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Introduction 

More than 4.66 billion people, or 60% of the global population are active internet users, 93% of 

which access the internet via mobile devices. However, it is estimated that roughly 40% of the 

population has negligible or irregular internet access. This lack of access to the internet is highest in 

regions such as Southeastern Asia, Western, Central, and Eastern Africa. Internet access is only one 

aspect of telecommunications, with mobile phone access being slightly higher at 67% and television 

access significantly lower at less than 22%. 

 

Percentage of the population by country who have used or accessed the internet in the past three months, as of 2017. 
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The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) estimates that the majority of either 

unconnected or under-connected households and communities are in rural, lower income regions. While 

Less Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs) suffer most from lack of telecommunications access, 

rural regions of More Economically Developed Countries (MEDCs) suffer similarly due to neglect or 

misfortune. Natural or physical barriers, political difficulties, or lack of economic feasibility are common 

reasons for insufficient telecommunications development in under-connected regions of MEDCs. This 

divide between telecommunications access in urban and rural areas is referred to as the digital divide, 

and is referenced as one of the most prohibitive measures to be overcome for economic development of 

rural regions. Beyond basic infrastructure and services, economic development can stagnate or decline 

without sufficient connectivity. Major corporations such as Amazon and Walmart have been recognised 

as industry leaders due to superior utilisation of telecommunications in both online purchasing and 

distribution networks, while simultaneously improvements to telecommunications in Bangladesh were 

linked to decreases in income inequality and significant increases to quality of life for low income farming 

communities. 

Access to effective telecommunications infrastructure has not only been linked to significant 

economic development and quality of life improvement, but also to social development, increased 

graduation and literacy rates, and lower crime rates. As rural areas are usually the least developed and 

often forgotten regions in telecommunications development, aiding the underserved communities would 

not only provide economic benefits, but greater social and cultural benefits. It is because of this that 

improvements in telecommunications fall under the Sustainable Development Goals seven, eight, nine, 

and eleven, relating to energy, infrastructure, growth, and sustainability, as well as one, four, and ten, 

relating to reducing poverty, improving education, and reducing inequalities. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Economic Development 

“The process whereby simple, low-income national economies are transformed into modern industrial 

economies. Although the term is sometimes used as a synonym for economic growth, generally it is 

employed to describe a change in a country’s economy involving qualitative as well as quantitative 

improvements.”1 

Rural Area 

“Because of national differences in the characteristics that distinguish urban from rural areas, the 

distinction between the urban and the rural population is not yet amenable to a single definition that 

 
1 Economic Development | Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/topic/economic-development. Accessed 20 

Nov. 2021. 
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would be applicable to all countries or, for the most part, even to the countries within a region. Where 

there are no regional recommendations on the matter, countries must establish their own definitions 

in accordance with their own needs.”2 

Telecommunication 

“Any transmission, emission or reception of signs, signals, writings, images and sounds or 

intelligence of any nature by wire, radio, optical or other electromagnetic systems (CS).”3 

Universal Access 

“Everyone in a population has access to publicly available communication network facilities and 

services. Typically, it is provided through such means as pay telephones, community telecentres and 

community internet access terminals.”4 

Universal Service 

“Promoting or maintaining universal connectivity of all households to public network facilities and 

services, and at affordable prices.”5 This is different from universal access in that universal service 

provides on demand telecommunications to individuals rather than communities 

Background Information 

Subtopic 1: Universal Access 

As stated previously, universal access is the policy by which telecommunication access is introduced 

to previously unconnected regions, usually through either wired or wireless connection to community hubs or 

public access points. Because of this, universal access is usually the introductory policy for expansion into 

unconnected rural regions. Although universal access can include either wired or wireless connections, wired 

are more common for initial connection. The ITU states that “Rural populations will need to be provided with 

 

2 
United Nations Statistics Division - Demographic and Social Statistics. 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/sconcerns/densurb/densurbmethods.htm. Accessed 8 Dec. 2021. 
3 
International Telecommunication Union. Radio Regulations. 2012, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20150319031957/https://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/oth/02/02/S02020000244501PD 

FE.PDF. 4 

Rethinking Universal Access. International Telecommunications Union, 20 Nov. 2021, 

https://www.itu.int/itunews/manager/display.asp?lang=en&year=2007&issue=07&ipage=universal-

access&ext=h tml. 5 

Ibid 



The Hague International Model United Nations ONLINE 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022 

Research Report | Page 4 of 12 

The Hague International Model United Nations 2022| 24th January 2022 – 28th January 2022 

mobile telephony and wireless broadband access, by connecting remote areas to the broadband core 

networks.”2 In order to achieve full telecommunication access for any given rural community, both wired and 

wireless connections are necessary. 

