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Dear Ms Ng

COMMENTS ON THE PROPOSED CODE OF PRACTICE FOR COMPETITION IN THE PROVISION OF TELECOMMUNICATIONS SERVICES

Reuters is one of the major users of international and national telecommunications services in Singapore and throughout the Asia Pacific region. As such, we welcome the "Code of Practice for Competition in the Provision of Telecommunications Services" proposed by the Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore (IDA) and the opportunity to respond to the IDA's Consultation Paper.

In the past two years, two very significant events have occurred in Singapore. These are:

i. the establishment of a high-level government body, the IDA, to coordinate and promote the use of information and communications technology throughout the community; and

ii. the termination of Singapore Telecommunications' monopoly over basic international and national services.

These developments are the essential ingredients to allow the successful development of Singapore's telecommunications market and to maintain Singapore's position as the primary telecommunications hub in this region. Their occurrence will contribute significantly to providing a sound basis on which a competitive market can be established.

At Reuters we are of the view that the following principles should be established as a basis on which Singapore's telecommunications industry should evolve so as to create the potential for the development of a competitive telecommunication market:

A.
The industry should be pro-user by providing the maximum choice of services at minimum cost consistent with maintaining world-class quality standards.

B.
The best way to attain such a goal is by ensuring that the greatest possible level of 'effective' competition is achieved for the benefits of the end users. All regulatory decisions must be taken with this end in mind.

Experiences in Hong Kong illustrate that the inclusion of the word 'effective' here is crucial. For example, legislation should ensure that local cartels cannot develop.

C.
A technology-neutral regulatory regime should be developed with telecommunications services being categorised into two distinct types:

Type I Services that provide the basic infrastructure, regardless of whether they are based on wireline, cable, power line, wireless, hybrid technologies, etc.

Type II Services that use this basic infrastructure for their delivery.

D.
Legislation for Type I services must recognise the fact that resources (e.g. radio spectrum) are often limited. However the general rule should be that the same regulatory conditions should prevail whatever technology is used.

E.
Type II services should be totally deregulated.

F.
Type II service providers should have access to all Type I services on a non-discriminatory basis. To ensure that this is achieved, safeguards must be introduced to keep the two functions separate. This is particularly the case where Type II services are provided by a Type I operator.

G.
Encouragement should be given for all Type I Services to be made available throughout Singapore, insofar as it is practical to do so.

Overall Reuters supports the fact that the establishment and enforcement of competition law in Singapore is essential for the development of the telecommunications market in different sectors. A recap on the situation in Hong Kong is instructive here: after five years the average user still has little real choice, despite the licensing of three new FTNS operators, and there remains little competition in the local telecommunications market except for IDD services. The reasons for this are many and complex but the over-riding factor is that there has been no competition law in place to oversee the development of effective competition. There is ample evidence worldwide to demonstrate that competition will not develop when there is no competition law and the experiences in Hong Kong simply confirm that fact. Reuters believes that greater progress would be made if a stronger approach were taken. We would be particularly concerned if there are any further delays in the definition of interconnection fees or the publishing of a schedule for access to SingTel's exchange lines for interconnectivity. 

Finally we would like to add a comment upon a matter that is a major concern in many deregulating countries; that is access to buildings by operators for last mile connectivity.

Reuters understands that it is a legal requirement in Singapore for landlords to make space and other facilities available to allow their tenants to have access to basic telecommunications services. From our experiences in other cities, however, Reuters remain concerned that certain landlords might make it difficult for the new operators to gain access to their buildings. By various means, including the charging of exorbitant fees, they have the potential to effectively hold any new operators to ransom in their efforts to provide telecommunications services to potential customers.

Any resistance by landlords to allow access to their premises by new operators would have many major implications; operators would be denied the ability to compete on an equal basis and the benefits of competition would be denied to a substantial number of users. We also note that the definition of 'basic telecommunications services' may need to be reviewed and revised in the light of current and future practice, e.g. to ensure inclusion of high bandwidth internet access, etc.

In summary, Reuters has chosen Singapore as our regional headquarters to provide world class information and transactional services to the financial community in Singapore and the Asia Pacific region. Reuters is pleased to respond to the Consultation Paper on telecommunications development in Singapore. We look forward to continuing to work with the government in the development of a consumer-orientated telecommunications infrastructure.

Yours sincerely,

Graeme Ramsey

Technical Director, Reuters Asia Pacific.

