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0. INTRODUCTION

0.1 Background
International mobile roaming (IMR) enables consumers to use their mobile phones when travelling abroad by connecting to partnered provider networks. IMR services have undergone significant changes and advancements since they first became available to consumers. While IMR services and coverage have improved over time, the charges borne by consumers have generally remained high. Evidence provided in a report prepared for the Australian Government by KPMG, Report of findings on: International Mobile roaming charges (June 2008), suggests that the carriers’ retail margins are around three times higher than the margins on domestic calls
. The report also implicitly suggests that there appears to be limited correlation between the wholesale costs and the prices providers charge consumers.
IMR was raised during the 7th APEC Ministerial Meeting on Telecommunications and Information Industry (TELMIN7) held in Bangkok, Thailand in April 2008. At the 38th Meeting of the APEC Telecommunications and Information Working Group (APEC TEL) held in October 2008 in Lima, Peru, economies agreed to further investigate the topic of IMR with a strong focus on consumer awareness and information. Australia also agreed to undertake a survey of roaming in the APEC Region. 

An information sharing workshop was held during the 39th APEC TEL meeting held in Singapore in April 2009. During this meeting, participants agreed to work towards developing a set of guidelines to assist economies in providing consumers with access to the information necessary to make informed decisions about how to avoid receiving high and unexpected IMR charges. 
0.2 Objective of the guidelines
The objective of these guidelines is to provide regulators with information to empower consumers to make more informed choices between IMR pricing plans and to choose technological solutions that best suit their purposes. Providing these choices will encourage competition and may exert pressure on mobile service providers to offer lower prices.
The guidelines aim to improve consumer awareness by encouraging regulators and providers to offer more comprehensive and accessible information on IMR charges and services. To facilitate this process, the guidelines:

· outline the information that mobile phone service providers should make available to consumers;
· provide examples of appropriate ways to convey information on roaming charges and services to consumers; and
· encourage regulators and mobile phone service providers to monitor and inform consumers of emerging technologies and/or other industry developments that will have an impact on IMR services.
0.3 Overview of the guidelines
These guidelines focus on the type of information that is considered useful to improve consumer awareness of roaming services, including associated charges, technologies and alternatives. The guidelines consist of three sections, which are summarised below.
Section 1: International mobile roaming gives an overview of the IMR market and provides information on various technologies and charging systems for roaming services.
Section 2: Better access to consumer information outlines ways in which mobile service providers can provide more transparent, clear and comprehensive information on roaming to their customers.
Section 3: Substitute technologies provides examples of alternative technologies that can be used by consumers to communicate when visiting an economy abroad
1. INTERNATIONAL MOBILE ROAMING
1.1 Overview

IMR services and technologies vary between economies. Some providers offer a wider variety of services and better information on IMR arrangements than others. In order to avoid unexpected high fees, consumers should be aware of these issues before and whilst they travel abroad.
1.2 Call types
There are a variety of IMR services and associated call charges available to consumers travelling abroad, including:
· receiving voice calls originating from home economy when in a visited economy;

· receiving voice calls originating from third economy when in a visited economy;

· receiving voice calls originating from the visited economy;

· making a voice call from a visited economy to a home economy;

· making a voice call from a visited economy to a third economy;
· making a voice call from a visited economy to the same economy;

· sending and receiving short message service (SMS) and multi-media service (MMS);

· premium mobile content;

· Internet Protocol (IP) data such as the use of the Internet, email, Voice over IP (VoIP) and other data services such as social networking using mobile telecommunications data ; and

· specialised services such as premium mobile content, where additional tariffs often apply.
1.3 Mobile phone technologies
There are a variety of mobile phone technologies used within APEC economies. Of the 12 countries surveyed, the most common mobile technologies are listed  in Table 1 below.
Table 1 – Mobile phone technologies in surveyed APEC economies
	  Technology
	  Economies

	  GSM
	 Australia; Chile; China; Indonesia; Thailand; New Zealand; Hong Kong, China; Chinese Taipei; USA; Singapore (10)

