The Mobile Economy
Asia Pacific 2015

Copyright © 2015 GSM Association

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

The GSMA represents the interests of mobile operators
worldwide, uniting nearly 800 operators with more
than 250 companies in the broader mobile ecosystem,
including handset and device makers, software
companies, equipment providers and Internet companies,
as well as organisations in adjacent industry sectors. The
GSMA also produces industry-leading events such as
Mobile World Congress, Mobile World Congress Shanghai
and the Mobile 360 Series conferences.
For more information, please visit the GSMA corporate
website at www.gsma.com
Follow the GSMA on Twitter: @GSMA

This report is authored by GSMA Intelligence, the definitive
source of global mobile operator data, analysis and
forecasts; and a publisher of authoritative industry reports
and research. Our data covers every operator group,
network and MVNO in every country worldwide – from
Afghanistan to Zimbabwe. It is the most accurate and
complete set of industry metrics available, comprising tens
of millions of individual data points, updated daily. GSMA
Intelligence is relied on by leading operators, vendors,
regulators, financial institutions and third-party industry
players, to support strategic decision-making and longterm investment planning. The data is used as an industry
reference point and is frequently cited by the media and
by the industry itself. Our team of analysts and experts
produce regular thought-leading research reports across
a range of industry topics.
www.gsmaintelligence.com
info@gsmaintelligence.com

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

Contents
1

Executive Summary

2

The mobile industry in Asia Pacific

8

1.1

Asia Pacific will soon account for the majority of the global subscriber base

8

1.2

Smartphone adoption is accelerating, helped by growing local supply

11

1.3

4G in Asia Pacific: a story of leaders and laggards

12

1.4

Mobile data traffic and revenues fuelled by migration to mobile broadband

15

1.5

Asia Pacific features many highly competitive markets

17

1.6

Messaging apps are popular in the region and having an impact on revenues

17

1.7

Revenue growth slowing, strongest in developing markets

18

2 Mobile driving economic growth and digital inclusion
in Asia Pacific

21

2.1

Mobile a key driver of economic growth

21

2.2

Employment and public funding contribution in 2014

24

2.3

Outlook and trends in the period 2015-2020

26

2.4

Mobile delivering Digital Inclusion across Asia Pacific

28

3 Mobile enabling innovation and delivering Digital
Societies

35

3. 1

Mobile enabling innovation and growth across the region

36

3.2

Digital societies in Asia Pacific

38

3.3

Mobile commerce in Asia Pacific

39

3.4

Realising the potential of the Internet of Things

43

3.5

Personal data and security in Asia Pacific

48

3.6

Future networks in Asia Pacific: the move to IP

50

3.7

Mobile as an enabler of social development

52

3.8

Mobile delivering financial inclusion in Asia Pacific

53

3.9

Disaster response

55

3.10

Tackling the gender gap in Asia Pacific

57

4 Enabling the potential of mobile across Asia Pacific

60

4.1

Good governance for digital societies

60

4.2

Building the Internet of Things and reaping the public benefits

62

4.3

Expanding financial inclusion through mobile money and encouraging digital commerce

65

4.4

Protecting personal data and privacy

68

4.5

Conclusions

71

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

Executive Summary
The Asia Pacific region had 1.8 billion unique subscribers and
nearly 3.8 billion connections (including M2M) as of the first
quarter of 2015. It dominates the global mobile industry, already
accounting for half of the world’s unique subscribers and
connections. This dominance is expected to grow as the region’s
subscriber growth continues at a faster pace than the rest of the
world, adding 600 million new subscribers by 2020.
Although Asia-Pacific is home to some of the world’s
most advanced mobile markets, overall penetration
rates continue to lag the global average. The region
contains a number of populous but relatively
underpenetrated markets. India, Pakistan and
Bangladesh have a combined population of over 1.6
billion, but an average unique subscriber penetration
rate of only 36%. Connecting the still unconnected
populations across the region remains one of the major
challenges facing both the mobile industry and policy
makers over the coming years.
Many markets are seeing rapid technological migrations
towards mobile broadband networks and smartphones,
though given the huge diversity in the region it is a
story of leaders and laggards. Reflecting the broader
shift in the smartphone market towards developing
regions, Asia Pacific will add almost 1.7 billion
smartphone connections by 2020, over half of the
global total. South Korea currently has the third highest
rate of smartphone adoption globally, but future
growth will be driven by developing markets. India and
China will account for most of the growth, adding a
combined total of almost 900 million new smartphone
connections over the next six years.
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South Korea and Japan lead the world in terms of LTE
adoption, while China (already the world’s largest LTE
market in terms of connections) is now seeing a much
faster migration to LTE than was the case in either
Europe or North America. By 2020 around a third
of connections in Asia Pacific will be running on LTE
networks, with network coverage extending to 76% of
the population.
Increasing mobile broadband coverage, combined with
more affordable devices, is driving strong growth in
mobile data traffic. Cisco forecasts that mobile data
traffic growth in Asia Pacific will grow at a CAGR of
58% out to 2019, broadly in line with the global average
figure, but with major markets including both China
and India forecast to grow at a higher rate.
Revenue growth in Asia Pacific has slowed sharply over
recent years, from double digit annual growth rates
in 2010 and 2011, to just under 2% in 2014. Revenue
trends are expected to improve going forward, helped
by continued subscriber growth in many of the more
populous countries and the strong growth in data
usage throughout the region. The region will generate
recurring revenues of over US$2.2 trillion out to 2020,
with growth at a CAGR of 2.6% per annum.
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In 2014, mobile technologies and services generated
4.7% of the GDP in Asia Pacific, a contribution that
amounted to over US$1 trillion of economic value across
50 different countries and territories. This figure does
not include additional socio-economic impacts, such
as improved access to education and health services
brought about by mobile applications. In the period to
2020, mobile’s contribution will grow at a faster rate
than the rest of the economy, accounting for 5.9% of
the region’s GDP by that date.
In 2014 the mobile ecosystem directly provided
employment to 6.5 million people in Asia Pacific, rising
to nearly 8 million people by 2020. The economic
activity generated by the ecosystem also indirectly
supported around 6 million jobs in the broader
economy in 2014, and this figure is also expected to
increase to nearly 7 million by 2020. The industry
makes a substantial contribution to the funding of
the public sector with approximately US$130 billion
contributed in 2014 in the form of general taxation,
rising to over US$150 billion by 2020.
At the end of 2014, around a third of the population
across the region was using mobile devices to access
the internet, equivalent to around 1.3 billion individuals,
a figure that has almost tripled in the last five years.
Mobile networks are playing a key role in including
the unconnected populations across the region in the
digital revolution, particularly in developing countries
where there is a lack of alternative access technologies.
Mobile internet access in Asia Pacific will increase
further by 2020, by which point around half of the
population will have mobile internet access.
However, this will still leave a significant proportion
of the population unconnected with little or no
internet access. The unconnected population is
predominantly rural, with low incomes and high
levels of illiteracy creating barriers to mobile internet
adoption. Operators, other ecosystem players, as well
as governments and regulators all have a role to play in
addressing these barriers and improving the reach and
affordability of mobile services.
Innovation in the mobile ecosystem is happening at
many levels across Asia Pacific, from hardware to
services. Over 90% of handset models released in
2014 came from Asian-based vendors. This broad
and diverse region includes more developed markets
that are leading the way in the deployment of the
advanced mobile services, and more recently voice
over LTE (VoLTE); as well as developing markets that
are using mobile as a platform to broaden access to

essential services such as education, healthcare and
financial services. Mobile is at the heart of the new
digital ecosystem and is helping to create new digital
societies.
China in particular has been a source of innovation
and the development of a relatively unique mobile
ecosystem. Xiaomi has grown rapidly to become the
world’s third largest smartphone manufacturer, with a
disruptive business model based on monetising apps
and services as much as the hardware. Local internet
and social messaging platforms have emerged and now
command respect on the global stage, while driving the
adoption of innovative new services in areas such as
mobile commerce and digital content.
As industries converge and evolve, regulatory
frameworks need to be sufficiently flexible to enable
both citizens and companies to harness the capabilities
of mobile technologies and services. A rigid regulatory
approach based on out-dated concepts could shackle
the digital economy and squander the opportunities
presented by advances in mobile technologies.
Policy makers and regulators need to pursue further
international harmonisation to ensure that businesses
and their customers can benefit from international
economies of scale.
Policy makers also need to develop clear and
supportive regulatory frameworks for new sectors, such
as health and financial services delivered via the mobile
channel. At the same time, regulatory frameworks need
to be sufficiently flexible to allow for innovation and the
emergence of new technologies and business models.
Given the fast pace of technological change, rigid
regulation could quickly become obsolete, constraining
the development of digital infrastructure and content.
As they formulate a digital strategy, public policy
makers need to take a long-term view. For example,
governments in emerging markets need to balance
the delivery of digital services that solve immediate
challenges around lack of access to financial, education
or health services, with the need to create policies that
are robust enough to accommodate future high level
digital lifestyle services, such as smart infrastructure. To
that end, governments need to incorporate the views
of key stakeholders in a transparent policy formulation
process led by individuals with adequate industry
knowledge. Rather than simply reacting to events,
policy makers now have the opportunity to lead the
development of a digital society. They should take that
opportunity.
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The Asia Pacific region is the largest and most
diverse region of the globe, covering around 50
countries and territories with a broad range of
languages and cultures. The region ranges from
countries as large as China and India, already
the two largest mobile markets in the world,
to a number of small islands and territories.
Referring to Asia Pacific in singular form without
considering the intricacies and complexities
among and within its countries ignores the
wholeness and richness of this diversity. However,
it would be impossible to profile each of the
countries in this report in the thoroughness they
deserve. Therefore, the focus of this report is on
the 99% of mobile subscribers in Asia Pacific who
live in the 20 largest countries by subscribers.
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Unique
subscribers
(million)

Population
(million)

GDP per
Capita
(US$)

1,804

3,983

NA

China

672

1,400

7,589

India

468

1,279

1,627

Japan

116

127

36,332

Indonesia

106

255

3,534

Bangladesh

67

160

1,172

Pakistan

59

187

1,343

Vietnam

52

93

2,053

Philippines

51

101

2,865

Korea, South

45

50

28,101

Thailand

38

67

5,445

Taiwan

22

23

22,598

Australia

22

24

61,219

Malaysia

16

31

10,804

Myanmar

13

54

1,221

Nepal

11

28

699

Sri Lanka

10

23

3,558

Cambodia

8

16

1,081

Hong Kong

7

7

39,871

Singapore

5

6

56,319

New Zealand

4

5

43,837

Asia Pacific
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MOBILE ECONOMY
ASIA PACIFIC
Unique subscribers and SIM connections
2014

1.8bn

CONNECTIONS*

3.6bn

2014

45% PENETRATION RATE

91% PENETRATION RATE

2020

2.4bn

4.7bn

2020

112% PENETRATION RATE

57% PENETRATION RATE

*Excluding M2M

Accelerating moves to mobile broadband networks and smartphone adoption
Mobile broadband connections

Smartphones

69% 3bn
2014

37%

1.3bn

2020

2014

2020

Data traffic to grow almost tenfold
over period 2014-2019

By 2020, there will be 3bn
smartphones, growth of 1.7bn
from the end of 2014

Data growth driving revenues and operator investments
Operator recurring revenues
2014

US$336bn 2.6%
CAGR 2014-20

2020

US$391bn

Operator capex of up to

US$600bn
2014-20

for the period 2015-20

Mobile contributing to economic and social development across the region

Delivering digital
inclusion to the still
unconnected populations
Mobile internet
penetration 32% 2014,
49% 2020

Delivering financial
inclusion to the
unbanked populations
70 live services across
the region as of
December 2014

Delivering innovative
new services and apps
Number of M2M
connections to reach
0.4 billion by 2020

Mobile industry contribution to GDP

2014

US$1.1tn
2020

2014

4.7%
GDP

US$1.8tn
5.9% GDP

Public funding

Employment

Jobs directly supported by
mobile ecosystem

6.5M JOBS

US$130bn

8M JOBS

2014

US$150bn

2020

Mobile ecosystem contribution to public
funding before regulatory fees

2014

2020

Plus an additional 7 MILLION
indirect jobs supported by 2020
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1

The mobile industry
in Asia Pacific

1.1 Asia Pacific will soon account for the
majority of the global subscriber base
The Asia Pacific region had just over 1.8 billion
unique subscribers and nearly 3.7 billion connections
(excluding M2M) as of the first quarter of 2015. It is
the dominant global region, with 49% of the world’s
unique subscribers and 51% of the world’s connections.
Moreover, this dominance is expected to grow as the
region’s subscriber growth continues at a faster pace
than in more mature regions. Over the course of the
rest of this decade, Asia Pacific will add over 600
million subscribers, with unique subscriber penetration
expanding by 12 percentage points.
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The region is also home to four countries that account
for over three-quarters of the region’s and 37% of
the world’s subscriber base – namely China, India,
Indonesia and Japan. With penetration rates in all
except Japan well below saturation levels, these
countries alone will represent over 40% of the global
subscriber base by the end of the decade.

