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A YEAR’S DEBATES IN BRIEF
Digital economy: transformation  
in sight
‘Digital transformation’ is regarded as a driver and distributor 
of economic growth for many countries. Infrastructure is the 
‘foundation’ and, with civil engineering works accounting for 
up to 80% of deployment costs, cost-effective measures on 
physical infrastructure access are essential. In Europe, 5G is 
regarded as vital infrastructure, with demands for a ‘mobile 
pivot’. Regulatory and legal certainty are seen as essential 
pre-requisites alongside long-term planning. In developing 
countries, a speaker suggested, it wasn’t just about 
regulatory frameworks, but creating a culture of innovation 
and entrepreneurship. An OECD speaker argued that digital 

technologies could be key to raising low productivity in Latin 
America as well as improving government transparency and 
access to information. 

It is widely felt that many global technology companies fail to 
contribute to the cost of digital development whilst benefitting 
from the infrastructure, and that a digital services tax on 
revenue is required in order to ‘remove asymmetries’, based 
on the principle that the value is created by the consumer. 
Others argue that the value is in the innovation, and that 
taxes on turnover avoids tax treaties while creating arbitrary 
distinctions. Many countries have plans for a digital services 
tax, but most are awaiting the final proposals from the OECD.

Content: contentious  
and consensus
The main topics in the debate around content took in the 
decline of linear TV, the rise of the platforms, the pressure on 
public service broadcasting and the importance of locally-
produced content. The new EU directive requires content 
standards to apply equally on or offline, and imposes a 
minimum of 30% local content. Technology is shaping the 
content and leading to industry concentration. PSBs should 
focus on national content and policymakers need to ensure 
that national players can get prominence on platforms and 
make a reasonable return on content investment. Another 

NAVIGATING 
TURBULENT WATERS
We are used, in the IIC, to holding robust debates on contentious subjects. And the last 
year has certainly seen plenty of them. 5G has moved centre stage with discussions over 
spectrum, investment, security and equipment supply. Platforms continued to be the subject 
of vigorous exchanges, with issues of competition law entering the picture alongside 

proposals for digital services taxes emerging in many countries. The harvesting, storage and use of data was again a high 
temperature topic as arguments were made over the competing demands of trade and privacy. Concerns about cybersecurity 
reached new heights. The explosive growth of content was matched by the passion of the opinions that many expressed. All 
of this took place against a high octane geo-political backdrop as the ‘digital triumvirate’ of the US, EU and China aired highly 
public differences of opinion on big issues of regulation, trade and security. None of this should come as a surprise. Every 
country is alive to the economic impacts expected from the great digital transformation now upon us and everyone wants their 
citizens to benefit. 

The Annual Review aims to capture the stories of the debates held at IIC meetings over the last year, and the full version is 
available to all IIC members. This brief summary provides merely a taste of those debates, but I hope that if it has aroused your 
interest then you will consider joining us and benefitting from the insights, exchange and influence that all IIC members enjoy. 

Finally, at the time of writing Covid-19 continues to take lives and damage economies across the world. Few would try to forecast 
what the long-term impacts might be, but in the short term the virus has affected the operations of companies and organisations 
of every type and size, including the IIC. While we are unable to undertake our usual programme of events, we will be continuing 
the debates online, including webinars, podcasts, blogs and articles. We look forward to seeing you there.

Best wishes
Chris Chapman, President, IIC

If you are interested in receiving a full copy of the IIC Annual Review, please contact Lynn Robinson at l.robinson@iicom.org



perspective was that ‘great storytelling travels everywhere’, 
and it wasn’t drama that needed protection, but news.

In a debate on online harms, platform representatives 
distinguished between user-generated and ‘online curated’ 
content, arguing that the latter was a ‘trusted safe place’ 
suitable for self-regulation. Copyright was another widely 
discussed topic, with one contributor describing the problem 
of ‘remuneration for the copyright owner evaporating in the 
face of unregulated global companies’. The EU’s copyright 
directive requires platforms to clear copyright, and is based 
on the principle that the relevant country is the intended 
market. In debates on fake news, some countries were 
combining legislation to outlaw disinformation while adopting 
measures of co-regulation with industry players. 

5G: proceeding with caution
In spite of optimism about the ‘game-changing’ impact that 
5G is expected to have in many countries, debates during the 
year tended to centre on the trinity of speed (of deployment), 
spectrum, and cost. Most countries are making progress on 
releasing more spectrum, but auctions need to be constructed 
to allow for lowest, rather than highest prices, so that networks 
can be sustainable. With 4G still growing rapidly in many 
countries, the limited financial resources of many operators, 
and revenues per user broadly static, the investment case 
behind 5G remains uncertain. But there are many voices 
insisting that the momentum behind 5G deployment needs to 
be maintained if the advantages are to be realised.

Privacy: keeping the data flowing
Privacy was the focus of debates at two IIC events. 
Discussions centred on the increasing importance of data 
to international trade and an issue for the eco-system rather 
than a single entity. Most contributors agreed that the goal 
of regulation is to ensure maximum interoperability through 
‘adequacy’, rather than equivalence, and that there should 
be no attempt to impose GDPR as a global privacy standard. 

