
T
he IIC’s Spring Telecommunications and  
Media Forum (TMF) held in Brussels, hosted by 
Belgium regulator BIPT, explored the theme  
of artificial intelligence (AI) from several 

perspectives. The recent events surrounding 
Cambridge Analytica and Facebook have 
dramatically brought to the fore the complexities  
of dealing with data-rich services, and the need  
for a comprehensive debate on the ethics of the 
digital world.

With an inspirational peek into the future,  
Rohit Talwar (Fast Future Research) set the ball 
rolling. He stressed the importance of increasing 
our understanding of AI inside businesses before 
committing to investments, as nearly half of $800bn 
of IT investment is wasted because of people not 
understanding technology. When we start to think 
about dealing with the impacts of AI, he continued, 
we are no longer just talking about data or security, 
but also about social impact. Since this is state of 
the art technology, those who develop it are either 
being educated inside a business, or they’re going to 

be self-taught. “In which 
case, they’ll learn a lot 
about how to do machine 
learning, they’ll learn a 
lot about data science, 
they’ll learn a lot about 
the mechanics of deep 
neural networks. But they 
won’t learn about the 
ethics issues, they won’t 
learn about the social 

impact issues” – and that is something that we need 
to work on. 

Skills development and large scale research are 
the two areas that Europe needs to urgently address, 
according to Andreas Tegge (head of global 
government relations at SAP). The biggest hurdle, 
however, may well be social acceptance: we need to 
start building it now, as the biggest impact of AI is 
to come. Lenard Koschwitz (Allied for Startups) 
brought the voice of new companies into the 
discussion. He called for clear policies that help data 
flows and innovation if we want to increase the 
number of AI startups in Europe, because these new 
companies are both platforms and users of data-
driven systems. 

Antonio Nicita (AGCOM, Italy) reported on a novel 
joint effort by Italy’s competition and privacy 
regulators on a first assessment of an AI strategy 
from a regulatory–competition point of view. Juha 
Heikkilä (DG Connect, European Commission) 

provided the perspective of the European Union. 
While the B2B side of AI is quite strong in Europe, 
the B2C and the platform side is where the 
weaknesses are. He argued for a European approach 
to drive growth in AI applications in Europe’s key 
industries, because of the critical mass required. 
Europe has to boost industrial and research capacity 
in AI and promote the uptake of this technology on 
a really wide scale: its benefits can only be really 
reaped if they can be spread broadly across the 
economy. The Commission is setting up a European 
AI alliance to anticipate the social impacts of AI, 
which is expected to come up with ethical 
guidelines early next year.  

ARTIFICIALLY INTELLIGENT ETHICS?
Ethics and safety were the focus of another TMF 
panel: Krisztina Rozgonyi (University of Vienna) 
claimed that 2018 will be remembered as a 
watershed moment when online media platforms 
are finally considered as editors whose ethical and 
professional standards should be monitored. Andrea 
Renda (CEPS) proposed that regulators should play 
with experimental regulation, regulating through 
browser extensions, through specific apps, through 
third party certification, forms of auditing and so 
on. He claimed that one of the key challenges will 
be accountability: should an algorithm developer be 
accountable for the input, for throughput, or for 
the ultimate outcome? 

For Estelle Massé (Access Now) the Convention  
on Human Rights already provides the ethical 
framework that applies to all technologies. But what 
outcome do we want from AI? Is it productivity?  
Is it accuracy? Or is it fairness? We need to be  
clear about this: an algorithm may deliver on 
productivity but completely fail on social values. 
Whether AI delivers benefit for society depends very 
much on the result of the discussions we’re having 
now, she said. 

Ondrej Sočuvka (Google) explained that fairness 
is one of the focuses for Google, not only because of 
ethics, but also because it makes business sense. 
Google’s multi-pronged approach to fairness 
includes a tool that allows users to visualise their 
data composition and whether there may be some 
bias. Also, the company looks at how algorithms are 
working, striving to solve and correct them if there 
is an undesired effect. Another approach to fairness 
is the release of a number of free online courses to 
promote wider societal expertise. 

Finally, Shamus Rae (KPMG) brought to the fore 
the possibility of inequalities of opportunity 
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stopping companies forcing people to accept being 
monitored in exchange for accessing content online.

