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Draft new Recommendation D.98: Charging in International Mobile Roaming Service  

1. Introduction

With the increased use of mobile devices as a primary means of communications, improved roaming services--including lower international roaming rates, improved quality of service and increased network access--have become key policy priorities for the ITU Member States.  

Member States, Regulators and consumers continue to express concern about the high level of charges incurred when roaming internationally and especially in the case of ‘bill shock’ (i.e. a bill which the consumer finds unexpectedly excessive. 

International roaming is a multi-country issue by nature. The issues involved and their degree vary from region to region, and also within regions, in terms of its economics, market structures and regulatory frameworks.  Cooperation between Regulators and policy makers either bilaterally or within a region is likely to be more effective than unilateral action by one national regulatory authority.  There is no guarantee that unilateral action by one national regulatory authority to, for example, cap wholesale roaming charges in its country will on its own to lead to reciprocal reductions in other countries. Therefore, cooperation between regulators within a region is likely to be more effective. 
This recommendation proposes measures to empower consumers to benefit from efficient competition and regulation so that they have the information and transparency to take appropriate actions; to identify measures for improving the way the market works; and proposals for regulatory actions, which may include measures to lower rates.

2. References

The following ITU-T Recommendations and other references contain provisions which, through reference in this text, constitute provisions of this Recommendation.  At the time of publication, the editions indicated were valid.  All Recommendations and other references are subject to revision; users of the Recommendation are therefore encouraged to investigate the possibility of applying the most recent edition of the Recommendations and other references listed below.  A list of the currently valid ITU-T Recommendations is regularly published.  The reference to a document within this Recommendation does not give it, as a stand-alone document, the status of a Recommendation.

[ITU-T D.93]
ITU-T Recommendation D.93 (2003), Charging and accounting in the international land mobile telephone service (provided via cellular radio systems).

[ITU-T D.99]
ITU-T Recommendation D.99 (2008), Indicative rate for international mobile termination.

[ITU-T D.140]
ITU-T Recommendation D.140 (2002), Accounting rate principles for the international telephone service.

3. Definitions
International mobile roaming:  The use of a voice, SMS or data services on a mobile phone in a country other than the country of the provider of the mobile subscription or pre-paid SIM card. 

International mobile roaming rates: The prices charged for international mobile roaming which is divided into as follows:
-Wholesale rate of International mobile roaming: the price charged to the consumer’s mobile subscription provider in one country by the provider of the mobile connection in the other country
-Retail rate of International mobile roaming: the price charged to consumers at the retail level by the provider of the mobile subscription or pre-paid SIM card

Principles for lowering International Mobile Roaming rates

4.1 
Empowering Consumers: Member States should take an active role in consumer education and protection.  Member States should explore ways to protect and empower consumers in determining their best choices among the array of options available to them in the rapidly evolving mobile marketplace.  Member States, among other things, should encourage:

4.1.1   the development of effective ways to provide clearer and more transparent information to consumers on the details of international mobile services and the structure of the charges before they roam internationally;

4.1.2   the usage of alerts delivered via SMS or other electronic ways when roaming customers arrive in another country, which may include prices or a warning that higher prices apply and instructions on how to obtain further information or real time access to their recorded usage/spend;
3.1.3 the usage of warning alerts delivered via SMS or other ways that indicate when the roaming customer has incurred a certain cost level which is prescribed by the service provider to the customers;
4.1.4   the ability to implement automatic roaming cost caps for certain international roaming services: that is, the service is automatically blocked when the user’s bill reaches a certain prescribed level;
4.1.5   

the development of measures to protect consumers living, or travelling to, border regions from inadvertent roaming on a network in another country from which they are located at that time (this might include special price plans for consumers living near borders and warning messages when the handset switches to a new network);  

4.1.6   regulators and mobile operators to monitor and inform consumers of emerging technologies and/or other industry developments that will have an impact on international mobile roaming services; and

4.1.7   the billing unit for international mobile roaming service to be set at no larger than the billing unit for domestic service on the home network (without prejudice to flat-rate pr per-call binding).
4.2 
Market-Based Solutions:  Member States should encourage the development of effectively competitive markets for international mobile roaming by:
4.2.1   supporting the provision of international mobile roaming services by other means, for example by global mobile virtual networks operators; 
4.2.2   fostering the use of substitutes including different SIM cards and dual-SIM handsets, rental of a second handset, and the provision of international mobile roaming services by other means, for example by global mobile virtual networks operators and/or the take-up of new technologies so as to increase consumer choice; 
4.2.3   sustaining the provision of roaming pricing plans 
that allow consumers to purchase as much international mobile roaming services as they wish in a package that best meets their needs and budget; 
4.2.4   cultivating regional and multiregional cooperation among operators and regulators to facilitate and encourage regional and interregional [multiregional] mobile roaming.

4.3 
Regulatory intervention
Before implementing regulatory intervention, 
Regulators and policy makers should closely liaise with Member states to promote economic efficiency for the benefit of consumers by encouraging operators’ initiatives to set the international mobile roaming charges which are enough to be competitive in the market.  In order to avoid market distortion carrying a risk of significant harm, regulatory intervention should be a last resort measure after other above measures have failed.   
4.3.1
When regulatory intervention is considered, regulators and policy makers should identify recent relevant studies and policies within their own regions and within other regions.  Regulators and policy makers should liaise with each other and those within their region, to develop a policy for reducing charging which is appropriate, either bilaterally or for their region.  Regulatory measures should be tailored to regional and local market conditions by taking sufficient time to ascertain that the measures are appropriate;
4.3.2  When regulatory intervention is considered, 
Regulators should consider the possible effects of setting regulation, especially for national price ceilings.  Some effects are set out in Appendix A.  Regulating price is a significant regulatory intervention that may carry a risk of harm to the market. Regulators and policy makers should carefully analyze its effects to determine that a proposed intervention is expected to address the underlying cause of any issue, and that it will not harm the competitive process.
4.3.3  Where a Regulator considers that it is necessary to set a ceiling/price cap for wholesale or retail charges, the Regulator needs to study all relevant cost elements including the cost of building and maintaining the mobile network infrastructure and international connections.  Regulators should set the regulation of [cost-oriented] wholesale roaming charges [based on cost], which means that those proposed price ceilings should not be below cost.  Comparisons with national charges or other charges as a proxy could be used; 

_____________

APPENDIX A

Effects of setting national price ceilings

Roaming agreements between operators are bilaterally negotiated to allow users that subscribe to a mobile network in their originating country to use the same phone and SIM card in another country.

Regulators should take care not to set wholesale or retail price ceilings for international mobile roaming services at levels below cost.  Otherwise, Regulators would risk removing the commercial incentive for the effected operators to maintain or develop roaming agreements with other operators.

Some of the possible effects of setting national price ceilings are discussed below.

· Where a wholesale price ceiling is set, the aim would be that the operator that is subject to the regulated ceiling will charge less than it charged previously to an operator in the country from which the user originates.  That operator would then have the choice to either pass the reduction along to the user by lowering its retail price, or increase its own profit margin by charging the same pre-regulation retail price to the user.

· Where a retail price ceiling is set, the operator that is subject to the regulated ceiling may depend on successfully negotiating lower wholesale charges with an operator in another country in order to make continuing the roaming agreement commercially attractive.  If the commercial agreement between two operators calls for symmetrical cost charging, then a price ceiling in one country could have the effect of also lowering roaming costs for users from the other country.

· A combination of wholesale price ceilings in the country that the user visits and retail price ceilings in the country from which the user originates could ensure that reductions in international mobile roaming prices are passed on to users.
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