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

Source: GSMA Intelligence

Unique subscriber growth in Asia Pacific

57%
52%
45%
33%
1,248

2010

1,491

1,375

2011

2012

1,667

2013

Unique subscribers (M)

2,006

1,888

1,775

2014

2015

2016

Penetration

2,294

2,211

2,120

2017

2018

2019

2,373

2020

Share of global subscribers

Source: GSMA Intelligence

Subscriber growth
(2014-20 CAGR)

6.6%
5.0%
4.0%
3.0%

2.9%

2.5%
1.1%

Sub-Saharan
Africa

Asia Pacific

Global
average

Middle East
and North
Africa

Latin
America

Commonwealth
of Independent
States

Northern
America

0.8%
Europe
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1.1.1 Asia Pacific has many populous but still
underpenetrated markets
There are a number of markets in the region with
substantial populations but that are still relatively
underpenetrated by mobile services, markets that
will be a key source of incremental subscriber growth
going forward. India, Pakistan and Bangladesh have a
combined population of over 1.6 billion, but an average
unique subscriber penetration rate of only 36%.

Myanmar, which only recently liberalised its mobile
market by licensing two new 3G operators, has seen its
mobile subscriber base more than triple over the last
three years. However, with only around a quarter of the
population having a mobile subscription, penetration
rates still lag well behind the regional average,
highlighting the long-term growth potential.

Source: GSMA Intelligence

Subscribers and penetration rate by country
First quarter 2015

672
92%

94%

91%

91%

90%

91%
86%
80%

468
56%

56%

54%

50%

48%
41%

36%

53%
49%

42%

39%

36%

31%

Unique subscribers
(million)
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Penetration
rate

11

10

8

7

5

4

3

Sri Lanka

Cambodia

Hong Kong

Singapore

New Zealand

Laos

Myanmar

Malaysia

Australia

Taiwan

Thailand

Korea, South

Philippines

Vietnam

Pakistan

67 59 52 51 45
38 22 22 16
13

Nepal

24%

Bangladesh

Indonesia

Japan

India

China

116 106

Approximate
saturation level
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1.2

Smartphone adoption is accelerating,
helped by growing local supply

Smartphone adoption in the region has grown strongly,
currently standing at around 40% of total connections,
over double the rate of just two years ago. However,
this is set to accelerate further and surpass 50% by the
end of 2016, reaching two-thirds of total connections
by the end of the decade. As with mobile broadband
and mobile penetration more generally, Asia Pacific
is a region with a very large gap between the most
advanced markets (such as South Korea) and a large
number of countries and territories with more limited
rates of smartphone adoption.

However, this gap is set to narrow over the remainder
of the decade, with currently lagging countries such
as Indonesia exceeding the regional average level
for smartphone adoption by 2020, and India not
far behind. Many factors are contributing to this
development, but a key ingredient is the growth of
supply from local smartphone manufacturers, including
Xiaomi, Huawei, Gionee, OnePlus in China, and
Micromax in India. This is providing a greater variety of
devices more tailored to local needs and preferences
and, crucially, a wider range of price points.

Source: GSMA Intelligence

Smartphone adoption
Percentage of connections

84%

Korea, South

75%

North America
Europe

73%

China

68%

Japan

65%
53%

Asia Pacific

India

37%
37%
37%

4%
6%
2%
2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

The mobile industry in Asia Pacific |

11

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

1.3 4G in Asia Pacific: a story of leaders and
laggards
There is a large divide in the region regarding 4G
deployments between the leaders and laggards. In
some of the more technologically advanced countries
such as Australia, Japan and South Korea, 4G networks
have now been built to near ubiquitous coverage. In
contrast, some of the more developing markets such
as India, Indonesia and Pakistan (where licensing was
much later) have seen more limited deployments. There
are also markets, including Bangladesh, Myanmar and
Vietnam, where 4G licensing has yet to take place.

Over the next three years, 4G network coverage
will for the first time reach a majority of the region’s
population. However, at a country level, large
differences in 4G coverage will remain. By the end
of the decade, 23 of the countries/territories in the
region will have 4G coverage that reaches at least
80% of the population, while 24 countries/territories,
encompassing nearly 350 million people, will still have
little or no 4G coverage at all.

Source: GSMA Intelligence

Asia Pacific: Technological shift
Percentage of connections

100%

0%
2008

2009

2010

2011

2G
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2012

2013

2014

3G

2015

2016

4G

2017

2018

2019

2020
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1.3.1 Rapid shift to 4G underway in China,
encouraged by shift in subsidies
Helped by improving network coverage, subscribers
across the region are increasingly migrating to 4G
devices, particularly smartphones. This effect is most
pronounced in China, where the shift to advanced
networks is aided by a growing middle class and
demand for high-end products such as Apple’s iPhone
6 Plus. China’s largest device vendors are shifting focus
from 3G to 4G faster than the global average and the
total number of 3G connections has begun to decline,
suggesting that the replacement of 3G handsets with
4G is now the primary driver of smartphone sales.
The rapidly increasing number of 4G handsets in the

market has lowered prices which, combined with
the aggressive 4G-subsidy policies adopted by the
operators, will further accelerate the migration from 3G
to 4G connections.
Moreover, 4G has been adopted in Japan and South
Korea, and is now being adopted in China, at a much
faster rate than in either North America or Europe. This
is partly due to the technology having been launched
at a later stage in its development, when the cost of
network equipment is lower, as well as a greater supply
and variety of devices available.

Source: GSMA Intelligence

4G adoption has been faster in China, Japan and Korea than
in North America and Europe
Percentage of connections

17.5%

58.9%

Korea, South

34.2%

Japan

23.4%

North America
average

9.2%

Europe average

China*

0%
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Quarter after launch
* China Mobile only
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1.3.2 Widely-adopted APT700 band plan has
helped encourage shift to 4G
The transition to 4G is underpinned by the adoption of
the APT700 (MHz) band plan in many countries in the
region. The Asia Pacific Telecommunity (APT) band
plan was developed by the APT between 2008 and
2010.
The adoption of the band by many countries in the
region has also allowed for a large quantity and variety
of devices to be developed that meet the region’s
particular needs. To date, the APT700 plan has been
adopted by at least 20 countries in the region with a
total population of around 2.3 billion, or nearly 60% of
the region’s total. However, not all countries have yet
issued licenses for the band; currently there are live
APT networks in seven countries, and network launches
planned in a further two. Economies of scale on the

14
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equipment vendors’ side have been further enhanced
by the adoption of APT700 in Latin America, notably
by Brazil and Mexico.
Higher frequencies (above 1 GHz) are typically used
by mobile operators to cover urban and suburban
areas where data traffic is dense and substantial
network capacity is required. However, based on their
propagation characteristics, lower frequencies (below
1 GHz) provide extended coverage at lower cost as
fewer base stations are required to achieve greater
geographic coverage. This makes these ‘coverage’
bands ideal for use in rural areas, while they also help
to improve indoor coverage in urban areas and the
APT700 plan allows maximum utilisation of spectrum
of 90 MHz.

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

1.4 Mobile data traffic and revenues fuelled by
migration to mobile broadband
Increasing mobile broadband coverage combined with
more affordable devices is leading to strong growth in
mobile data traffic across the region. Cisco forecasts
mobile data traffic growth in Asia-Pacific to grow at

a CAGR of 58% out to 2019, broadly in line with the
global average figure1. Several of the major markets in
the region are forecast to see faster growth, with both
China and India forecast to grow at a CAGR of 66%.

Source: Cisco VNI

Mobile data traffic
Exabytes

291.8

114.0

11.7
Asia Pacific

26.8
2.1
China

3.4

Japan

2014

1.

18.4

1.4

8.0

Korea

1.1

13.7
India

30.3

Global

2019

http://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/visual-networking-index-vni/white_paper_c11-520862.html
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Analysis from Cisco shows that each percentage point
increase in 4G adoption leads to about a 2% increase
in forecast data usage over the next five years and this
ratio is broadly similar in Asia Pacific. Video streaming
has been the largest driver of data usage, rising during
2014 from half of traffic to 55% and is forecast to rise

at a 66% annual rate through 2019 to be 72% of traffic.
In both Japan and South Korea, video is already 59%
of traffic and will grow to around 75%. This is in large
part due to the early adoption of smartphones and 4G
technology in these markets.

Sources: Cisco, GSMA Intelligence

Increasing data usage driven by 4G adoption
91.6%

86.1%

12.3

12.7
66.4%

59.0%
47.3%
29.8%

28.5%

4.3
6.7%

3.1

7.8%

1.9
0.4
Asia Pacific
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2.4

2.4

0.1

China

Japan

2014 Usage
Gigabytes per month
per user

2014 4G
adoption

Korea

7.2%

0.0%

1.2

0.2
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1.7%

India

2019 Usage
Gigabytes per month
per user

0.6
Global

2019 4G
adoption
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1.5 Asia Pacific features many highly
competitive markets
A feature of many markets in the Asia Pacific region
is their high degree of competitive intensity. This is
particularly true of the developing markets, nearly
all of which feature more than four active operators
and, in some cases, considerably more. In contrast
to Europe and certain other regions (such as parts
of Latin America), to date there has been very little
consolidation in the region. Since the beginning of 2014,
only four operators have been merged with others, and
all but one of these had low-single-digits market share2.
In contrast, in the more developed markets there are
generally three operators, the exception being Japan
with five3.
India is an exceptional country in this regard as it is an
outlier both in terms of competitiveness and the fact
that operators are issued licences on a regional basis.

This means that although there are 14 operators in
the country today, not all face 13 competitors in each
market. Nevertheless, it is an extremely competitive
market by any measure.
Consolidation can often help operators move to more
sustainable business models and support more efficient
investment. However, the consolidation process is often
triggered by slowing subscriber and revenue growth,
and therefore in many of these markets may remain
some way off yet. The exception, again, could possibly
be India, both due to the sheer number of operators
as well as financial pressures on smaller operators due
to costs incurred in recent spectrum auctions. The
auctions raised INR1.1 trillion (US$17.6 billion) over 115
rounds of bidding, and concluded in March 20154.

1.6 Messaging apps are popular in the region
and having an impact on revenues
Messaging apps are popular in the region and are
having an increasing impact on overall mobile operator
revenues, particularly with regard to messaging
revenues but also in some countries on voice revenues.
The impact on voice revenues to date has hinged on
which app is the most popular in a particular country.
LINE has been offering voice services for some time,
and is the most popular app in countries such as Japan,
Taiwan and Thailand with its impact on voice revenues
in these markets already evident.
For example, during 2014, aggregate reported voice
revenues in Taiwan fell by 13% year-on-year (YoY),

by 9.5% in Thailand, and by 16% at Japan’s NTT
DoCoMo.5 For other countries where the data is
available, voice revenues have to date not been
significantly impacted. In India, Indonesia, and the
Philippines, voice revenues rose slightly during 2014
(by between 2% and 7%). Messaging revenues, while
a much smaller proportion of overall revenues, have
already been impacted by messaging apps for some
time, and fell by often significant percentages; during
2014, messaging revenues fell by over 9% YoY in India,
over 26% in Malaysia, 6% in the Philippines, 14% in
Singapore, and 9% in Taiwan.