Rosa Barcelo (DG Connect, European Commission) 
expanded on the e-privacy regulation proposal: it 
provides overall protection of confidentiality of 
communications, no matter who carries the 
messages, no matter whether the message is a text, 
or an email, or a WhatsApp message: the proposal is 
agnostic as to who does it, or what is done. 
Compared to existing regulation, however, it 
enables more to be done with data, for purposes of 

network security 
and to offer 
services that are 
targeted and do not 
impinge on the 
privacy of the 
individual. 

Cornelia Kutterer 
(Microsoft) 
observed that 
perhaps 
confidentiality 

should have been approached not merely from a 
data protection perspective but from the wider 
private sphere, relating it to the expansion to the 
cloud. In this perspective, it is good news that the 
European Data Protection Supervisor is fostering 
dialogue across agencies and regulators, because the 
wider the scope, the better the outcome. 

Nick Wallace (Center for Data Innovation/ITIF) 
expanded on AI applications for industry rather 
than consumers, arguing that this is the area where 
the EU currently has a competitive advantage. He 
warned though that if the GDPR’s articles on the 

brought about by AI destroying jobs. Research shows 
that in the US 25% of the working population is 
underemployed, meaning that they’re trained for 
jobs which are more sophisticated than the ones 
they’re doing today, and the figure rises to 40% for 
people under 30. This means that we urgently need 
a conversation about the employment, skills and 
capabilities that we need. 

INDUSTRY APPROACHES
The industry perspective on AI was provided by a 
panel opened by Ieva Martinkenaite (Telenor-NTNU 
AI-Lab/Start IoT), who explained that the first step in 
Telenor’s strategy is about building skills, and the 
second is to look for pools of available data that the 
big internet companies have not tapped yet, like on 
IoT. In Europe, a promising AI strategy would need 
four elements: data sharing, skills building, ethics 
by design (where Europe could lead) and innovation 
systems, where the companies of the future can 
thrive. Claudia Selli (AT&T) pointed at the large AI 
investments made by companies and venture 
capitalists: $26–39bn in 2016. Often these 
investments use open platforms for all companies to 
share some of the advances, because lowering 
barriers to access to AI is a key issue for adoption.

George Wright (BBC) illustrated how the BBC uses 
AI to search 90 years’ worth of archives, where the 
key challenge is to find both traditional video skills 
and the new, big data kind of skills. The BBC is 
further looking at what AI can offer, and is 
engaging the European Broadcasting Union to come 
up with innovative ways to use AI in production or 
audience research. Cate Nymann (Cisco) stressed the 
importance of AI to reduce cost and optimise 
network use in the telecoms sector, particularly as 
video traffic increases and a more heterogeneous set 
of services, devices and data flows for IoT start to 
take off. AI allows companies to write the policy – 
what the networks should do – and then see this 
automatically deployed over the network, using 
predictive approaches. 

SAVING PRIVATE COMMUNICATIONS
A panel on privacy and data protection was 
introduced with a keynote by Christian D’Cunha on 
behalf of the European Data Protection Supervisor. 
He described the EU approach, enshrined in the 
GDPR and forthcoming e-privacy regulation.  
The EU approach emphasises the principle of 
accountability, requiring that if you derive value 
from processing personal information, then you 
must give an account to the people affected, as well 
as to the regulators, whose job is to oversee 
compliance. That is why the obligations of the 
controller are at the centre of the GDPR, along with 
provisions such as codes of conduct, and 
certification for demonstrating compliance.

Communications are meant to be, by default, 
confidential: that’s what people expect and that’s 
what the EU requires in Article 7 of its Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. EU privacy must now cover 
services beyond traditional telecoms and network 
providers, halting constant snooping on people’s 
communications via services and apps, and 
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right to meaningful information are taken to 
mean that there is a right to explanation, then  
this could lead to adoption of less efficient 
algorithms because they may be easier to explain  
to non-scientists. 

Fiona Taylor (Verizon) sketched an ideal regulatory 
environment: it would have horizontal rather than 
sector specific regulation, and be principle-based 
rather than technology specific. Futureproof 
regulation is absolutely essential, as is 
harmonisation, and especially international 
conversations because compliance with varied  
rules has an impact on the business case for 
international services, has costs and may lead to 
services not being offered. 

