The Baltic Telecommunications Market - Among the Most Promising in the World
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In Eastern Europe, development of telecommunications markets has occurred at world-record pace. That was one of the conclusions that was drawn from the international "Baltic Sea Communications Forum" conference that took place in Rīga on September 28 and 29 of this year. 
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Participants at the conference engaged in active discussions about various topics that are of importance to the Baltic telecommunications market - liberalization, the implementation of new communications technologies such as wireless GRRS (General Pocket Radio Service) and UMTS (Universal Mobile Telecommunication Systems) equipment, and introduction of the related standards. The "Baltic Sea Communications Forum" attracted representatives of communications and IT companies, as well as transportation firms, from throughout the Baltic Sea region. 

<big>The Baltic region: dynamic telecoms development
</big>Despite the fact that the spread of mobile telecommunications usage in Eastern Europe is still relatively low, in terms of growth rates in the sector this is one of the most promising regions in the world, according to a senior vice president for mobile communications from the Finnish telecoms giant Sonera. A director from Motorola, Norbert Quinkert, told conference participants that development of the mobile communications market in Germany is also proceeding relatively slowly, because Germans are conservative when it comes to adopting new technologies.
Addressing the issue of competition between mobile and fixed telecommunications, the Sonera vice president expressed her conviction that fixed communications services will not disappear as mobile communications develop; instead, fixed telecoms providers will develop their key advantages, such as greater stability in mobile transmissions. 

<big>Information that is five minutes old - it's history
</big>A regional manager for the UPS courier service, John Gordon-Smith, was also convinced that new technologies will not overpower the existing service market. The need for courier services will not diminish, he said, and the use of information technologies will only enhance the business of companies which provide such services.
In discussing the development of information processing speeds, the UPS manager said that information technologies have caused an explosion in the amount of information that is available to people, and the speed with which the information is processed has increased enormously. The Reuters news agency, for example, considers information to be "new" only while it is less than 30 seconds old. Five minutes later it's already "historical news" to Reuters.
Gordon-Smith said that the most important factors in developing IT and electronic commerce will be the wide availability of information about products and services that are offered, the accessibility of new markets, and free trade at a global level. The recognizability or "brand name" of each company will also be of importance, he said. 

<big>Who should be licensed?
</big>Conference participants engaged in a spirited discussion about the number of companies which should receive public communications network licenses in a particular country. Answering a question posed by the president of the Latvian Telecommunications Association, Pēteris Šmidre, the Telia Latvija general director, Per Bengtsson, said that the procedure for issuing licenses is less important than the goals which a government tries to reach through the licensing process. Bengtsson feels that the aim of licensing should be to promote investment in specific communications services. In Latvia, he said, this would include the provision of services in rural regions - something which the existing telecommunications provider Lattelekom, in his view, is not doing.
Another conference participant from Sonera (which is the leading foreign investor in Lattelekom) noted that someone always has to pay for new investments, and the issuance of new licenses in Latvia will not by any means guarantee that communications outside of Rīga will improve.
Latvian Transportation Minister Anatolijs Gorbunovs noted in opening the conference that liberalization of the telecommunications market, a new review of the "Umbrella Agreement" which is the basis for Lattelekom's operations, and the development of a new system for licensing communications operators - these will be key aspects in the development of Latvia's IT and communications market in the future. The minister also said that the government is conscious of the importance of the IT sector in Latvia's development, and approximately 20% of the resources from the government's national investment program are being devoted to this area this year. 

<big>The "Office and Bank '99" and "Communications '99" exhibitions
</big>Conference participants could also visit the "Office and Bank '99" and "Communications '99" exhibitions, which were taking place in Rīga at the same time - the former exhibition for the 13th time, and the latter - for the 3rd time. Both exhibitions are international events.