2. GSMA Intelligence, market share of connections including M2M in quarter prior to closure. Operators merged include Beeline, Cambodia, Q1 2015, 3% share; CSL (Telstra), Hong Kong, Q2 2014, 31%; Willicom,
Japan, Q2 2014, 4%; Axis, Malaysia, Q1 2014, 6%.
3. Australia, New Zealand and South Korea have three operators each, however South Korea has proposed a new competitor by the end of 2015
4. India Times, “Spectrum auction ends: Government garners around Rs 1.10 lakh crore”, 26 March 2015.
5. GSMA Intelligence data; revenue split is not available for other Japanese operators.
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1.7

Revenue growth slowing, strongest in
developing markets

Revenue growth in Asia Pacific has slowed sharply
over recent years, from double digit annual growth
rates in 2010 and 2011, to just under 2% in 2014.
Revenue trends are expected to improve going
forward, helped by continued strong subscriber
growth in many of region’s largest countries and the
growth in data usage throughout the region. The region
will generate total revenues of over US$2.8 trillion over
the six years through 2020, with recurring revenues
of over US$2.2 trillion, growing at a CAGR of 2.6% over
the period.
There remain a number of markets with more
challenging market conditions or revenue trends. For
example, in China, value added tax was imposed on
mobile bills for the first time from June 2014. With
nearly 80% of the user base in China on prepaid
packages, this resulted in a decline in service revenues
in the second half of 2014. However, recent results
indicate a recovery is underway, fuelled by strong
growth in data usage which is underpinned by rapidly
expanding 4G coverage and encouraged by a shift in
subsidies towards 4G smartphones.
In South Korea, revenue growth has been slowing due
to the country’s maturity both in terms of subscriber
penetration and 4G adoption. Headline revenue growth
has recently been impacted by the implementation

6. The Korea Times, “KT offers cheaper unlimited services”, 7 May 2015.
7. TeleGeography, “South Korea to licence fourth mobile network operator”, 29 May 2015.
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of statutory limits on handset subsidies, which has
encouraged operators to focus on increasing revenues
from existing subscribers rather than connections
growth, and has had quite positive effects on
profitability. However, South Korea is likely to remain
a challenging market over the next few years due to
the introduction of unlimited data plans and increasing
price-based competition for those plans6; the ability
of subscribers who did not receive handset subsidies
at the time of purchase to receive tariff cuts (currently
about 20%) that correspond to the subsidy amount;
and government plans for the introduction of a new
competitor7 as part of its stated plans to reduce
telecoms expenses for consumers.
Revenue growth at the regional level is supported
by the impact of strong subscriber growth in
underpenetrated countries, as well as the general
trend towards increasing data usage. For example,
Myanmar, which has seen strong subscriber growth
since the liberalisation of the market, will see the
strongest revenue growth of any market with a CAGR
of 42% through 2020. Other large and still relatively
underpenetrated markets such as Bangladesh, India,
Pakistan and the Philippines are expected to see
healthy revenue growth in the range of 4% to 7% per
year through 2020.

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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1.7.1 After significant investment in 2014, further
investment in 4G will be made in 2015
Operators in Asia Pacific made over US$90 billion of
capital investments in 2014, a ratio of nearly 23% of
total revenues and growth of 17% from 2013, reflecting
requirements for coverage expansion, capacity
increases and network upgrades to 4G. As 4G coverage
expands and data growth drives the need for increased
network capacity, capex levels are likely to increase

further over the course of 2015. Operator capex for
the full year is forecast at US$100 billion, up 7% YoY,
but with capex levels expected to level off thereafter.
Overall, capex over the 2015 to 2020 period will total
nearly US$600 billion, representing over 20% of total
revenues generated in the same timeframe.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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2

Mobile driving
economic growth
and digital inclusion
in Asia Pacific

2.1 Mobile a key driver of economic growth
In 2014 the total contribution of mobile technology to the economy of the Asia Pacific region was
US$1.1 trillion in value added terms, an increase of nearly US$200 billion compared to 2013. This is
equivalent to 4.7% of the region’s GDP. This contribution can be broken down into four elements:
• The direct contribution of mobile network operators
• The direct contribution of the rest of the mobile ecosystem i.e. infrastructure service providers,
retailers and distributors of mobile products and services, handset manufacturers and mobile
content, application and service providers
• The indirect impact on the broader economy
• The increase in productivity brought about by the use of mobile technologies.
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2.1.1 The direct economic contribution of the
mobile ecosystem in 2014
The direct economic contribution to GDP of mobile
network operators and the mobile ecosystem is
calculated by analysing the value added generated
by companies operating in the sector across the 50
countries and territories of the Asia Pacific region.
Value added is estimated as the total income generated
by the industry to its employees (through the payment
of wages and other compensation), to government
(through tax contributions) and to shareholders (in the
form of profits)8.

In 2014 the total value added generated by the mobile
ecosystem was US$395 billion (1.6% of GDP). By far the
greatest economic contributor in the region among all
mobile ecosystem players was from mobile operators,
with a total contribution of around 1.2% of GDP across
the region, or more than 70% of the total contribution
of the ecosystem.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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2.1.2 Broader economic impacts of mobile
technology in 2014
The economic activity generated by the mobile
ecosystem results in a positive economic impact in
other sectors of the economy. As mobile operators
and the ecosystem purchase inputs and services from
their providers in the supply chain, a multiplier effect
on the rest of the economy is created, generating
sales and value added in other sectors and industries.
For example, microchip providers draw part of
their revenues from supplying to mobile handset
manufacturers. The same effect can be observed in
many other sectors of the economy, including energy
and professional services. We conservatively estimate
that a value added of around US$80 billion (0.3% of
GDP) was generated through these effects in 2014.

In addition to the above, an estimated 2.7% of GDP
in the region can be attributed to the increased
productivity brought about by the widespread
adoption and use of mobile technology by individuals,
businesses and governments. Mobile technology has
transformed the way in which economic activity is
carried out in many sectors of the economy, easing the
way of doing business and allowing more efficient ways
to communicate and access information.
Overall, considering direct, indirect and productivity
impacts, in 2014 the mobile industry made a total
contribution of US$1.1 trillion to the Asia Pacific
economy in value added terms, equivalent to 4.7% of
the region’s total GDP.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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2.2 Employment and public funding
contribution in 2014
In 2014 mobile operators and the ecosystem provided
direct employment to 6.5 million people across the
region. The largest employment contribution came
from the content, applications and services sector,
with approximately 2.4 million jobs, although a high
proportion of jobs in this sector are part-time or on a
self-employed basis.

the ecosystem, additional jobs were also indirectly
supported in other industries, as the economic activity
in the ecosystem generated demand and jobs in other
sectors that benefit from the activity of the mobile
industry, in particular in the direct supply chain. We
estimate that in 2014 over 6 million jobs were indirectly
supported in this way, bringing the total impact of the
mobile industry to around 12.5 million jobs in 2014.

Further to the employment that is sustained within

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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The mobile ecosystem also makes a very significant
contribution to the funding of public sector activity in
the region through general taxation. For most countries
this includes value added tax, corporation tax, and

income tax and social security from mobile ecosystem
employees. The sector made a total contribution to
the global public finances of governments across the
region of over US$130 billion in 2014.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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2.3 Outlook and trends in the period
2015-2020
In the period to 2020 the economic contribution
from the mobile ecosystem and enabled by the
use of mobile services will continue to grow. A total
economic value of over US$1.8 trillion will have been
generated by the mobile industry in 2020 in the form
of salaries, profits and tax payments, up from a figure
of US$1.1 trillion in 2014. The value added generated
by mobile technologies in the region will experience
faster growth than the rest of the economy, despite
relatively high levels of overall economic growth. The
total contribution of mobile technology as a proportion
of GDP will also increase going forward.

This growth will be driven by both demand and supply
side effects. On the demand side, mobile technologies
will connect previously unconnected populations to the
internet and enable a more efficient use of resources in
those economies. Supply-side effects will also make a
significant contribution, as the number of subscribers
grows and new value added services are brought to
market, generating revenue and value added growth in
the ecosystem.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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As a percentage of GDP, the contribution of the mobile
industry will also increase, from 4.7% in 2014 to 5.9% in
2020. This strong growth is higher than the growth we
expect to see globally, which puts Asia Pacific among
the regions in the world where the impacts from mobile
technologies will be most transformative from a socioeconomic perspective during this period.
Growth in the period to 2020 is expected to be
particularly strong in those countries with lower income
levels such as Bangladesh, and those with relatively low

levels of mobile internet penetration such as Myanmar.
There is less growth potential through productivity
improvements where market penetration is already
high, such as Japan, Australia and South Korea, which
are also amongst the countries with highest income
per capita in the region. There is some potential upside
to these projections in these more developed markets
if the adoption of new services and the roll-out of LTE
networks further enhances efficiencies and enables
lower costs for businesses during this period.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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The total number of jobs both directly and indirectly
generated by the ecosystem will also grow significantly
in the period to 2020. The number of jobs directly and
indirectly generated by the industry in Asia Pacific will
increase to nearly 8 million and 7 million respectively by

2020. At the same time, the public funding contribution
of the mobile ecosystem (excluding spectrum and
other regulatory fees) will reach over $150 billion by
2020 in real terms if tax rates remain at current levels,
up from $130 billion in 2014.
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2.4 Mobile delivering Digital Inclusion across
Asia Pacific
In Asia Pacific, only around 8% of the population has
access to fixed broadband and where these services
do exist, they are often unaffordable for lower income
populations. In contrast, 45% of the population in the
region has access to mobile services (2G and above)
that can be used with low cost feature phones as well
as smartphones. At the end of 2014, around a third of
the population across the region were using mobile
devices to access the internet, equivalent to around 1.3
billion individuals, a figure that has almost tripled in the
last five years. Mobile networks are therefore playing
a key role in including the unconnected populations
across the region in the digital revolution, particularly in

developing countries where there is a lack of alternative
access technologies.
Mobile internet access in Asia Pacific will increase
further by 2020, by which point around half of the
population will have mobile internet access. However,
this will still leave a significant proportion of the
population unconnected. This makes the challenge
of digital inclusion two-pronged: extending the core
mobile and mobile internet subscriber base; as well
as expanding the range of services accessed through
mobile technology to include basic healthcare,
education, utility and financial services.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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The GSMA launched its Digital Inclusion programme in April 2014 to
expand global connectivity and increase mobile internet adoption. The
programme will collaborate with mobile operators, governments, internet
players and non-government organisations to address three key barriers
to mobile internet access.

Network infrastructure and policy: increasing network coverage
to currently unserved areas.

Affordability and taxation: the combination of low incomes, the
cost of the device, charging fees, and data plan payments creates
an affordability barrier to accessing the mobile internet. This issue
is compounded by government taxes and fees, such as airtime
and handset taxes.
Digital literacy and local content: Illiteracy, digital illiteracy
and lack of internet awareness are consumer barriers to mobile
internet adoption. The availability of content that is both local
language and locally relevant can play a vital role in the adoption
of mobile internet.

Mobile driving economic growth and digital inclusion in Asia Pacific |

29

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

2.4.1 Network infrastructure and policy:
extending coverage to currently
underserved areas
Network coverage is critical for access to mobile
services, particularly higher speed mobile broadband
networks that allow consumers to utilise a range of
new services and applications. The Asia Pacific region
has already seen extensive mobile broadband network
build outs, with capital investments by operators in the
region totalling over US$90 billion in 2014 alone. While
coverage levels approaching the 90% mark have been
achieved in the more advanced countries in northeast
Asia and Oceania, the levels are much lower in
countries such as India, Vietnam and the Pacific Islands.
As highlighted in a recent report by GSMA Intelligence,
the majority of the population living in these coverage
gap areas are typically on low incomes and living in
rural areas.9 These factors create a particular challenge
in overcoming an uneconomical cost-benefit equation
for further network build outs, when high infrastructure
investments and fixed running costs are spread over
thinly populated areas.
There are three broad strategies to address the
coverage gap, namely network sharing; government
support; and alternative technologies. Voluntary
infrastructure sharing, both passive and active, can
help reduce the cost of extending network coverage,
particularly into remote areas. It also has the potential
to reduce the carbon footprint of mobile networks that
are created particularly by the use of diesel generators
in absence of electricity, while also reducing costs for
operators. This has been a popular approach in Asia
Pacific with at least 64 agreements in place in 201410
that relate to passive network sharing: combining sites,

9. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/2015/06/closing-the-network-coverage-gaps-in-asia/508/
10. Source Analysys Mason
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masts, fuel and in some cases backhaul are the more
popular options.
Governments in a number of countries have adopted
policies to make telecom services more widely
available. This is being done by incentivising network
providers to extend services to previously unserved
areas through subsidies and grants. Additionally, a
number of alternatives to traditional mobile networks
are being trialled to provide coverage in rural areas
including through community and aerial networks.
Mobile operators are employing a wide array
of solutions to tackle the challenge of off-grid
connectivity, including the increasing use of green
options like solar, wind, water, biomass and fuel cells.
Such alternatively powered cell sites can significantly
decrease diesel costs (diesel is often the primary
power source in areas off the main electricity grid) and
therefore reduce operating costs and maintenance
burdens of rural cell towers.
The role of satellite communications for some of
the more sparsely distributed and relatively small
populations is likely to continue, particularly in areas
such as the Pacific Islands and parts of the Indonesian
archipelago. Among other alternative technologies,
Google has trialled its project Loon, which utilises a
network of balloons to connect people in rural and
remote areas. The viability and disruptive potential
of such experiments on a wider commercial scale is
hard to assess in the short term, but it does indicate
the increasing pace of innovation in the wider mobile
ecosystem.

