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Realising Digital Pakistan

A DIGITAL VISION
FOR 2025
In the coming decade, Pakistan has the
opportunity to make a sustainable transition
from a low- to middle-income country by
adopting digital solutions to its most pressing
challenges. From improving agricultural
training and productivity, to dramatically
changing the educational system and
expanding the reach of the health system,
digital technologies will benefit all and
generate plentiful jobs for the young.
Digital technologies have the potential to
enable the Government to achieve all of the
goals stated in the Ministry of Planning’s
document, Pakistan 2025—One Nation, One
Vision. This report, Realising Digital Pakistan,
contributes to Vision 2025 by laying out a
feasible roadmap for achieving most of these
goals in the next five years. This would ensure
a prominent position for Pakistan in the

adoption of digitalisation amongst developing
nations. Malaysia’s ICT indicators for 2020
offer a target Pakistan can also achieve by
2020, via digitalisation of the economy.
Today’s 10 times gap between Pakistan and
Malaysia (see Table 1) will narrow to three
times by 2020 even without accelerated
digitalisation. But if the Digital Pakistan vision
is realised, Pakistan will be able to close the
gap with Malaysia much more quickly, making
it feasible for the two countries to have similar
KPIs by the beginning of the next decade (see
Box 1.)

A BETTER DIGITAL FUTURE FOR PAKISTAN
We identify five pillars to secure a better future for the people of
Pakistan via ample utilisation of digital technologies:

e-COMMERCE :

Mobile Identity,
mPayments
and Software Exports

e-SERVICES :
mEducation,

e-GOVERNANCE :

Bringing all government
services to the mobile
web

THE ECOSYSTEM
DIGITAL INNOVATION

INTERNET FOR ALL
The Foundation ; ‘Broadband connectivity for all’
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A DIGITAL VISION
FOR 2025
In many developed and middle-income
countries the introduction of digitalisation
provokes fierce resistance from entrenched
incumbent sectors, from taxi companies
to retailers to banks. But Pakistan has the
opportunity to leapfrog incumbent systems
and generate significant productivity
improvements and job creation via the
widespread adoption of digital solutions.
In education, e-Books could replace the
problems of delivering school books to
elementary schools across the country,
women’s health in rural clinics can be
supported by connectivity to urban centers
of excellence, and remote advice to farmers
would improve agricultural output. Mobile
money accounts provide financial inclusion
and safe identity checking backed by
biometric identification of mobile users.

Today, Pakistan is clearly behind its regional
peers—Bangladesh, China, India, Sri Lanka,
and Malaysia— in terms of ICT indicators
(see Table 1). Digitalisation is demanded
by the people of Pakistan who want to be
interconnected with the global economy
and networked society. We believe in five
years, or less, Pakistan could have the same
ICT indicators as Malaysia, paving the way
for middle-income country status by 2025
or earlier. To achieve this goal all players
have to do a lot more than simply go about
business as usual. The size of the social and
economic benefits is huge, but urgent action
is required and this will only happen if both
the Government and the private sector take
ownership of the Digital Pakistan agenda.

We will provide the highest priority to the development
of ICT for the provision of quality services, education,
employment generation and women empowerment.
Pakistan is strategically located on the crossroads of
south and central Asia and the energy-rich Middle East
and will provide a business friendly environment for all
kind of ICT services to grow in Pakistan.
—

Nawaz Sharif, Prime Minister of Pakistan

Key-note address at the Connect Asia Pacific Summit 2013, Bangkok

Close coordination between government,
the private sector, academia, and civil society
to expand connectivity and build innovation
centres to support Pakistan’s transition to
the digital economy is of utmost importance
in achieving this shared vision. Aligning
government policies and regulations, private
investment, academia, and civil society
activism for digitalisation to benefit all, is the
biggest challenge Pakistan faces in achieving
its Vision 2025.
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A high-level joint government and private
sector task force under the direct supervision
of the Prime Minister’s office should be
established to develop a Digital Pakistan
agenda and oversee its implementation.