	  HSPDA
	 Australia; Japan; Indonesia; Hong Kong, China; USA; Singapore; Korea (7)

	  GPRS
	 China; Indonesia; NZ; Hong Kong, China; USA; Singapore (6)

	  W-CDMA
	 Japan; Indonesia; Hong Kong, China; USA; Singapore; Korea (6)

	  CDMA
	 China; Canada; Thailand; USA; Korea (5)

	  Edge
	 China; Indonesia; Hong Kong, China; USA (4)

	  3G
	 Australia; Indonesia; Singapore (3)

	  EV-DO/EV-DV
	 Japan; Hong Kong, China; USA (3)

	  CDMA 2000
	 Japan, Hong Kong, China; USA; Korea (4)


Table from International Roaming Survey submission to TEL39, 14 April 2009

Consumers should be aware of the variety of mobile technologies before they travel, so they can determine which devices are required to roam in certain regions. The consumer should also be made aware of whether their domestic service provider has reciprocal roaming arrangements with a provider(s) at their international destination.
Regulators and mobile service providers are encouraged to make relevant information  available to consumers on the mobile phone protocols and frequencies used at their intended destination as well as mobile network coverage maps.
1.4 Activation of international mobile roaming
IMR services are often automatically activated when consumers travel abroad. However some carriers require consumers to enable roaming on their handsets and/or contact their mobile service provider to request that mobile roaming services be activated. 

Mobile phone service providers are encouraged to supply comprehensive information regarding the processes consumers need to undertake in order to access IMR services.

Mobile phone service providers are also encouraged to provide easily accessible information on the technology of mobile phone handsets, including any handset or SIM locking features, which disable international roaming unless consumers request it to be unlocked. 
1.5 Charging arrangements
Throughout APEC economies there are various charging arrangements for general mobile services and international roaming. 
Receiving party pays
In most APEC economies, there are consumer mobile phone plans available where the recipient is not charged for receiving domestic mobile calls. With international roaming, the receiving party often pays to receive a call. To avoid unexpected high mobile phone bills, regulators and carriers in economies with a ‘calling party pays’ regime are encouraged to make consumers aware of these arrangements.
Fixed or flat fees

A small number of mobile providers are moving towards providing ‘fixed’ or ‘flat’ fee roaming services. For example, a consumer can purchase 100 minutes of talk time to a certain region at a set price. These pricing arrangements allow for the easy comparison of roaming charges and allow customers to choose a predetermined tariff rather than being charged at a different rate each time they roam on to a different mobile service provider’s network. This reduces the possibility of inadvertently amassing a very high service fee, which is often referred to as ‘bill shock’.
Mobile service providers should be encouraged to, where possible, provide consumers with an option for a flat fee IMR service. Ideally, the scope of these roaming services should be extended to all roaming services, including voice calls, SMS, MMS and data transmissions.
Similar charges when roaming with the same network provider abroad

Throughout the world, a small number of providers operate networks in several economies and offer rates similar to those charged in the home economy. Examples of such plans include MTN Seamless Roaming, Zain One Network, Cable and Wireless Home Rate Roaming and 3 Like Home. However, customers do not have wide access to such plans throughout the Asia-Pacific region and will still face high charges if they roam onto other providers’ networks.
Alliance partnerships

There are several alliances or partnerships between carriers to provide cheaper roaming rates between their members. One such example is the Bridge Alliance which currently includes membership of 11 providers in the Asia Pacific region. However, customers should be aware of the need to configure their mobile phone such that it roams only onto the partners’ networks.
Data Roaming

Charges for Internet data roaming are generally much higher than domestic Internet data charges. The high charges (see table below), at an average of around US$15 per MB hinder consumers from using VoIP services (such as Skype) on their Internet enabled mobile phones when roaming.
Examples of the approximate costs for data roaming are tabled below:

	  Economy
	  Data Roaming per MB (USD)

	  Australia
	  $10 - $15

	  Japan
	  $20

	  Indonesia
	  $10

	  Canada
	  $23-$30

	  Thailand
	  $6 - $19

	  New Zealand
	  $4.50-$16

	  Hong Kong - China
	  $1.30 - $43

	  China
	  $7 - $15


Source International Roaming Survey submission to TEL39, 14 April 2009

2. BETTER ACCESS TO CONSUMER INFORMATION

2.1 Overview of access to information
In the context of complex charging arrangements and customers exposure to high IMR rates discussed in section 1, it is important for carriers and regulators to warn consumers to be aware of the risks associated with using their mobile devices while overseas. 