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

2.4.2 Affordability
While providing network coverage makes mobile
services available, the take-up of these services
is limited by their cost. This affordability barrier is
compounded by the fact that Asia Pacific is home
to 1.75 billion people who live below the extreme
poverty line.11 The ITU estimates that the cost of fixed
broadband services relative to the economic value

generated is higher than the target level (a maximum
of 5% of GNI per capita in 201512) in many countries of
the Asia Pacific region. Mobile broadband costs are
1-4% for most of the countries, indicating the central
role that mobile has as a technology to include more
unconnected population in the digital economy.

Source: ITU
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Ongoing reductions in handset prices have been driving
smartphone adoption in the region. The majority
of smartphone growth going forward will be driven
by more affordable devices in the lower end price
segments — initially in the US$100-300 range but
increasingly sub-US$100 smartphones.13 Local handset
manufacturers are taking the lead and supplying lower
priced devices in a number of markets across the region.

11. http://www.adb.org/publications/key-indicators-asia-and-pacific-2014
12. GNI: gross nation income per capita, which is GPD plus the income received from overseas
13. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=d5f358b384569689d4f4269b5084f583&download
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Source: GSMA Intelligence, Strategy Analytics, Counterpoint, Canalys, IDC, CMR Research

More smartphone makers clamouring for position in lower price
markets
4,000
More competitors,
lower concentration
of market share

Smartphone competition (HHI)

3,500

US

3,000
2,500
2,000

Sri Lanka
India

1,500
1,000

Indonesia

Europe

Taiwan
Brazil

China

Russia

Fewer competitors,
higher concentration
of market share

500
0
0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Smartphone ASP (US$, 2013)

One of the key barriers to affordability is the taxation
of mobile services, particularly in countries such as
Bangladesh, Thailand and Sri Lanka where 70-90%
of tax revenues raised from the mobile sector comes
in the form of mobile specific taxation.14 These taxes
include the following:
1. Consumer taxes – consumption tax, mobile-specific
tax, customs duty on devices, SIM activation tax and
surtax on International incoming traffic
2. Operator taxes – corporate tax, mobile-specific tax,
regulatory fee, universal service obligation, Customs
duty and other miscellaneous taxes

These mobile-specific taxes and fees negatively
impact affordability of mobile services and may
deter both local and foreign investment which could
be directed towards next generation technologies
and improvements in quality of service. However,
many countries are making progress in this regard.
Thailand is in the process of transitioning to a new
regulatory framework that is expected to reduce the
tax/regulatory fees burden and increase regulatory
certainty. In Bangladesh, there have been mixed
developments, with a reduction of the SIM activation
tax accompanied by the simultaneous introduction of
a 5% excise tax on mobile usage15.

14. http://www.gsma.com/publicpolicy/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Mobile-taxes-and-fees-A-toolkit-of-principles-and-evidence_fullreport-FINAL1.pdf
15. http://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2015/jun/04/mobile-phone-use-get-costlier
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Taxation in Bangladesh
A recent study conducted for the GSMA by
Deloitte has looked in detail at how the tax
system could be reformed to make mobile
affordable for the average Bangladeshi and
promote investment in new 3G and, in the future,
4G mobile broadband networks. The study
shows that:
• 18% of the cost of owning and using a mobile
phone in Bangladesh is due to taxation,
raising barriers to affordability. Reducing
mobile-specific taxes would help to boost
mobile ownership.
• For every new job created in the Bangladeshi
mobile sector, 11 are generated in the wider
economy.

• In Bangladesh, the average revenue from each
user is one of the lowest in the world, and the
second lowest in the region. Singling out the
mobile sector for higher tax rates than other
sectors adds to the cost of investment in a
market where returns are already low.
• Abolishing the SIM card sales tax has the
potential to increase the number of mobile
connections by 3.7 million (including 1.6
million mobile broadband users), lifting
615,000 Bangladeshis out of poverty.
• The introduction of a 1% surcharge on mobile
services could harm the growth of mobile
and hinder economic growth. If implemented,
there could be 576,000 fewer mobile
connections (including 249,000 fewer mobile
broadband connections) over the next six
years.

Source: http://www.gsma.com/publicpolicy/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Digital_Inclusion_and_Mobile_Sector_Taxation_
in_Bangladesh_WEB_FINAL.pdf

Taxation in Pakistan
Mobile operators in Pakistan pay more than
US$1.2 billion in taxes each year, representing
about 30% of total revenues in the sector. As
taxes on mobile services represent over 30%
of mobile ownership costs, of which over 15%
is from mobile-specific taxation, there is real
potential to extend affordability through a
consumer tax reduction.
• A special tax on SIM card sale amounts to
about US$2.46 (PKR 250). This equates to
30% of the average daily wage in Pakistan.
• Mobile services such as calls, SMS and data
usage are subject to Provincial Sales Tax

(‘PST’) and the Federal Excise Duty (‘FED’) at
rates of 19.5% and 18.5% respectively. This is
higher than the standard rate, which is as low
as 15% on other services.
• An additional 14% ad valorem tax on usage
(the ‘Withholding Tax’) applies to all mobile
services. The resulting total burden from ad
valorem taxes is up to 33.5%, of which up to
6.5% is mobile-specific.
Handsets are subject to import duties of up to
PKR 250 and a sales tax, which has recently
been increased and varies from PKR 300 to
1,000, plus an additional income tax on imports16

Source: http://www.gsma.com/publicpolicy/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/GSMA_Pakistan-Report_WEB.pdf

16. http://infoworld.pk/govt-of-pakistan-announced-federal-budget-2015-2016/
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2.4.3 Digital literacy and local content
Consumer literacy and awareness play an important
role in mobile internet adoption. Literacy in particular
(basic, digital, internet and mobile internet)17 is essential
for understanding the mobile phone user interface,
reading its display and using its keyboard. Generally,
regions with high levels of illiteracy are also those that
lag in take-up of the mobile internet. Bangladesh and
some of the Pacific Island states (such as Papua New
Guinea and Vanuatu) are amongst the least literate
nations in the world with youth literacy rates in the
range up to 30% below the global average, with the
problem worse in rural areas and among females.
Digital literacy,18 which is not formally evaluated in
most countries, is an even bigger barrier to adoption
affecting both the consumption and creation of local
digital content.
Local content is a core part of the internet services
that consumers are seeking – whether that is localised
versions of global services, local entertainment
packages or hyper-local information such as bus
timetables and commodity prices. However, the
creation of more localised content cannot be seen
as a stand-alone solution in driving mobile internet
adoption and usage as many non-users are impacted
by additional barriers. Recent research by the GSMA
Digital Inclusion team has highlighted that a lack of
awareness and digital literacy are intrinsically linked to
the uptake of mobile internet services and content. As
these barriers are overcome, and users become more
familiar with internet access, so the importance of
locally relevant content is likely to grow.
Nearly half of the world’s population speaks languages
that are native to the Asia Pacific region (Mandarin,
Hindi and Bangla among the most widely spoken).

Whilst English is not the primary language for the
majority of the region’s population, the majority of
digital content is in English and is largely focused
on data-heavy smartphone apps. This limits the
accessibility and usefulness of the content for local
populations. Mobile operators, internet players,
handset manufacturers and other players in the mobile
ecosystem are working to address this problem. For
example, Google announced the creation of the Indian
Language Internet Alliance, partnering with news
and media companies in the country to attract Hindispeaking users to the web. YouTube launched a fully
localised platform in Thailand a year ago, to work more
closely with local content producers and to encourage
more Thai talent to come online.19 Similarly the Indian
local handset manufacturer Micromax launched 10,000
apps in Indian local languages this year.20
Creating the content locally is equally important to
increase its relevance to the users. Mozilla has launched
a project called the Webmaker, to teach average users
to create content by learning to code and make simple
apps using open building blocks of the web.21 Together
with the GSMA, Mozilla is also exploring how individuals
in developing countries use the web through field
research projects in India and Bangladesh. A lot of
content is also being produced using social networking
sites like Facebook and Twitter that are also being
used by small and medium businesses in the region to
market their products and services. For example, there
are about 900,000 small and medium businesses in
India actively using Facebook for advertising purposes
and to communicate directly with their customers.

17. http://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/GSMA_Digital-Inclusion-Report_Web_Singles_2.pdf
18. A set of skills that allows a user to not only access the internet, but to navigate websites, and evaluate and create information through digital devices
19. http://thenextweb.com/asia/2014/05/19/youtube-taps-into-thailands-content-producers-with-localized-site-and-partner-program-launch/
20. http://tech.firstpost.com/news-analysis/micromax-announces-10000-local-language-apps-for-users-267635.html
21. https://blog.mozilla.org/m4d/
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3.1 Mobile enabling innovation and growth
across the region
Innovation in the mobile ecosystem is happening at
many levels across Asia Pacific. The broad and diverse
region includes more developed markets that are
leading the way in the deployment of the highest
speed mobile services, and more recently voice over
LTE (VoLTE); to developing markets using mobile as a
platform to broaden access to essential services such
as education, healthcare and financial services. These
trends are facilitated by the significant investments
from mobile operators, which in turn are key drivers of
economic growth and job creation.
Mobile has allowed individuals, companies and
governments in Asian markets to innovate in new and
unexpected ways, with consumers across the region

showing a ready appetite to adopt new technologies.
Affordable smartphones running on mobile broadband
networks are bringing many individuals both their first
computing devices and their first experience of internet
access. This has encouraged the development of new
services, applications and use cases that have often not
been seen in more developed western markets.
Local internet giants have emerged and now command
respect on the global stage. In many cases they are
expanding their footprints beyond their home markets.
A number of players have listed on the public markets
and now have market capitalisations that are beginning
to rival those of the more ‘established’ internet giants in
the west.

Source: Bloomberg
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3.1.1 The growth of the app economy
Asia is home to a flourishing app economy, extending
from games and entertainment but increasingly
into all areas of life, from the social to the enterprise
space. Powerful and innovative mobile ecosystems are
developing in many countries, with China now home to
over half a billion mobile internet users with high levels

of app usage. Data from App Annie shows that app
store revenues in Asia Pacific grew at twice the rate of
Europe and North America in 2014, while India, China,
Indonesia and Vietnam have been named among the
‘App markets to watch’ in 2015.

Source: App Annie
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China has seen a number of innovations in the app
economy, with local developers helped by the relative
absence of some of the more established global
internet players such as Google. A number of local
platforms have developed offering services ranging

from instant messaging to mobile commerce. Data
from CNNIC showed that in 2014, 91% of mobile internet
users used messaging apps, whilst there was strong
growth in areas such as mobile payments and mobile
travel reservations.22

22. http://www1.cnnic.cn/AU/MediaC/rdxw/2015n/201502/t20150204_51650.htm
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3.2

Digital societies in Asia Pacific

Many governments in the Asia Pacific region have
articulated digital initiatives as part of their medium- to
long-term social and economic development goals,
with a view to build what is being termed as ‘digital
societies’. As highlighted in a recent report by GSMA
Intelligence, the concept of a digital society revolves
around developing business models that enable
a seamless interaction between all aspects of an
individual’s life via digital technologies.23 Citizens living
within a digital society can access and interact with
public and private services, such as utilities, education,
health and transportation, anytime and anywhere,
leading to increased efficiency and productivity not just
for themselves, but for the institutions with which they
engage.
Digital services have the potential to help solve many
of the key challenges faced by countries in the Asia
Pacific region, from access to essential services and
enhanced disaster management to improvement in
service delivery and the efficient utilisation of scarce
resources. The digital society landscape in Asia Pacific
is very diverse, reflecting different levels of connectivity
of citizens in each country. This in turn drives the types
of services available, with highly connected countries
having a wider range and higher uptake of digital
services.

23. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/2015/06/building-digital-societies-in-asia/510/
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The services in a digital society fall into three broad
interrelated categories: digital citizenship; digital
lifestyle; and digital commerce. The use of these
applications can span the lifetime of citizens from
digitising birth registration and healthcare services
during childhood, through education, employment
and tax services during school and working age, and
pensions and social benefits in retirement. Similarly,
the use of IoT to develop smart cities and intelligently
manage energy consumption, transportation and
infrastructure is key to enable digital lifestyles.
Moreover, with limited access to traditional forms of
banking services, many governments are focussing
on financial inclusion, with mobile-based digital
commerce giving some citizens their only access to
formal financial services. Digital commerce is therefore
creating new economic models to reshape business
processes across many industries, including financial
services, entertainment, retail and public services.
By exploring opportunities to expand their portfolio to
services beyond just the provision of connectivity – into
areas such as data management, service delivery and
customer management – mobile operators can aid in
the development and delivery of digital services, and in
turn benefit from an increased number of connections
on their network and the potential for additional
revenue through value added services.
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3.3

Mobile commerce in Asia Pacific

Mobile is establishing its role in a range of adjacent
industries across the region, with mobile commerce
a leading example. North Asia is the world’s most
advanced region when it comes to the adoption
of digital commerce services. Recent survey data
from Criteo showed that globally around a third of
e-commerce was now mobile, but that in both Japan
and Korea the proportion was significantly higher. A

large proportion of mobile phone users also report
having used their phones to make an online purchase
over the past month. Unlike the experience in Europe
and North America, the mobile commerce market in
Asia is dominated by smartphones, with tablets playing
a very limited role (even in the most developed markets
such as Korea and Japan).