Additionally, universal access is a key policy to combat the digital gap in teledensity between urban 

and rural regions and populations. In cases of both private and public telecommunication ownership, rural 

areas are often viewed as not viable business expansions, or not cost effective for the developmental 

investment. Because of this, urban areas have become increasingly advanced in telecommunications 

including the more recent developments of 5G networks, while rural areas remain either unconnected, or 

under-connected. The key issue in such rural expansion is the cost: connection to existing backbone 

networks remains a high cost investment, although a multitude of other issues hamper efforts to expand. 

Identifying Unconnected Regions 

According to the ITU, unconnected populations are most prominent in LEDCs, in which only 

19% of the population had consistent telecommunication access in 2019. However, 

unconnected populations exist in rural regions of many MEDCs such as Canada, the United 

States, and the Russian Federation where less densely populated areas are more common. 

Electricity 

Another frequent issue of establishing telecommunication connections in rural areas is lack of 

sufficient, reliable electricity. Some regions possess sufficient electricity production to maintain 

connection, but it can be erratic or unreliable. Other regions lack a centralised power system and 

sources of electricity must be established beforehand. The ITU has stated that “photovoltaic power 

supply is increasingly becoming a viable alternative”7 when referring to development of electricity 

infrastructure to support telecommunications access, however, many LEDCs lack the requisite 

funding for such development. 

Wired Connection 

Wired connection involves the physical connection of a rural area via wire usually either held 

by poles, lattices, or underground piping to a larger telecommunication network. Depending 

on the region, either wired or wireless connection can be more expensive; however in most 

cases, wired connections are more cost intensive as rural areas frequently suffer from 

natural barriers to efficient wired connection such as mountainous or heavily forested terrain. 

Despite this, once in place wired connections are more reliable on average than wireless 

counterparts and can withstand more adverse weather conditions. Wired connections require 

consistent maintenance in order to remain effective. 

 
2 Rural Communications. https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Technology/Pages/RuralCommunications.aspx. 

Accessed 20 Nov. 2021. 7 Ibid 
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Wireless Connection 

While wireless connection usually includes less infrastructure development such as 

connection towers, dishes, and antennas, it can be more costly to implement. Wireless 

connections are usually less reliable than wired connections and weather or other 

unfavourable conditions can disrupt connectivity. Wireless connections are more commonly 

used with individual or personal devices and as such, are usually implemented later in the 

connection process. As telecommunications access increases and economic development 

provides individuals more disposable income, wireless communication methods are 

preferred, often to the exclusion of wired methods. 

Redundancies or Backup Connections 

While a single connection can be sufficient to establish basic telecommunication access, in 

the majority of cases, multiple connections are preferred and backup connections are highly 

encouraged. With connection to telecommunication comes a dependency on the services 

provided, which can result in devastation if emergency services, critical businesses, or similar 

necessities lose connection. In many cases of attempted rural connection, 

telecommunications access is successfully established, but is not sufficiently developed or 

supported to continue and fails after a period of time. Apart from the initial cost of 

infrastructure and development for access establishment, maintenance of telecommunication 

access is usually the second most costly factor, requiring continuous investment. 

Subtopic 2: Universal Service 

Once universal access has been established in a rural community, universal service is the next step 

for telecommunications implementation. Where universal access established connection through community 

hubs or public locations, universal service is the ability of each individual or household to receive 

telecommunications access on-demand through purchase or subscription. While universal service typically 

requires less large-scale infrastructure development, (as the connections have already been established) the 

household connections can be prohibitively costly for local or regional governments due to the average 

distance between rural households. Lower population density in rural areas often means the additional cost 

of connecting individual households is too expensive per person connected for governments of limited 

budgeting to invest. 

In most cases, universal service is achieved through private companies which the government 

subsidises in order to increase the affordability for its citizens. As the affordability of the service increases, 

the customer base grows until it is universally available, hence the term universal service. However, with the 

inclusion of private companies comes additional issues to the consumer such as abuse of market power. In 

many cases, rural communities have limited choice in telecommunications companies, leading to 

monopolistic practices and price gouging for rural regions. Even if a community possesses the physical 
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infrastructure necessary for universal access or even universal service, the pricing or policy of a private 

company can lead to an unconnected or under-connected population. 

Private Or Public 

From country to country, different aspects of telecommunications are divided between private 

and public institutions. Television, radio, cellular, and internet access may be government or 

privately owned depending on the region. 

Private corporations usually implement a subscription fee for customers to access different 

telecommunication services, either flat or per unit used depending on the medium. Private 

companies are fundamentally incentivised by profitability and as such may abuse market 

power or engage in similarly detrimental behaviour to the consumer and as such are usually 

highly regulated. Two common issues include prohibitively high cost schemes and violations 

of net neutrality. 