For consumers to be in a position to determine the best roaming service for their needs when travelling abroad, clear and comprehensive information should be easily accessible. This information includes, but is not limited to, the charging structures for different mobile service providers and how best to manage those charges.
Consumers should also be able to access easily understood information that allows them to determine the most suitable solutions for their requirements and how to configure their mobile devices to access them.
There are various means for providers to disseminate information on IMR to consumers. When determining what information to provide, it is important to consider the best conduit to present this information to consumers. This section highlights some of the relevant information that regulators and mobile service providers are encouraged to make available to consumers to improve their awareness of roaming pricing structures and to avoid “bill shock”.
2.2 How information is currently provided to consumers
The table below provides survey results of the ways in which pricing information is presented to consumers in different APEC economies:

	Information provided:
	By roaming service provider

	On a website
	Australia; Japan; Indonesia; Chile; Canada; Thailand; New Zealand; Hong Kong, China; Chinese Taipei; China; USA; Singapore, Korea (12)

	Through a web portal comparing different carrier’s prices
	Korea (1)

	Via SMS messages detailing retail prices on the visitor’s arrival
	Chile; Chinese Taipei; China; USA; Singapore (in some cases) (5)

	Other (please specify)
	Korea (receive SMS and voice call when exceed certain levels), Indonesia (Company brochures mailed to customers and through customer bills) (2)


Source: International Roaming Survey submission to TEL39, 14 April 2009

Few telecommunications user and consumer groups, associations and regulatory authorities in the Asia-Pacific region offer detailed information on roaming charges. There exists no centralised source of information within the APEC region. Very few websites anywhere in the world offer this information, and where they do they seem to focus on specific domestic markets. For example, the Roaming Advisor website (www.roamingsims.com) focuses on the United Kingdom market. Other organisations such as the GSM Association provide information, but it is not directly targeted to consumers.

Consideration could be given to developing an independent and international “watchdog” type website for the APEC region. This website could provide up-to-date information on pricing and consumer related issues relevant to roaming.

It ought to be recognised that while the establishment of such a website could be valuable, given the need to update pricing information regularly and ensure information is accurate, implementation will be difficult.
2.3 What information should be provided to consumers

Regulators are encouraged to ensure information is available to consumers on every mobile network active in their respective economies. This information should include IMR service packages for each mobile service provider and any information available on their partner networks abroad. 

Further, mobile service providers are encouraged to provide information to consumers on charges for all different roaming call types, messaging and data services. Service providers should supply information on prices charged for roaming onto partner providers’ networks abroad and whether they are able to voluntarily select particular networks over others. Information should also indicate that charges may fluctuate due to exchange rates and depending on the networks upon which their device roams.

2.4 Best practice approaches to providing information to consumers

Mobile phone providers are encouraged to make information available to their customers on mobile roaming through a variety of easily accessible and automated means, including:

SMS/MMS or voicemail on arrival at an international destination
Upon arrival to a new economy, an SMS/MMS or voicemail message should be sent by the originating service provider that clearly explains the charging rates of their partner providers in the destination economy as well as various roaming service options. The message should provide information on how customers can change their preferred roaming network. The message should also contain a customer service telephone number of the provider from which service charges and further roaming information can be obtained.
Use of SMS messages and the carrier websites
Mobile phone providers are encouraged to utilise SMS and the Internet to provide their customers with an option to access information on account balances and service charges via a handset at no or minimal cost to the consumer.

