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Research  Policy 
LIRNEasia is an organization that engages 
in research. But unlike in a university, we do 
not have the luxury of engaging in research 
for its own sake. Ours must necessarily be 
research that is policy-relevant. Relevant to 
the region and countries we work in, and 
anchored in the context of the governance 
structures and socio-economic conditions 
of these countries. This means we have to 
pick research topics based on the priorities 
of the region, because research questions 
or policy debates that are ongoing in devel-
oped countries are often not relevant. This 
also means that the recommendations we 
develop through our research must take 
into account, and work within, the inherent 
imperfections of the region’s governance 
systems. Finally, this means that very differ-
ent modes and formats of communication 
must be employed to bring the research to 
key stakeholders in each country, and often 
this means that we ignore traditional policy-
influencing tools – for example, we have 
written just one “policy memo” in the five 
years of our existence. 

Planning vs. reacting to a policy 
window
Though our research is based on scientific 
methods, achieving policy change based 
on that research is more art than science. 
Of course, many aspects of the research-
to-policy process are carefully planned in 
order to increase the chances of influenc-
ing policy; for example, we ensure each 
research project has a dissemination plan 
and an associated budget; we make ef-
forts to carry out these plans while mak-
ing course corrections where needed; we 
seek the assistance of specialized media 
consultants in countries such as India 
where breaking through to mass media is 
difficult. Pre-planned and well-executed 
campaigns to communicate research may 
generate news clippings or headlines; they 
may help increase our profile and estab-
lish credibility. But they do not necessar-

ily lead to policy change. More often than 
not, research needs to be communicated 
to relevant stakeholders at the right time, 
during a “policy window” that is short and 
occurs unexpectedly. By the time a policy 
window occurs, it’s too late to conduct new 
research. All we can do is collect evidence 
already available, synthesize it in the cur-
rent context, and present it to stakeholders 
in the most effective way, in the shortest 
time possible. The flexibility allowed by a 
far-sighted funder (IDRC) has enabled us 
to have a line item in our operating budget 
called the “Rapid Response Program”. 
These funds enable us to bring together 
researchers (who might be engaged in 
other projects) for several days or weeks of 
intensive engagement and to mobilize the 
necessary communications campaigns, in 
order to respond to a policy window. Such 
opportunistic actions are highlighted in our 
work in rolling back the regressive, mobile-
only, tax in Sri Lanka. 

 

 
In September 2007, LIRNEasia played a 
significant role in the elimination of a regres-
sive component of a proposed plan by the 
Sri Lankan government to increase taxes 
on mobile users. The plan was to levy a flat 

monthly tax of LKR 50 per SIM and triple 
the mobile subscriber levy to 7.5 percent. 
 
Highlighting the fact that the post and 
telecom subsectors contribute the larg-
est share to the growth of Sri Lanka’s 
national income (in fact, contributing 20 
percent in 2006), LIRNEasia argued that 
the proposed tax would be counterpro-
ductive; and in addition, specifically tar-
geting the mobile subsector was akin to 
harassing the ‘goose that lays the golden 
eggs’, while leaving alone the duck that 
lays ordinary eggs, i.e., the fixed sector. 
 
Whilst conceding the need for taxes as a 
source of government revenue, LIRNEa-
sia argued that the impact of the proposed 
tax would be greater on the lowest spend-
ers, mostly at the bottom of the pyramid. 
Taking the average Hutch subscriber, 
who spends LKR 311 (at that time around 
USD 3) per month on mobile communi-
cation, LIRNEasia showed that the pro-
posed tax would increase the existing 
tax component of LKR 55 up to LKR 120, 
leaving only LKR 191 for calls and SMSs.  
 
Through multiple media interventions, 
LIRNEasia argued that ‘people will not stop 
using mobiles because of these taxes; but 
they will call less. Most importantly, the 
new subscribers planning to join the ranks 
of levy- and VAT-paying subscribers will 
do so at a much slower pace. The gov-
ernment will get less tax revenues than it 
thinks it will. It may get a little more than 
it gets now in the short-term; but if it was 
patient and allowed the sector to grow 
organically, it would have gotten more 
in the long run. Happy goose gives more 
eggs over time; stressed goose less. 
 
 
 
 
Not every one of LIRNEasia’s successes 
in bringing research into the policy proc-
ess and influencing policy took as little 
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time as the above. Many of our successes 
have been a long time coming; some are 
still unfolding. Many successes have been 
achieved based on research that was con-
ducted several years ago, or in a previous 
research cycle. Others have been achieved 
due to repeated engagement with a topic 
or a stakeholder, even though such inter-
actions are not formally-funded or relevant 
to the work in the current research cycle. If 
we simply took a project-based attitude to 
our work, we would do the research, dis-
seminate the results, and move on to new 
topics in each new research cycle. After 
all, we only receive project funding so it’s 
not easy finding funding for unplanned ac-
tivities that are not directly relevant to cur-
rent research topics (though IDRC’s Rapid 
Response funding certainly helps). But 
we act as if we have organizational fund-
ing, and believe part of our success stems 
from repeated engagement on selected is-
sues well after the formal research reports 
are written and data are disseminated. 
Some examples of successes that have 
taken multiple years and multiple research 
cycles to achieve are highlighted below.  

Changing the face of USO in India
When we joke that India is the center of 
LIRNEasia’s universe, we are only half-jok-
ing. Even a small policy impact there can go 
a long way, simply because it is the biggest 
market we work in. Our research on Univer-
sal Service Obligation [USO] instruments 
started back in 2004, when we published 
a paper on investment and regulation. In 
the same year, we responded to the Tel-
ecom Regulatory Authority of India’s [TRAI] 
consultation paper on ‘Growth of Telecom 
Services in Rural India’, and recommended 
that universal service funds be extended 
to mobile services. We also presented our 
USO research at an Expert Forum attended 
by the then Secretary of TRAI. TRAI’s final 
recommendations reflect ours, and Payal 
Malik wrote an op-ed piece to the Indian 

Express titled “Rural telephony: TRAI got 
it right, finally!” At this point, our research 
cycle ended and we moved on to other re-
search. But we kept at it on the USO front 
– for example, we talked about Indian USO 
issues with the Department of Telecom and 
the Administrator of India’s Universal Serv-
ices Fund [USF]. As late as 2007, several 
years after we finished our USO research, 
we made a presentation on our Teleuse@
BOP results to the USF administrator 
and once again talked about rural access 
(solved through market mechanisms) and 
also shared our infrastructure study with 
them. By April 2007, TRAI recommended 
passive infrastructure-sharing, and by 
2008, active infrastructure-sharing. 