Source: Global Web Index, Q4 2014
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The total value of mobile commerce has increased
dramatically in many markets across the region. South
Korea is a leading example, with mobile commerce
growing at a CAGR of 165% over the period 2010-14.
In China, the mobile payments market is being led
by the leading internet and e-commerce companies.
Social networks such as Tencent’s WeChat offer
mobile payments services, with the company following
an open-platform strategy that does not charge
transaction fees. Similarly, Alibaba has launched Alipay,
a similar remote payment platform that operates with
a broad range of financial partners. Alipay is the largest
player in the Chinese mobile payment markets, and has
expanded to offer a broader range of financial services,
including a money market fund that allows users
to achieve higher returns on their funds than those
available in the traditional banking sector.
The use of mobile advertising and coupons is also
growing across the region. For example, a recent
survey found that around 90% of smartphone owners
in China, 87% in India as well as 78% in Japan and Hong
Kong have clicked on a mobile advertisement24. This
creates opportunities for retailers to push personalised
advertisements and digital coupons to drive store
traffic, as well as making it easier for consumers to
be informed and get the best deals through their
smartphones.
Asia Pacific is one of the few global regions to begin to
scale in terms of NFC deployments. As of June 2015,
there were 165 live NFC services across the world, of
which 45 are in the Asia Pacific region. Japan and Korea
remain the key NFC markets in terms of the availability
of NFC-enabled handsets and service deployments,
with over 20 million NFC-enabled handsets in service in
Japan as of August 201425.

24. http://www.nielsen.com/ph/en/insights/news/2014/asian-mobile-consumers.html
25. https://www.mobilenfcassociation.org/images/whats/20141015/PRESS%20RELEASE_E_20141015.pdf
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The Chinese market is beginning to see more
momentum in terms of NFC deployments, with mobile
operators playing an active role. There were around 1.4
million active NFC users in the country at the end of
2014, with a particular focus on transport, although the
range of services is growing. Samsung announced in
late 2014 an agreement with UnionPay to launch NFC
payment services on 3.6 million of its smartphones in
China. There have been widespread press reports of an
imminent Apple Pay launch in China, also potentially in
partnership with UnionPay. With Apple gaining greater
traction in terms of market share in the higher-end of
the Chinese smartphone market, this could give further
momentum to the usage of NFC service in the country.
The Asia Pacific region saw some of the world’s first
transport-related NFC deployments, helped by high
levels of smartphone adoption and high urbanisation
rates in the major countries. There have been a number
of new deployments in several markets across the
region:
• China Telecom is deploying NFC transport services
in both Beijing and Shanghai, the two largest cities
in China with a combined population of around
45 million. The service will allow users to pay for
journeys on buses and the metro in both cities
using their smartphones. China Mobile announced
in 2014 that it was launching NFC transport
services in Beijing.
• Chungwa Telecom has extended its NFC payment
services to include public transport, with subscribers
able to pay for journeys on metro trains and buses.
Subscribers who have accounts at any of the four
main Taiwanese banks are able to download a virtual
version of their credit card to pay for a broad range
of goods and services, with a network of over 24,000
POS terminals.
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3.3.1 The GSMA’s role in fostering the further
growth of digital commerce in Asia Pacific
Working with mobile operators, regulators, banks,
retailers, transport operators and other service
providers both in Asia Pacific and across the globe,
the GSMA’s Digital Commerce programme is active
in driving the mass adoption of SIM-secured digital
commerce services globally.
The GSMA engages regularly with key government
and regulatory bodies, providing advice and guidance
on how to harness the potential benefits of SIM-based
services in transport, retail and other sectors of the
economy, and developing industry positions on aspects
of policy, highlighting the impact of regulation and
informing regulators’ decision-making processes.
As the number of commercial mobile commerce
services around the world rises, the GSMA continues
to promote the use of common standards to
enable the global interoperability of services and
generate economies of scale, liaising with other
relevant stakeholders to ensure the consistency of
the overall set of specifications involved in mobile

commerce deployments. Covering many topics,
these specifications set out a common framework of
requirements to ensure interoperability and an efficient
and consistent development and deployment of mobile
commerce services.
Two areas of focus for the Digital Commerce initiative
are as follows:
• Tokenisation: the Digital Commerce programme
is working with operators from around the world,
including in Asia Pacific, to provide a tokenisationbased framework that will allow banks to put their
payments cards in non-Apple phones, with a bank
on-boarding model that includes the SIM playing a
role as the secure element.
• Remote payments: the GSMA is working with
operators and industry partners to improve the user
experience when using mobile devices for remote
payments. In addition to being technically secure,
solutions need to be simple and widely distributed.
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By 2020 Asia Pacific
will account for

45%
of the total global M2M
connection base
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3.4 Realising the potential of the
Internet of Things
The Asia Pacific region dominates the global market for
M2M connections. GSMA Intelligence forecasts indicate
that the total number of cellular M2M connections
will increase at a CAGR of almost 30% for the period
2014-2020, by which date Asia Pacific will account for

45% of the total global M2M connection base. These
forecasts may well prove conservative if both industry
players and governments successfully enable a number
of growth factors, as highlighted in research by GSMA
Intelligence26.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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26. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/2015/02/cellular-m2m-forecasts-unlocking-growth/457/

Mobile enabling innovation and delivering Digital Societies |

43

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

China remains, by some distance, the world’s largest
M2M market, with 69 million connections at the end of
2014, representing almost a third of the global base.
This figure is forecast to grow at a CAGR of just under
30% to reach 336 million by 2020. Japan is currently
the second largest market, with just over 11 million
connections.
The Chinese market in particular has benefited from
both government support and a growing range of
partnerships between operators and equipment

manufacturers. There has been support from both
central and local government, for example China
Mobile has indicated that the Chinese government has
provided “strong guidance” and made available special
funds to accelerate the development of the Internet
of Things market27. The scale benefits available in
such a large market, combined with a strong focus on
standardisation, have helped reduce the cost of M2M
modules in China and further driven adoption rates.

Source: GSMA Intelligence
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Beyond M2M, the broader Internet of Things describes
the coordination of multiple machines, devices and
applications connected to the internet by multiple
networks. Many of the connected devices that will
deliver IoT services will use short-range wireless
technologies, rather than cellular connectivity. However,
mobile will continue to play a crucial role as an enabling

27. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=67b76e2ff86fa4cd7f11cf460e5d54dc&download
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2020

technology for IoT, acting as an aggregator or hub to
connect a range of devices, and offering wide-area
connectivity. Forecasts from Machina suggest that the
total number of connected IoT devices in the region,
using a range of different technologies, could reach
over 12 billion by 2020.
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3.4.1 Accelerating M2M migration to mobile
broadband networks
Recent research from GSMA Intelligence highlighted
that the global M2M market is seeing an accelerating
technology migration away from 2G modules and
towards connections running over mobile broadband
networks28. 3G and 4G modules are more expensive
than 2G modules, although prices will fall significantly
as the market matures and scale economies develop.
The migration away from 2G connections is now well
under way in a number of Asian markets, including
Japan, South Korea and Australia, with the rate of
migration in these markets happening at a faster rate
than other developed markets.

The 4G M2M market is currently centred on North
America, but there is a growing shift underway towards
the Asia Pacific region. By 2020, 2G will account for
a little over 40% of M2M connections in Asia Pacific,
the second lowest proportion of any region, behind
only North America. By this date, Asia Pacific will be
home to the largest number of 4G connections, with
the Chinese market a key driver of this trend. The rapid
migration to 4G connections in China reflects the rapid
pace of 4G network build out by the operators, as well
as factors referred to earlier in this section such as scale
economies and agreements on standardisation that are
lowering module costs.

28. https://gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=b3cfc91f42fa4ca80b37d56cd4f474c2&download
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Source: GSMA Intelligence
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Operators in South Korea and Japan have already
taken the lead and shut down their 2G networks, with
operators in other regional markets such as Australia
set to follow. In July 2014, Telstra Australia announced
that it plans to close its 2G (GSM) network by the end
of 2016, stating that 2G traffic accounted for less than
1% of total network traffic and that it had not “sold a 2G
phone for several years”.
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The rapid migration to LTE in a number of markets
will allow the Asia Pacific region to play a leading role
in developing the next wave of M2M and IoT services.
LTE offers substantially faster data speeds, which
suits the needs of an expanding array of bandwidth
hungry applications such as connected cars and digital
signage, as well as other applications that require low
latency. There are a range of connected car applications
that could benefit from the higher data speeds of
LTE, including those around infotainment, vehicle
diagnostics and navigation services.
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3.4.2 IoT now bringing benefits to consumers
in their everyday lives
The consumer space is a significant sector within the
IoT universe that a range of players, including mobile
operators and hardware manufacturers, are trying
to address. There is a particular focus at present on
both wearable devices and the potential of the ‘Smart
Home’. These trends are clearly evident in some of
the more advanced markets in Asia Pacific. A recent
study published by GSMA of consumers in Germany,
Japan, the US and the UK showed that all have a strong
interest in connecting virtually everything in their
homes including security systems, thermostats, smart
meters, lighting and cars, as well as health monitors,
washing machines, smartwatches, activity trackers,
ovens and refrigerators29.

A number of new wearable devices launched over
the last year, including the Samsung Gear and the LG
Lifeband. Connected devices and sensors could deliver
a smarter, more efficient home, with smartphones and
tablets interacting with various connected objects
and devices, from lighting to basic security systems.
Samsung Electronics acquired Smart Things in 2014,
which is developing a smart home platform. The
consumer electronics giant has also announced that
by 2020, all of its products, from smartphones to
refrigerators, will be internet connected30.

3.4.3 The GSMA’s role in delivering the IoT
The GSMA, through its Connected Living Programme,
aims to further develop the IoT market, both within
the Asia Pacific region and at the global industry level.
The initial focus of the Connected Living programme
is to accelerate the delivery of new connected devices
and services in the M2M market through industry
collaboration, appropriate regulation, optimising
networks and developing key enablers to support the
growth of M2M in the immediate future. The ultimate
aim is to enable the IoT, a world in which consumers
and businesses enjoy rich new services, connected by
an intelligent and secure mobile network.
Working with its partners across the ecosystem, the
GSMA is active in a number of areas to drive forward
this initiative:

• Future IoT networks: evaluation of the viability
of existing networks to meet the low power, low
data rate and low mobility use cases, as well
as an assessment of the viability of alternative
complementary network technologies. For network
security, the goal is produce a set of guidelines to
address the end-to-end security challenges for M2M
services.
• IoT business enablers: to enable operators to capture
the IoT opportunity, by fostering relevant, flexible
and technology-neutral policies and regulation, and
preventing unwarranted regulatory interventions.
• Deployment of GSMA sandbox platform to
demonstrate how to monetise the IoT Big Data
opportunity.

• Remote SIM provisioning: creation of fully
interoperable specifications for remote SIM
provisioning of M2M devices and evaluation of
convergence between M2M and smartphone/tablet
solutions.

