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foreword

We are pleased to present to you the second issue 
of our newly established Network Industries Quarter-
ly-Turkey. In it, we pursue the topic of how COVID-19 
affects our essential infrastructures. After transport in 
the last issue, we are now looking at Turkey’s com-
munications infrastructures and how they have been 
facing up to the challenges posed by  COVID-19.

If transport has and continues to suffer from 
COVID-19, for telecommunications quite the opposite 
is the case: instead of moving physically, many people 
have started to telework from home; more generally, 
many physical interactions have shifted online. All this 
has boosted telecommunications, digital platforms, 
and digitalization more generally, to the point that the 
telecommunications sector is now seen by many as 
an essential service, just like water and electricity. 
Furthermore, telecom operators and digital platforms 
have significantly benefitted from COVID-19, suffice to 
look at turnovers, profits and market caps. This even 
more so, as they have proven to be particularly resil-
ient and reliable. It will, indeed, be interesting to ob-
serve the evolution of the broad telecommunications 
industry beyond COVID-19. 

Our second issue thus presents four short articles 
covering the Turkish postal sector (Volkan Recai Çetin), 
traffic management in the Turkish mobile communica-
tions markets (Barış Yüksel), the Turkish broadband 
market (Emin Köksal), and the effect of COVID-19 on 
digital platforms more generally (Çiğdem Gizem Ok-
kaoğlu).

Çetin discusses the challenges and opportunities 
that the Turkish postal sector has faced during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The challenges and opportuni-
ties were mostly due to the expansion in e-commerce, 
which has created a high demand for parcel and ex-
press delivery services. Çetin briefly overviews the 
Turkish postal sector and analyzes the sector’s recent 
developments to confront the challenges. He projects 
the rise in the share of e-commerce in total retail vol-
ume will continue. Yet, the biggest threat to the sector 
will be the likely permanence of the global recession.

Yüksel analyzes traffic management in mobile com-
munication markets as a tool to address network con-
gestion issues during the COVID-19 pandemic. Given 
the scarcity of resources and existing economic incen-
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tives of service providers, the internet’s true potential 
may not materialize in un(der)regulated markets. Thus, 
Yüksel suggests that the imposition of mandatory traf-
fic management requirements on mobile network op-
erators, which would oblige them to prioritize or make 
freely available certain socially beneficial content could 
yield positive outcomes.

Köksal points out the increased demand for broad-
band internet in times of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
discusses the main issues that the Turkish broadband 
market has faced during this period. In Turkey, as in 
other countries, the boost in demand for broadband 
internet has proved the importance of infrastructure 
capacity and resilience. Moreover, although the num-
ber of fixed broadband subscribers has increased by 
more than half a million during the first wave of the 
pandemic, the digital inequalities persist in Turkey. The 
issues on the supply and demand sides of the market 
call for a reconsideration of the regulatory policies. 

Okkaoğlu examines the overall effect of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on digital platforms. Given the 
significant increase in the demand for the services 
provided by digital platforms, the COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought leveraging opportunities for digital plat-
forms. On the other hand, the pandemic has created 
some challenges for the digital sector due to reduced 
user monetization and decreased demand for adver-
tisement services in specific sectors. The particular 
effect of the pandemic is that it facilitated and acceler-
ated digital transformation.

We take this opportunity to thank you for your con-
tinued interest in Network Industries Quarterly – Turkey 
and hope to be able to count on you also in the new 
year. In the meantime, we send you our best wishes 
for 2021!

Deniz Ece Dalgıç-Tetikol, managing editor of NIQ- 
TK

Matthias Finger, professor, İTÜ and director of the 
Istanbul Center for Regulation
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Traffic Management in Mobile Communication Markets as a Tool to 
Address Network Congestion Issues in Times of COVID-19

Att. Barış Yüksel, LL.M.*

COVID-19 pandemic showed the world that the internet could ensure that all citizens continue to have uninterrupted access to 
essential services such as education in times of crisis, creating immense positive externalities for the entire society. However, 
given the scarcity of resources and existing economic incentives of service providers, the internet’s true potential (in terms 
of social welfare maximization) may not materialize in un(der)regulated markets. I suggest that under Turkey’s current market 
conditions, the imposition of mandatory traffic management requirements on mobile network operators that would oblige them 
to prioritize or make freely available certain socially beneficial content could yield positive outcomes.

Introduction

In the “new normal,” almost all aspects of our daily 
life are subject to transformative changes to adapt 
to a world plagued with COVID-19. In this process, 
internet is playing a crucial role, as many activities 
that used to be conducted physically are now being 
moved to the digital realm. These include  among 
other things, meetings, shopping, professional activ-
ities, and education. While the adaptive capacity of 
digital services seems to be infinite, as new solutions 
for every need are being presented daily, the physical 
infrastructure over which digital services are provid-
ed may not be prepared to keep up with this pace. 
Thus, although it is theoretically possible to move any 
activity online, some prioritization may be needed to 
ensure that the underlying infrastructure can support 
the most significant online services from the per-
spective of social policies. 

In this article I focus on the Educational Informatics 
Network (“EBA”) founded by the Turkish Ministry of 
National Education, which was established to ensure 
the continuation of national education online, and ex-
amine whether mandatory traffic management prac-
tices that would require the mobile network operators 
(“MNOs”) to prioritize certain types of traffic may be 
utilized by the Turkish government to promote social 
policy objectives.