Throughout this whole time period, we didn’t 
just talk to the regulator and policymaker, 
but we kept talking to media as well as to in-
dustry. We mobilized Rapid Response funds 
when we saw an opportunity to respond to 
formal regulatory consultations. The combi-
nation of activities enabled us to influence 
Universal Service-related policy in India. 

Improving dam safety in Sri Lanka
Our research on dam safety was mentioned 
on the first page of the World Bank Project 
Assessment Document of a USD 71 million 
project to improve dam safety in Sri Lanka. 
The research was undertaken in 2005 and 
the final report was handed over to the Dis-
aster Management Center in January 2006 
at which point the project was officially 
closed. But we did not stop with the media 
work that we did during the course of the 
project, including a news conference that 
brought articulate community leaders from 
affected areas to Colombo. For the next few 
years, we just kept at it, using the documen-
tary video that was prepared for the project 
in various presentations, bringing up the is-
sue in interviews and so on. Contrary to our 
normal practice, we even arranged to meet 
the Minister responsible for irrigation works, 
explaining the dangers and handing over 
copies of the report and the documentary. 
We thought we hit paydirt when LIRNEasia 
was invited to a stakeholder meeting at the 
responsible Ministry but were disappointed 
when there appeared to be no follow-up 
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and only a scurrilous attack in a newspa-
per associated with an extremist political 
party. And then, two-and-a-half years after 
we closed our research project, we read 
about the approval of the USD 71 million 
project. Coincidentally, we happened to 
visit the site of its official inauguration, the 
Parakrama Samudraya, the largest of Sri 
Lanka’s ancient irrigation reservoirs, on 
our annual trip as the preparations were 
being made. It was only later that we dis-
covered how important our research had 
been in the design of the project proposal.  
 

The story begins with a late invitation to 
speak at a public event in Dhaka coincid-
ing with the landing of the SEA-ME-WE 4 
submarine cable in Bangladesh in Decem-
ber 2005. Great expectations had been cre-
ated, but the institutions were not in place: 
the link from remote Cox’s Bazar to the 
commercial and political center of Dhaka 
had not been built and the terms and condi-
tions for access to the cable had not been 
decided. The government-owned incum-
bent responsible for the link was woefully 
incompetent. The LIRNEasia talk drew from 
West African experience to show the vital 
importance of getting the right institutions, 
including a professionally-managed com-
pany to manage access to the cable, in 
place if Bangladesh was to realize the ben-
efits of the cable. Given the enthusiasm of 
the large audience which included the Min-
ister, it was decided to use Rapid Response 
resources to keep the momentum by pub-
lishing an op-ed quickly. Through the good 
offices of Senior Policy Fellow, Abu Saeed 
Khan, this was done within days. The cable 
was connected, there were multiple break-
ages and problems, and LIRNEasia kept 
writing about them on the blog. No action 
was taken on institutional changes per-
taining to Bangladesh’s international con-
nectivity. Then, in late 2008, the govern-
ment announced the creation of a separate 

company, fully owned by the government 
and not fully separate from the inefficient 
incumbent. The seed that was planted in 
2005 had borne fruit of a sort. It was not ex-
actly as had been proposed, but that is the 
way with policy. More remains to be done 
on this issue.

Alternative ways of working the 
policy process
As a lean, virtual organization working 
in multiple countries, LIRNEasia is con-
strained in how deep it can go with its re-
search methods by language, financial 
resources, and depth of relationships. The 
constraints are best illustrated by discuss-
ing an atypical case where the constraints 
did not apply: the dam safety project of 
2005-06. We undertook this project at the 
request of concerned professionals in the 
Sri Lanka National Committee on Large 
Dams [SLNCOLD] in the aftermath of the 
tsunami where the entire country’s sen-
sitivity to disaster risk reduction had been 
heightened. Given dams were not a subject 
that LIRNEasia had in-house expertise in, 
the decision was taken to adopt a participa-

tory approach. LIRNEasia would apply its 
expertise in running structured consultation 
processes and institutional design and draw 
on external sources for subject expertise. 
On one side, pretty much all the dam en-
gineers in the entire country were brought 
in to expert meetings by SLNCOLD. One 
meeting included Diaspora scientists con-
nected through a video link. On the other 
side, community leaders in areas in the 
shadow of the dams were brought into the 
process by Sri Lanka’s largest community-
based organization, Sarvodaya. Both or-
ganizations also helped us produce a docu-
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Expert Consultation on Dam Safety, May 2005, 
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mentary on Sri Lanka’s largest dam disaster 
which was used to seed the discussions. A 
draft concept paper was developed based 
on the interactions, posted on the web and 
sent to all the experts. Based on the com-
ments received, including several from the 
Diaspora, the document was extensively 
revised. 

The above research involved multiple com-
munity meetings in the local language as 
well as multiple expert interactions, transla-
tions, etc. The community leaders’ meetings 
could not have been organized without Sar-
vodaya’s deep relationships; and the expert 
interactions without SLNCOLD. The whole 
process took around six months. This is not 
possible in multiple countries that LIRNEa-
sia works in, because the deep relation-
ships and the resources do not exist.

This requires novel approaches. For exam-
ple, LIRNEasia has a practice of circulat-
ing draft documents to knowledgeable staff 
within key organizations such as regula-
tory agencies and operating companies. 
Sometimes, LIRNEasia researchers are re-
quested to assist with presentations these 
staff members are preparing, but have little 
time for. Sometimes there are requests for 
speeches to be written for politicians. All 
this, however, depends on relationships 
that specific researchers have established 
and the personal brands they have built up. 
These unconventional approaches require 
that one does not place a premium on tak-
ing credit.

At other times, we place ideas that are 
not fully thought out, or documents that 
are in draft format on our blog and invite 
comments. The methodology for testing 
broadband quality of service was refined as 
a result of this approach, thanks to helpful 
input received from known and anonymous 
readers. 

