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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

It is an honour for me to deliver a keynote speech at this high-level conference which brings together 

European political leaders, eminent academics, industry and practitioners, who all have something to 

contribute to the successful response Europe is giving to the Digital Agenda challenges.  
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In my role as European Commissioner I have travelled to many very diverse regions of Europe – from 

large metropolis to very remote scarcely populated areas.  What strikes me is that we face a real 

challenge when it comes to ensuring that all regions are equally accessible and connected – and that 

technology is at the heart of the response we need to give to this challenge. 

 

I. Regional development and ICT 
As Commissioner for Regional Policy I feel that it is important to remind everyone about what regional 

policy is about, what its main objectives are and what tools it has developed to achieve these objectives. 

Regional development in the European Union is about raising living standards across the regions of the 

Union.  It is therefore geared towards every European citizen, no matter where they live. 

To this end, the EU works with every region to develop and implement tailor-made development 

programmes, and attributes resources to translate these programmes into concrete projects and 

investments.  Both hard and soft investments are directly supported by the EU budget – we invest in 

infrastructure and in people, we invest in hardware and software.  

In other words, regional policy puts in place a number of essential pre-requisites for further socio-

economic development and increased competitiveness. 

When we first started with this policy during the eighties, we supported measures which were highly 

relevant at the time.  In terms of hard measures for instance, we focused mainly on transport and 

environment, with investments in roads, railways, airports, water and waste.   

At the time, there was little to predict the rapid expansion of another type of necessary measures, those 

connected to information and communication technology.   
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But who can be blamed for not seeing this as quickly as we maybe should have ?  After all, Mr Thomas 

Watson who was the chairman of IBM in 1943 said at the time: "I think there is a world market for maybe 

five computers"…. 

 

II. The ICT challenges 
Naturally, we now see very clearly how the development of information and communication technology is 

a fundamental part of any regional development policy and programme. 

Just as developing physical access and transport links was perceived as a Must in the early days of 

regional policy, improving ICT infrastructure has to be seen as a must for our current and future 

programmes and investments.   

We need virtual motorways to secure competitiveness. 

In this, we face two main challenges.  The challenge of developing top quality, efficient and affordable 

infrastructure accessible for all and the challenge of developing  services and applications of high 

relevance and significance to EU citizens. 

In terms of infrastructure, the EU's immediate objective is to ensure full broadband coverage for all EU 

citizens by 2013.  And we are more ambitious for the medium term, with clear quality and speed targets 

to be reached by 2020.  By then, 30 megabits per second broadband for all is the objective, with at least 

half the European households having subscribed to 100 megabits per second internet connections. 

In order to get there, it is essential that we plan this in the best possible manner, using the various 

technologies available to us in the most efficient manner.   
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Whether we use land-based or wireless technology such as satellites is not the key question – what 

matters is that we use what is at our disposal to offer broadband coverage.  At the same time we already 

need to plan the deployment of next generation access networks. 

Decision-makers and leaders need to dedicate time and resources to ensure that this is done well and 

fast.  

There is nowadays no justifiable reason for a region of the EU not to be fully covered by broadband 

access by 2013. 

This objective is by no means a "luxury" question.  We are not talking here only about giving our 

youngsters full internet access so that they can play video games on-line or about offering a few forward-

looking retired people access to social networks so they can share pictures of their grandchildren….   

Do not get me wrong, these aspects of ICT are important and contribute to our well-being.  But when 

discussing the ICT infrastructure needs we are talking about vital challenges for the European Union 

and its citizens.   

Challenges such as education, health or governance and ultimately competitiveness and living 

standards. 

For some regions in Europe, building the ICT infrastructure today is as vital as building transport links 

has been in the recent past. 

For some regions in Europe, ICT infrastructure is the only way they are going to be attractive enough to 

keep their young and creative citizens there – and stop the damaging migration to urban centres. 

For all regions in Europe, ICT infrastructure is a sine qua non condition for any future development. 
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III. How regional policy and funding contributes to the challenge 
The European Union's commitment to these investment needs is clear.   

For the financing period 2007-2013, 15 billion euro from the Structural Funds has been earmarked for 

investments in Information Society, 2,3 billion of which is dedicated to broadband infrastructure 

investments.  This is a significant financial contribution. 

Member States, which are implementing these investments on the ground, are making efforts to ensure 

that we reach the investment target of 15 billion by developing high quality relevant investment projects. 

Naturally, these types of investment are not easy to realise.  It is quite clear that most administrations still 

need to re-enforce their capacity to deal with this – so far, we have seen some good developments but 

also some obstacles such as fragmentation or lack of interoperability.  The European Commission is 

committed to doing more to assist national and regional authorities to meet this challenge.  

This is why several services of the Commission have decided to step up their assistance to Member 

States and regions.  DG Regional Policy is currently working with DG Information Society and DG 

Competition, on developing "Guidelines on Broadband Investments Models for Public Authorities".  

Together, we will also soon launch a new platform called "Smart Specialisation" which will provide direct 

assistance to regions in speeding up the use of Structural Funds for innovation, including broadband and 

ICT services, and which will also prepare regions for a quick start to the next programming period. 

My colleagues in the College also continue working on initiatives to improve the overall framework for 

ICT development, for instance by improving the competition environment or by stimulating access to 

research and innovation for small smart SMEs. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

As you can see, we are fully committed to grasp the ICT challenge and take the steps needed to 

increase our competitiveness in this regard. 

And in the period post 2013, there will again be significant investments in ICT – this is an agreed 

objective which is an integral part of Europe 2020.   

The Digital Agenda priorities are well understood and they will receive full support.  We are working hard 

to secure more funding for ICT infrastructure in the future and to ensure that we build on many years of 

experience in infrastructure investment across the European Union under shared management to 

develop and implement the best possible projects. 

 

IV. The role of industry in this 
Of course, investment by public authorities alone will not be enough. It is clear that private investments in 

ICT are also needed if only to offset budget constraints on public expenditure.   

It is estimated that to meet our target of full high-speed broadband coverage by 2020, between 38 and 58 

billion euro will be necessary.  If we talk about the ultra high-speed targets of 2030, then more than 200 

billion will be needed. 

The ICT sector and public authorities need to work hand in hand. 

We are particularly keen to see technological improvements brought about by industry in areas such as 

satellite connections.  Satellites offer a solution which can be the most viable for instance in regions 

where terrain makes investments in land technology unrealistic and too expensive.  
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Since regional policy is about giving all regions of the EU a better chance to compete, we are particularly 

keen to see industry, including satellite operators, propose high-quality, reliable and affordable solutions 

which can help meet the total coverage target, also in more remote or less accessible regions.   

 

V. Conclusions 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
ICT technology investments are not only desirable; they are also a vital building block of European 

competitiveness and hence European citizens’ well-being.  Their full potential though will only be fulfilled 

via extensive and constructive cooperation between public authorities across the European Union and 

industry.  If satellite technology proves to be the best solution to ensure broadband coverage in some 

regions of Europe, then we should invest in it. And industry should make every effort to ensure this 

technology provides high-quality connectivity. 

It is this public-private cooperation that we must continue to develop in the coming years if we want to 

meet head-on the challenges of a rapidly evolving world. 

 

Thank you for your attention ! 