Need for Mobile Internet in the Times of 
COVID-19

In Turkey, the availability of mobile broadband in-
ternet (62.8 million subscribers) significantly surpass-
es that of fixed broadband internet (14.6 million sub-
scribers) (ICTA, 2020, p.50). Yet, the monthly average 

data usage over fixed infrastructures (i.e., xDSL, 
cable and fiber) is much higher (approx. 138.6 GB 
per user) when compared to mobile infrastructures 
(approx. 7.6 GB per user) (ICTA, 2020, p.54). This is 
mainly because mobile internet is considerably more 
expensive, and the MNOs do not offer unlimited 
data packages, unlike the internet service providers 
(“ISPs”) that rely on a fixed infrastructure. Such an 
outcome is not unexpected given that MNOs have to 
utilize a scarce resource (i.e., radio frequency spec-
trum) (Walden, 2002, p. 16) whereas ISPs do not face 
that constraint.

While most people prefer to use fixed internet ser-
vices for activities that would consume large amounts 
of data (e.g., downloading large files, watching vid-
eos, attending to videoconferences etc.), those 
without a fixed broadband subscriptions were able 
to visit internet cafes or other public places with in-
ternet access when needed. However, this was pre-
COVID-19. Along with the pandemic, access to in-
ternet cafes and similar places became much more 
difficult, if not impossible1. This is quite problematic 
from a social policy perspective as Turkey had to 
move fundamental national education online due to 
COVID-19, and attending the classes over the EBA 
necessitates extensive use of data. For many fami-
lies, especially those with relatively worse socioeco-
nomic status and no fixed internet subscription, it 
may just be impossible to meet that demand. It may 
be argued that the children in such families may also 
use the television to watch the classes. However, the 
absence of interactivity would inevitably put these 
children in a more disadvantageous position, vis-à-
vis their counterparts with relatively better econom-
ic opportunities. Hence, under the unprecedented 

* Counsel, ELIG Gürkaynak Attorneys-at-Law. baris.yuksel@elig.com
1 For a detailed list of COVID-19 related measures concerning internet cafes see. (T.C. Sağlık Bakanlığı, 2020, p. 284-289.)
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conditions brought about by the COVID-19, the dif-
ficulties in accessing the internet could translate into 
restrictions in the right to education, which is a fun-
damental human right. It could also exacerbate the 
current inequalities throughout society.

While it would not be possible to increase the avail-
ability of fixed internet in a short time, as this would 
require building new physical infrastructure general-
ly from scratch,2 it could be ensured that the mobile 
broadband internet, which is available to everyone, is 
more widely used to access the EBA. As mentioned 
above, the current problems with using the mobile 
broadband internet to access the EBA are twofold. 
Mobile data is expensive, and the MNOs offer a lim-
ited amount of data in their packages. It should be 
emphasized that these are not due to the opportunis-
tic behaviors of MNOs but are mere consequences of 
mobile internet’s reliance on scarce resources. The 
available state of the technology and the capacity of 
the existing infrastructures do not allow the MNOs to 
offer unlimited data packages for low prices. Thus, 
the markets cannot provide a solution to the social 
issues related to the restriction of the right to edu-
cation and increased inequality of opportunity, if and 
when left on their own.

Shortcomings of the Voluntary Reactions from 
the MNOs 

In Turkey, the MNOs are doing their best to con-
tribute to the solution voluntarily, based on social 
rather than economic considerations. In the absence 
of any binding regulations, all three MNOs in Turkey 
(namely, TT Mobile, Vodafone and Turkcell) agreed 
to offer free internet packages to their subscribers 
to be exclusively used for the EBA.3 Although this is 
a significant initiative that could provide some relief 
to the disadvantaged groups, it should also be as-
sessed whether it can be sustained, if needed. More-
over, the MNOs must protect the interests of their 
own shareholders and cannot be expected to replace 
economic motives with social ones, even for protect-
ing the fundamental freedoms of citizens. Protec-
tion of fundamental freedoms is the government’s 
responsibility. While the government may impose 
certain obligations on the private companies to ef-
fectively discharge its responsibility, it needs to make 
sure that the costs of doing so are fairly distributed 

among different stakeholders. 

From an economic perspective, it is essential to 
emphasize that education creates immense positive 
externalities for society. It is practically impossible for 
the MNOs to internalize all these externalities when 
making decisions within a market (Weale, 1992). 
Hence, voluntary action alone would inevitably result 
in the undersupply of the socially beneficial products 
(e.g., free access to EBA, investments in socioeco-
nomically less developed areas etc.). 

Positive externalities may be deemed as market 
failures that need to be addressed via economic or 
social regulations as their presence prevents markets 
from achieving ideal outcomes (den Hertog, 2010, p. 
15-17.). Furthermore, while regulations create ad-
ditional costs (Renda, Schefer, Luchetta & Zavatta, 
2013), regulations that aim to negate the effects of 
problems associated with the undersupply of social-
ly beneficial goods would probably have net positive 
impacts, if designed properly, as their positive effects 
benefit the society as a whole.