“In-situ” expertise anchored in 
the region
Our focus on policy and regulation as ac-
tually practiced necessitates a reliance on 
“in-situ” expertise. This is interpreted at a 
regional rather than national level, allow-
ing for example, an Indian researcher to 
take on work in Indonesia. To our surprise, 
the Indian researcher’s work in Indonesia 
had the most impact on the policy proc-
ess among all the initiatives of LIRNEasia. 
If an independent and credible researcher 
from the country itself is available, it is of 
course, better, because he or she is usu-
ally in a better position to intervene when 
policy windows open up. In our experience, 
policymakers have never rejected our re-
search because it was done/presented by 
a foreigner. The important factor is not that 
the researcher is from the specific country, 
but that the researcher’s expertise is deeply 
anchored in the country and region so that 
he or she is able to understand regulatory 
and policy actions that are appropriate for 
the country given its level of development, 
institutional capabilities and other factors. 
The fact that we try very hard to make our 
work speak to more than one country’s ex-
perience and problems contributes to our 
researchers being able to understand what 
may work and what may not work.

Bringing down leased-line prices in Indo-
nesia
In 2005, LIRNEasia researcher, Divakar 
Goswami, was studying the proliferation of 
Wi-Fi in Indonesia, particularly the unusual 
dependence on Wi-Fi for backbone con-
nectivity instead of the typical use for last-
mile connections. One factor driving the 
use was the high cost of alternate forms of 
backbone connectivity – leased lines. At the 
same time, another researcher, Sriganesh 
Lokanathan, was researching method-
ologies to compare leased-line prices. The 
discussion and agreement on a common 
benchmarking methodology led the two re-
searchers to the startling fact that leased-

line prices in Indonesia were 48 times 
those of India (the difference was so huge 
that initially they attributed it to a miscalcu-
lation they were making with currencies of 
the two countries). In October 2005, our re-
searchers released the findings at an event 
in Jakarta, specifically introducing the term 
“forty-eight times more than India” during 
the presentations. Subsequently, multiple 
media carried the story, quoting LIRNEas-
ia, and repeating the term “forty-eight times 
more than India”. MASTEL, the Indonesian 
telecom society, started using the data to 
pressure the regulator for lower prices. By 
March 2006, the Minister himself was mak-
ing statements about Indonesian prices be-
ing forty-eight times more expensive than 
India’s. At the APECTEL seminar in Cal-
gary in April 2006, LIRNEasia researchers 
once again presented the data. The Indo-
nesian regulator, who was present at this 
event, remarked that LIRNEasia’s research 
(released in 2005 in Jakarta, mentioned 
above) got them to initiate a study (includ-
ing a visit to India) to look into Indonesia’s 
high leased-line prices. The repeated as-
sault (by us, and other stakeholders that 
used our data) worked. In October 2007, the 
regulator announced that leased-line prices 
were to be regulated through a ministerial 
decree and that prices were expected to 
drop by 50 percent.The operators reacted 
by pro-actively reducing prices. 
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Other researchpolicy success 
stories
Apart from the ones already mentioned in 
this section, there are a number of other ex-
amples of LIRNEasia’s research influencing 
policy. We highlight some here. 

CDMA-licensing intervention in Sri Lanka
LIRNEasia’s first research, presented at the 
inaugural expert forum in 2004 described 
a drop in investment caused by litigation 
and uncertainty. Many actions were taken 
to remedy this situation including, most 
importantly, the making available of ad-
ditional frequencies to operators so that 
low-cost CDMA [Code Division Multiplex 
Access] telephony could be introduced. 
This involved a complex set of tradeoffs 
that were negotiated by PIPU [Public In-
terest Program Unit of the Ministry for 
Economic Reform, Science and Technol-
ogy], the unit that housed the core startup 
members of LIRNEasia in 2002-04. After 
PIPU was dissolved and LIRNEasia had 
come into being, the Telecom Regulatory 
Commission issued one of its rare consul-
tation papers on how the CDMA 800 band 
should be assigned. One of LIRNEasia’s 
earliest Rapid Response actions was the 
response to that consultation paper. Most 
of its recommendations were incorporated 
into the final plan. The sequencing and as-
signments were efficacious, as evidenced 
by the extraordinarily rapid growth that en-
sued on both the “fixed” and mobile sides. 

Broadband quality and price benchmarks 
used in interventions in Bangladesh and 
India
Recommendations based on our Broad-
band Quality of Service Experience and 
Broadband Price Benchmarks research 
enriched the broadband policies of Bang-
ladesh and India, thanks to quick interven-
tions funded through the Rapid Response 
program. Responding to the Bangladesh 
Telecommunication Regulatory Com-
mission’s draft Regulatory and Licensing 

Guidelines (August, 2008) we said that 
the then broadband prices in Bangladesh, 
among the highest in the region, called for 
an increase in supply. LIRNEasia also disa-
greed with the rationale of preventing exist-
ing operators from offering wireless broad-
band services. The response stressed that 

the minimum bandwidth should reflect fu-
ture consumer requirements and that oper-
ators should ensure minimum bandwidth at 
least up to the first international entry point. 
Three out of four of our recommendations 
were accepted. In August 2009, LIRNEasia 
with its partners at IIT-Madras responded to 
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the TRAI on the consultation paper ‘Band-
width required for ISPs for better connec-
tivity and improved quality of service’. We 
recommended the use of contention ratios 
between 1:20 and 1:50. TRAI specified ra-
tios 1:30 (business) and 1:50 (residential).

Silver lining in the tsunami cloud: towards 
early warning 
The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami was an 
enormous shock. No one could have im-
agined so many people dying in so short 
a time. Over one in 600 Sri Lankans died 
on the 26th of December 2004 (though 
thankfully the dire predictions of deaths 
from sickness in camps did not come to 
pass because of the extraordinary post-
disaster response). As professionals, we 
decided our best contribution would be 
knowledge and started work on designing a 
national early-warning system for Sri Lanka 
in early January. LIRNEasia people’s time 
and knowledge were donated. Lakshaman 
Bandaranayake of Vanguard Management 
absorbed most of the local costs and was 
a true partner. Peter Anderson of Simon 
Fraser University came on a promise of fu-
ture reimbursement. In record time (three 
months), a comprehensive concept paper 
on a National Early Warning System for Sri 
Lanka (NEWS: SL) was prepared through 
a highly consultative, Colombo-based and 
media-centric process, and presented to 

the government. The professional fees that 
were made possible through subsequent-
ly-received IDRC funding were donated 
to form the core of the Tsunami Memorial 
Research Fund that supported disaster-
related research up to 2008. 

