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Globalisation is no secret; nor is the influence that developments in communication technologies has 

had upon the speed at which globalisation has occurred or is occurring. As technology makes the 

distance between us shorter and shorter, communications policy remains, in general,1 an issue of 

national competence.  

This essay will first consider a number of factors to be considered when approaching communications 

policy at a national level, before undertaking an analysis of distinctly international implications, and 

whether a new approach is required.  

Communications Policy Considerations at a National Level 

At a national level, the development of new technologies and communication networks across 

international borders raises a particular range of key considerations which policy makers must take 

into account when approaching communications policy. These are considered in turn below. 

Holistic approach 

In many countries around the world, communications policy includes regulation of communications 

networks and infrastructure.  

Taking the UK as a case study, regulating communications networks has historically focused on 

different types of infrastructure in a siloed manner.  

For example, the UK Communications Regulator, Ofcom, is responsible for assessing whether an 

incumbent operator has significant market power in a given market, and for implementing ex ante 

remedies to address this and encourage market entry and competition. Mobile connectivity is 

considered separately to fixed access connectivity.  

However, as technology develops, we are seeing increasing convergence across communications 

technology, and technology more generally. Where once one had a mobile phone, a computer, a 

television, a Walkman, and a camera, one now has almost all the same functionality in my mobile 

phone alone. In communications technology, where one once had connected dial up internet for my 

computer, I am now able to hotspot from my mobile phone’s connectivity. One has the choice of 

purchasing fibre broadband,2 or mobile broadband to meet my connectivity needs at home, and while 

out and about one can often choose between using mobile data or connecting to one of an increasing 

number of Wi-Fi hotspots. 

Moreover, as new generations of mobile connectivity come to the fore, this convergence will continue 

apace. 5G, for example, permits very high-speed connectivity, but the frequencies don’t travel far or 

penetrate buildings well, meaning it requires an infrastructure network of thousands upon thousands 

of small cells. In urban areas the investment is likely to be there for this, but in less densely populated 

areas, it may be that rural Wi-Fi provision will provide faster connectivity to users.  

                                                           
1 With exceptions, such as the EU framework to communications policy. 
2 Provided one is lucky enough to live in an area where fibre has permeated; the UK for example has one of the lowest proliferations of FTTP 
in the OECD. 



As things stand, however, Wi-Fi provision and mobile connectivity are considered separately by 

Ofcom. To be fair to the regulator, this has in some way been exacerbated by the EU requirement that 

Ofcom complete market reviews on a rolling three-year basis, which could be considered to have 

contributed to the entrenchment of siloed regulatory approaches. Moreover, Ofcom is taking a step 

in the right direction by proposing to consider the provision of internet connectivity across consumer 

and business markets in the same market review.  

Moreover, not only is the siloed approach taken within the communications policy sphere, it is also an 

issue when looking at government policy at large, and how communications interacts therewith.  

As technology develops, communications policy increasingly has an impact on what would once have 

been seemingly unrelated areas of policy. A clear example here can be found in energy policy. The UK 

government has a scheme to roll out smart meters across the UK, in order to help to develop a more 

efficient National Grid, and ultimately more efficient energy production, in turn cutting the UK’s 

environmental impact. However, this initiative requires adequate connectivity across the UK to enable 

the smart meters to constantly communicate energy usage back to the Grid. This base level 

connectivity is lacking across much of the UK.  

Thus, in order to reach its connectivity targets, and targets in a broad range of sectors, the UK 

government must take a more holistic approach to communications policy making, including 

considering how communications policy intersects with policy in other areas.  

A siloed approach to communications policy making is no longer justifiable.  

Educational requirements 

As communications technology develops and impacts on a wider range of areas, including in the 

workplace, national governments must ensure that they have effective education policies to ensure a 

range of outcomes. 

Firstly, businesses must have access to training to ensure that all, including small businesses, are able 

to take advantage of new communications technology to ensure productivity improves across the 

board. A lack of accessibility to proper training risks creating a two-tier system where larger 

businesses, with the resources to invest in privately provided training courses are able to adapt to new 

technologies and work in more efficient ways through embracing new communication technologies, 

whereas smaller businesses with less resources are left behind.  

This is an issue of particular concern in the UK, famously a nation of small businesses, and must be 

addressed. 

Another aspect of educational requirements when approaching communications policy is to consider 

the impact upon mental and physical health that the increasing penetration of communications 

technology into every aspect of our lives is having or may have.  

Children growing up today have been exposed to mobile phones and other portable communications 

devices such as iPads and tablets all their lives. They have no concept of a house where there is only 

one fixed telephone in the hallway, and no invasion of communications technology into the most 

private parts of the home. The technology is new, such that we do not yet understand the full impact 

that this communications invasion is having, as constant electronic communication is normalised for 

new generations of children growing up. 



Educational policy should be developed to tackle this. One example of worthy initiative is The Magic 

Box,3 a crowd-funded illustrated storybook which aims to educate children about screens “sooner 

rather than later”. Such initiatives should be encouraged and if necessary funded as a matter of 

communications policy.  