Access to the account balance should allow customers to receive a break-down of service use, including individual calls and data use. Price information should include cost of all services, including voice calls, messaging, data and termination charges of both the home network as well as the roaming network. 
Point of sale or activation of service
Information should be provided to customers either at the point of sale of a mobile service or upon the activation of the mobile service. The information should direct the customer to further detailed information outlining roaming service conditions, options and charges as well as any requirements to activate the roaming service.
2.5  Emerging technology and regulatory issues
Regulators are encouraged to monitor and provide information targeted at consumers on methods to reduce roaming charges as well as emerging technologies that could act as substitutes for roaming (see section 3 below). 

Regulators are also encouraged to provide consumers with information on any changes to the regulatory environment both domestically and internationally that would have an impact on the charges and conditions associated with roaming services.

3. SUBSTITUTE TECHNOLOGIES
3.1 Alternatives available to consumers
Viable alternatives exist that are generally more cost-effective than IMR. 
In most cases, these substitutes have some disadvantages over roaming. Issues such as the customers’ phone number becoming inaccessible, forcing calls to be made from a fixed location, loss of coverage, increased complexity to dial a number, decreased voice quality and loss of access to contacts are examples of the problems associated with substitute technologies. However, these substitutes are an effective means of avoiding ‘bill shock’ and consequently, many customers choose to use them.
Regulators are encouraged to provide information on substitute technologies and to make these available to their own citizens and to foreign visitors. This information could include the availability and associated charges outlined below (3.1.1 to 3.1.8)
3.1.1 Restrictions on mobile services
Restrictions can be placed while roaming so that non-emergency voice calls are barred and only SMS, MMS or voicemail services function. This can limit the high charges applied to roaming calls whilst allowing the use of text, multimedia or voice messaging to communicate.
3.1.2 Local pre-paid SIM cards
Pre-paid SIM cards purchased in the local country generally offer cheaper calling and data rates than using a roaming service. The main disadvantage of using a locally bought SIM card is that a different phone number must be used. This means that incoming calls and messages to the user’s original phone number will no longer get through to the consumer except when they insert the original SIM card. To get around this, a recorded message can be left on your home mobile number, providing your new mobile number abroad. Voice mail can also be set up so that it can be accessed from another phone. A similar alternative would be to use a dual SIM card handset, or two handsets. 
3.1.3 Multiple SIM card mobile handsets
Dual SIM card phones allow two or more SIM cards to be inserted into one mobile handset. Dual SIM card phones can be a cost-reducing alternative to roaming. However, costs for receiving calls can still accrue and many handsets only allow a single SIM at any one time.
3.1.4 Global SIM cards

Global SIM cards (also referred to as international SIM cards) are sold by several providers internationally. The SIM cards operate like a normal SIM card; however they generally offer cheaper rates than those charged whilst roaming on an ordinary mobile phone plan. Again, the disadvantage is that the domestic mobile number can not be used.
The table below offers several examples of options to use a global SIM card which would assist in lowering a consumer’s international mobile roaming bill. 

	Type
	Advantages
	Limitations

	Buzzroam SIM Card

www.buzzroam.com/Info/About.aspx 
	Offers a prepaid online account which erases ‘bill shock’
	Phone must be tri-band (as a minimum)


	
	Costs $25USD and includes $10 USD airtime


	Only works with phones manufactured over the last 4-5 years

	
	Includes savings of up to 60-80% when making calls
	Does not allow access to your existing phone number. However, you can forward the number to your Buzzroam SIM. 

	
	SIM card can be used in over 213 countries
	Voicemail charges vary according to which country you roam in.

	
	Data coverage in 139 countries
	Requires phone to be unlocked.

	
	You can have up to 50 numbers associated with your Buzzroam service. You can have up to 50 numbers from any combination of 52 different countries at which people can contact you.
	Your phone must run at 850/900/1800/1900 MHz, or you must have a 3G phone that operates at different frequencies.