Understanding that the first-best option 
of government supply of effective early-
warning was unlikely to be implemented 
for various reasons but energized by the 
very positive mindset change at Sarvo-
daya, we then started work on researching 
the second-best solution: a last-mile warn-
ing system that would prepare Sarvodaya 
communities to effectively receive and act 
upon government warnings. We obtained 
approximately USD 500,000 for a two-
year project from special tsunami funding 
administered by IDRC. The results of this 
complex and path-breaking study were tak-
en to key audiences in Bangladesh, India 
and Indonesia in 2007-08 through a series 
of knowledge-sharing workshops.

Like all policy work, and all research, in fact, 
the story is not one of unqualified success.
We would really have liked it if the govern-
ment had accepted our recommendations 
on an effective national early-warning 
system. In retrospect, the message would 
have been better-received if it was commu-
nicated with less rage. 

But the big win early in the process was 
Sarvodaya: ‘One of the biggest lessons we 
learned from the Tsunami was how lacking 
Sri Lanka was in terms of an emergency 
warning system. The most tragic aspect 
of the events of 26th December 2004 was 
the needless loss of life’. Disaster risk re-
duction, including warning, is now part of 
Sarvodaya’s strategic plan; the training ma-
terial we developed is now part of the regu-
lar curriculum of Sarvodaya Shanthi Sena 
(peace brigade) inductees. Even though we 
could not sustain a 24/7 early-warning cent-
er, the ability to move to 24/7 operation very 
quickly is there. Most importantly, our work 
has contributed to changing mindsets at Sri 
Lanka’s largest, and most broadly embed-
ded people’s organization, with a network 
covering 15,000 villages, 34 district offices 
and over 100,000 youth. That, in our view, 
is our highest achievement.

We field-tested a range of technologies 
to reach villages effectively. Addressable 
satellite radios were found to have great 
potential, in combination with simpler tech-
nologies such as mobiles. Unfortunately, 
WorldSpace, the company that developed 
the cutting-edge devices (a critically im-
portant new feature was that they could be 
remotely activated in the event of a disas-
ter) at our request, went into bankruptcy 
in 2008. We hope the technical advances 
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will not get lost in the process. DEWN, the 
GSM-based warning system developed by 
Dialog Telekom at the University of Mor-
atuwa with the participation of Microimage, 
a local software firm we got to know be-
cause of the blog, was also field-tested by 
LIRNEasia. Major improvements, such as 
making it fully CAP [Common Alerting Pro-
tocol] compatible, giving it a larger screen 
for messages, downplaying the original call-
back button, etc., resulted. It has now been 
deployed throughout the government’s dis-
aster management system. The main cred-
it, of course, goes to its developers, but we 
can be happy that our work helped. 

We solved the technology problems but 
need to do a little more on institutional fac-
tors. We identified the necessity of having 
5-6 trainers on a continuous roster as the 
key to making Sarvodaya villages disaster-
resilient and came up with a proposal on 
how to sustain them in collaboration with 
the tourist hotels along the coast. The seed 
money needed to get this moving fell through 
at the last minute, but we will try again. 
 
Research on agricultural information 
and markets now mobilizing multiple 
partners
Our work on agriculture has borne fruit in 
bringing together a wide range of stake-
holders to create efficiencies in agriculture 
markets through ICTs based on our original 
research findings. At present, we are work-
ing towards creating a mobile-phone-based 
forward-market mechanism together with 
Sri Lanka’s largest mobile operator Dialog 
Telekom; produce market-price collector 
Govi Gnana Seva; owner of island-wide 
wholesale markets, the Ministry of Trade 
and Commerce; the USAID-funded Con-
necting Regional Economies [CORE] pro-
gram and the Knowledge Network for Rural 
Development in Asia Pacific Region [EN-
RAP] program of the IDRC. The service is 
to be officially launched in late 2009. 

Common Alerting Protocol [CAP] used 
for hazard dissemination
CAP standardizes the content of alerts and 
notifications across all hazards, including 
law-enforcement and public safety and nat-
ural hazards such as severe weather, fires, 
earthquakes, and tsunamis. CAP, designed 
by Botterell et al4, first came in to being 
through the Organization for the Advance-
ment of Structured Information Standards 

[OASIS]5 in 2004, first as version 1.0, and 
then as a refined version 1.1 in 2005. The 
standard was adopted, in 2007, by the In-
ternational Telecommunication Union’s 
Telecommunication Standards Sector 
[ITU-T]6. Many emergency-management 
organizations have adopted CAP as an 
interoperable standard for communicating 
situational-awareness reports and the con-
tent standard is gaining popularity.
 
LIRNEasia’s research on CAP began with 
the HazInfo project [Evaluating Last-Mile 
Hazard Information Dissemination: a re-
search project]7, though it was mentioned 
in the 2005 NEWS: SL Report. The Haz-
Info Project employed it for standard data 
interchange between the Hazard Informa-
tion Hub and the end-user devices placed 
in the hands of last-mile rural communities. 

The project specifically researched the use 
of CAP in multi-language environments as 
Sri Lanka. It was integrated into the project 
because it is an open-source, XML-based 
protocol with clearly-defined elements, ca-
pable of supporting data interchange across 
multiple dissemination channels. HazInfo 
research findings identified the need for a 
CAP Broker; a single-input multiple-output 
software that has led to developments em-
bedding an Alerting Module in the Sahana 
Disaster Management Framework8.The 
current pilot, Evaluating a Real-Time Bio-
surveillance Program9, is using the Sahana 
Alerting Module and is testing CAP stand-
ard for communicating health-risk informa-
tion to officials.