Realising Digital Pakistan

A DIGITAL VISION
FOR 2025

In the spirit of democratic governance,
revolutionary polices and visionary
approach, we will give very high priority
to the Information and Communications
Technology (ICT) sector. It is our belief
that in today’s global economic and
technological dynamics, ICT plays a
vital rolein national development, good
governance, and public services. The world
is evolving rapidly into a knowledge-based
economy. Hence the ICT sector must
become a primary sector at the national
level.
—

A CHANCE TO LEAPFROG
BY ACCELERATING
DIGITALISATION
Table 1 below illustrates how far
Pakistan is behind other South Asian
countries in just about every key
ICT indicator. For Pakistan to catch
up with Malaysia by 2020 as we
propose, very rapid growth will be
necessary as the gap is currently
from 1.77x to 10.48x depending on
the key indicator. However Malaysia
is a relatively developed digital
economy while Pakistan is just
starting on the development path
so a much faster growth rate can be
expected.

Pakistan Muslim League (N)

National Agenda for Change--Manifesto 2013

TABLE 1 : PAKISTAN KEY ICT INDICATORS IN REGIONAL COMPARISON
Country

Total Mobile
Penetration

Bangladesh

Unique Mobile
Subscribers

3G + 4G

Smartphones

79.36%

42.42%

7.04%

15.11%

Malaysia

138.95%

54.27%

81.78%

82.68%

Pakistan

64.17%

30.69%

7.80%

10.90%

Sri Lanka

115.21%

47.75%

39.34%

31.34%

Source Box: GSMAi (Q2 2015), *ITU
(2014), **ITU/UNESCO (2015), and †
DOMAINTOOLS.com (2015)
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A DIGITAL VISION
A
DIGITAL VISION
FOR 2025
FOR 2025
Table 2 shows that all things equal the gap between
Pakistan and Malaysia narrows by 2020 to
three times on mobile broadband and smartphone
penetration, so that the policy challenge is to develop
new initiatives that will fill this gap, allowing Pakistan to
match Malaysia’s 2020 KPIs.

TABLE 2: PAKISTAN AND MALAYSIA –
MBB AND SMARTPHONE PENETRATION
2015

2020
PAKISTAN

PAKISTAN
14%

44%
43%

12%

SMARTPHONE

MOBILE BROADBAND

SMARTPHONE

MOBILE BROADBAND

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

MALAYSIA

MALAYSIA
86%

93%

130%

113%

SMARTPHONE

MOBILE BROADBAND

SMARTPHONE

MOBILE BROADBAND

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

PENETRATION

Source Box: GSMAi; ITU/UNESCO (2015)
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E-SERVICES:

LEAPFROGGING WITH mHEALTH,
mEDUCATION AND mAGRI
Pakistan’s health and education indicators are
the poorest in the region in most categories,
while agricultural productivity is also behind.
Catching up using traditional tools would
take a long time. The proper utilization of
new technologies to enhance the wellbeing
and training of the people of Pakistan offers
the best opportunity to quickly close the gap.
One tool which is already in place is mobile ID
leading to a fully-verified mobile subscriber
base which can be used to securely provide
life-enhancing services. More can be done
by leveraging the success of the country in
expanding mobile technologies, and focusing
mobile broadband to bring key benefits to
society.
Pakistan can improve its health sector by
having its best urban hospitals connected via
mobile broadband with rural hospitals and
health clinics. This will allow the development

of mHealth services connecting physicians
and state-of-the-art medical equipment at
the city hospitals to medical staff and patients
at rural clinics. This has been done in other
parts of the world and has been shown to
promote high standards of health services,
create services that leverage connectivity,
and provide training to rural nurses and
doctors.
It is clear rural women and girls are the
least-served section of society, and using
mobile technologies to provide services to
them would make a big difference. mHealth
has a clear link with mEducation and a major
task in Pakistan is to increase the number
of health care providers through training of
women who can assist other women and girls.
Training midwifes and nurses will be critical
to improving the current status of health
indicators.