Government provided telecommunications are in most cases free to use, but come with 

increased tax burdens or similar costs to citizens. Governments rarely provide access to all 

telecommunications methods, instead choosing a select few to provide to all citizens. 

Government provided telecommunications can be accompanied by additional issues such as 

state surveillance or censorship which the UN regards as detrimental to consumers. 

Prohibitively High Cost Schemes 

When private companies are employed to connect rural areas, a common issue is 

prohibitively high cost schemes. Such a scheme is when a company, due to the high costs of 

connection to households in rural regions, places the cost of connection higher than 

customers can afford and as a result are not required to provide services to such a cost 

intensive area. Alternatively, companies might engage in price gouging if they are the sole 

provider to the region. 

These issues are highly dependent upon the level of privatisation and regulation which affect 

the company, however, high barriers to entry such as high infrastructure costs can reduce 

competition. Anti-competitive and monopolistic practices can be implemented by companies 

to maintain control over a region, especially regions neglected by local or national 

governments. 

Net Neutrality 

Net neutrality is the concept that internet providers must provide equal access to all cites, 
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content, and applications at the same speed and under the same conditions without 

preference or prejudice. If unregulated, private internet providers may engage in biased 

manipulation of internet access to maximise profit at the expense of the access of the 

consumer. 

Economic Development 

The majority of economic development resulting from telecommunication access is in the form of 

private sector development and improvement to education. Beyond this, social and entertainment capabilities 

usually contribute negligibly to the economic development of the rural region. In most cases, the economic 

development subsequent to improved telecommunications access occurs spontaneously as businesses and 

organisations take advantage of the benefits of telecommunications; however, they can be encouraged or 

incentivised to do so. 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

China 

The top three countries by internet users were China, India, and the United States, with China 

representing the largest share of installed bandwidth of any country. The Chinese 

telecommunications market is the largest in the world, and unique in the fact that although massive, it 

is almost entirely state owned. The Chinese government exerts strict control over radio and television 

broadcasting as well as the most comprehensive internett monitoring and censorship network. 

India 

India has both the second largest telephone and internet networks with 1179 million and 747 

million active users respectively as of August 2021. Due to hypercompetition between 

telecommunications operators, India has one of the lowest call tariffs in the world. The Indian 

National Satellite System has also contributed to such wide scale availability as it is one of the 

largest domestic satellite networks. 

United States of America 

The United States is home not only to Silicon Valley and the massive technological corporations 

therein, but also to three of the top five highest earning telecommunications companies in the world. 

AT&T, Verizon, and Comcast are all located in the United States, and subject to US regulation, as 

was recently highlighted in the contention over the Federal Communications Commission review of 

US net neutrality regulations. 
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EU (European Union) 

The EU is an economic and political union between twenty seven European states. Recently the EU 

parliament passed a set of data privacy and protection measures known as the General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR), which affects all companies which collect data on citizens within the 

EU. Additionally, the European Union has successfully increased telecommunications in households 

from 55% in 2007 to 91% in 2020 in part through efforts such as the EU Telecommunications 

Framework of 2007-2009. 

ETSI (European Telecommunication Standards Institute) 

The ETSI is a not-for-profit and European Standards Organisation which produces globally applicable 

standards for telecommunication technologies. Additionally, the ETSI supports the development, 

ratification, and testing of telecommunication systems, applications, and services internationally. 

GSMA (Global System for Mobile Communications) 

The GSMA is an organisation representing mobile network companies. It currently has more than 750 

mobile network member companies and an additional 400 associate members. The GSMA 

represents its members through industry wide programmes and advocacy. 

ITU (International Telecommunication Union) 

The ITU is the “United Nations specialised organisation for information and communication 

technologies.”3 The ITU is responsible for the management of all intergovernmental 

management of telecommunications such as the global radio spectrum, satellite orbits, and 

technical integration standards between countries and institutions. Founded in 1865, the ITU is 

one of the longest running intergovernmental organisations and has more recently initiated the 

Last Mile project, which aims to bring internet connectivity to underserved communities. 