Innovation through necessity: the new 
budget telecom model
In early 2008, CONNECTasia Forum, a 
company owned by senior researchers at 
LIRNEasia, was asked by Nokia to explain 
a puzzle. In their study of the total cost of 
ownership [TCO] for low users in 77 emerg-
ing economies, they found that four South 
Asian countries had TCOs of less that USD 
5 per month while the average was USD 
13.15 and in the high USD 30s in some 
countries. They wanted this explained. The 

Low income customers in Bangladesh use 
phone for business, Telecompaper, 10-Mar-09

Thumbs up for India’s telecom regulatory policy, 
The Deccan Herald (Bangalore), 10-Mar-09

Usage gap: Sri Lankan low income customers can use mobiles more 
for business: study, Lanka Business Online, 9-Mar-09

Low income Sri Lankans use mobiles least 
for business: Study, TMCnet, 9-Mar-09

Ideas for Sri Lanka after the war, 
Lanka Business Online, 9-Mar-09

Coverage on Teleuse@BOP3 research, Lanka Busi-
ness Report (ETV), 9-Mar-09

Briefing: Asia telecommunications, 
TMCnet, 10-Mar-09

Source: Nokia (2008, Quarter 4). Expanding 
Horizons. Pg. 4 - 7

Source: Nokia (2008, Quarter 4). Expanding Horizons. Pgs. 4-7
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Mobile penetration in hinterland goes 
up, The Hindu, 9-Mar-09

Pakistan, most conducive telecom market for new entrants, India 
least efficient: A survey by LIRNEasia, WATBlog, 9-Mar-09

Weighing Regulatory Risks,  
Voice & Data, 6-Mar-09

TRAI’s broadband QoS guidelines: Reveal 
contention ratio, MediaNama, 3-Mar-09

From economist to TV host: Reaching out to 
new audiences, IDRC, 5-Mar-09

Broadband in India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka 
and its service quality, Tech Patrika, 7-Mar-09

India lacks successful telecom regulatory envi-
ronment, The Business Standard, 9-Mar-09

Endnotes:
1 http://lirneasia.net/2006/08/forward-movement-on-dam-

safety-in-sri-lanka 
 
2 Mastel: Turunkan tariff saluran sewa Internet, Bisnis Indone-

sia, 27 October 2005; Costly leased lines hamper Internet, 

The Jakarta Post, 15 November 2005; Innovative approach 

promotes use of WiFi in RI, Jakarta Post, 14 November 

2005; Mastel: Turunkan tariff saluran sewa Internet, Bisnis 

Indonesia, 27 October 2005; Tarif Internet Di Indonesia, Ma-

hel Sekalleee…, rakyatmerdeka, 9 October 2005; Telekom 

dan Indosat Membuat Tarif Internet di Indonesia Mahal, 

Warta Ekonomie, 20 October 2005. 
 
3 Leased line prices to be regulated (Biaya leased line dihara-

pkan turun 50%, Tarif sewa jaringan akan diregulasi), Bisnis 

Indonesia, 27 September 2006. 
 
4Botterell, Art and Addams-Moring, Ronja. (2007). Public 

warning in the networked age: open standards to the rescue. 

Communications of the ACM, 30 (7), 59-60.  
 
5 OASIS website - http://www.oasis-open.org/home/index.php  
 
 
6 CAP becomes an ITU-T Recommendation - http://www.itu.

int/ITU-T/newslog/Common+Alerting+Protocol+Becomes+IT

UT+Recommendation.aspx  
 
7 HazInfo project - http://lirneasia.net/projects/2006-07/evalu-

ating-last-mile-hazard-information-dissemination-hazinfo/  
 
8 Sahana Disaster Management Framework – http://www.

sahana.lk/  
 
9 RTBP - http://lirneasia.net/projects/2008-2010/evaluating-a-

real-time-biosurveillance-program/   

puzzle deepened when one factored in 
the profitability of the South Asian opera-
tors, which was at that time quite high. 
The answer, based on four in-depth stud-
ies of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka, was that a different business 
model, the budget telecom network mod-
el, had been implemented. This included 
radical reductions in opex, but most im-
portantly the reduction of transaction 
costs per active SIM that enabled these 
companies to gain revenue even from 
minutes generated by low users. The 
analogy was to budget airlines. 
After Nokia released these findings in 
its magazine, Expanding Horizons, they 
continued to talk to LIRNEasia, express-
ing interest, in particular, in our teleuse@
BOP findings. Combined with Telenor’s 
interest in our work, this led to a signifi-
cant increase in high-quality visitors to 
the LIRNEasia website from Northern 
Europe and even comments from No-
kia representatives on the website. The 
Indian teleuse results, the first to be re-
leased, were featured in another issue of 
the magazine. The work done on the mo-
bile having the greatest potential to serve 
as a pathway to the information society 
for the poor will be featured in the first is-
sue in 2010. 
 
LIRNEasia recommendations make 
it in to SAARC Chairman’s speech 
and the SAARC Declaration 
The Summit of the South Asian Associa-
tion for Regional Cooperation [SAARC] 
was held in Colombo in August 2008. 
Using international voice benchmarks 
collected by LIRNEasia, a policy brief 
containing proposals for lowering intra-
SAARC international voice telephony 
charges was developed. The brief was 
sent to all the SAARC regulatory agen-
cies and an intensive effort was made to 
place the story in the media in multiple 

countries, including in news agencies. 
The proposal made it in to SAARC Chair-
man’s speech and the Declaration. 

The Delhi Summit last year laid 
stress on connectivity. Today, we 
find that with the advances of com-
munications technology, good con-
nectivity is not very far from our peo-
ple. Although the numbers of mobile 
phone users in South Asia are rapid-
ly increasing yet, our people remain 
distanced through the barrier of 
tariffs. I, therefore, propose that we 
actively promote a reduced tar-
iff for IDD calls within the South 
Asian region to bring our people 
much closer, much sooner… Ma-
hinda Rajapaksa, President of Sri 
Lanka, SAARC Chairman, 2008. 