The discussion that followed highlighted, 
however, that the current drive is more towards 
facilitating and growing the AI paradigm than it is 
about regulation: how to create the right conditions 
for innovation, how to reskill the workforce.

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN EX-ANTE AND EX-POST
Much of the discussion on the competition panel 
focused on practical ways to provide some remedy 
while anti-trust investigations take their course: 
reaching a settlement, issuing warning letters, 
threatening interim measures were some of the 
examples mentioned. The length of time needed  
to reach a decision when dealing with these 
complex new industries topped the list of concerns 
for all speakers. 

Mette Alfter (Frontier Economics) explained that 
the concern with algorithms is that they might 
mean more tacit collusion in more markets. 
Opinions are polarised, with one view insisting that 
nothing will change and the other fearing that 
current competition tools will not work and 
collusion will spread. The negative view holds that 
the speed and amount of information available will 
make collusion more likely and, especially, the 
predictability of algorithms means that pricing 
software may create collusion across companies. 

Francesco Liberatore (Squire Patton Boggs) added 
the issue of liability: who is liable for decisions  
or actions taken by self-learning machines? Is it  
the programmers, the users, the owners or the 
beneficiaries? Antitrust liability can only arise if the 
conduct has been committed intentionally or 
negligently. Therefore, the competition authority 
would have to demonstrate that the illegal action 
was anticipated or pre-determined, for example 
through programming instructions to AI, or that it 
could be reasonably foreseen. 

Ben Wreschner (Vodafone) suggested that pricing 
for customer-specific services may be the area where 
AI use is more problematic, because it tends to 
reduce transparency, making it difficult for 
regulators to monitor markets. AI may just speed  
up the process of the markets reaching equilibrium: 
in imperfect markets, monopoly may be reached 
much faster. 

Emily O’Reilly (EFTA Surveillance Authority) 
proposed that in the same way that anti-competitive 
conduct by an employee is attributable to an 
employer, even if they are acting contrary to the 

instructions of their employers, companies cannot 
distance themselves from their algorithms, even  
if their outcome is contrary to the original 
instructions that were given to such programmes. 
So it would seem prudent for algorithm developers 
and their owners to maintain some sort of tracking 
system or clear audit trail for the development and 
use of these algorithms. 

REGULATORS’ RESPONSE TO AI
Sébastien Soriano (head of Arcep, France’s 
regulator), floated the idea that AI means that value 
in the sector is shifting from networks to devices. 
Today most internet experiences happen on a 
mobile device, and when enforcing net neutrality 
rules, these apply to ISPs and very little applies to 
the duopoly of Android and iOS. And this despite 
the fact that, in the future, we are likely to simply 
ask our phone assistants, which are bundled in the 
device, to purchase something for us, and they will 
do the selection. The key worry is that control of the 
operating system comes with vertical integration 
and exclusive deals, which threaten the idea of open 
networks. 

On the other hand, as was emphasised in the 
panel discussion, we should remember that there 
needs to be evidence of harm to competitors or 
consumers before we act. Indeed, the objective is to 
extend freedom of choice for users, and to ensure 
that the innovation environment remains as open 
and permissionless as it was when the digital 
economy started. Stephen Unger (Ofcom, UK) 
suggested that while network effects may not be  
an issue as long as there is a threat of entry, the 
acquisition of large amounts of data can be the way 
in which companies extend a transitory competitor 
advantage to a permanent one. AI, particularly 
machine learning rather than algorithms more 

generally, 
exacerbates that 
concern because of 
the importance of 
large datasets in 
machine learning.

Monica Ariño (BT 
Group) emphasised 
that companies are 
asking questions 

about ethics as they expand their AI capabilities, 
and they need a framework of clear and predictable 
rules. Recognising from the start that the data 
companies have is incomplete and biased, needs to 
be a factor when designing AI solutions that are 
based on it. Jean-Jacques Sahel (ICANN) reiterated 
the importance of dialogue across regulators (data 
protection authorities, media and telecoms), across 
businesses and across research, especially as the 
idea of an all-encompassing regulator may be 
unrealistic, and the international dimension is 
likely to be very important. Regulators need to 
maintain a “constant dialogue”, a form of 
“distributed collaboration” with stakeholders and 
the technical community.

CRISTINA MURRONI is a telecoms and media analyst.
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