A Blueprint for Potential Regulations 

Regulations that pursue social goals are not un-
common in Turkish electronic communications mar-
kets. Per Article 3 of the Universal Services Act No. 
53694, mobile telecommunications services that are 
considered universal services must be available to all 
citizens in Turkey, in a non-discriminatory manner, 
with affordable prices and under predetermined min-
imum quality standards. To comply with these rules, 
operators (the MNOs or other operators providing 
universal services) may be obliged to provide certain 
services at a loss or make economically unfeasible 
investments. Yet, to distribute the costs among var-
ious stakeholders and refrain from imposing undue 
burdens on just a few operators, a universal service 
fund is established with mandatory contributions 
from all operators that provide electronic communi-
cations services in Turkey.5

While some aspects of the universal service fund’s 
current functioning may be criticized, it constitutes a 
good model to show how the costs of economically 
unsound but socially desirable services may be dis-
sipated amongst a large base of stakeholders to deal 
with the problem of undersupply. 

2 For detailed explanations regarding the Internet’s physical infrastructure, see. ((Nuechterlein & Weiser, 2005, p. 128-149.)
3 https://www.eba.gov.tr/haber/1576501657 (last fate of access: 19.10.2020)
4 Universal Services Act No. 5369 (2005). Official Journal, 25856, 25 June.
5 Principles and procedures regarding the formation and the functioning of the universal service fund are laid down under the By-Law on the Pro-
cedures and Principles Concerning the Collection of Universal Service Revenues and the Payment of Expenses. (By-Law on the Procedures and 
Principles Concerning the Collection of Universal Service Revenues and the Payment of Expenses (2006). Official Journal, 26213, 29 June.)
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Assuming that the COVID-19 pandemic would 
have some long lasting effects on the society in gen-
eral and the national education in particular, it may be 
beneficial that the relevant governmental authorities 
such as the Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, 
the Ministry of National Education and the Informa-
tion and Communications Technologies Authority 
(“ICTA”)  discuss whether there is a need to revise 
the current legislative framework. 

Could Mandatory Traffic Management Require-
ments Work?

Determining whether regulations are actually nec-
essary to deal with the COVID-19 induced problems 
related to national education in Turkey and identify-
ing the most appropriate regulations, in case such 
necessity is indeed present, would require a detailed 
analysis of many different parameters. However, I 
believe that imposing mandatory traffic management 
requirements on the MNOs, which would oblige 
them to (i) prioritize the traffic towards the EBA to 
ensure minimum quality levels and (ii) allow certain 
subscribers6 to access the EBA free of charge could 
help mitigate the damages done by the pandemic to 
the national education. As explained in the foregoing 
section, the universal service fund (or a similar mech-
anism) may be used for allocating the costs to a large 
base of stakeholders in an economically efficient and 
socially just manner.

Although Turkey was not able to keep up with 
the latest developments in both sides of the Atlan-
tic when it comes to regulating traffic management 
practices and addressing questions associated with 
net neutrality7, this may also constitute an opportu-
nity for the ICTA and other governmental authorities 
to delve into this matter. They could assess wheth-
er more general net-neutrality regulations, such as 
those in the European Union (European Parliament 
and the Council, 2015), may be justified on social 
and/or economic grounds.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic showed that the internet 
is not only a perfect convenience in everyone’s lives 
but may also become a fundamental need, especially 
in times of crisis. In Turkey, where the physical infra-
structure for fixed internet still does not reach all citi-
zens, mobile internet seems to be the only alternative 

for many people (mostly with relatively poor socio-
economic status) to meet some of their most essen-
tial and basic needs. Due to structural issues, mainly 
related to the scarcity of radio frequency spectrum 
and the costs of building infrastructure, mobile inter-
net may not achieve its true potential as a tool that 
enables the exercise of fundamental rights and a 
technology that creates significant positive external-
ities in unregulated market conditions. Hence, social 
regulations (with strong economic foundations) may 
be needed to overcome undersupply. 

I suggest that such regulations may come in the 
form of mandatory traffic management requirements 
for the MNOs that aim to render EBA accessible to 
all citizens with reasonable quality and for affordable 
prices (or free of charge for certain citizens, as the 
case may be). I believe that realizing such a regula-
tion’s goals would require contributions from various 
stakeholders and its costs should be shared among 
a large base.

6 Specific objective criteria may be determined to identify which subscribers would benefit from these practices rather than requiring the MNOs 
to provide these services to all subscribers. This could minimize the costs of the regulation whilst ensuring the protection of fundamental rights of 
disadvantaged groups and preventing the problem of undersupply.
7 As of the date of this article, there are no regulations concerning traffic management practices or net neutrality in Turkey.
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Turkish Postal Sector in the Times of COVID-19

Dr. Volkan Recai Çetin*

Introduction

In November of 2020, almost a year since the out-
break of the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of 
cases continues to surge throughout the world, with 
Turkey being no exception. In the first months of the 
pandemic, some countries reacted with strict crisis 
management approaches and applied lockdown 
measures that deeply affected their economies in 
contractionary ways. After a relaxation period in the 
summer months, the number of cases started to rise 
again in the fall and new restrictive measures have 
been taken to contain the pandemic. 

Communications have proved to be a key in-
frastructure industry during the crisis period. The 
ubiquity of different communications infrastructures 
enabled distance working and education, online 
transactions, and e-commerce, helping facilitate 
social distancing and supported public health mea-
sures. Electronic communications and postal ser-
vices acted in a complementary way to enable the 
surge of e-commerce and support the sustainability 
of trade.