…The Heads of State or Govern-
ment observed that an effective 
and economical regional telecom-
munication regime is an essential 
factor of connectivity, encouraging 
the growth of people-centric part-
nerships. They stressed the need 
for the Member States to endeav-
our to move towards a uniformly 
applicable low tariff, for interna-
tional direct dial calls within the 
region… Item number 6, Fifteenth 
SAARC Summit Declaration, “Part-
nership for Growth for Our People”, 
Colombo, 2-3 August 2008.
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Research projects 
The following research projects, spanning multiple research cycles and multiple countries, have provided the 
raw material for our policy work. Short descriptions and a few key learnings from each are highlighted. More 
information is, of course, available on our website.
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Fairer sex patronizes public phones, but lags in 
pvt ownership, The Economic Times, 27-Feb-09

Mobile users unwilling to change their operator, 
IT Acumens (Discussion Board), 26-Feb-09

Mobile value added services for rural areas need 
content, The Financial Express, 23-Feb-09

Just gave a missed call? Survey says you may be  
from India, The Times of India, 18-Feb-09

Giving miss call is a typical Indian 
activity, Blog With Me, 18-Feb-09

Indian VAS Industry: Gearing up for a new era, 
Cybermedia India Online Ltd, 24-Feb-09

Mobile users unwilling to change 
operator, The Hindu, 26-Feb-09

Emerging markets are leading global mobile growth. These mar-
kets contain the largest numbers of poor people.  As such, growth 
necessarily involves many at the bottom of the pyramid [BOP]. 
Innovations in technology, business models and policy are re-
quired to serve the BOP efficiently; even more crucial is deep in-
sight into the growing demand for telecom services at the BOP. 
 
Teleuse at the bottom of the pyramid, or Teleuse@BOP, pio-
neered by LIRNEasia in 2005, is a unique series of cutting-edge, 
demand-side studies of ICT use among the BOP. It was the first 
large-sample study to assess demand for ICT services among 
emerging Asia’s BOP. Over the past four years, LIRNEasia has 
built a brand name in demand-side telecom research, develop-
ing a wealth of knowledge and expertise in this area. The study 
findings have proved useful in making governments understand 
the significance of telecom, especially the mobile, at the bot-
tom of the pyramid.  Its findings have contributed to debates on 
universal service policies, on taxation and even on registration 
of phones for security purposes.The wide media attention re-
ceived in multiple countries in multiple languages is evidence 
of the relevance of, and need for, such research in the industry.   
 

The study has grown from a two-country pilot survey to a six-
country representative-sample study of BOP teleusers in 
Asia, in addition to qualitative research across India, Paki-
stan, Bangladesh, the Philippines, Thailand and Sri Lanka. 
Over 20,000 respondents have been interviewed since 2005. 
 
Teleuse@BOP1 (2005) served as a pilot. It highlighted the degree 
of phone-sharing at the BOP, revealing potential for innovative 
forms of shared access. Teleuse@BOP2 (2006-07), uncovered 
that many at the BOP were now in a position to take up mobile 
ownership, with a projected 140 million declaring intent of phone-
ownership by mid-2008. Teleuse@BOP3 (2008-09) focused on 
if, and how, mobile phones are being used for more-than-voice 
or ‘Mobile 2.0’ applications, such as payments (including migrant 
remittances), voting and obtaining market information. The most 
recent findings show great progress in telecom access and owner-
ship across countries since 2006; the access challenge at the BOP 
has been met. The biggest increases in BOP connectivity were in 
2006-07, suggesting that industry dynamics, rather than govern-
ment actions, are driving the process. 

Figure 4: Total BOP phone ownership: 2006 vs. 2008 (% of BOP teleusers)
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Figure 5: Urban: rural divide in phone ownership (urban: rural)
(2.0 = for every one rural phone owner, there are two urban) 
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Missed call has now become the digital shorthand for 
“Call Me Back”, Forums India: Mobile News, 18-Feb-09

Reliance triggers another price war in Indian mobile sub-
scribers market, News from Telecom World, 17-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, humharyanvi, 15-Feb-09

Mobile price wars in the downturn: Time to do 
battle? Developing Telecoms Watch, 13-Feb-09

Bangladesh: International telecom 
policy, Global Voices, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, Voice of India, 16-Feb-09

Indians prefer phone calls to SMS, 
Silicon India, 18-Feb-09

Agricultural Information and Markets [AgInfo]
Some of our researchers were studying how to create efficiencies 
in agricultural markets using ICTs well before LIRNEasia was es-
tablished. Govi Gnana Seva (Farmer Knowledge Service) was a pi-
lot project funded originally by the World Bank but subsequently by 
private individuals, that collected and disseminated real-time prices 
from Sri Lanka’s largest wholesale market for fruits and vegetables 
at Dambulla; this served as the foundation of LIRNEasia’s agricul-
ture-related work. Having learnt that GGS was playing some role 
in the farmers’ decision-making process, LIRNEasia’s first move 
was to systematically understand the transaction costs involved in 
the value chain of fruit and vegetable farmers: from the decision to 
grow a particular crop to sale at the Dambulla market. We found 
that the information search cost at the selling stage, even though it 
was much talked about, was less than what was incurred in various 
other stages; the decision stage in particular. Our research showed 
that farmers needed a lot more information, particularly about the 
price the crop was likely to fetch, at decision time in order to reduce 
the volatility of prices at the wholesale markets; and that, mobile 
phones could make it happen. These new insights traveled far 
and wide to researchers from Asia to Africa, and even the United 
States, who incorporated our findings in their work. This work also 
influenced IDRC who then requested some of our researchers to 
undertake a study on how ICTs were improving the livelihoods of 
farmers across the entire South Asia region. One of our researchers 
was invited to join an international advisory panel on a large study 
to understand how ICTs, and particularly mobile phones, were im-
proving efficiencies in African agriculture markets. Our research-
ers made several presentations and participated in discussions on 
these findings and related policy implications at conferences across 
the world, including North America, North and Sub-Saharan Africa, 
South Asia and China. At these fora, we proposed the creation of a 
mobile-based, forward-market information platform that would be-
come the foundation for a fully-fledged, spot-and-forward transac-
tion platform along the value chain to be developed later.

We then moved to obtain wide stakeholder support for our primary 
objective of using mobile phones to improve efficiencies in agricul-
ture markets. After many months of hard negotiations, we signed 
an agreement with Sri Lanka’s largest mobile phone operator to  
create a fee-based or on-demand virtual space for spot and forward 
prices for agriculture produce from across the island; this was to  
expand GGS from a price collection and dissemination operation at 
a single location to an island-wide mechanism serving large trad-
ers and small farmers alike. We then convinced USAID to support 
the work to determine how this expansion could happen in terms  

of incentive structures and socio-economic and technology factors. 
As a part of our ongoing Mobile 2.0 research, we began a study to 
understand how such ideas were becoming operational in India. 
In order to actually create forward transactions based on this plat-
form, IDRC supported a year-long action research pilot to imple-
ment, observe and improve the solution among a group of farmers 
by considering the institutional and other arrangements that impact 
upon the solution. 