29. http://www.gsma.com/newsroom/wp-content/uploads/15625-Connected-Living-Report.pdf
30. http://www.cnet.com/news/samsung-co-ceo-in-5-years-all-our-products-will-be-internet-connected/
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3.5 Personal data and security in Asia Pacific
With mobile commerce volumes growing strongly
across the region, and users showing high levels of
engagement in online actives such as social media and
gaming, issues around security, mobile identity and
the overall concept of ‘trust’ are of growing relevance
in both developed and developing markets. Mobile
devices and services already play a key role in the lives
of many individuals, and their importance is only likely
to grow as more users gain access to smartphones and
a growing number of services are accessed through the
mobile internet.
Whilst Asia Pacific is a large and diverse region, at
different stages in their adoption of mobile technology,
consumers in all markets need convenient, secure and
privacy protecting digital identities. These will make
it easier to access online services, improving what is
currently a complex and fragmented authentication
process.
The SIM card and the mobile platform can act as
a frontline identity management service provider,
meaning that secure and convenient access to digital
services can be unlocked using the inherent security of
the mobile phone. Mobile operators are well placed to

48

| Mobile enabling innovation and delivering Digital Societies

provide identity services given their strong customer
relationships, with the provision of other trusted
services such as mobile banking further enhancing this
relationship.
Mobile identity also offers the potential to extend
access to a range of different services, including
banking, commerce, retail and other identity based
digital services. One area of particular focus in the
Asia Pacific region relates to access to public and
government services. In some of the more developing
countries across the region, there may be a lack of
basic infrastructure to allow individuals to establish
and manage their identities, whilst in more developed
economies governments increasingly need to develop
new and secure ways of engaging with their citizens.
There are a growing number of examples of services
and deployments aimed at addressing these
challenges. Governments in countries such as India,
Singapore and South Korea are taking advantage of
new and existing physical identity infrastructures to
create digital identities that underpin the establishment
and adoption of successful digital public services.
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3.5.1 GSMA Personal Data programme
The GSMA’s Personal Data programme is working with
mobile operators who have launched identity services
across the globe. The mobile industry needs to deliver
common and consistent interfaces to a range of digital
service providers, which at the same time need to offer
seamless and convenient solutions to consumers.

security from low-level website access to highly secure
bank-grade authentication. People subscribed to a
participating operator know that when they click on
a website’s Mobile Connect button they can log in to
any service or activity without the need to remember
complicated username and password combinations.

The use of standards and interoperability are therefore
key, in particular the need to create a common,
industry-wide set of identity related APIs (application
programming interfaces). The GSMA is working closely
with operators to establish a uniform set of APIs to
underpin key mobile identity services.

The GSMA recently announced that Mobile Connect
trials are now underway in all regions of the world,
with a number in the Asia Pacific region31, including in
Bangladesh by Robi (part of the Axiata Group); in China
with China Mobile and China Unicom; in Indonesia with
Indosat (member of the Ooredoo Group), Telkomsel
and XL Axiata; in Malaysia with DiGi (part of the Telenor
Group); and in Sri Lanka with Dialog Axiata and Mobitel.

Mobile Connect is a fast, secure login system that
enables people to access their online accounts with
just one click or less, and provides different levels of

31. www.gsma.com/newsroom/press-release/gsma-mobile-connect-launched-by-17-mobile-operators-in-13-countries
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3.6 Future networks in Asia Pacific:
the move to IP
Consumer appetite for mobile data and richer services
is growing rapidly across the Asia Pacific region, and as
a result new IP-based communications services such
as WeChat, Line and KakaoTalk have seen rapid growth
over recent years. These services will continue to gain
traction with the growth of LTE networks and devices,
meaning operators will need to consider which type
of partnership or over-the-top integration models will
allow them to drive revenue and sustain their business
models in the longer term. Embracing an all-IP future
solution is vital for operators if they are to retain
customer relevance and have a network capable of
meeting the ever-growing customer demand for data
services and increasingly richer communications.
Operators can respond to these challenges by
offering their own IP-based communication services
to customers. These are defined by a full suite of
IP Communications services which includes HD
Voice, VoLTE, and Rich Communications Services
(RCS). VoLTE offers operators many potential cost
and operational benefits. It eliminates the need to
have voice and data on separate networks, and can
unlock new revenue potential through deployment
in parallel with video calls over LTE and enhanced
communications services such as Enriched Calling.
As demand for video calls grows, deploying VoLTE
will ensure that services are fully interoperable and
interconnected across the operator community.
Operators in South Korea and Japan are leading the
way in VoLTE deployments, as well as addressing
issues such as interoperability and cross-carrier
roaming. Korea recently became the first market to
offer commercial interconnected VoLTE services, with
launches expected later this year in both Hong Kong
and Singapore. Forecasts from Strategy Analytics
suggest that the number of VoLTE-enabled handsets
will grow from 62 million in 2014 to over half a billion
by 2020.
The more developed markets in the region, which
have tended to lead the way in the migration to LTE
devices and with near ubiquitous LTE coverage, are
now developing even more advanced LTE ecosystems.
Mobile operators in Asia-Pacific are the leading users

of the latest releases of the LTE standard (i.e. LTE-A),
with a number of operators undertaking trials and
offering commercial LTE-A services. These services
offer significantly better peak download speeds for
consumers, up to 250–300Mbit/s and beyond32. In
laboratory trials NTT DoCoMo has achieved peak
download speeds of over 1Gbit/s using LTE-A (by
aggregating five 20 MHz carriers).
Technological evolution is also enabling mobile
networks to provide services such as high-quality
streaming video. As the world has become increasingly
mobile, this is leading to demand for access to
services and content (including Internet, social media
and TV content) from any location, at any time.
Implementation of LTE broadcast technology (eMBMS
or Enhanced Multimedia Broadcast Multicast Service)
is an example of how mobile networks are evolving to
support a wider range of video services. For example,
Huawei and China Telecom have deployed LTE-based
eMBMS to distribute TV channels in Nanjing33.
Asian operators are also active in the debate around
the next generation of mobile services, generally
referred to as ‘5G’. There are still ongoing discussions
around whether 5G will be a true generational shift in
connectivity technology or the consolidation of existing
2G, 3G, 4G, Wi-Fi and various other technologies to
provide vastly greater network coverage and always-on
reliability. SK Telecom have indicated that they plan the
first 5G test deployments by the end of 2017. Operators
in South Korea are aiming for an initial trial rollout at
the 2018 Winter Olympics, which demonstrates the
ambitious targets for introducing the next generation
technology in the region. Other operators such as NTT
DoCoMo have confirmed their plans for commercial
availability in 2020.
A number of Asian operators and vendors are
collaborating on research and agreeing standards
ahead of expected service launches. For example, China
Mobile (China), NTT DoCoMo (Japan) and KT (South
Korea) have indicated that they will conduct three-way
5G technical collaboration to accelerate commercial
deployment and drive standardization efforts.

32. LTE-A with carrier aggregation typically refers to technology based on 3GPP Release 10 and beyond
33. http://www.gsma.com/spectrum/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/GSMA_Huawei_Analaysys-Mason-MBB-Forum-report-FINAL1.pdf
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3.6.1 GSMA Network 2020 Programme Delivering All-IP Communications
The GSMA’s Network 2020 programme is designed to
help mobile network operators in the move to an all-IP
world and help them deliver global interconnected
all-IP communications services to consumers such as
Voice over LTE, Video over LTE (ViLTE), Voice over
Wi-Fi (VoWi-Fi) and RCS. Operators are in a unique
position to offer secure, ubiquitous all-IP solutions with
reach, reliability and richness. The transition will allow
them to deliver an enhanced customer user experience
that when interconnected with other operators
offers truly global reach and scale. The programme is
already helping operators from around the world to
migrate from circuit switched technology to an all-IP
infrastructure whilst helping them to maintain service
continuity.
The first phase of the programme focuses on helping
networks deploy VoLTE and conversational video calls
over LTE, VoWi-Fi and encouraging the RCS Ecosystem
to help operators prepare for and launch RCS-based
interoperable rich communication solutions and VoLTE

Roaming architectures for their customers around the
world.
Additionally, the Network 2020 programme will
work with operators to determine the technical and
commercial specifications for operator-to-operator
Quality of Service (QoS) for IP Services, and encourage
them to incorporate the QoS philosophy into their
customer solutions. The Network 2020 programme
also aims to help catalyse commercial implementations
for IP Interconnect solutions between operators and
service/content providers.
Finally, until such time as the industry requirements
and definition of 5G have stabilised, the GSMA will
focus on improving the overall sustainability of the
mobile telecoms sector, allowing more networks to
achieve greater connection numbers by enhancing the
business model for expanded coverage and offering
connectivity to those in the world that currently have
no connectivity at all.
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3.7 Mobile as an enabler of social development
Mobile operators and other organisations have
been working on a range of mobile based solutions
to provide communications and access to basic
information and services to currently disadvantaged
populations across the region. For instance, among
nearly 300 other mHealth products and services,
associations such as Mobile Alliance for Maternal Action
(MAMA) are providing mobile based health services to
2 million women, families and caregivers in Bangladesh
and India alone. Airtel recently partnered with Million
Lights - an online certification platform, to provide
certified basic computing courses to consumers via
mobile internet. Similarly, mobile operators are leading

about one third of agriculture value-added services
in the Asian continent.34 Services such as Krishibazar
(Bangladesh), Digital Mandi (India) and Nongxintong
(China) are examples of these among nearly 50 other
services in the region.
Helped by the growth of a number of innovation hubs
across the region, the number of mobile enabled
products and services has more than tripled in the last
five years. This growth has been led by mobile money
and mHealth deployments, both of which have doubled
in number over the last five years.

Source: M4D impact, GSMA Intelligence
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3.8 Mobile delivering financial inclusion
in Asia Pacific
Access to commercial banks and ATMs in Asia Pacific
is nearly half of the average level in Europe, while
countries such as Papua New Guinea (PNG) and
Myanmar have less than 3 commercial bank branches
per 100,000 adults. In the absence of formal banking
services, the traditional cash-based economy prevails.
The heavy “bricks and mortar” cost of formal banking
significantly limits how far banks are able to reach.
Mobile technology is circumventing that cost and is

currently used in over 89 countries across the globe
to deliver convenient and affordable financial services
to the underserved. Despite a slower rate of adoption
than in Africa, mobile money services have picked up
in the Asia Pacific region with over a 20-fold increase
in the number of services in the last 10 years. A total of
70 mobile money services were live in the region at the
end of 2014.

Source: GSMA Mobile money database
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As the number of players in individual markets
increases, so competition is intensifying. At the end
of 2014, 11 markets in the region had at least two live
mobile money services. As mobile money becomes a
core service offering for mobile operators, increased
competition and customer demand has led to greater
interest in the development of account-to-account
interoperability. In 2014, operators in Pakistan, Sri
Lanka and Tanzania interconnected their services
to allow their customers to send money directly to
mobile money accounts on other networks, following
in the footsteps of operators in Indonesia, where
interoperability was implemented in 2013. Providers
in other markets have also committed to interconnect
their services, paving the way for the creation of a
ubiquitous digital services ecosystem.
However, it is important to disaggregate the data by
country to tell the real story in the region, as each
country has a distinct context. In Pakistan, the State
Bank of Pakistan reported 4.7 million accounts across
the eight providers that made up the branchless
banking industry at the end of September 2014,
highlighting another success story in the region. Recent
cases of regulatory reform in Sri Lanka have also led
to large-scale adoption. Dialog Sri Lanka launched its
telco-led mobile money service called ‘eZ Cash’ in June
2012. By mid-2013, one year after launch, the service
had over a million registered users. Dialog is now
allowing other operators to use the eZ cash service, and
be responsible for marketing and managing this service
for their customers. Etisalat was the first operator to
partner with Dialog on this basis.

35. http://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/SOTIR_2014.pdf
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Despite potentially being one of the largest markets
in the region, to date only 0.3% users in India have
accessed a mobile money account. Regulatory barriers
have prevented the mobile money industry in India
realising its full potential. However, there are now
signs of progress. Recent regulations issued by the
Reserve Bank of India (December 2014) create a more
enabling environment for non-bank players, such as
mobile network operators, to offer mobile money
independently and with the necessary network of
cash-in/out points.
In other countries of the region, the basic foundations
of mobile money still need to be put in place before a
more mature digital payments ecosystem can evolve.
These include deploying a robust agent network,
acquiring and educating customers to transact with
the mobile handset and overcoming initial regulatory
hurdles.
New financial service models are now offering
to provide insurance, savings and credit to the
underserved, using mobile technology. Grameenphone,
Bangladesh’s largest mobile operator, launched ‘Nivroy’
a free life insurance product in June 2013. Since the
start of the service, Nivroy has settled 110 life insurance
claims and paid out over BDT 4.2 million (US$54,000)
to beneficiaries.35 Similarly several financial mobile
saving services that can be paired to the provider’s
mobile money services are being offered in the region.
These include Nationwide Microbank’s MiCash in PNG
and Bank Sinar’s Sinar Sip in Indonesia.
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3.9 Disaster response
The Asia Pacific region is home to some of the most
environmental disaster prone countries in the world. As
explored in a recent report by GSMA Intelligence, the
Pacific Islands includes some of the most vulnerable
states, particularly due to the incidence of hydrological

disasters like tropical cyclones and floods.36 Other
countries in the region such as Philippines, Tonga,
Bangladesh and Cambodia also have a very high risk of
natural disasters.