In recent decades, the role of postal services in 
communications has changed notably. While postal 
services are no longer the main form of communi-
cations, the postal sector acts as a key infrastruc-
ture for trade as there is no alternative for most of 
the physical deliveries. In this context, letter post vol-
umes have plummeted whereas parcel and express 
mail volumes have increased steeply. According to 
the International Post Corporation (2019), only one-
third of revenues in the global postal industry resulted 
from the letter post segment: letter volume declined 
by 5.9 percent in 2018 and parcels volume grew by 
9.1 percent. In European countries,1 between 2013 
and 2016, letter post volumes decreased by 4.2 

percent annually on average, whereas parcel and 
express volumes grew by an average of 13 percent 
each year (Copenhagen Economics, 2018). While the 
global letter-to-parcel volume ratio was 13:1 in 2005, 
it decreased to 4:1 in 2015 and is further expected 
to decline to 1:1 in 2025 (McKinsey, 2019). The pan-
demic has accelerated this transformation and cre-
ated challenges for all postal operators, but has also 
brought new opportunities.

To understand the dynamics of the postal sector 
in Turkey during the COVID-19 crisis, I will first pres-
ent a brief overview of the Turkish postal sector, and 
then analyze the recent developments in the sector 
to confront the challenges.

Current outlook of the Turkish postal sector

Turkey’s postal sector is mainly regulated by the 
Postal Services Law (Law no: 6475). The state-owned 
incumbent operator Turkish Postal Administration 
(Turkish Post/PTT) and private operators provide 
services in the postal market. Although the Law was 
enacted in 2013 with the objective of creating and 
ensuring competition in the market to provide ser-
vices of greater quality for all consumers, there is still 
a quite large reserved area granted to the incumbent.

The incumbent and universal service provider PTT 
has a large network, with approximately 4,900 offices 
located throughout the country. In addition to letter 
post and parcel services, thanks to its ubiquitous 
network, PTT has diversified its portfolio by penetrat-
ing in banking facilities with many services provided 
either on its own or in collaboration with commer-
cial banks. As of September 2020, 1,253 out of the 
PTT’s 4,859 offices are located in provinces that do 
not have any bank branches (Strategy and Budget-
ing Office, 2020) and PTT is the only entity that can 
handle financial transactions as an infrastructure for 

*  The World Bank, vcetin98@gmail.com
1 European Union Member States, European Economic Area Member States, and Switzerland.

Communications have proved to be a key infrastructure industry during the COVID-19 pandemic. The postal sector has faced 
challenges and opportunities in this period mostly due to the expansion in e-commerce creating a large demand for parcel and 
express delivery services.
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trade and the relationship between the government 
and citizens. 

Competitive parcel and express services in Turkey 
are mostly provided by private operators, although 
PTT intends to increase its share in the market as 
revenues from the letter segment shrink gradually. 
Private operators started to operate in the postal 
market long before the enactment of Postal Services 
Law as a result of the increasing demand for delivery 
of parcels in line with information and communica-
tions technologies and e-commerce developments 
and users’ demand for better quality of service. As a 
challenge to the legal monopoly of the former regula-
tory framework and representing de facto liberaliza-
tion, the parcel delivery services segment in Turkey 
was developed in a similar way to value-added ex-
press services in developed countries with fast de-
livery practices, and the operators captured the mar-
ket with their speed, reliability, and track-and-trace 
services. Currently, most of the standard parcels are 
delivered at D+1 between major cities. 

As of October 2020, 35 private operators are au-
thorized by the national regulatory authority of the 
sector, namely the Information and Communication 
Technologies Authority (ICTA), to provide postal ser-
vices beyond the scope of the legally reserved area 
granted to PTT. Of these total 36 service providers, 
including PTT, 22 firms are authorized to operate at 
national level, while a further 12 are granted authori-
zation to operate only in Istanbul, which generated 
47 percent of e-commerce volume in the first half of 
2020 according to the Ministry of Trade statistics. As 
of December 2019, private licensed operators in Tur-
key had approximately 12,000 offices and 120,000 
employees (KARİD, 2019). 

Developments and challenges during  
pandemic

The pandemic has affected global postal sector 
considerably as a key communications infrastruc-
ture, and its effects are expected to be significant in 
the transformation of the sector, although it is hard to 
estimate future developments accurately in times of 
uncertainty. The Universal Postal Union (2020) com-
pared the growth of letter post and parcel services 
in three different scenarios assuming pessimistic, 
moderate, and optimistic developments in terms of 
economic recovery. In all scenarios, declines in let-
ter post revenues continue in line with the long-term 
pattern prior to the COVID-19 crisis. Parcels segment 
grow in all scenarios, as expected, but the acceler-

ation of growth in the number of parcels delivered 
varies significantly between scenarios, achieving the 
highest levels in the optimistic scenario. 

In the Turkish postal sector, the COVID-19 crisis 
may not have initiated new trends or business mod-
els, but the challenges brought on by the sudden in-
crease in demand, the need for efficiency gains and 
health-related requirements have accelerated the 
transformation.

PTT stopped publishing periodical statistics about 
its operations after being restructured as a company 
subject to private law in 2013. The ICTA does not 
publish sectoral statistics about volumes, revenues, 
investments, network or employment in the sector 
either. The lack of data is a major problem in the 
sectoral analyses. Therefore, the data about devel-
opments in e-commerce in the first half of 2020 will 
be used as a proxy, as the demand for parcels is in 
fact a derived demand for the transport of goods, es-
pecially in the B2C segment, and is highly correlated 
with e-commerce volume.

