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Responding to the three questions asked by the panel moderator:

Q1: Challenges of access: What are according you the major barriers for people to use ICT services on mobile phones?
Mobiles are relatively inexpensive and relatively intuitive. Their unique properties make basic access less of an issue than has been the case with other information and communication technologies. In addition, there is an interesting dynamic at work where the non-instrumental, non-‘developmental’ draws of the technology help lower the barriers to purchase and to use among broad communities of users. People want to talk to their kids, chit-chat, download ringtones, and show off handsets as status symbols. All of these desires help put very powerful tools in the hands of hundreds of millions of people. 

That said, mobiles aren’t the first affordable technology—newspapers, radio, and even TV is relatively inexpensive, so too is shared-access computing via telecenters.  However, only the mobile combines universal appeal, two-way interactivity, and the prospect of individual ownership and easy anytime access.  

There are of course persistent access problems in remote areas where providing mobile coverage (or data coverage) is not profitable, but these challenges are experienced by a smaller fraction of the world’s population every year.  

More germane to our discussion may be the issue of handset capabilities and data network charges. Some advanced applications run on simple SMS or USSD messages, and are compatible with any handsets, but an increasing number of applications to leverage the GPRS/internet functions of higher-end handsets. Although the proportion and raw numbers of GPRS-enabled phones in the world will continue to increase, the ICTD community in particular must design for a population of potential users which will keep low-end non-data enabled phones in circulation for years to come [1]. Individual m-development initiatives must carefully weigh whether they must support all handsets or not, and must be creative (using SMS servers, voice interfaces, etc) to minimize technical and cost-based barriers to inclusion and use.  
Q2: 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?
In terms of the deployment of m-development applications, the challenges might not lie as much in the processes of creation/authoring, as in hosting, distribution, and discoverability.  

For users without experience on PCs or browsers, finding, downloading, installing, or accessing applications can be challenging. Even searching and browsing behaviors, which many of us take for granted, are not necessarily intuitive to phone-only users. Similarly, in pre-pay environments where data access still changed on a per-bit basis, there is a strong pressure not to simply browse around the mobile internet looking for relevant content and applications.   

Larger parties in the mobile ecosystem (manufacturers, software providers, and particularly carriers), can pay a role by featuring content or applications, including pointers in marketing materials, shipping SIM cards with pre-loaded applications, and so on. So, too, can NGOs and other information intermediaries, who can train potential users and call attention to helpful applications.  

Even when the application is on the handset or just a few taps away at a URL, discoverability can be a factor. Some of the UI work my colleagues are doing at Microsoft Research suggests that content nestled down in hierarchal  menus is hard for low-literacy users to access [2]. These interface issues are less daunting in workplace settings (where training can happen) or with facilitated models with NGO outreach, but in circumstances where the goal is to scale to millions of end users, for example, for information about material heath or job listings, discoverability is hard [3].
Q3: limit of the mobile approach: what is the place of mobile technologies in the ICTD field?

It is at best premature and at worst counterproductive to talk about mobiles replacing PCs, or even to talk about significant PC-mobile convergence happening in developing world settings at least in the next few years.   For now, mobiles and PCs will co-exist, co-evolve, and be complements to each other.  In resource-constrained environments of interest to ICTD community, there will be a higher ratio of mobiles to PCs than elsewhere, but there will still be PCs, in classrooms, hospitals, factory floors, and in homes. These PCs will be islands in a sea of mobiles, but they will be important islands! Thus we should not rush to re-write ICTD theory or revise ICTD practice to be exclusively mobile-focused. That said, the new place of mobiles in the ICTD field prompts some action:

To the theory side, the surge in mobile use allows us another opportunity to step back from device or channel-centric discussions. Instead we can disaggregate the artifacts from the behaviors, looking at how human information and communication practices, as mediated by various technology options, impact the development dynamic  [4, 5]. We can also begin to look at new pathways to adoption and use of complementary technologies – for example, finding people whose first experience with the internet is via the mobile, and then move on to PCs. How do their experiences and discovery paths influence their behaviors? My current work with Shikoh Gitau in Cape Town is finding ‘mobile only’ internet users, who are loading GPRS applications, checking news sites and sometimes even creating Facebook profiles having never touched a PC.  They represent one edge of the global internet community and we need to understand the scope of their needs and behaviors.  

In practice, the fact that mobiles can be used from everything landline substitutes  from calls to check prices or summon an ambulance up to diagnostic testing and data gathering, to unique “anywhere anytime” functions such as disease surveillance make them remarkably flexible, and there are an incredible new tool in the ICTD quiver. To the extent that innovations and best practices in mobile-enabled projects in distinct development verticals (health, education, government, agriculture, activism, etc) can cross-pollinate, the faster the ICTD community will be able to apply these innovations to their fullest potential.  

Holding mild gripes about the current hype aside, there is every reason to be optimistic about the growing centrality of mobile telephony in ICTD discussions. The mobile surge has brought  ‘basic connectivity’ back to the forefront, and has re-invigorated a discussion around boosting access and reducing isolation first articulated by the Maitland Commission decades ago [6].  In parallel, the continuing maturation of the mobile web and explosion of mobile applications like M-PESA (and other m-payments systems) presents new diversity and flexibility to the ICTD community and to end-users. It is an exciting time for the ICTD field. 
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