Pakistan’s health, education and agricultural indicators

are the poorest in its region catching up using traditional tools would take a long time, but
new technologies could put Pakistan on a fast-track to close the gap

e-Health

e-Education

Pakistan

Malaysia

91.3%

98.2%

access to improved water source

41.8 million
students in pakistan

26.4 million

attend public schools

Pakistan

China

0.83% 1.46%
physicians density
Mobile technology can:

43% of students
are girls, despite nearly

50% of the Pakistani
population being female

Mobile technology can:

Connect physicians and state-of-the-art
Aid rural schools with limited resources. Many
equipment in leading hospitals with rural clinics public schools are not fully operational, due to
lack of teachers and materials
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e-Agriculture

e-Services: Leapfrogging with mHealth, mEducation and mAgri

40%

of Pakistan’s labour

force within the
agriculture sector

Mobile Agriculture (mAgri) can

Improve productivity through real-time
information for farmers:

weather reports
crops and fertilizer information
training in new techniques

Realising Digital Pakistan

E-SERVICES:
LEAPFROGGING WITH mHEALTH,
mEDUCATION AND mAGRI

Pakistan has 41.8 mn students, with 26.4
mn of those in public schools and 15.4 mn
in private schools. Data on the number
of schools connected to broadband
Internet is not available. Public schools are
concentrated in rural areas, where most
assistance from mEducation to improve
quality and access is required. Many rural
schools are not operational as they lack
teachers and students. mEducation could
make a huge difference in this context.
One critical area is the education of girls in
Pakistan. Any mEducation initiative must
incentivise girls’ education in the countryside,

where most teachers are women but only 43%
of all students are female, although nearly
half of the population is female. One way to
make an impact is connecting schools and
providing educational content via e-Books to
overcome the current waiting time to deliver
books to schools, which goes well into the
academic year.

such as crops, fertilizer and weather reports,
and also providing training in new techniques.
In Kenya for example, where agriculture is of
similar importance to the economy, a suite
of mAgri tools tailored to the local market
provides services from mobile storefronts to
micro financing to information on suppliers

Agriculture is the key pillar of the Pakistani
economy with more than 40% of the labour
force in this sector. mAgri can greatly improve
productivity by getting famers real-time
information about a variety of factors
impacting on their business,

In neighbouring India, operators have
pledged blanket 4G coverage to farmers
in the heavily-agricultural state of Punjab,
with the aim of boosting productivity and
yield. Pakistani Punjab is the country’s most
agricultural province, and could do with a
similar initiative.

TARGET

PRIORITY ACTIONS

Connect all schools and hospitals
to broadband Internet access, and
provide all farmers with mobile
access

Leverage USF funds to assure
connectivity of all public schools
and Public-private partnerships
(government, private sector, NGOs) to
develop scalable pilots on mHealth,

public
schools

mHealth

Public-private
partnerships

mAgri

mEducation

MEASUREMENT

100%

100%

to broadband Internet by

clinics connected to

2020

broadband Internet by

of public schools connected

of public hospitals and

2020
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IN THE COUNTRY
to have mobile
access, and access to
a selection of mAgri
apps, by 2020
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E-COMMERCE: MOBILE IDENTITY,
mPAYMENTS AND SOFTWARE EXPORTS
A thriving and rapidly growing B2C
e-Commerce market is developing in
Pakistan. Despite the comparatively small
number of fixed-line connections in the
country, the development of an e-Commerce
ecosystem began several years ago before
the wireless broadband boom began.
Because Pakistan was an undeveloped
Internet market, and also a largely unbanked
society, the large international e-Commerce
companies never entered the market. This
spurred entrepreneurial, tech-savvy locals to
develop Pakistani portals and apps tailored to
the needs of the local market and available in
both English and Urdu.

Successful local e-commerce portals
now include zameen.com in real estate,
pakwheels.com selling cars, vmart.pk dealing
in electronics products and general consumer
goods portals like shophive.com, daraz.pk
and symbios.pk.
Drawn by the potential size of the market
(only $60-$100 million in 2015 but with huge
growth potential), with tens of millions of new
wireless broadband subscribers expected to
sign up, thanks to the introduction of cheap
Chinese smartphones and affordable data
packages, overseas investment has also
started to appear.

Internationally it has taken off a lot more
slowly, and what has held it back in many
places is expensive and cumbersome
legacy EDI systems but they are now being
replaced by ubiquitous and affordable online
platforms. Tax and regulatory concerns
have also had a major impact on sales
volumes. The local software industry can
educate industry verticals of all types in
the benefits of collective buying via B2B
platforms.The government could also have
an impact by developing its own B2B (or
G2B) e-Procurement platform. And it should
practice light-touch regulation and taxation
to help stimulate this nascent market.

