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2.4  Capital investment

European operators are heavy investors in relation to their revenue base, but intense price competition 
means that investment per capita, even allowing for GDP differences, is low compared to other 
advanced economies. 

Prior to the pandemic, investment in European telecoms was already strengthening. In 2019, 

outside Europe.

FIG 1-15 : Split of Europe capex into βxed and mobile for ETNO members, plus total Europe 
capex, 2015 - 2019 (capex excludes spectrum)

Source: Analysys Mason, 2021
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FIG 1-16 : ETNO member capex, home markets, Rest of Europe and Rest of World, 
2015 - 2019, excluding spectrum

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020

that of equivalent operators in comparable regions such as the US, Japan or South Korea. This high 
intensity is in part attributable to diseconomies of scale for smaller members. However, over the past 

2019 work on upgrading mobile to 5G started in several European markets adding to capital intensity. 
For 2020, we anticipate a sharp uptick in this metric in Europe, for all of the above reasons, plus an 
anticipated decline in revenue brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic.
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FIG 1-17 : Capital intensity in home markets, ETNO members and comparable leading 
operators USA, Japan and South Korea, 2013-2019

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020

(this ratio includes capex by joint ventures where control remains with the operator). In real terms this 

FIG 1-18 : Split of capex between ETNO and other operators 

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020
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be concentrated in the hands of the operators themselves: even when tower companies have been 
created, these tend to have small capex bills. There has been a continued trend in Europe towards 

Fixed network capex, however, is distributed among a greater diversity of players, some of which 
are new and some of which are somewhat outside of the orbit of established telecoms players. As 

a truly national ambition, there are several growing wholesale-only players that are active at regional/

In addition, there is a growing number of new, mostly regional, altnets. 

FIG 1-19 : Split of capex between ETNO and other operator types, βxed only

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020

Europeans, but it disguises the profound problem at the heart of the European telecoms sector. 

While capex as a proportion of revenue is high, revenue per capita is so low that investment per capita 
is also low. The European telecoms sector, taken as a whole, invested EUR95 per capita in 2019, which 

even after allowing for differences in GDP. Japan’s investment per capita is about two and a half times 
higher than in Europe.
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2.5  Creating global influence for Europe

operators. Despite a general trend towards retrenchment to core markets, several of the larger 
European operators still maintain global presence as mass-market operators in non-European 

members derive around half of their annual revenue outside Europe.

European telecoms operators remain a strong presence the top list of global players, with operations 
and investments beyond Europe. However, in the past 10 years, the number of European operators 
in the list of the top 15 world operating groups by revenue has decreased from 6 to 4. Of the top 15 
in 2020, all except three operators, all European, had grown their revenue base over 10 years, and 
the sole European operator to have grown (Deutsche Telekom) did so on the basis of non-European 
operations. This echoes the calls to strengthen the sector as a means to pursue European leadership 
in global digital markets.

FIG 1-22 : Proportion of revenue from in-region and out-of-region operating businesses, 
last full βnancial year

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020
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TV screens remain the largest driver of increased usage of all broadband connections in Europe, as 

cinemas have launched their own catch-up or on-demand services. On mobile connections, the main 
video usage is on free platforms such as YouTube. 

The shift towards video as the main source of home broadband usage has been offset somewhat 
by increased usage of home and mobile broadband connections for business purposes such as 

kind placed no additional strain on the networks. During the earliest week of lockdowns the largest 

40% spike in the last week of March which it attributed in part to major content releases, a much larger 
spike than it would normally see for such events.

the increased reliance on home broadband during the pandemic. This will be an additional driver for 
growth in adoption of FTTP services. 

Despite recessionary pressures and restrictions on customer installations during lockdowns, take-
up of FTTP is set to increase by 30% in 2020 (see FIG 2-7), and this technology will likely overtake 

Fibre connectivity is picking up, with over 56 million 
connections expected by 2021
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2.  CREATING A SMARTER SOCIETY WITH 
AI TECHNOLOGY

time, wider use of AI to support new and more complex services represents an opportunity for them. 
AI is central in the development of systems and processes with telecoms to address these dual goals.

A measure of the internal need can be gained from a comparison of productivity (revenue per 
employee) in the European telecoms sector, telecoms in comparable global regions and among the 
hyperscalers. While ahead of Japan, it is behind the US and South Korea, and far behind hyperscalers. 
The comparison with hyperscalers, which rely heavily on AI and analytics-based tools and processes, 
is not altogether fair of course – somebody after all has to deploy and look after the geographically 
distributed bits of a telecoms network – but it gives some idea of the economies of scale and of the 
agility that can be achieved at the service layer.

FIG 3-4 : Revenue per employee, 2018-2019, ETNO operator members, comparable leading 
operators in USA, Japan and South Korea, and selected web hyperscale companies 

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020

-
Japan ETNO* USA South Korea Alphabet Facebook Netflix

*unweighted average

2018 2019

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

EU
R 

m
ill

io
n/

em
pl

oy
ee

/y
ea

r

0.
31 0.

44 0.
65 0.

77

1.
39 1.

57

2.
22

0.
33 0.
43 0.

62 0.
77

1.
38 1.

62

2.
13







67

FIG 3-6 : European patent ofβce 2010-2020 patents granted by category

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020
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FIG 3-7 : Number of AI patents 2010-2020 by country 

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020
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FIG 4-5 : Number of MNOs operating groups with over 500 000 subscribers, Europe, Japan, 
South Korea, USA, 2Q 2020

Source: Analysys Mason, 2020

-
net regulation in Europe for two decades, and the acts address large Internet players’ anti-competitive 
and harmful practices respectively. Yet Europe still has an asymmetry of regulation between digital 

-
tra layers of privacy regulation, for example on metadata. This is not only inconsistent with respect to 
the GDPR, but it also creates an asymmetry in terms of competitiveness. 

All of this matters. European telecoms operators are largely in European ownership, and European te-

stock make the sector more susceptible to aggressive M&A and potential hostile approaches from 
non-European actors. At the same time private equity has never been larger and debt is cheap. Private 
equity has proven to be valuable for timely co-investment in infrastructure, but they will not typically 
wish to be involved in building a digital competitive advantage in the EU. 

There is now an opportunity to foster a digital world in a European way, aligned with European values, 
instead of ceding ever more control to large international players and to infrastructure investment 
trusts. Excess and unevenly applied regulation can restrict the advantages and economies of scale, 
it can stifle innovation and investment in riskier but potentially higher areas of the digital economy. 

demands of the post-pandemic age. 
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