	
	Includes free incoming SMS at all destinations
	

	
	
	

	National Geographic Talk Abroad SIM Card 
www.telestial.com/view_product.php?PRODUCT_ID=MSIM-NG01 

Is a United Kingdom global cell phone number


	Prepaid service, has no monthly charges or credit check
	Requires a SIM-unlocked GSM 850 / 900 / 1800 / 1900 compatible international cell phone.

	
	Includes $10 USD Starter Airtime Credit 
	The service life of the SIM card is 12 months from last use. To extend the life of the card another 12 months, the customer must make or receive a call or send an SMS message.

	
	Offers international roaming in over 140 countries
	 Does not allow access to the customer’s existing phone number.

	
	Has unlimited free incoming calls in more than 90 countries
	

	
	Includes free incoming SMS at all destinations
	

	
	Relatively low outgoing call rates, starting at $0.90 USD per minute
	

	
	
	

	Explorer SIM Card www.telestial.com/view_product.php?PRODUCT_ID=MSIM-EX01 
Is an Estonian global cell phone number
	Prepaid service, has no monthly charges or credit check
	Requires a SIM-unlocked GSM 850 / 900 / 1800 / 1900 compatible international cell phone

	
	USA toll free access for callers to explorer subscribers
	 Charges outgoing SMS from only $0.40/msg

	
	Includes $10 USD Starter Airtime Credit
	Additional surcharges apply when calling certain countries

	
	Offers International roaming in 140 countries 
	SIM card will remain valid for 12-months. If the SIM is not recharged within any 12-months period then it will expire along with the phone number and all remaining airtime credit will be forfeited.

	
	Has free incoming calls in 51 destinations
	Does not allow access to customer’s existing phone number.

	
	Has free incoming SMS at all destinations
	

	
	Uses the same low rate to cell phones and fixed line phones
	

	
	Relatively low outgoing call rates to mobile phones and land lines, starting at $0.45 USD per minute
	

	
	Does not have a surcharge for calling to a cell phone, and it does not have a call-connection fee
	


3.1.5 WiFi, WiMax and other wireless or fixed Internet networks

Wireless or cable connections to Internet networks can allow consumers access to a range of internet services such as email, VoIP. As an example, O2 have over 5,000 WiFi hotspots world wide that their customers are able to use their mobile devices at a lower cost than general data transmissions of mobile roaming.
3.1.6 Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) services

VoIP allows voice calls to be made over the Internet as in 3.1.5 above. The services are often free or low cost. VoIP services can be a cheap substitute to roaming depending on the VoIP services that are accessible in the destination. A disadvantage of this is that the customer may be forced to access VoIP from a fixed computer terminal. Also, call quality may be of a significantly lower standard.
3.1.7 Callback and other similar services
Several providers offer callback or similar services whereby the consumer can call a local number to connect to an international call. This can substantially reduce call costs to the level of some of the cheapest rates available for international calls. In this sense, callback provides market competition with mobile roaming on service and price. However, some jurisdictions have prohibited the use of these services.
3.1.8 International calling cards
International calling cards are a low cost solution to making international calls. Calls can be made via a local phone or a mobile phone with a local SIM card. Calling cards can often be used via a roaming mobile, however this system still incurs the charge from the domestic leg of the call.
3.2 Substitutes are often inconvenient

Although the substitutes described above may be more cost effective than roaming, the time required to search for and purchase alternative services can, at times, outweigh the benefits. Language barriers and the inconvenience of not having all the services available to when connected domestic providers all impact on the quality of services consumers ordinarily expect.
Consumers should also be aware that if they choose to use their phone for IMR, they need to check whether their phone is SIM locked or network locked. If the handset is locked in any way, they should arrange for it to be unlocked by the provider or use a different handset.
CONCLUSION

IMR is a vital communication service used by many people who travel abroad. Yet the charges when roaming remain relatively high in comparison to calls that are made at standard international call rates. This is of concern to both consumers and hinders the economic integration of the APEC region. 