Timeline of Events 

 Date Description of Event 

May 17th, 1867 The ITU is founded as the International Telegraph Union 

February 8th, 1996 
Telecommunications Act of 1996 passed as first major 

telecommunications regulation in the United States 

October 29th, 2007 ITU Connect Africa Conference in Kigali 

 
3 ‘About ITU’. ITU, https://www.itu.int:443/en/about/Pages/default.aspx. Accessed 20 Nov. 2021. 
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November 26th, 2009 ITU Connect CIS Conference in Minsk 

March 5th, 2012 ITU Connect Arab States Conference in Doha 

July 17th, 2012 ITU Connect Americas Conference in Panama City 

November 18th, 2013 ITU Connect Asia-Pacific Conference in Bangkok 

October 9th, 2017 World Telecommunication Development Conference 

May 25th, 2018 EU GDPR came into effect across Europe 

May 21st, 2021 World Summit on the Information Societies 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Resolution on the World Summit on the Information Society, 21 December 2001 

(A/RES/56/183) 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The majority of previous attempts to improve rural telecommunications take place at a 

national or regional level, with limited international cooperation; however, the ITU has led efforts to 

aid member states, especially LEDCs, in expanding their connectivity. More recently, this has 

included the Last Mile Internet Connectivity Initiative, which seeks to guide any governments or 

organisations seeking to improve internet access to unconnected communities. The Last Mile 

project is made up of a four step process: identify unconnected communities, review options from 

existing solutions, select best fit solutions by matching viability subject to constraints, and 

implement solutions to extend affordable connectivity service. Unfortunately, while this did aid 

many local governments in understanding the necessary steps to implement telecommunications 

access, funding has consistently limited the implementation of such improvements. Other, less 

specific efforts to improve general infrastructure have taken place under the auspices of SDGs 

seven, eight, nine, and eleven. 

Additionally the 3rd Generation Partnership Project (3GPP) and 3rd Generation Partnership Project 2 

(3GPP2) is an initiative partnering th ITU with industry groups to “bring high-quality mobile multimedia 
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telecommunications to a worldwide mass market”45 and “providing anytime, anywhere services”6. Initially, the 

3GPP initiative was based on the International Mobile Telecommunications 2000 initiative, which has since 

been superseded by the IMT-Advanced standards, which are the international requirements for marketing 

4G and internet access. While such industry wide partnerships have been beneficial for technological 

development and universal standardisation, they generally are limited in aiding less developed communities 

as the profitability of such an endeavor is negligible. 

Possible Solutions 

Subtopic 1: Universal Access 

Firstly, in order to establish universal access, a similar approach to the Last Mile initiative could 

be taken on a larger scale. Identifying unconnected or under-connected communities, then employing a 

group of experts or Non Government Organisations (NGOs) to aid in the design of appropriate 

developments, and finally providing funding for the necessary infrastructure. It should be noted that not 

only telecommunications infrastructure should be established, but electrical improvements and 

maintenance infrastructure should be included in any developments to connectivity. The above 

mentioned actions should be pursued in a sustainable manner, as is consistent with the SDGs. As rural 

and less developed regions or member states often have limited resources or funds, aid from NGOs 

such as the ITU, United Nations Development Programme, or the United Nations Education, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) would likely be necessary to achieve any significant development. 

Beyond physical development of infrastructure access, education and training to previously 

unconnected communities would increase the effect of telecommunications connection. In order to 

maximise the long term benefits of such connectivity, UNESCO or educational institutions within a 

member state could train both local educators in the inclusion of such telecommunications, as well as the 

youths within rural communities. Industry centred specialists depending on the vocations of the rural area 

could also be employed to guide local businesses in the inclusion of telecommunications in their 

practices. Especially in industries such as agriculture, where the benefits of telecommunications are not 

immediately apparent and which are especially common in rural areas, member states might maximise 

the economic benefits by providing training or programmes related to newly accessible 

telecommunications. 

 
4 Telecommunications Industry Organizations. 

https://www.f5.com/services/resources/glossary/telecommunications-industry-organizations. Accessed 20 Nov. 
5 . 
6 Ibid 
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Subtopic 2: Universal Service 

Once universal access is established, or indeed if it has already been established, universal 

service could be achieved through private and public sector cooperation. Universal service can be 

exceedingly costly and most rural governments will not have the requisite funds to accomplish such an 

objective on their own. As private companies will be mostly unwilling, some combination of subsidisation 

and support could yield a profitable partnership for both parties. Whether it be through massive 

multinational corporations or local providers, member states could utilise the support of relevant NGOs to 

aid in funding or expertise. 

It should, however, be emphasised that member states ought to ensure proper regulation or 

monitoring of such private sector cooperation if they wish to avoid more predatory market practices. 

Providing citizens with access to telecommunications without ensuring that said access is unbiased and 

equitable could result in negative social or economic consequences. In addition to appropriate regulation, 

member states could promote competition between telecommunications companies or similarly ensure 

monopolistic practices are avoided. Training or education in how to use telecommunications, including its 

benefits and limitations, could be used to ensure citizens appropriately implement telecommunications 

socially and economically. 
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