The pandemic and social distancing practices 
transformed consumer needs and behaviors in this 
period. The pandemic enhanced the already accel-
erating tendency to shop online and e-commerce 
volume expanded through new consumers, new ven-
dors and across new product groups. Many consum-
ers preferred online shopping to reduce interactions. 
Meanwhile, demand for luxury goods decreased 
due to the slowdown in the economies and uncer-
tainties and consumers mostly purchased food and 
groceries, health, hygiene, and FMCG products. De-
mand for travel services, which takes a great share 
in e-commerce volume but usually does not mostly 
require physical delivery, decreased sharply.

Accelerating expansion in e-commerce, and 
therefore for parcel deliveries, after the outbreak of 
COVID-19 is also evident in Turkey. While e-com-
merce volume in Turkey grew 35 percent annually on 
average from 2015–2019 (TÜBİSAD, 2020), the vol-
ume in the first half of 2020 is 64 percent greater than 
the same period of 2019. According to the Ministry of 
Trade e-Commerce Information System (ETBİS) da-
tabase, the number of online purchases were 558.7 
million and 850.7 million in the first two quarters of 
2019 and 2020, respectively, which corresponds to a 
52.3 increase. Although the number of purchases in-
cludes some items that do not require physical deliv-
ery, such as transport tickets, hotel bookings (which 
plummeted under lockdown measures, as mentioned 
above), e-books, online education, and streaming 



Network Industries Quarterly Turkey | Vol. 1 | N°2 | December 2020    12

Communications infrastructures in Turkey: have they been facing up to the challenges of the growing communications needs in times of COVID-19?

services, the rate of increase is remarkable and in-
dicative for the postal industry. 

Surge in demand for postal services has been an 
important opportunity for the postal operators as 
well, as it has created operational challenges. Oper-
ators needed additional labor hours to handle rising 
number of packages. In this period, in addition to 
existing postal service providers, some large-scale 
retailers and marketplaces founded their own post-
al networks by outsourcing their delivery operations 
with flexible business models. New business mod-
els also allowed the operators to serve value-added 
services demanded by consumers such as same-day 
delivery, flexible delivery times, and delivery at points 
other than premises such as local shops or gas sta-
tions, providing flexible collection times for the con-
sumers (DÜNYA, 2020).

Meanwhile, as collection and delivery services in 
the postal sector require in-person interaction with 
consumers, operators faced the difficulties of pro-
tecting workers’ and customers’ health and tried to 
develop contactless delivery practices, such as de-
livery codes to mitigate health-related risks. 

Concluding remarks

Most of the changes in e-commerce environment 
are expected to be persistent in the long term giv-
en the possibility of continuity of the pandemic, the 
convenience of the new consumer habits, and the 
incentive for firms to capitalize on the investments 
they made in new sales channels (OECD, 2020). The 
postal sector is likely to experience the reflections of 
these developments. 

The level of and pattern of growth in demand for 
parcels will be dependent on the variations in eco-
nomic output and consumers’ expectations as the 
demand for parcels move in a pro-cyclical manner. 
The share of e-commerce in total retail volume is ex-
pected to rise, which was already a tendency long 
before the pandemic. However, the greatest threat to 
the sector is the likely longevity of global recession 
and ongoing uncertainties. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic shows how vital the broadband internet 
infrastructure is

Emin Köksal*

The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the demand for broadband internet, mostly because of remote working and online 
education. In Turkey, the number of fixed broadband subscribers has increased by more than half a million, and data usage 
increased dramatically during the first wave of the pandemic. Such increasing intensity of data usage, with additional 
subscribers, calls for a rethink of Turkey’s internet infrastructure. By considering the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, this 
article discusses the Turkish broadband market’s main issues.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit industries and 
caused sharp declines in the demand for various 
goods and services. However, apart from the ele-
mentary food and hygiene products, the demand for 
internet access has increased sharply because of re-
mote working and online education. The Information 
and Communication Technologies Authority’s (ICTA) 
quarterly market reports indicate dramatic increases 
in the number of fixed broadband subscribers and 
average data usage per subscribers during the first 
wave of the pandemic. Such an increasing intensi-
ty of data usage with additional subscribers calls for 
a rethink of Turkey’s internet infrastructure. In this 
short article, I will share my thoughts about the main 
issues in the Turkish broadband market, considering 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The current state in the Turkish broadband 
market

In the last decade, the Turkish broadband market 
has experienced significant progress. On the supply 
side, fiber internet has become a prominent technol-
ogy for broadband access, while fiber network length 
has more than doubled (TELKODER, 2020). On the 
demand side, the fixed broadband subscription has 
increased by more than 60 percent and the number 
of fiber subscribers has reached 23 percent of the to-
tal broadband subscribers (ICTA, 2010; ICTA, 2019). 

At first glance, such progress may look like a sig-
nificant improvement for the Turkish broadband mar-
ket. However, broadband penetration in society still 
indicates a poor outcome. Moreover, comparing it 
with the other countries reveals a severe gap. Figure 1 

shows that the OECD average fixed-broadband pen-
etration rate (per 100 inhabitants) is 31.8, while Tur-
key’s penetration rate is just 17.3, which represents 
the third-lowest penetration rate in the OECD, ahead 
of only Mexico and Colombia (see Figure 1).

