by 2030 has
been set for telecommunications
networks and data centres.
Providers continue implementing
significant
decarbonization
measures
around
renewable
energy,
recyclable
materials
and sustainable supply chains.
By connecting SMEs and socioeconomic operators to gigabit
networks, providers also act as a
catalyst for the greening of the
European economy more broadly.
Gigabit connections facilitate
the use of smart technologies for
sustainable business operations,
remote working, distance-learning
or digital health.
On the road towards an inclusive
Gigabit Society, reaching the
EU’s connectivity goals is a
precondition.
Commissioner
Thierry Breton recently stated
the ambition to have 100% of

Continued on Page 11
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European homes connected to
1Gbps internet access by 2025.
Also, deployment of 5G needs
to be accelerated by completing
spectrum
auctions
under
conditions that preserve the
investment case for fast and
secure 5G infrastructure build
and roll-out. Consolidation is to
be encouraged to foster strong
European telco competitors and
create a real internal market for
telecom services.
The gigabit objectives will be
achieved by a mix of fixed and
wireless technologies and by
a combination of private and
public investment. 20% of the EU
Recovery Fund will be allocated to
investments in digital. We support

the
Commission’s
initiative
of fostering national recovery
plans that balance efficient
public spending with creating
conditions best suited for private
investment by ways of creating
a common toolbox around best
practices. Immediate priorities
for accelerating the gigabit
ambitions relate to the reduction
of the cost of deploying very high
capacity networks and to ensuring
investment-friendly 5G spectrum
licensing approaches.
We embrace the opportunity
before us to shape Europe’s
Digital Decade together with all
stakeholders within the digital
ecosystem. We look forward to
continuing our contribution to
a policy framework that keeps

investment incentives, maintains
the pace of innovation, and
accelerates gigabit availability to
European homes, businesses and
governments.

FURTHER READING
1

Data provided by OMDIA.

2
DESI 2020 report, European Commission. In this report, VHCN coverage is approximated as the combined footprint
of FTTP (Fiber to the Premises) and DOCSIS 3.1 (Data Over Cable Service Interface Specification 3.1) cable networks.

THE D U TCH B I D F O R E M A

From London to...

the Amsterdam
Metropolitan Area

For information on
EURACTIV Event Repors...

Samuel STOLTON
Technology and Digital Affairs Journalist
samuel.stolton@euractiv.com
tel. +32 (0) 2 226 58 26

www. net h e rlan d sfo re m a.e u

Teresa DOMINGUEZ
EU Affairs Manager
teresa.dominguez@euractiv.com
tel. +32 (0) 4 76 0 1 7 8 26

