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The French regulator of telecoms, Arcep, advocates for a re-distribution between telecom operators 
of the broadband internet coverage of cities and semi-dense territories. Covage believes it has a role 
to play. 
 
Pascal Rialland, appointed as chairman of Covage’s managing board last month, intends to set the tone 
from the start. Pascal Rialland is far from unknown in the world of telecoms where he has spent most 
of his career. Notably, most recently he led the B2B and International wholesale business unit of 
“Altice”, SFR's parent company. Pascal Rialland has closely followed the recent debates for a new 
allocation between telecom operators of the ultrafast broadband coverage of a large number of 
territories. He calls on the public authorities and the Arcep, the French regulator of telecoms, to not 
only redistribute the cards among the large national operators. In his view, alongside Orange, SFR, 
Bouygues Telecom and Free, Covage has the capacity and willingness to take an active part as well. 
 
In telecom jargon, Covage is an operator of "infrastructures". In the rural areas (the less densely 
populated areas) of France (which represent about half of the population, or 12 million homes), Covage 
deploys and operates fiber optic networks through the “Public Initiative Networks” (PINs), on behalf 
of and for the benefit of the local communities. These fiber infrastructures, neutral and open to all 
retail telecom operators, allow them to commercialize their Internet services to the large public. The 
PINs are part of the French National Broadband Plan (“Plan National Très Haut Débit”). At a cost of 
around 20 billion euros, involving both the public sector and private operators, this gigantic project 
targets a full coverage of the French population in ultra-fast broadband by 2022. 
 

Problem: For months, voices are rising from all sides stating that this target will not be met. The 
criticism is focusing in particular on the so-called "semi-dense" areas. These territories, which bring 
together medium-sized towns and the outskirts of major cities (around 13 million homes), have 
essentially been split between Orange and SFR. In 2011, the two operators promised to deploy fiber 
optic and to have a complete coverage of these territories at the latest by 2020. The incumbent 
operator, Orange, has committed to cover about 80% of these areas, SFR committing for the other 
20%. Last month, the Arcep rang the alarm bell. According to its chairman, Sebastien Soriano, the 
efforts of Orange and SFR in these semi-dense areas remain insufficient. As per Arcep’s projections, at 
the current pace, "we will be late" said S. Soriano. "We see these deployments come to an end at the 
best in 2023...", he added. 
 
To meet the deadline of 2020, Sébastien Soriano called for a new allocation of these territories. How? 
By using "in a pragmatic way all the willingness to invest that is being shown at this moment". Among 
them, there is of course that of SFR, which has long advocated for a more equitable sharing of these 
areas with Orange. But also those of Free and Bouygues Telecom, who also want their share of the 
cake. Orange, for its part, is in our columns firmly opposed to a new allocation. 
 

"2 million dwellings to be seized" 
For its part, Covage also thinks it has a role to play in case of a re-distribution. Although Covage is not 
as an important player as the big national operators, Pascal Rialland calls on the public authorities not 
to forget Covage. According to Pascal Rialland, Covage could intervene in two cases. First, "if there are 
delays in some of the semi-dense areas adjacent to our PINs, we could deal with them in a highly 
efficient manner and more quickly than anyone else", he says. "It would be an easy task to ask our 
subcontractors already present in these areas to deploy the fiber" insists the chairman of Covage’s 
board. Second, "we can also position ourselves to cover certain remote areas where clearly the 
deployment of fiber is lagging behind / lacking", he adds. 
 



For Covage, it is an important issue. In addition to the large national operators' deployments, "there 
are around 2 million dwellings to be seized" in these semi-dense areas, according to Pascal Rialland. 
And Covage is already present on these territories, he adds. Covage has recently taken over the 
deployment of the networks in several municipalities of Lille Métropole. Covage has also taken over 
the high speed network of the Hauts-de-Seine Département, this time it is a highly dense area.  In both 
cases, it is the delays and failures of SFR that have allowed Covage to do so. 
 

Shareholders with deep pockets 
If Pascal Rialland today proclaims his desire to invest more it is because the French government and 
the Arcep have, according to him, "sometimes difficulties to see that there are other actors alongside 
the four major national operators ". To better appear "on the radar screen of public authorities", Pascal 
Rialland has a very clear view. For him, "if the concern of the government is really to bring very high 
speed to all French in 2022, it can only happen with actors like Covage". To appeal to the communities, 
he reminds that his economic interest, as an infrastructure operator, is to give access to Covage’s 
networks as soon as possible to all retail operators, without discrimination. According to him, this 
guarantees the best offers at the best prices for the end-customer. On the other hand, "Orange or SFR, 
which directly serve the end-customers, do not have an interest in working that proactively on their 
infrastructures", he smiles. 
 
Finally, Pascal Rialland promises that Covage is strong enough to invest more. He recalls that alongside 
the infrastructure fund Cube Infrastructure Fund, there is Partners Group, the powerful Swiss 
investment fund, which acquired half the shares of the operator last year. The latter, which manages 
tens of billions of assets around the world, "has significant resources and is not a shy shareholder", 
insists the chairman of the managing board. 
 

 

Important notice:  

While the translation of the above article is believed to be accurate, no representation or warranty, 

express or implied is or will be given by Cube IM or their respective directors, employees, 

representatives, advisors or any other person as to the accuracy, completeness or fairness of this Text 

and no responsibility or liability whatsoever is accepted for the accuracy or sufficiency thereof or for 

any errors, omissions or misstatements negligent or otherwise relating thereto. 

 


