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Virtual IIC seminar – jointly organized with the Inter-American Development Bank 

Introduced by Antonio Garcia  Zaballos from the Inter-American Development Bank, the seminar was 

moderated by Ambassador David Gross (Partner at Wiley Rein LLP, USA) and featured senior 

Regulators from the USA, Mexico, Spain, Brazil.  

Aleijandra de Iturriaga, Director of Telecom and Media at CNMC (Spain) explained the key role played 

by the media and telecommunications industry during the current crisis. On 14 March, Spain declared 

a state of emergency, schools were closed and a stringent lockdown imposed on the country. As a 

result, media and telecom services were declared essential, and a number of initiatives launched to 

guarantee service provision. These included recommendations for best use of connectivity resources, 

and sector-wide agreements to avoid disconnections, unless motivated by security reasons. 

Private/Public agreements enhanced provision of DTT and increased content freely available to 

households (including free subscriptions and catalogues of free content). The sector further 

contributed with ICT solutions like apps and websites for self-evaluation and mobility studies. Some 

regulations were temporarily lifted to avoid potential disruption of DTT services and minimize the 

need for home visits (number portability, the release of a second digital dividend). Campaigns were 

organized to provide public information and initiatives launched against disinformation, both in Spain 

and in the EU. 

• Networks are facing an unprecedented demand stress: do broadband networks need to be adapted 

in the EU?  

o While BEREC (the network of EU regulators) pushed for a monitoring mechanism for internet 

traffic in every EU country, Spain experienced no congestion problems thanks to its good 

FTTH coverage (up to 80%). 

• What about the decrease in advertising revenues? 

o Spain estimates this to be as high as 50%, and €15m have been earmarked to cushion the 

sector from the economic effects of the pandemic, but not yet distributed. At EU levels, there 

have been calls to reduce quota obligations and defer taxes. 

Ajit Pai, Chairman, FCC (USA) reported that the Commission set clear priorities during the crisis, the 

first one being that connectivity had to be boosted, with a raft of initiatives released to improve access 

in rural areas and close the digital divide. Operators were asked to join the Keep Americans Connected 

pledge, which includes avoiding any disconnection for non-payment, waiving late payment fees, and 

opening Wi-Fi hotspots for anyone who needs them - and the response was great. A key principle was 

to adopt a market-led approach, rather than orders, to achieve these objectives. The FCC sought to 

use every tool in the toolkit to respond to the pandemic crisis, and one of them is tele-health: with 

$42 million available for these programs, the FCC created the COVID helpline to enable remote 

medicine solutions. Another priority is to move as fast as possible during the crisis, and the FCC worked 

hard to respond quickly, for example issuing immediate approvals to requests to use spectrum in joint 

or new ways. Finally, there is the principle that ‘we should put our people first’, and the FCC was one 

of the first agencies to shut off and let its staff work from home, also increasing the amount of leave 

available to employees. 

• What are the plans for the future?  



o The crisis is showing the importance of building networks: there are several spectrum 

initiatives for next generation Wi-Fi in 6 GHz , and a plan for a 5G fund to accelerate its build. 

Projects for telehealth and remote learning. 

Adolfo Cuevas Teja, President, IFT (Mexico) argued that the crisis can be an opportunity to strengthen 

the industry and ensure that communications are viewed not only as a right, but also as a pillar from 

which to rebuild our economy and our social lives. The digital economy should be at the heart of a 

national development strategy. Mexico has not reached the level of Covid-19 damage experienced in 

other countries, but the IFT has sought collaboration from the private sector, launching a number of 

actions to ensure connectivity, provide special content, and develop online schooling and remote 

working. The objective should be for the industry to emerge strengthened. This may require some 

subsidies, as we expect a major global economic crisis to follow the pandemic. Although public sector 

interventions, as a general rule, should only be used when necessary and opportune, these tragic 

circumstances may justify more and faster interventions. 

• How do you encourage further investment?  

o We need to re-engineer the current regulation to put the digital economy at the heart of any 

reconstruction strategy. Boosting the telecom industry – through collaboration with the 

private sector and better integration with the overall digital eco-system – will bring new 

opportunities for development. 

• Is the 5G auction still going to happen? 

• We need to be aware of the changing market circumstances and short-term shock. We are 

likely to delay the auction by a few months at most, but we will proceed, if we want the 

sector to drive the recovery of the economy.  

 

Leonardo Euler de Morais, President, ANATEL (Brazil) argued that the pandemic shone a spotlight on 

the interdependence and interconnection of our economies and the central role of the 

communication industry.  The idea is to maximize the intersection of private/public interests with no 

recourse to mandates. Anatel’s response to the crisis was to engage in dialogue with stakeholders to 

ensure Brazil stays connected during the crisis. This has resulted in continued services despite the 

spike in traffic, but capacity had to be increased through investments and by lowering video 

resolution. Apps from the Ministry of Health and for Emergency Financial Aid, offering practical advice 

to citizens who believe they contracted the virus, were zero-rated. New emergency numbers and 

related services were launched, and support was agreed for customers who can no longer pay. Anatel 

relaxed some of the rules to help the industry respond to the crisis. There are still great challenges 

ahead: ensuring the networks can continue to withstand the increase in traffic; supporting vulnerable 

users without undermining the industry’s investment capacity; ensuring that Covid-19 tracking tools 

and apps maintain privacy standards; keeping 5G on track and continue to implement regulatory 

structural reforms.  

• What are the opportunities looking ahead?  

o This moment is highlighting the true cost of the digital divide, thus giving us an opportunity 

to see how much still needs to be done: many households in Brazil do not have broadband 

and many cannot afford even the minimum cost of a data plan. Hopefully, this focus can 

translate into local government fast tracking mobile infrastructure developments, and 

approval of regulatory reforms to boost the digital capacity. 

 



The pandemic has shown that the media and telecommunication sector remains critical at different 

moments: essential for providing a safe social life to mitigate isolation and critical in the aftermath. 

For the foreseeable future, how to improve digital economy will be a key part of public policy.  

 