LIRNEasia’s work on agricultural markets has now become a high-
energy multi-stakeholder activity where we have joined with private 
and public actors to address the gravest problem facing the largest 
number of people in our region: agricultural poverty. 

Harsha de Silva talking to farmers who participated in the agriculture  
traceability project, Thalawa, Sri Lanka 

Data collector using a PDA to capture market prices at Dambulla Dedicated 
Economic Center [DDEC], Sri Lanka
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Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, AussieIndoLanka, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, iGovernment, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of tele-
com industry, 24Dunia, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom, 
Cybermedia India Online Ltd, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, Headlines India, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of tele-
com industry, DARE, 13-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, Thinking Aloud! 13-Feb-09

Measuring Regulatory Performance
Investment is necessary for improving telecom sector performance. 
Investment risk is the primary determinant in making investment 
decisions – the higher the risk, higher the rate of return has to be 
(higher the return expected by investors).  At the point of invest-
ment, investors face multiple risks (e.g. macro-level country risk, 
market or commercial risk). Regulatory risk (emanating from gov-
ernment action, including but not limited to, actions of the regula-
tory agency with authority over the telecom sector) is what our Tel-
ecom Regulatory Environment [TRE] survey attempts to measure. 
The TRE is a subjective measure of regulatory risk – it asks cross 
section of informed, senior (CEO-level) stakeholders in a country’s 
telecom sector to assess the effectiveness of the country’s regula-
tory environment. The evaluation is done along seven dimensions 
(market entry, allocation of scarce resources, tariff regulation, uni-
versal service obligations, interconnection, anti-competitive practic-
es, quality of service) based on the GATS regulatory reference pa-
per. The results, when compared historically, can indicate improve-
ments or declines over time of regulatory risk. The differences in 
scores for different aspects of regulation and policy provides a very 
useful diagnostic tool for understanding how different policies and 
regulatory actions are perceived within a country (for example in 
2008, we saw Indian stakeholders rate India’s spectrum allocation 
dimension poorly, while rewarding the regulators with high scores 
in the tariff regulation dimension. Both extremes reflected what was 
happening in real-life: India’s bugling of 3G spectrum allocations 
and the foresight shown in allowing competition to reduce prices in-
stead of regulating tariff plans). The results when compared across 
countries can point to countries with lower regulatory risks, thereby 
giving potential investors a good indicator on where to invest (all 
other risks remaining equal).  Over time, TRE scores help track 
stakeholder opinion of various regulatory action. Case in point was 
India’s TRE score for Universal Service Obligations – in 2006 this 
was India’s lowest score and the lowest USO score amongst coun-
tries surveyed. The TRE results and separate USO research led us 
to reach out to the Indian regulator to change its policies – and in 
2007 TRAI did change the rules, making mobiles eligible to receive 
subsidies. The 2008 USO scores for India increased by nearly 64 
percent, with stakeholders rewarding the regulator and policymaker 
for reducing market distortions in USO policy.  This is the biggest 
increase in TRE scores we have seen yet, in any country and in 
any dimension. 

A smaller, yet interesting part of measuring regulatory performance 
is the benchmarking of regulatory websites. In reaching operators, 
citizens, researchers, the website is often a primary mode of infor-
mation delivery employed by regulators.Together with our sister re-
search network in Latin America [DIRSI], a methodology (a scoring  

 
sheet, of sorts) has been developed over time which helps evaluate 
each regulator’s website as objectively as possible. For example, 
points being given if public consultation details are published on-
line, if laws/regulations are published online, if consumer redresses 
procedures are published, and so on. This benchmarking has been 
carried out in 2006 and 2008 in Asia. Results have recently been 
published in a book. 

Both the TRE Survey and Regulatory Website survey results are 
double-edged swords – regulators that rank high like it, and high-
light our research often in their official documents. Rank them low, 
and we get intense debates on methodology. But either way, these 
two tools have proven to be incredibly effective in engaging regu-
lators’ attention, and have opened up windows of opportunity to 
discuss broader policy matters. 

Figure 6: Indian TRE scores for Universal Service Obligation
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Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
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Competition among telcos ensures customer 
retention, The Economic Times, 12-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, Mumbai News.Net, 12-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, IndiaNews.net, 12-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, IndiaNews.net, 12-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, IndiBlitz, 12-Feb-09

Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, SouthAsiaNews.com, 12-Feb-09

Benchmarking Telecom Sector Performance
As a regional policy think-tank, regionally comparable, up-to-date 
data is our primary raw material. Developments in the sector are 
ultimately measured in sector performance indicators related to ac-
cess, price, quality and choice. We therefore expend significant en-
ergy picking the right indicators to track, ensuring that data collec-
tion in each country is done according to common methodologies, 
and making sure the definitions for each indicator match regionally. 
This is not easy. For example, for years, we have been pushing 
everyone (international organizations, media, and regulators) to 
eliminate the term “number of mobile phone users” from their vo-
cabulary because all we or anyone can count is the number of SIMs 
issued, not the number of users. The massive corrections being re-
ported for Pakistan’s mobile connections as a result of a far-sighted 
effort to clean up the process supports our position. 

We continue to collaborate with the ITU, the Partnership on Mea-
suring ICT for Development and other organizations on such stan-
dardization activities. We have brought together national regulatory 
authorities and national statistical organizations of SAARC and 
ASEAN countries to discuss the issue of supply-side benchmark-
ing. In addition, every six months, we ourselves collect and publish 
several reports that track supply-side data. These reports bench-
mark broadband prices (wholesale and retail prices), international 
calling prices, international roaming prices and mobile prices in 
several countries in emerging Asia. 

But sector performance is not limited to benchmarking from the 
suppliers’ point of view. What about what the user really experienc-
es? We measure broadband quality of service experience [QoSE]
from the user’s point of view, using a software application devel-
oped by our partner, the Indian Institute of Technology, Madras. 
It depends partially on volunteer users, donating their computing 
power for testing broadband speeds and making the results public, 
so that operators are forced into action. This testing is done every 
six months as well. For the first time, we ran newspaper advertise-
ments with the results in November 2009, timed to coincide with 
the 11th meeting of the South Asian Telecom Regulators’ Council 
[SATRC] in Colombo. 