Source: UN World Risk Report, 2014
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36. http://gsmamobileeconomy.com/pacificislands/
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Mobile communications play a critical role prior to,
during and following disasters, through a range of
activities from supporting early warning systems,
facilitating access to emergency services and as a
tool through which to access potentially lifesaving
information.

a few days, deploying public charging stations across
the islands so that people could charge their phones
and providing a total of US$250,000 free credit to their
customers to allow them to continue to communicate
with their families despite difficulties topping-up
prepaid accounts.

The importance of maintaining communication
channels was seen in the Nepal earthquake in April
2015, when a 7.8 magnitude earthquake struck the
capital city Kathmandu, followed by a series of powerful
aftershocks. In a prompt and effective response to the
situation, the mobile operators worked in coordination
with the United Nations and local response teams
through the Emergency Telecommunications Cluster, to
deliver what has been described as a ‘model response
for future emergencies’.

Mobile communications are a critical lifeline to those
living in disaster risk countries and collaboration
between mobile operators, government bodies and
humanitarian agencies can increase societal resilience.
This might be through enabling access to awareness
campaigns or providing the channel for early
warning messages to vulnerable communities. Many
international organisations are looking towards the
potential of ‘digital aid’, and the potential to use mobile
phones as a channel for cash transfers and the delivery
of aid. In comparison, the relatively simple ability to
send an SMS to a loved one remains critically important
to affected populations.

In March 2015, Vanuatu was hit by tropical cyclone
Pam, causing widespread devastation and a number of
fatalities. The mobile operator Digicel responded to the
disaster by restoring connectivity in the capital within

Nepal Earthquake – April 2015
On the 25th of April a 7.8 magnitude earthquake
hit Nepal, followed by a series of powerful
aftershocks. The mobile operators in Nepal
have been working to restore critical services
after hundreds of sites across the country were
reported down either due to infrastructural
damage or a lack of power.
Ncell (TeliaSonera) supported rescue and
emergency response teams and members of the
media through the provision of SIM cards and
data connectivity. Operators also provided their
subscribers with free SMS and credit to ensure
people could connect with their loved ones.
Members of the GSMA community around the

world also responded to the disaster. Both the
Ericsson Response and the Vodafone Instant
Network teams were deployed in Kathmandu
to provide communication support for relief
efforts. Ooredoo Group provided free or
subsidised calls to Nepal under the banner of
the GSMA Humanitarian Connectivity Charter*,
demonstrating their commitment to their
customers during this crisis. Indosat (Ooredoo
Group) also sent back-up equipment to support
connectivity on the ground. A number of
operators worldwide, including Verizon and AT&T
in the US, offered free texts and international
long distance calls to Nepal.

* The Humanitarian Connectivity Charter, an initiative launched by the GSMA Disaster Response programme, is a set of
principles aimed at maintaining access to connectivity and communication for affected populations in times of crisis. A
number of Operating Groups with footprint in the region have signed the Charter.
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3.10 Tackling the gender gap in Asia Pacific
The GSMA Connected Women programme estimates
that over 3 billion people worldwide still do not own
a mobile phone, of which approximately 1.7 billion are
female. Nearly two-thirds of unconnected females live
in the South Asia and the East Asia and Pacific regions.
A study by the GSMA on the lives of women living at
the bottom of the pyramid (BoP) in PNG highlighted
that only 16% of women surveyed owned a mobile

phone, with 45% having no access at all to a
mobile phone.37 The report also highlighted that many
of the typical barriers highlighted by the Connected
Women programme are evident in PNG. For example,
the main reason for not owning a mobile phone was
affordability, but more than half of women would
be interested in purchasing one. In addition, 35% of
women surveyed were not comfortable with making
a call, and just over half could not send an SMS.

Source: GSMA Intelligence and World Bank data, Altai Consulting
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37. Source: Striving and Surviving in Papua New Guinea: Exploring the Lives of Women at the Base of the Pyramid, GSMA Connected Women, November 2014
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Mobile connectivity not only helps women get more
connected but also makes them feel safer, whilst
enabling access to basic services such as mobile
money and health information. They offer a costeffective channel for delivering services and have
the potential to increase access to education and
employment opportunities, an area where women

are still disadvantaged in many parts of the world.
As the region with the widest gender gap in mobile
phone ownership, South Asia offers a significant
opportunity for the mobile industry not only to expand
market share but also to deliver services that have a
meaningful impact on women’s lives.

Connected Women:
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FightBack, India

Banglalink, India

Innovative mobile services can help women
perceive mobile phones as a tool for improving
safety and peace of mind. In India, the app
‘FightBack’ enables users to instantly send an
alert in an emergency. By pressing a simple
button (and then confirming), SOS SMS and
emails, GPS coordinates, and location maps are
automatically sent to preselected contacts. The
app has had more than 100,000 downloads
and is now available in 22 Indian states and 81
countries worldwide.

Banglalink Emergency services work for feature
phone or basic phone owners. The service
automatically sends an SMS alert to 3 preregistered contacts when the user dials a short
code. The user’s location is also sent to those
contacts thanks to GSM technology.
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Mobile connectivity not
only helps women get
more connected but also
makes them feel safer,
whilst enabling access
to basic services such as
mobile money and health
information.
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4

Enabling the
potential of mobile
across Asia Pacific

4.1 Good governance for digital societies
The rapid advance of digital technologies and services
is having a profound impact on the development of the
Asia Pacific region, helping the region’s governments
achieve their social and economic development goals.
A digital society can generate major benefits for
both consumers and companies, driving sustainable
economic growth. However, a digital society, like a
conventional society, needs to be governed well.
The latest digital and mobile technologies are fuelling
an extraordinary degree of innovation and disruption
across national economies. With the business
landscape changing so quickly, policy makers
need to ensure that regulation is fair, flexible and
forward-looking.
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As telecoms networks and the Internet are used to
deliver an increasingly broad range of products and
services, the once distinct lines between individual
industries and vertical sectors are blurring. As
industries converge and evolve, regulatory frameworks
need to be sufficiently flexible to enable both citizens
and companies to harness the capabilities of mobile
technologies and services. A rigid regulatory approach
based on out-dated concepts could shackle the digital
economy and squander the opportunities presented
by advances in mobile technologies. Regulatory
frameworks play a crucial role regardless of a country’s
state of development and the kind of digital services
being deployed.
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4.1.1 The value of international harmonisation
Policy makers and regulators need to pursue further
international harmonisation to ensure that businesses
and their customers can benefit from international
economies of scale. If each country in the region
develops digital regulation independently, the result
could be a mishmash of confusing rules that hinder
cross-border trade and increase costs for service
providers and, ultimately, end-users.
Both the US and the European Union have recognised
the need to ensure their digital economies aren’t held
back fragmented rules and regulations. The EU, for
example, is moving to create a digital single market
that will harmonise digital regulation across its
Member States.
In this respect, international bodies, such as the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), can play an important
role in coordinating regulatory harmonisation across
developed economies. The OECD is reviewing its 1999
e-commerce recommendation to better support global
harmonisation of general principles for e-commerce.38
Moreover, the establishment of the ASEAN Economic
Community should give the digital economy much
greater coherence and critical mass within the region,
improving the competitiveness of individual companies
and countries alike. Political and economic integration
will pave the way to create a regional communications
infrastructure and services businesses. Ultimately, the
new economic community should aim to create a
single digital market similar to that being developed
in Europe.

While accounting for economic and cultural differences,
the new community should identify potential areas for
harmonisation of digital policy and then act as a focal
point for debate around what the most appropriate
regulatory/legal approach should be. ASEAN regulators
need to continue to take a light-touch, simplified
approach, focusing on critical strategic policies, such
as creating a level-playing field and encouraging
competition that will drive improved ASEAN-wide
sector performance. To give the emerging digital
economy the flexibility it needs to develop, regulators
should only consider new rules if they are necessary
to achieve regional coordination. The overriding
goal should be to keep the entire communications
and Internet sector competitive and attractive for
investment.
Regulatory support for market-based evolution of
competition among communications providers has
fuelled a dramatic increase in mobile and broadband
service take-up and consumer welfare both in ASEAN
countries and internationally. As agreed at the
ASEAN TELMIN meeting in Singapore in November
2013, this principle needs to remain a cornerstone
of regulation within the region. Any move towards
excessive regulation could stifle innovation, raise costs,
limit investment, harm consumer welfare and lead to
an inefficient allocation of resources.
The next three sections explore the steps regulators
and policy makers can take to support the development
of the Internet of Things, digital commerce and
personal data services – three key pillars of the
emerging digital economy and areas of focus for the
GSMA and its members.

38. Regional members include Australia, New Zealand, Japan and South Korea
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4.2 Building the Internet of Things and
reaping the public benefits
The IoT is still in the early stages of its development
– its value chains, business models, markets and
services are still evolving. Policy makers need to
nurture this development by creating an environment
that encourages investment in connectivity,
entrepreneurship and innovation. In practice, that
means developing policies and regulations that are
relevant, flexible, balanced and technology-neutral.
Policy makers and regulators need to allow pioneers
and innovators to adopt experimental business models
and pursue exploratory alliances.
It is already clear that the IoT is fundamentally different
from traditional telecoms applications, such as voice
and messaging. In many cases, particularly in the
industrial sphere, IoT applications involve a closed
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user group, often contained within an individual
organisation, underpinned by a relatively complex
value chain. Moreover, these services tend to generate
significantly lower average revenue per connection
than traditional voice and messaging.
Regulators need to recognise these differences
and avoid implementing unnecessary or misguided
rules that undermine the new value propositions
or the underlying business case. Given the distinct
characteristics and the relative immaturity of the IoT,
all parties in the value chain should have the flexibility
to select a model that best facilitates a rapid and
economically viable deployment, while maximising
economies of scale.
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4.2.1 Encouraging diversity and
entrepreneurialism
To ensure their countries are competitive in this fastgrowing new sector, governments across Asia Pacific
need to encourage small and medium businesses,
as well as large companies, to participate in the
technological and disruptive innovation arising from the
spread of wireless connectivity. With a diverse range
of players developing IoT applications using a wide
array of technologies, governments and regulators
should also ensure that their policy frameworks treat
equivalent services and technologies in the same way.
As excessive or technology-biased regulation could
stifle innovation, raise costs, limit investment and harm
consumer welfare, regulators should rely primarily on
competition. Both technology and service neutrality are
vital to allow competitive forces to meet the demands
of the market in the most efficient way possible. In
particular, privacy and data protection regulations
should apply consistently across all service providers
regardless of the technologies they employ.
At the same time, IoT pioneers need a high level of
regulatory clarity and legal certainty. Commercial risks
should not be compounded by regulatory risks that
could deter investment. As many IoT applications will
use the data captured by sensors to create tailored

propositions and services, it is crucial that the privacy
and data protection regulations are clear and consistent
across industry verticals and regulatory jurisdictions.
Many IoT applications will cut across multiple industry
sectors, fusing telecommunications with healthcare,
education, utilities, transportation and many other
industries. Regulators need to ensure they are not
subject to confusing and contradictory rules.
Regulators in each vertical sector of the economy
also need to be alert to the immense possibilities
and potential opened up by digital technologies.
As awareness of these opportunities grows, some
Asian governments are adapting their sectorspecific regulations. In South Korea, for example, the
government has passed a bill that allows doctors to
remotely diagnose and treat patients with certain
conditions, such as hypertension, diabetes and mental
disorders, via a telecoms connection. Previously,
medical practice laws in the country had only permitted
consultations when the doctor is able to examine the
patient in-person. The new regulations should reduce
the time it takes for patients to get a consultation, while
lowering the cost of healthcare provision.
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4.2.2 Harnessing connectivity to improve
public services
Government services should be one of the biggest
beneficiaries of the IoT. Connectivity can improve
transport, education, healthcare, municipal services and
utilities, such as energy and water. Local governments,
in particular, can use mobile technologies and services
to address issues around improving local transport,
increasing energy efficiency and enhancing municipal
services and infrastructure.
In many cases, the aggregation of data from several
different sources can help city administrations and
planners make better use of their limited resources.
These kinds of ‘smart city services’ should be
underpinned by appropriate systems and practices to
ensure the privacy of individual citizens is respected
and their personal information protected.
As described earlier in this report, municipalities
across Asia are deploying smart city technologies and
services that use connectivity to improve and enrich
city life, addressing challenges, such as security, traffic
congestion, waste management and energy efficiency.
Thanks both to far-sighted policy makers and the
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pressures of rapid urbanization, Asian cities are leading
the world in the adoption of smart city services.
In China, more than 210 cities have announced that they
will roll out smart city services and technologies. The
widespread adoption of smart city solutions is part of
a broader central government strategy to embrace the
IoT. In 2011, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao identified the
IoT as an “emerging strategic industry” in an interview
with state media. Moreover, the IoT was one of the
priority projects of China’s 12th Five-Year Development
Plan (2011-2015). China plans to invest 3,860 billion
yuan (US$603 billion) in the IoT in the decade to 2020,
according to China’s R&D Center for Internet of Things
(CIT-China).
Other governments are also looking to harness mobile
technologies to capture real-time data and improve
safety and security. In some countries, governments
are mandating that cars are fitted with automated
emergency calls systems, which use a cellular
connection to contact the emergency services in the
event of accident or to locate stolen vehicles.
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4.3 Expanding financial inclusion through
mobile money and encouraging digital
commerce
Mobile handsets and services are now at the heart of
digital commerce, enabling people to easily complete
a range of financial transactions including money
transfers, making payments, redeeming coupons,
collecting loyalty points and verifying tickets.

money services that could extend the reach of the
formal financial sector. An open and level playing
field, in which both banks and non-bank providers can
offer mobile money services, should extend financial
inclusion.