As we increasingly understand the impact that the infiltration of communications into every aspect of 

our lives can have, communications policy must address more than just ensuring the network 

infrastructure is provided, if possible by a competitive marketplace, but also ensuring that citizens are 

given the skills and training required both to work and prosper in a digital world, and also to lead 

happy, healthy lives, in which they are not chained to a screen at all moments.  

Net neutrality? 

A further consideration for communications policy in a cross-sectoral, cross-jurisdictional world is the 

question of net neutrality. Net neutrality is the “idea that Internet service providers (ISPS) should treat 

all data that travels over their networks fairly, without improper discrimination in favour of particular 

apps, sites or services”.4  

The topic of net neutrality has been contentious in recent years, particularly in the USA, where net 

neutrality rules have been introduced and repealed, and may now be introduced once again.5  

The principle of net neutrality is fundamental to an open and free internet, across which companies 

can trade and ideas can spread through a globalised world. From a consumer perspective, net 

neutrality principles protect a consumer’s choice to visit any website they wish, or purchase from any 

supplier they wish. From a business point of view, it opens up new markets to which innovative online 

businesses can sell their goods and services, expanding competition across national borders, and in 

theory resulting in cheaper prices and wider consumer choice.  

However, for smaller, local businesses who may not have the scale or the resources to operate 

effectively online, this could spell disaster. Moreover, there are downsides to a completely free 

internet. Even in a supposedly liberal democracy such as the UK, there exists a set of values or 

questions of morality which are deemed to be worthy of upholding above all else. Liberty of expression 

is not, absolute, and as such there is an argument in the UK that the spread of “extremist” or polarising 

content online must be limited or prevented, in order to protect the tolerance, the cohesion, of a 

multicultural nation.  

Essentially, before national policy can be developed vis-à-vis net neutrality, there are a number of 

questions which must be asked and answered. These are questions about the values and priorities of 

a nation, and the answers are likely to differ across different nations. They include where the limit lies 

in relation to freedom of expression; whether national businesses should be shielded from a global 

onslaught of competing trade, or whether they should be forced to sink or swim in an innovative new 

world; whether a nation wishes to welcome globalisation, or shield its citizens from its excesses.  

Within this, a consideration may be whether trying to slow down or shelter from globalisation by 

pursuing a communications policy that does not enforce net neutrality is fighting a losing battle.  

                                                           
3 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/1392181831/the-magic-box-teaching-kids-about-screen-addiction  
4 https://www.eff.org/issues/net-neutrality  
5 For example, the US officially repealed net neutrality rules in 2018, following a 2017 FCC decision, but the House of Representatives 
approved the Save the Internet Act in April 2019, which would reinstate net neutrality rules.  

https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/1392181831/the-magic-box-teaching-kids-about-screen-addiction
https://www.eff.org/issues/net-neutrality


Another thought is whether, if multiple nations pursue a policy against net neutrality, this will create 

a two-tier internet system, where a group of nations promote net neutrality, and trade and share ideas 

freely across their borders, while another group is separate from this.  

Moreover, policymakers should remember that ultimately, legislating against net neutrality 

potentially allows ISPs to increase their profits, by favouring their own products, or certain websites 

from whom they receive commission, to the detriment of others. This creates market distortions, and 

may be abuse of competition law rules in the EU,6 which could have far-reaching implications.  

Security Considerations 

Central to any nation’s communications policy-making must be a consideration of the security risks 

posed by communications networks, and assurance that adequate safeguards are in place to mitigate 

against such concerns.  

As communications technology encroaches more and more on our everyday lives, the impact of 

security breaches becomes all the greater. The UK government has a policy whereby smart meters are 

being rolled out across the nation, to ensure a more efficient National Grid. What if that smart meter 

network were hacked, preventing the electricity and gas from getting to those that need it, in the 

middle of a freezing winter. What if the UK’s smart motorway network is developed to such an extent 

that self-driving cars proliferate across the nation, only for this network to be hacked preventing the 

cars from avoiding crashes? The hacking of an individual’s mobile phone or email address is a 

concerning, and annoying event, but the hacking of emerging and future communications technology 

and infrastructure will risk lives in a way that that of a mobile phone cannot.  

As such, it is of vital importance that these networks are properly secure, and protected from cyber 

attack.  

This topic has been in the news recently, with the US trade ban on Huawei leading other nations to 

follow suit. It is vital, however, that communications policymaking does not simply follow the trend, 

and properly assesses the security risks posed by certain technologies and certain companies, 

including those which do not fit into a political agenda.  

As recent events regarding Huawei demonstrate, most nations’ communications policies in respect of 

cyber security are not necessarily politically neutral, or at the very least may have neutral framing, but 

be liable to policy influence when diplomacy or international trade considerations are concerned.7 

It is imperative that objective considerations alone regulate the security aspects of a nation’s 

communications policy. It makes no sense to prohibit the use of certain companies’ technology over 

security concerns, but allow those same, or similar, security risks to preside in the technology of a 

company based in a nation state with which diplomatic ties are less fraught. 