  

Advertisement in The Daily Mirror (Sri Lanka), 24 November 2009
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Rural India key growth driver of telecom 
industry, Sindh Today, 12-Feb-09

Mobile 2.0
Mobile 2.0 is the use of mobiles for ‘more-than-voice.’ Mobiles can 
send/receive voice, text and images; they can be used as organiz-
ers, for making payments and even as radios; it is envisaged that in 
the next few years, they will also be capable of information-retrieval 
and publishing functions, normally associated with the Internet. 
Juxtaposing this with the dominant ‘fat pipe’ (coaxial cable, fiber 
coming into each household carrying voice, data and entertain-
ment) narrative of the developed economies, LIRNEasia proposed 
that Mobile 2.0 would be the dominant narrative for the develop-
ing world, and not telecenters as many development practitioners 
tended to believe a few years back. In other words, the mobile is 
the path to the Internet for most of us.

Although the extent of mobile 2.0 use is still inchoate, our research 
shows clear trends of the things to come. M-payments are becom-
ing increasingly popular in the Philippines followed by Sri Lanka. 
India has become the breeding ground for m-government applica-
tions. We have also demonstrated that Cell Broadcasting, perhaps 
the ideal mode of early public warning for rapid-onset disasters, 
can be effectively used. We have seen e-commerce (or at least the 
first step of e-commerce, the searching and matching functionali-
ties) becoming a reality through the mobile-phone-based applica-
tion CellBazaar in Bangladesh, used to sell everything from grains 
to goats with four teeth. We have seen blue-collar workers in multi-
ple countries participating in online social networking through Buz-
zCity, again via their mobile phones. 

Knowledge to Innovation [K2I]
The importance of knowledge for development is universally rec-
ognized but there is very little empirical work on the actual me-
chanics of the process. Understanding the process is important for 
formulating policy tools be they for government policymakers or 
non-governmental policymakers such as industry associations. 

K2I is often equated with the management of knowledge flows 
among development organizations, but, the focus of the K2I project 
at LIRNEasia is on actors and institutions that directly affect peo-
ple’s quality of life. For example, the focus of the K2I project, funded 
by IDRC’s Innovation Technology and Society program, concerns 
knowledge-to-innovation processes in solid-waste services in lo-
cal government in Sri Lanka. To date, the project team has tested 
several tools for knowledge-sharing among stakeholders in solid-
waste services. Attempts to apply the tools throughout the country, 
in partnership with provincial and local authorities, are ongoing.

Health Nurses in Tamil Nadu (India) engaging in an m-HealthSur-
vey usability/certification exercise, part of RTBP’s human computer 

interaction evaluation cycle

LIRNEasia’s Knowledge to Innovation project team participating at 
a rally organized by the Gampaha Municipal Council [GMC], as a 

partner in GMC’s Waste to Money project
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Evaluating a Real-Time Bio-surveillance Program: A Pilot 
Project [RTBP]
The research question that the Real-Time Bio-surveillance Pro-
gram [RTBP] promises to answer is “Can software programs that 
analyze health statistics and mobile phone applications that collect 
and report health information potentially be effective in the early 
detection, intervention, and prevention of disease outbreaks?” This 
m-Health project is a pilot aiming to study the technology, human, 
and policy implications of introducing RTB to Sri Lanka and India. 
Conventional aggregated reports on disease counts or the paper-
based notification systems in India and Sri Lanka have not proven 
to be effective in providing the much-needed near real-time detec-
tion for containing disease outbreaks before it takes lives. RTBP is 
introducing a mobile-phone application for collecting rural health 
data, real-time detection algorithms with geo-spatial analytical 
tools, and standardized situational reporting to improve productivity 
in providing epidemiology units with means to detect disease out-
breaks well-in-advance to control them before reaching the tipping 
point.

Village Health Nurses in the Sivaganga District belonging to the 
state of Tamil Nadu, India and Sarvodaya Suwadana Center Prima-
ry Health Workers in the Kurunegala District, Sri Lanka, have been 
provided with mobile handsets costing around USD 100 equipped 
with the RTBP-developed m-HealthSurvey java software applica-
tion to submit patient records. The district health officials will use 
the T-Cube Web Interface detection software to establish statisti-
cal patterns in the collected data to identify adverse events. Upon 
discovering any events of interest, the health officials will use SMS, 
email, and web technologies to notify respective health workers of 
the eminent health threats. The project is currently in its evaluation 
phase.

Partners for this project include the Rural Technology and Busi-
ness Incubator of the Indian Institute of Technology, the National 
Center for Biological Sciences, India, the Sarvodaya Shramadana 
Movement, Sri Lanka, Carnegie Mellon University’s Auton Lab, the 
University of Alberta and Respere Lanka (Private) Limited. 

Public Health Center Medical Officer in Tamil Nadu (India) operating the 
m-HealthSurvey to submit patient syndromic data (left), while an RTBP 

field coordinator observes; m-HealthSurvey is the name of the mobile ap-
plication used for collecting information on patients’ diagnosis from clinics 

and hospitals in the RTB program
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Diversifying Participation in Network Development 
In the first of our research cycles (2005-06), we looked at 
different ways in which networks were being extended to 
new areas. In Indonesia, we found that high leased-line 
prices were forcing operators to use Wi-Fi for backbone 
connectivity instead of in the last few meters as was 
the case in other countries. In Bangladesh, we found 
Grameen Telecom, in association with Grameenphone, 
using mobile phone ladies to extend mobile access to 
the rural poor while allowing the ladies to make a good 
living and the telco to make a profit. We studied instru-
ments intended to ensure universal access to telecom 
services and concluded that in the case of India they 
were unnecessary and were distorting markets. We 
found that in the case of Nepal, even the best-designed, 
least-cost subsidies for network extension had failed 
in the absence of necessary regulatory conditions. We 
studied different conditions for opening up backbone 
networks, a necessary resource for network extension. 
The work has led to many policy changes, including USO 
policy improvements in India and the lowering of leased-
line prices in Indonesia. It was the basis of the book, 
ICT Infrastructure in emerging Asia: Policy and Regula-
tory Roadblocks,  New Delhi & Ottawa: Sage and IDRC. 
The book is downloadable, chapter by chapter, from the 
IDRC website.
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