One contributor argued that Asia, as a global engine of 
growth, needed to link data from Europe and the US and 
that privacy rules needed to be flexible. Countries in Asia 
are currently focused on their own framework of cross-
border privacy rules with the aim of creating a global 
interoperability mechanism alongside GDPR. Contributors 
questioned the use of the consent mechanism, citing its 
overuse, and possibly misuse in enabling processing not 
required for the service being offered. Privacy policies are 
too long, and alternative mechanisms need to be explored. 
Another perspective was that the model of individual control 
enshrined in GDPR is not sustainable, and needs to be 
replaced with a system based on a framework of trust. 

Platform regulation: how  
and what?
The activities of platforms, their impacts on competition 
and the role of competition law and regulation were widely 
debated at IIC events. Some called for ex-ante regulation, 
citing the unique position of platforms in their ability to 
benefit from network effects and access to data. Others 

pointed out that evidence of consumer harm was, 
so far, scant, and that dominant positions can 
change rapidly with innovation. Another contributor 
described how network effects can be addressed 
through interoperability. Such frameworks, in the 
case of platforms, would be complex, but compelling access 
to datasets pointed in the right direction.

Policymakers and industry representatives agreed on the 
importance of research in ensuring the right response from 
regulators. A Facebook representative pointed out that 
infrastructure-based regulatory models are national in nature, 
and therefore inappropriate for global platforms dealing with 
millions of individuals. An EU representative agreed that 
platforms were not responsible for illegal content on their 
sites, but had a duty to act when alerted. Another contributor 
felt that technology companies were being blamed for every 
problem and that regulators should address deceptive actors 
rather than content. 

Cybersecurity: collective  
defence needed
The imminent arrival of 5G, with its more distributed 
networks and reliance on data flows, has placed a new and 
more urgent focus on issues of cybersecurity. Alongside 
sensitivities in the procurement and supply of 5G equipment, 
a contributor described much current technology as 
‘insecure by design’, needing to be made secure after the 
fact. The security risk has been diffused across the internet, 
with ‘everybody threatened by it, but nobody responsible 
for it’. Encryption is a key tool for both privacy and security 
and ‘back doors’ are not the answer to national security 
concerns. Although some progress has been made, system 
threats are often not detected for months, and this needs 
to improve.  The increasingly fragmented response of 
individual nation states and the shortage of relevant skills 
to fight cybercrime is also a hindrance.  There need to be 
internationally agreed principles on data privacy and security 
with enforceable accountability mechanisms. 

AI: ‘responsible innovation’
Concerns about the ‘loss of human agency’ focused minds 
on the various ways in which AI development should 
be guided. The EU’s ‘High Level Expert Group’ and the 
OECD have issued ‘AI principles’, the latter proposing an 
‘AI Observatory’, designed as a source of evidence and 
best practice. A contributor urged action to counter bias 
and discrimination that would need rules different from the 
‘physical world’. However, another perspective was that 
it is not ethical to regulate AI to the point where it could 
not be used. AI needs access to the widest possible pools 
of data, and the consent requirements in GDPR make 
this difficult. It was pointed out that AI was currently a 
complement to human intelligence and not a replacement 
for it. Policymakers should understand the technology before 
trying to regulate it. 



About the IIC
The IIC exists to promote an open dialogue around the regulatory and policy challenges facing the telecoms, media and 
technology industries. We are apolitical, non-profit, neutral and global. Because of this we are able to bring together all 
the major actors in the TMT sector from across the world, in order to discuss and shape the future policy and regulatory 
agenda. The IIC also acts as a professional network for senior level strategists in the digital economy, and we count 
among our members many of the largest, most progressive organisations in our industry, as well as its smartest thinkers.

The IIC operates at the intersection of business and public policy. Our aims include the dissemination of best practice, 
the exchange of ideas and the promotion of common understanding. We believe our work is vital to the future success 
of our industry and is only possible because of the contributions of our members. 

If you know anyone who might be interested in joining the IIC, please encourage them to find out more at www.iicom.
org/join or they can contact Lynn Robinson at: l.robinson@iicom.org

To all our members, thank you for your support. We are only able to do what we do because of you.

Comments on IIC meetings

It’s a great place to see and be 
seen…a great way to meet clients 
and other industry participants.
Ann La France, Partner, Squire Patton Boggs

Putting different people together, 
coming together, discussing 
across industries, across 
governments and the private 
sector to find solutions. We think 
that’s going to be even more 
important in the future.
Håkon Bruaset Kjøl, 
Senior Vice President, Telenor Group

The most impressive thing is the 
range and quality of regulators with 
whom you interact. I recommend it 
to regulators across the globe.
Cordel Green, CEO, Broadcasting 
Commission, Jamaica

IIC Meetings 2020
The coronavirus pandemic means that our events have, for now, moved online. We are running a series of webinars 
along with podcasts, blogs and articles on the IIC website. We will return to our normal events programme as soon as 
possible, and remain hopeful that the Annual Conference will still take place in October as planned. Please follow us 
on LinkedIn (find our page by searching for 'IIC') and Twitter (@The_IIC) to stay connected and join the conversation. 
#IIConnect
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