Communications security should not be a question of political trends, but one of dispassionate 

assessment, focussed on protecting the nation and individual’s communications and linked devices.  

Central to any nation’s communications policy-making must be a consideration of the security risks 

posed by communications networks, and assurance that adequate safeguards are in place to mitigate 

against such concerns.  

                                                           
6 For example, the Google Shopping case focuses on Google’s use of its search network to self-prefer; the same logic could be applicable to 
ISPs throttling speeds to access competitors websites, while prioritizing speedy access to their own products, such as, in the UK, BT allowing 
BT Sport to stream at high speeds, while slowing down Sky’s competing sports stream.  
7 https://www.theregister.co.uk/2019/05/13/cisco_thrangrycat_vulnerability/ 

https://www.theregister.co.uk/2019/05/13/cisco_thrangrycat_vulnerability/


As communications technology encroaches more and more on our everyday lives, the impact of 

security breaches becomes all the greater. The UK government has a policy whereby smart meters are 

being rolled out across the nation, to ensure a more efficient National Grid. What if that smart meter 

network were hacked, preventing the electricity and gas from getting to those that need it, in the 

middle of a freezing winter. What if the UK’s smart motorway network is developed to such an extent 

that self-driving cars proliferate across the nation, only for this network to be hacked preventing the 

cars from avoiding crashes? The hacking of an individual’s mobile phone or email address is a 

concerning, and annoying event, but the hacking of emerging and future communications technology 

and infrastructure will risk lives in a way that that of a mobile phone cannot.  

Governments must also be aware that the security threats they must prepare for in terms of 

communications technology may not even exist at the time at which they are doing their security 

planning, or constructing their communications security policy. Mechanisms must be built into any 

communications security policy to enable the flexibility to meet new threats as they arise, and the 

foresight to anticipate security developments before they even come to the fore.  

New Technologies 

Any national communications policy needs to include preparation for the unexpected. While we can 

make educated guesses, nobody can accurately predict every new type of communications technology 

that is around the corner. Every policy consideration addressed above must include an element of 

future-proofing.  

This will be aided by policy makers taking a holistic approach to communications policy, as it would 

avoid maintaining artificial bifurcation of rules and regulations for different types of communications 

infrastructure which would be able to provide the same services to end users as technology develops 

in future.  

With regards to educational planning, futureproofing communications policy means two key things. 

The first is teaching soft skills in schools and training institutions, to enable workers to remain 

adaptable to new technologies as they are introduced to their work and home spaces. The second is 

the provision of ongoing training; education should no longer be viewed as something that ends at 

age 18, or 21 for those lucky enough to attend university or another further education institution. The 

technologies of the future will require our brains to remain flexible, and education to continue far 

beyond these ages, and communications policy must factor this in.  

When it comes to the question of net neutrality, futureproofing communications policy in this area 

means making decisions based on long-term outcomes, rather than short-term political or economic 

gains. It may be that blocking net neutrality delivers a short-term economic boost nationally, in that it 

protects small domestic businesses, but a few decades down the line these businesses may be 

inefficient and fail to innovate, ultimately delivering worse outcomes for consumers and the nation’s 

economy.  

Security considerations must include an assessment of what might be possible in the future, rather 

than simply a static assessment of the technology available to us today, and the risks posed by it.  

International approach 

Thus far this paper has discussed the considerations available to national policy makers regarding 

communications policy. In many ways, however, national policy makers are hindered by the 

international, which is currently largely out of their control. 



The title of this essay refers to global realities and national choices, but should we be questioning 

whether they really are national choices? In an increasingly globalised and connected world, would it 

not be more efficient, more prudent, to address these issues collectively, across national borders.  

Many of the national considerations outlined above could be undermined by international 

incoherence. Communications policy is already an area in which there is considerable international 

interaction and cooperation, such as BEREC’s work in relation to telecoms regulation in the EU, or in 

the role of the ITU. I would argue that this cooperation should be expanded to address new 

technologies and the impact they will have on communications policy globally.  

As globalisation brings us all closer together, an extent of harmonisation of communications policy 

across nations will simplify and streamline the roll-out of communications infrastructure and 

technology. One clear example can be found in the EU’s harmonisation of spectrum bands across 

Member States, which has simplified the spread of mobile connectivity across the bloc.  

In a cross-sectoral, cross-jurisdictional world, perhaps the answer is simply that communications 

policy should no longer be only a national choice. That is not to say that all aspects of communications 

policy should be internationalised; certainly it seems unlikely that nation states will agree to 

harmonising their educational or security policy in respect of communications policy. However, there 

are areas where working together can do more than working independently, and therefore not 

coherently.  

This essay has sought to briefly outline the key national choices that governments must make in order 

to maximise the coherence and efficacy of their communications policy in a cross-sectoral and cross-

jurisdictional world. However, it also posits that governments must recognise where their national 

choices are limited, and where international action could better address the issues at hand.  

 