In markets where regulation allows, individuals now
use mobile phones to transfer money to each other,
saving themselves time and travel, while eliminating
the security risks associated with cash. Governments
and societies also benefit - wider financial inclusion
contributes to economic growth, boosts tax receipts,
provides consumer protection, and reinforces the
country’s financial system by lowering the risks
associated with the informal economy and overreliance on cash. Mobile money also reduces the risk of
money laundering and terrorist financing, as electronic
transactions can be monitored and traced more easily
than cash.

To mitigate the risks, regulators can impose
requirements that safeguard funds entering the system
and ensure customers can cash out electronic value on
demand. For example, mobile money providers could
be required to maintain pooled ring-fenced accounts
held in banks.

Mobile money services can thrive in a regulatory
framework that encourages innovation and allows
a new class of financial services providers to deliver
digital payment and transfer services39. Mobile
operators, in particular, can use their existing
distribution networks to deploy sustainable mobile

This model has already been implemented successfully
in some Asian markets. The Central Bank of Sri Lanka,
for example, has awarded mobile operator Dialog
Axiata a license to operate as a payment services
provider. In Sri Lanka, in compliance with the regulatory
requirements, e-money accounts are updated in real
time, and any transaction processed by Dialog’s eZ
Cash service is fully backed by pooled accounts held in
a commercial bank. The equivalent of the e-money in
circulation is held by Hatton National Bank, which acts
as a custodial bank for eZ Cash.

39. Note that mobile money services as referred to in this report are distinct from broader mobile commerce. See the following link for definitions:
http://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/programmes/mobile-money-for-the-unbanked/about
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4.3.1 A risk-based approach to registration for
mobile money
It needs to be straightforward for individuals to register
for a mobile money account. The widespread customer
adoption of mobile money depends on a proportional
and risk-based approach to anti-money laundering/
counter-terrorist financing and due diligence
requirements. Ideally, regulations should allow agents
to register customers and open remote accounts by
leveraging SIM registration records.
In some markets, it may be feasible to introduce a
tiered registration system. In Pakistan, for example,
the wide coverage of the Citizen National Identity
Card enabled the 2011 Branchless Banking Regulations

to introduce a system of four mobile wallet account
tiers with increasing levels of consumer due diligence,
transaction limits, and functionality. Clients can transact
immediately as they register.
In Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Cambodia, regulations
allow banks and non-banks to outsource customer
registration, cash collection, and disbursement
activities to third parties to lower the cost of financial
services, expand their reach, and thereby, increase
financial inclusion. In all three countries, there are now
robust agent networks to serve mobile money clients.

4.3.2 Stimulating competition and
encouraging interoperability
As the mobile money industry is still in the early stages
of development, the priority for regulators should be
to encourage competition. Although interoperability
between mobile money services can be good for the
market, it should not be mandated. Instead, service
providers and policy-makers should work together
to understand different models of mobile money
interoperability, including the benefits, costs and risks.
Ideally, policy makers will facilitate dialogue between
providers, ensuring that interoperability brings value to
the customer, makes commercial sense, is set up at the
right time, and with minimal regulatory risks. Operators
in Indonesia have already enabled customers to send
and receive money across each other’s networks
in real-time, whilst in Pakistan six mobile money
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providers are now completing the last elements of
implementation and marketing the new service.
Consumers are also beginning to use mobile phones
to pay for goods and services in person, as well as
online. As discussed earlier in this report, SIM-based
NFC handsets can provide robust security features
to prevent fraud and safeguard personal information,
while reducing the need for cash and plastic cards.
Regulators should encourage the deployment of mobile
NFC services, which could also lower barriers to entry
for smaller service providers, increasing competition,
creating more choice for consumers and reducing
prices.
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4.3.3 Creating clarity and protecting consumers
Regulators can encourage the development of
digital commerce by treating equivalent services
in the same way, irrespective of the nature of the
provider, the platform used and the involvement of
a monetary payment. In some areas, such as data
protection and privacy, there is often one set of rules
for telecommunications services and a separate set
for general communication services, which results
in different levels of protection for consumers and
potentially conflicting decisions. To avoid this problem,
the effective dispute resolutions should be the same
for equivalent services. In some countries in the
region, such as Malaysia and Indonesia, the rules

for e-commerce are set by relevant domestic trade
authorities and applicable across the board. Other
countries should also adopt this kind of horizontal
approach, which creates a level playing field.
In the digital economy, search services play a
particularly important role in helping to match buyers
and sellers. In order to safeguard online competition,
regulators should seek to ensure that search engines
display a fair and transparent search result. Moreover,
specialised search and interlinked services should be
prominently marked as such and offer an option to
opt-out.

Getting the balance right
To unlock the potential of the digital commerce,
policymakers need to carefully balance the
needs of businesses and consumers by:

• Facilitating the interoperability of secure
electronic transactions across borders and
across industry sectors.

• Ensuring legal and regulatory certainty via
flexible and technology-neutral frameworks.

• Minimising compliance costs for industry and
addressing any other barriers arising from
existing or new legislation.

• Providing the right balance between
protecting privacy and security and enabling
the economic and social opportunities that
mobile technology and data may bring.
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4.4 Protecting personal data and privacy
Consumers need to be in control of their own personal
data and their privacy. To realise the opportunities that
digital commerce offers, it is important that consumers
trust the companies who are delivering services and
collecting data about them. Consumer confidence
and trust depends on users feeling their privacy is
appropriately respected and protected. Consumer
surveys suggest transparency is very important. Almost
80% of mobile users in Malaysia and Indonesia want to
know when and what type of data is being collected
from their mobile devices, according to surveys in July
2013 of more than 3,000 people by Futuresight on
behalf of the GSMA.
Given the many different types of businesses involved
in digital commerce, there needs to be a high degree
of regulatory clarity and legal certainty with respect to
privacy and data protection: regulations should apply
consistently across all digital commerce providers in a
service- and technology-neutral way. The Futuresight
research found that 60% of mobile users in Indonesia
and 56% in Malaysia believe a consistent set of rules
should apply to any company that has access to
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their location, irrespective of how they obtain this
information.
However, data protection and privacy protection are
currently subject to a patchwork of non-harmonised
laws and telecommunications-specific rules, both at a
global and a regional level. This patchwork translates
into legal uncertainty for businesses, consumers and
citizens, while hindering cross border data flows and
cross border identity services.
In some countries, mobile and fixed line
telecommunications operators are subject to rules not
applicable to other Internet players, especially with
respect to the use of account traffic and location data.
In the case of a security breach, telecoms operators and
Internet-only players may also be subject to different
obligations. Whereas telecoms operators typically have
to notify national regulators of security breaches and
to notify individuals where such breaches may cause
harm, Internet-only players may not. Such differences
need to be eliminated.
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4.4.1 Smooth, seamless and secure
authentication
A vibrant and robust digital economy depends heavily
on reliable identification and authentication. Mobile
operators’ authentication capabilities can enable
consumers, businesses and governments to interact in
a private, trusted and secure environment with secure
and convenient access to services. These authentication
capabilities can underpin mobile identity services that
enable smooth, seamless and secure interactions across
multiple devices, platforms and organisations.
The mobile industry is working with governments in the
Asia Pacific region and other stakeholders to achieve
widespread adoption of mobile identity services and
maximize the positive impact on the economy and
society. To that end, policy makers need to:
• Identify and assess existing legal, regulatory and
policy challenges and barriers that hinder the
development of mobile identity services.

Governments can also play a key role in unlocking the
potential benefits of mobile identity by providing digital
public services and raising consumer awareness. At
the same time, policy makers should also encourage
interoperability, standardisation and good governance.
If identity solutions are to be used across national
borders, applicable open standards and best practices
for consumers and industry players must be adapted
accordingly. Regulation should encourage the
adoption of identity authentication standards that are
easy to use, fundamentally secure and private, and
facilitate interoperability and the establishment of
trust. With appropriate government support, mobile
identity services can become a strong foundation for
trust among all parties interacting and exchanging
information within the digital economy.

• Leverage best practice to foster wide-scale mobile
identity services and transactions.
• Engage with mobile operators and the wider
ecosystem to facilitate interoperability and
innovation.
• Create a digital identity plan that acknowledges the
central role of mobile technologies and services in
the digital landscape.
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As public services touch all
individuals and businesses
within a country, the
digitisation of these services
can act as a catalyst for the
uptake and usage of digital
services by citizens across
different demographics and
income levels.

70

| Enabling the potential of mobile across Asia Pacific

Asia Pacific Mobile Economy 2015

4.5 Conclusions
In summary, governments have a major role to play in the
development of a digital society, both in terms of creating a
supportive environment for innovation and investment, and by
harnessing digital channels to provide effective and efficient
public services.

4.5.1 Clarity, consistency and flexibility
Regulatory clarity and consistency is the key to
unlocking private sector investment and innovation.
In the mobile sector, one of the most important
investment considerations is the availability of
suitable spectrum. Mobile operators can only deploy
mobile broadband networks cost-effectively if there
is internationally harmonised spectrum available
and on reasonable terms. ASEAN could facilitate the
licensing of spectrum regionally in alignment with
internationally harmonised mobile spectrum bands.
ASEAN could also develop proposals for a harmonised
approach to licensing among its members in a similar
manner to the European Union. Moreover, the World
Radiocommunication Conference in November 2015 will
be instrumental in determining how much spectrum
there is available for mobile services in the 2020s.
In a similar vein, predictable and fair tax regimes
encourage investment, whereas arbitrary and
telecoms-specific taxation and licensing fees deter the
deployment of broadband infrastructure. Traditional

telecoms operators and service providers are often
subject to complex and burdensome national licensing
regimes – an ASEAN communications provider may
be subject to 200 separate regulatory rules within its
operating market. These kinds of local licensing and
tax structures can significantly limit the commercial
freedom of mobile operators as they compete with new
international Internet-based players.
As outlined in this section, policy makers also need to
develop clear and supportive regulatory frameworks
for new sectors, such as health and financial services
delivered via the mobile channel. At the same time,
regulatory frameworks need to be sufficiently flexible
to allow for innovation and the emergence of new
technologies and business models. Given the fast pace
of technological change, rigid regulation could quickly
become obsolete, constraining the development of
digital infrastructure and content.
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4.5.2 Delivering digital government
As public services touch all individuals and businesses
within a country, the digitisation of these services can
act as a catalyst for the uptake and usage of digital
services by citizens across different demographics and
income levels.
The first step towards the digitisation of public services
is to ensure the underlying infrastructure is in place. The
GSMA’s new Building Digital Societies in Asia report
recommends that governments start by formulating
a national broadband plan to achieve universal access
and affordability of broadband connectivity. This
plan should be complemented by a clear digitisation
strategy, outlining the key timelines and targets, as well
as the roles of different stakeholders within the digital
ecosystem. India’s Digital Society initiative, for example,
sets out key focus areas and pillars, administrative
oversight, and anticipated costs and challenges. A
well-designed digitisation strategy will harmonise
policies across the public sector, while enabling the
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interconnection of the services of disparate agencies
under a common digital platform from the outset.
As they formulate a digital strategy, public policy
makers need to take a long-term view. For example,
governments in emerging markets need to balance
the delivery of digital services that solve immediate
challenges around lack of access to financial, education
or health services, with the need to create policies that
are robust enough to accommodate future high level
digital lifestyle services, such as smart infrastructure. To
that end, governments need to incorporate the views
of key stakeholders in a transparent policy formulation
process led by individuals with adequate industry
knowledge. Rather than simply reacting to events,
policy makers now have the opportunity to lead the
development of a digital society. They should take that
opportunity.
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