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Overall context of comments and position:

In both my professional capacity at the GSMA – the global association for mobile operators – and own personal thinking, I have become convinced that (a) mobile operators are the most critical actor when it comes to providing mobile services to the poor, and (b) few people within development community (NGOs, Donors, Academia) have thought carefully about the business of mobile operators and the way to leverage their assets and power for social good.  Mobile operators in developing countries are far more than a bearer channel (in MNO fear-speak: “dumb pipe.”) They in fact have 5 core assets that should be considered (what I call the ABCDE’s of MNOs):

(1) Access – direct connection into the pockets of millions of users. (This one is obvious and where most people start and stop thinking about MNOs.)

(2) Brand – powerful, arguably unparalleled, brands in base of pyramid markets. MNOs may be the first formal company to have daily relationships with consumers – which provides the opportunity to introduce customers to other formal services – ie. Banking, health, market information, etc.

(3) Cost Structure – MNOs have created previously unimaginable cost structures which can do profitable business with the poorest people, earning revenues of pennies per day.
(4) Distribution – Millions of airtime agents – who also act as marketers and educators for new services, provide cash-in and out functions, and are proximate to nearly everyone’s home.
(5) End-user Data – the capacity (largely untapped so far) to generate intelligent information about previously invisible people – using the SIM as a form of ID and data points (such as frequency and value of air time top ups) as indicators for personal cash flows, credit worthiness, etc.
Q 1: challenges of access: what are according you the major barriers for people to use ict services on mobile phones?

On this I believe the most obvious challenge is the handset and network capability.  Most are 2G capable only.  GPRS/3G networks and handsets are coming down in cost and will continue to do so dramatically; but with most of the world’s poor not yet having a handset – are they more likely to buy a $10 2G phone or a $50 3G phone?  I think it will be at least 5, if not 10-15 years before 3G phones are widespread.
Secondly, I think the less obvious – but most difficult challenge – is the use case.  Why do the unconnected want connectivity?  And why would I invest $50 in a 3G phone rather than $10 for a 2G phone?  It is easy to answer with respect to a 2G phone: people want to call other people, send and receive information, and now, send money.  But why do people want connection to the web?  What will they use it for?  I believe the troubled uptake of ICT4D access in the developing world to date has been partly due to an unreasonable expectation that “if you build it, they will use it.”  The challenge is to better understand the use cases and the reasons why it would become economically rational for a poor person to invest in more expensive technology.
Q 2: challenges of deployment: what are the major challenges you foresee to have many development-oriented m-services available to people ? What are the challenges of empowerment (how to make people/ngo author/provider of services)? Or if you don't  believe in this bottom approach, what are the major issues make you believe this is not achievable ?

To my overview above, I think the major challenge is to engage the commercial interest of MNOs to deploy services – bringing to bear the full suite of assets that they have not only to passively “offer” something but to market it, bill it, teach it, etc.  This challenge is compounded by two trends: (1) MNOs are very busy building out core business – with only 35% SIM penetration in Africa there is a lot of core business growth to be tackled before turning one’s attention to value added services.  (2) the development community is wont to appeal either to the CSR/foundation arms of MNOs (which typically leads to good PR but not commercial scale) or to antagonize MNOs with demands (“we demand free SMS for X or Y).  Neither helps get the commercial interests of MNOs going in the right direction.
Q 3: limit of the mobile approach: what is the place of mobile technologies in the ictd field ?
I am bullish on mobile.  I can only think of limits if I am thinking about it from a perspective of my own experience – of laptops and constant internet access.  Clearly these machines and this network are much more capable than simple handsets and voice/SMS networks. However, I think it unhelpful to worry too much about creating the “internet experience” for all when simple handsets and networks are beginning to produce such exciting, disruptive innovations such as M-PESA in Kenya, or Healthline in Bangladesh.  There is too much opportunity already in place to worry about the limits yet.  If we focus our efforts for the next decade on harvesting the potential of 2G, then by the time we reach 2019 the costs of 3G handsets, netbooks, and 3G networks will be so low that they will be spreading naturally – provided that the utility of web access for the poor has become clear to consumers.