    

Figure 1. Broadband penetration rates in OECD coun-
tries, as of December 2019

Source: OECD (2020)

Despite the fiber network investments and the in-
creasing number of subscribers in the last decade, 
the international comparison signifies Turkey’s rel-
atively poor performance. Turkey falls back to the 
OECD averages not only in penetration rates, but 
also in quality indicators. Whereas the OECD average 
is 73 percent, only 7 percent of Turkish subscribers 
use high-speed (over 25/30 Mbit/s) internet (OECD, 
2020). 

Digital targets for the 100th anniversary of the 
Republic and the current state

Some countries define clear targets based on pen-
etration rates or the broadband internet speed for 
their digital development. For instance, the European 
Union (EU) expressed the targets for the penetration 
of high-speed broadband access for 2020 under the 
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name of the Digital Agenda for Europe, later extend-
ing those targets for 2025. The new document, called 
the European Gigabit Society, aims to provide at 
least 100 Mbit/s broadband speed to all EU citizens 
as an ultimate target (European Commission, 2016).

As a candidate country, Turkey is not obliged to 
adopt the targets of the EU. However, in recent years 
one can see qualified objectives for the digital soci-
ety in official documents. Among them, the National 
Broadband Strategy and Action Plan (2017–2020) 
is the most up-to-date document with a motto of 
“broadband from everywhere to everyone’ (Ulaştırma 
Denizcilik ve Haberleşme Bakanlığı, 2017). Under this 
motto, the plan offers 25 supply and demand-side 
actions. On the supply side, most of the actions in-
dicate facilitating fiber infrastructure deployment, 
including the development of new secondary regu-
lations. The actions related to the demand side indi-
cate cutting taxes and other fiscal burdens on broad-
band services. 

The plan also sets targets to be achieved by 2023, 
the 100th anniversary of the Turkish Republic. Table 
1 provides the targets in the plan in terms of fixed 
broadband penetration, the number of fiber sub-
scribers, and availability of 100 Mbit/s and 1 Gbit/s 
speed for households in 2023.

Table 1. Comparison of the current state (as of 2020 
Q2) with 2023 targets

Sources: Ulaştırma Denizcilik ve Haberleşme Bakanlığı 
(2017); ICTA (2020)

Table 1 also compares the current situation (as of 
the second quarter of 2020) and the targets for 2023. 
The current broadband penetration rate is 40 percent 
lower than the goal for 2023. On the other hand, to 
achieve the 2023 targets, the number of fiber sub-
scribers must increase almost three-fold. Consider-
ing these gaps, one could argue that accomplishing 
the targets in the coming three years is unlikely.

The targets indicate the homepass infrastructure’s 
capacity to provide at least 100 Mbit/s and 1 Gbit/s 
speed for the availability of connection speeds. How-
ever, the ICTA has not published home-pass sta-
tistics of the network providers. Although it is hard 

to estimate the current situation for the availability 
of those ultra-high-speed connections, the number 
of subscribers with 100 Mbit/s connection current-
ly represents only 0.1 percent of the total number of 
subscribers. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the Turkish 
broadband market

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown how a broad-
band internet infrastructure is vital for an economy. 
During the pandemic, remote working and online 
mass education quickly became widespread and 
most traditional entertainment activities have been 
replaced by online activities. Those developments 
create a dramatic increase in the demand for broad-
band internet services. Since the provision of these 
services relies on the infrastructure, fiber deployment 
and quality of the broadband networks exhibit critical 
importance. 

The ICTA’s quarterly market report (ICTA, 2020) in-
dicates a 5 percent increase in the number of fixed 
broadband subscribers and a 25 percent increase in 
average data use per subscriber during the first wave 
of the pandemic. Such a rise in the usage intensity, 
with additional subscribers, increases the importance 
of achieving the targets related to the availability and 
the speed of the broadband internet.

Deployment of communication networks, espe-
cially fiber deployment, requires infrastructural in-
vestments that may only be returned in the long run. 
Therefore, sharing existing infrastructural elements 
may be seen as a feasible way of sustaining those 
investments. Regulatory policies play a crucial role 
in ensuring such a cooperative environment. In prac-
tice, the design and the implementation of rights-of-
way and facility sharing regulations are critical.

In Turkey, the rights-of-way regulation was enact-
ed in 2012 to force the infrastructure owners to share 
their existing infrastructure. However, the imple-
mentation of the regulation indicates two significant 
problems in practice. First, the regulation does not 
explicitly compromise some public utilities with the 
country-wide infrastructure, such as highways, pipe-
lines, and railways. Second, infrastructure owners 
may apply exclusionary and exploitative conducts to-
wards the operators (Ulaştırma Denizcilik ve Haber-
leşme Bakanlığı, 2017). Therefore, the right-of-way 
regulation requires consistent updates considering 
the implementation problems in practice.

