UK regulators challenge Apple and Google’s dominance with strategic market status
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The UK's Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) has confirmed that Apple and Google have been designated as holding 'strategic market status' for their mobile platforms, a move that could lead to significant regulatory interventions aimed at boosting competition and innovation in the mobile ecosystem. This status follows the CMA's extensive inquiry into the companies' mobile operating systems, app stores, and browsers, recognising their considerable and entrenched market power in the UK, where approximately 90 percent of smartphones use either Apple's iOS or Google's Android operating systems.
The CMA’s decision is part of a broader push under new regulatory powers granted at the start of the year to tackle dominant players in digital markets. The authority held consultations and received feedback before confirming this designation, highlighting concerns that the current dominance of Apple and Google may be restricting innovation and consumer choice. Will Hayter, executive director for digital markets at the CMA, expressed the regulator’s view that the "platforms' rules may be limiting innovation and competition," and that the designation would enable the CMA to take appropriate actions to foster a more competitive environment beneficial to both consumers and businesses.
The mobile ecosystems under scrutiny encompass not just the operating systems iOS and Android, but also the associated app stores and browsers—key areas where Apple and Google maintain tight control. The CMA’s findings align with earlier observations that mobile internet browser markets, especially those dominated by Apple’s Safari and Google’s Chrome, are not functioning optimally, presenting opportunities for more choice and innovation to emerge. This regulatory approach aims to encourage a more vibrant app economy, which in the UK contributes an estimated 1.5 percent of GDP and supports roughly 400,000 jobs.
Apple and Google have ground to stand on to defend their ecosystems, both emphasising the benefits of their platforms despite regulatory concerns. Apple stated that the company faces "fierce competition in every market" and warned that adopting EU-style regulations in the UK could compromise user privacy, security, and experience. Google labelled the CMA’s decision as "disappointing, disproportionate and unwarranted," stressing the openness of its Android operating system, which allows manufacturers and developers to customise and distribute through alternative app stores. Google highlighted statistics showing a wide variety of Android devices and alternatives to Google Play pre-installed, and claimed that their platform supports over 457,000 UK jobs, generating around £9.9 billion in developer revenue.
Despite these defences, the CMA believes that Apple's and Google’s entrenched control allows them to set terms that could limit competition and innovation. The regulator has made clear that its next steps could involve imposing new rules to enhance competitiveness and consumer choice in the UK’s mobile market. Other major technology players in the broader ecosystem include Microsoft, Amazon, and Samsung, but Apple and Google’s dominance in mobile platforms remains particularly pronounced.
This regulatory development signals a significant shift in how digital markets will be managed in the UK, with the CMA taking a proactive stance in ensuring fairer competition in sectors critical to everyday life, from banking and shopping to education and entertainment. The designation of strategic market status does not imply wrongdoing by Apple or Google but empowers the CMA to enforce measures that could reshape the mobile landscape, potentially affecting how consumers access and pay for digital services on their devices moving forward.
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