BOX 2: A PAKISTANI E-COMMERCE SUCCESS STORY
Back in 2008 a young man working in a Karachi call centre
set up homeshopping.pk because he had been unable to
buy an iPod from Amazon, which like other major online
retailers would not deliver to Pakistan. Shayaan Tahir, then
aged just 22 and a qualified airline pilot unable to get a
flying job, thought there must be plenty of other equallyfrustrated potential customers. He started as a one-manshow operating from his bedroom in his parents house
using a web site developed for free for him by a friend and

In the early days, and to a large extent
today, the business model for B2C is cash
on delivery because online bank transfers
are a new introduction and most people
do not have credit cards. However, online
banking is taking off and at the same time
as mobile broadband booms, the country’s
mobile operators are introducing branchless
banking, such as Telenor’s Easy Paisa which
can be used in mCommerce transactions.
Leveraging mobile identity to authenticate
all forms of e-Commerce transactions would
be a plus.
As eServices grow in the country, and
particularly as cashless transactions catch
on it will be vital to build trust in the security
of online services. The government working
with Parliament must finalise a cybersecurity policy and draft a cybercrime law.
Once these are in place then a National
Computer Emergency Response Team
(CERT) to quickly respond to cyber incidents
could be established.
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with seed money of Rs 10,000 ($90). Within a few months,
largely thanks to word-of-mouth, the orders started
rolling in and it has been steady growth since then with
65 employees and a $10 million annual turnover as of last
year. Plenty of expansion is planned with a home shopping
channel next for Pakistan while a Dubai operation has been
launched with plans to expand around the Middle East and
into Turkey.

Local e-Commerce start-ups are attracting
venture capital from as far afield as Malaysia
and France. Innovative overseas operators
have also joined in. Giant German company
Rocket Internet, which specialises in tailoring
western success stories to the needs of
emerging markets, now has three ventures in
Pakistan. So on the B2C (and C2C) side all the
government needs to do is step back and let
the market evolve without any unnecessary
interference in the form of restrictive
legislation save for security legislation or
heavy taxation. The mobile operators, device
vendors and software developers will take it
from there. Everything the government can
do to create Digital Pakistan will help the
development of B2C e-Commerce.
When it comes to B2B e-Commerce it is a
different story both internationally and in
Pakistan. Basically this type of e-Commerce
is about large companies procuring what they
need via Internet platforms rather than the
traditional supply chains.

e-Commerce: Mobile Identity, mPayments and Software Exports

B2C
Majority of B2C businesses
operate

a cash on delivery business model

Branchless banking

and mCommerce services are
being increasingly used by mobile
operators

US$60 - US$100 million

mCommerce market size as of 2015

10 million+

Expected new wireless broadband
subscribers

Realising Digital Pakistan

E-COMMERCE: MOBILE IDENTITY,
MPAYMENTS AND SOFTWARE EXPORTS
T he Pakistani software industry has already
shown it has budding entrepreneurs and
developers, both in terms of what it has
done in the eCommerce field and in largely
unsung software development for overseas
companies. Pakistan has a very strong IT
freelance community and, according to
the Elance Annual Impact Report 2014,
the country was fourth worldwide in terms
of freelance earnings. There has been
good growth in recent years of the overall
IT industry in the country with around 70
medium-sized IT firms earning nearly $530
million, mainly in software development and
service outsourcing, according to statistics
from the State Bank of Pakistan. However one
analyst estimates around 75% of earnings
are held overseas to finance the cost of
foreign offices and international marketing
making the real figure in excess of $2 billion.
Even so this is only a tiny fraction of the $100
billion-plus IT exports of India. Another sign
of the quality of the personnel working in IT
in Pakistan is that since 2010 the country
has won 25 gold and silver awards at the
Asia Pacific ICT Awards. Every year another

10,000 IT graduates join the 100,000-plus
already in the workforce. The success of the
freelance sector, the ability of Pakistani IT
workers to win international awards and a
large highly-qualified, English-speaking
workforce, suggest there is huge potential
to boost software exports and outsourcing.
Developing this sector could provide a major
boost to the economy while raising Pakistan’s
international profile in a positive way. The
Government should do what it can to build on
the work being done by the Pakistan Software
Exports Board (PSEB) via trade missions
and trade attachés at embassies and official
Pakistan stands at exhibitions. These steps
will help promote the country’s expertise
in software development and its price
competitiveness, in order to achieve PSEB’s
goal of $5 billion in SW exports by 2020.A
comparatively small amount spent raising the
profile of Pakistan’s IT community could bring
rich rewards.