On the other hand, facility sharing regulation has 



Network Industries Quarterly Turkey | Vol. 1 | N°2 | December 2020    16

Communications infrastructures in Turkey: have they been facing up to the challenges of the growing communications needs in times of COVID-19?

both design and implementation problems. First of 
all, the regulation’s design is insufficient to achieve 
the required coordination between the existing net-
work owners. Second, some public infrastructure 
owners have denied sharing their facilities in prac-
tice, and others have prevented the sharing of fa-
cilities built by the operators on their infrastructure 
(TELKODER, 2020). Therefore, proper updates in 
the facility sharing regulation are required, ensuring 
transparency and assuring the responsibilities of the 
infrastructure owners.

Besides the aforementioned regulatory issues on 
the supply side, the COVID-19 pandemic has also 
brought the demand side of broadband into ques-
tion. Although the number of fixed broadband sub-
scribers has increased by more than half a million 
during the first wave of the pandemic, the digital in-
equalities persist. 

According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (TURK-
STAT, 2020), only half of the country’s households 
have fixed broadband access, and household ac-
cess decreases going from west to east. Moreover, 
socio-economic and demographic differences affect 
households’ internet adoption and individuals’ usage 
(Anıl & Köksal, 2016). With the COVID-19 pandemic, 
these differences, which signify digital inequalities, 
become more critical. Especially in education, the 
inequalities can become a severe problem in terms 
of future waves of the pandemic (see EĞİTİM SEN, 
2020). Therefore, public resources should immedi-
ately be devoted to decreasing digital inequalities.

Conclusion 

In Turkey, as in other countries, the COVID-19 
pandemic has increased the demand for broadband 
internet. The number of subscribers in Turkey has in-
creased by more than half a million, and data usage 
has increased dramatically. However, such a boost 
in demand is far from being a trigger to achieve the 
targets set out for the Republic’s upcoming 100th an-
niversary. While regulatory problems on the supply 
side indicate a more comprehensive approach to 
handle this demand increase, digital inequalities on 
the demand side require immediate actions to avoid 
deepening the digital divide. Therefore, the COVID-19 
pandemic should be considered a threat rather than 
an opportunity for the Turkish broadband market.
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The effects of COVID-19 pandemic on digital platforms:  Benefits seem 
to outweigh harms

Çiğdem Gizem Okkaoğlu*

The COVID-19 pandemic, which causes the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression of the 1930s, has made 
the digital transformation an obligation to maintain the economic and social life. The demand for the services offered by these 
platforms increased thanks to the fact that most of these activities moved to the digital environment, and governments needed 
to partner with these platforms to track COVID-19 surveillance. Although the COVID-19 pandemic has also brought some 
challenges for the digital platforms, the overall effect of the pandemic on these platforms is predicted to be positive in the 
mid-run. 

Introduction

The COVID-19 changed the lives of millions enor-
mously from many aspects. Prioritization of human 
health made travel bans, social distancing, school 
closures unavoidable with the hope of slowing 
down the spread of the virus. Households virtually 
locked down for months, which resulted in reduced 
economic and social activities. Since the firms and 
households were unable to produce and spend as 
they normally would, the demand for many products 
and services decreased, which indirectly affected the 
supply side. 

Although the governments have been trying to take 
precautions by increasing direct and indirect public 
expenditures to prevent a potential economic or so-
cial crisis, the financial projections still show that the 
effects of the pandemic are going to be drastic. Ac-
cording to the latest predictions, the COVID-19 pan-
demic is going to cause the worst economic down-
turn since the Great Depression of the 1930s (IMF, 
2020). 

Undoubtedly, many sectors such as transporta-
tion, aviation, tourism, retail, automobiles are harmed 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Kumar, 2020). But 
the damage is not spread equally when the digital 
sector is taken into consideration. In this period, eco-
nomic and social activities are started to be carried 
out through the digital platforms, which enabled the 
execution of the trade of goods and services through 
e-commerce and the delivery of many public services 
on the Internet. Indeed, the pandemic made digital 
transformation a necessity and, at the same time, an 
obligation to maintain the economic and social life. 
As a result, the pandemic causing the worst econom-

ic slow-down has been one of the main driving force 
for the digital transformation. 

Opportunities for the digital sector

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought significant 
opportunities for the digital sector, especially for the 
big tech companies. Remote working, remote study-
ing, and even remote socializing during the pan-
demic have increased the demand for the services 
offered by digital platforms. As people stop meeting 
and having conversations face to face, all these in-
teractions are carried to the digital platforms. These 
companies inevitably became the only intermediaries 
for receiving information, communicating, working, 
and shopping; an effect which could easily be seen 
in the usage performance of these platforms (Kshe-
tri, 2020). The digital platforms such as Alphabet, 
Amazon, Apple, and  Facebook benefited from the 
COVID-19 pandemic by meeting the increasing de-
mand for such services. The increase in usage per-
formance on the consumer side of the market does 
not necessarily result in increased revenues. But ris-
ing usage performance obviously paved the way for 
the intensification of the network effects. 

Skyrocketing demand

The main source of the increasing demand for the 
services offered by digital platforms can be divided 
into two categories. Firstly, the use of the services 
provided by platforms such as Facebook, Google, 
and Twitter dramatically increased during the pan-
demic. Especially the demand for messaging and 
virtual meeting services skyrocketed. For instance, 
in comparison with the usage level of these services 
before the pandemic, in April 2020, the usage of 
Facebook’s messaging services increased by 50%, 
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and the use of video messaging increased by more 
than 100%, while Amazon reported 2.54 billion 
website visitors in March 2020, 40% higher than 
in March last year (Kshetri, 2020). User activity in 
Google’s search tools took a hit in March 2020, as 
the consumers searched for news and information 
related to COVID-19 (Hercher, 2020).