Aside from considering approaches to regulating the roaming market, it is believed that steps can be taken to improve current service arrangements. As a short term goal, roaming service providers should improve the transparency of their pricing structures and provide clearer, targeted and transparent information to their customers when or before they roam internationally. In the medium to long-term, better consumer awareness and choice would likely encourage market competition and may have a downward effect on roaming charges.
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IMR: Korea





Korea supports several international mobile phone protocols: HSPDA; SIM-based roaming; CDMA; CDMA 2000; W-CDMA automatic roaming; and GSM automatic roaming.





Consumer protection mechanisms have been established in Korea to raise the awareness of international mobile roaming consumers. 





Roaming service providers provide detailed information including:


the basic concept of a roaming service;


countries where customers can use IMR services;


mobile handsets that are compatible with IMR services;


how to set up a handset to roam;


how to make a roaming voice call and send a roaming SMS;


how to use supplementary IMR services (e.g. auto dialling, roaming announcement service and international emergency alert service);


how to make a collect call to a customer call centre in the visited economy;


locations and contact details of roaming customer centres;


tariffs in each economy – including how different call services (e.g. making national calls, making international calls, receiving calls, sending SMS) are charged; 


how to use a rental roaming service (for customers using SIM-based roaming services); and


details of the consumer’s IMR usage.





In Korea, information on IMR services is provided by roaming service providers through their carrier websites. Additionally, the following conduits are used to inform consumers in Korea:


a tariff comparison website operated by the Korea Telecommunications Operators Association (KTOA);


24 hour call centres exclusively for IMR users – by default, the phone number of one of these call centres is stored in the roaming menu of roaming handsets; and


service guidebooks are provided to enhance consumer awareness.





There are also consumer safeguards to help customers avoid ‘bill shock’:


customers are sent an SMS if they exceed a set unit charge; and


customers are called the first time they exceed 200,000KRW (approximately USD$170) or 1 million KRW (approximately USD$850).





* The information above was provided by the Consumer Protection Bureau of the Korea Communications Commission for the International Mobile Roaming Drafting Session at TEL41, 8 May 2010.





IMR: Hong Kong, China





Hong Kong, China operates a range of differing network topologies such as CDMA 2000; EV-DO/EV- DV; W-CDMA; GSM; GPRS; EDGE; and HSPDA. 


This range covers most protocols available in other APEC economies, which in turn, offers visitors to Hong Kong – China the high chance that their mobile handset will be able to operate on a network in Hong Kong. 





Depending on the partnered providers and service chosen, either the calling party or receiving party pays. This offers a greater selection of services and promotes stronger competition than if only one charging regime existed.





Charges for international data roaming rates per Megabyte range from $1.30 to $43 USD depending on which service and provider are chosen by the consumer.





The Office of the Telecommunications Authority, Hong Kong, China’s regulatory body, has the power to request providers to report on: 


traffic volume;


wholesale charges;


retail prices; and


revenues.





The following substitutes for roaming services are available in Hong Kong, China:


VoIP;


local pre-paid SIM cards;


global SIM cards;


dual SIM card adapters and dual SIM numbers;


international calling cards;


international phone numbers; and


international call forwarding and call back services.





*The information above was provided by the Office of the Telecommunications Authority, Hong Kong, China for the International Roaming Survey submission to TEL39, 14 April 2009








IMR: Singapore example





Singapore currently supports the following mobile phone protocols: GSM; GPRS; W-CDMA; HSPDA; and 3G.





Providers in Singapore operate a ‘mobile party pays’ system. At a retail level, all mobile operators offer free incoming call plans. Each mobile party bears its own cost. No termination charges are applied to calls by Singaporean providers because of the ‘mobile party pays’ regime. 








The following substitute services for roaming are available in Singapore:


VoIP;


local pre-paid SIM cards;


global SIM cards;


dual SIM card adapters and dual SIM numbers;


international calling cards;


international phone numbers; and


call back services.








* The information above provided by the Information-Communications Development Authority of Singapore for the International Roaming Survey submission to TEL39, 14 April 2009








� KPMG, Report of findings on: International Mobile roaming charges June 2008, p. 23
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