The demand for videoconferencing tools also 
exploded after all professional meetings, learning 
activities, social gatherings are needed to be held 
online. Therefore, the competition in the market for 
videoconferencing is deepened among the com-
panies which already provide videoconferencing 
services and which entered the market recently. 
In order to increase their market shares, Facebook 
and Google started to offer high-quality services 
either for free or at very low prices, which led to 
intense competition in the sector. Zoom shined 
as the most popular videoconferencing tool, as its 
revenues leaped 355% for the three months ending 
in July 2020 and its customer growth rose 458% 
when compared with the same period of 2019 
(Lambert, 2020). 

Secondly, the pandemic also created new busi-
ness opportunities for digital platforms.  As the 
governments needed to systematically track the 
movement of the virus and evaluate the risks as-
sociated with the citizens and regions, digital plat-
forms started to play a key role to develop big 
data-driven services and partnered with big tech 
corporations in order to accelerate the surveillance 
of infected populations (Robert, 2020). 

Intensification of network effects

These digital platform companies, which operate 
in multi-sided and interlinked markets, already en-
joy strong network effects thanks to a large num-
ber of users and advertisers within the platform. 
For instance, YouTube had 2 billion active users in 
2019, and Facebook had 2.6 billion monthly active 
users as of the first quarter of 2020 (Daly, 2020). 

Network effects arise where the value of a prod-
uct to its users increases with the number of other 
users of the product. These effects can be direct or 
indirect, besides being observed in digital markets 
more frequently and heavily. As the network effects 
increase, users of the services offered by digital 
platforms get locked-in since they find it difficult to 
change the platform (OECD, 2012). 

The COVID-19 pandemic seems to have inten-
sified the network effects explained above, as 

the new users started to use these services, and 
current users started to use them even more. Be-
ing used by a large number of users with higher 
intensity enable these firms to collect more data, 
which is the main nutrient of the big tech ecosys-
tem (Cukier, 2010). Big data is used to improve 
the companies’ decision-making processes and 
personalized advertisement activities by providing 
them with the chance to meet customer demand 
better (Liem and Petropoulos, 2016). As a result of 
this process, the market power of the strong firm 
nourishes even more, causing the dominant firm to 
have the edge over its rivals, which cannot enjoy 
similar network effects (OECD 2016, 10).

The challenges for the digital sector

COVID-19 pandemic has also created challeng-
es for the digital sector. First of all, the cost of do-
ing business increased, which is not unique to the 
digital sector. Supply chains in many industries are 
either partially disrupted or disappeared, so com-
panies cannot buy the input they need for produc-
tion or sell the output they produce throughout the 
pandemic. The challenges are not limited to what 
is explained here. Still, there are two challenges 
for the digital platforms: reduced user monetiza-
tion due to the demand on the advertising side of 
the market and evaporation of advertising in some 
sectors. 

Reduced user monetization

User monetization refers to the process of gener-
ating revenue by increasing the number of platform 
users, gathering big data related to the online be-
haviors of the users, using the big data to improve 
the personalized advertising services, and attract-
ing more advertisers who pay for their advertise-
ments to reach targeted segment on the platform. 

The advertising revenue created by user mone-
tization activities accounts for the biggest part of 
big tech platforms’ total revenue.  During the pan-
demic, the user monetization decreased while the 
usage-related performance of the same services 
increase. In other words, skyrocketing demand for 
the services offered by the digital platforms did not 
end up with increasing revenues because of the 
decreasing monetization rates. For example, from 
December 2019 to mid-March 2020, the amount 
an advertiser pays to Facebook for a click on an 
ad, decreased from US$0.64 to US$0.32 in North 
America and from US$0.43 to US$0.20 in Western 
Europe (Kshetri, 2020). 
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Evaporation of advertising in some sectors

Advertisers started to pay less for the advertising 
services offered by digital platforms, as explained 
above. In addition to this reduced user monetization, 
the demand for advertisement services decreased. 
Therefore, the digital platforms are hit hard by the 
evaporation of advertising in some specific sectors. 
For example, companies active in the tourism sector 
such as TripAdvisor, Expedia, Booking are harmed 
by the pandemic and therefore limited their adver-
tising activities through digital platforms (Hercher, 
2020). It is also forecasted that Google is going to 
lose no less than $10 billion in advertising revenues 
this year because the sectors from which it receives 
advertisements such as in-person retail, restaurants, 
travel, automotive, and small businesses are heavily 
affected by the pandemic (Trefis, 2020). 

Conclusion 

During the period of digital transformation, digi-
tal platforms stood out with their business models, 
strong financial structures, and efficient operations, 
which allowed them to be the winners of the COVID-19 
pandemic. But it is not only their inner efficiency and 
efficacy that led to the significant gains. The intensi-
fication of network effects thanks to the increase in 
usage of the services and consumer data collection 
also played an important role. COVID-19 also creat-
ed challenges for digital platforms: reduction in user 
monetization and evaporation of advertising in some 
sectors. It is very difficult to determine the overall ef-
fect of the pandemic on digital platforms. But it could 
be said that the positive effects of the pandemic will 
outweigh its negative effects by fastening and easing 
the digital transformation.
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