B2B
25

top awards won by Pakistan at
the Asia Pacific ICT Awards

4th

in the world in freelance
earnings from outsourced
software development

70

Medium-sized IT firms earning
nearly $530 million

75%

of earnings estimated to be held
overseas making the real earnings
figure more than US$2billion

10,000

annual additions to IT workforce
in Pakistan

PRIORITY ACTIONS

TARGET
Triple the 2015 total value of
e-Commerce in Pakistan by 2020

X3

1

Mobile operators
to leverage mobile
identity backed by
biometric identification
to authenticate all
e-Commerce transactions

2

e-Procurement
platform for
government
procurement

3

Enhanced trade
diplomacy to
promote software
exports

MEASUREMENT
REACH $300
MILLION (USD)
VALUE OF E-COMMERCE IN
PAKISTAN BY 2020

$5 BILLION
SOFTWARE
EXPORTS
BY 2020

2015-2020
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E-GOVERNANCE:

TRANSPARENCY AND IMPROVED
PUBLIC SERVICES DELIVERY

2005
E-GOVERNMENT
SYSTEM INTRODUCED
IN PAKISTAN

Although Pakistan has a long-standing
eGovernment Directorate, which has been
renamed the National IT Board, as part of the
Ministry of Information Technology (MoIT),
and an e-Government Strategy has been in
place since 2005, there is still a very long
way to go to fill the gap between the public’s
demand for services and the availability
of services. What is available to the public
electronically is mostly in the form of “how-to”
web pages rather than the practical timesaving applications available to citizens of
countries with more advanced e-Governance.
Fortunately the way in which pent up demand
for public services can be addressed is now
increasingly available in the form of wireless
broadband and mobile phones. To be an
effective e-Government, it must be available
to the masses and this is only possible via
mobile broadband. Pakistan has a very
limited fixed-line base and was a late adopter
of 3G, with 4G still in its very early days. But
every day thousands of people are getting
online for the first time as wireless broadband
coverage spreads around the country, and
now is the time to start making a huge range

62 %

OF PAKISTAN’S POPULATION
LIVE IN RURAL AREAS WHO
COULD BENEFIT FROM ONLINE
SERVICES

of not just e-Government,but mGovernment
services available to all.
Other countries have found a good starting
point is to create a government portal which
users of all services come to first so they do
not have to memorise the names and urls of
numerous government websites. In Dubai,
for example, a single portal allows the public
access to 2,000 Government eServices from
filing tax returns, to applying for a passport
or driver’s licence, to filing a birth or death
certificate and so on replacing the need for
physical visits to government departments.
In Pakistan this would enable rural dwellers
to avoid travelling huge distances to perform
menial filing tasks. Another common feature
of e-Governance is giving citizens the right
to complain and hold underperforming
bureaucrats to account for enhancing
performance. The public can also make
suggestions for improving government
performance and services. mPayments,
using mobile phones to pay for government
bills and penalties such as utility bills and
police fines, is also an important time-saving
feature.

Online time-saving
tasks:
PAY UTILITY BILLS
FILE BIRTH OR DEATH
CERTIFICATES
APPLY FOR PASSPORTS
AND DRIVERS’ LICENSES

Source Box: *as of 2014, statistic from
The World Bank
11

e-Governance:
Chapter Title Transparency and Improved Public Services Delivery

Realising Digital
Whitepaper
Pakistan
Title

E-GOVERNANCE:
TRANSPARENCY AND IMPROVED
PUBLIC SERVICES DELIVERY
Another important aspect of e-Governance is transparency.
The web offers a great mechanism to improve transparency
and accountability, offering civil society an effective mechanism
to monitor the execution of government budgets and policies.
Associated with that, an open-data policy would provide useable
data to the public, enabling analysts and start-ups to develop
new ideas and propositions from public data. By the same token
mobile operators must look into a form of open data to facilitate
apps development using the huge amount of data they collect.
Developing local apps for local conditions is a key part of
e-Government, and this could be done in a series of challenges
from government departments to the new technology innovation
iHubs when they come into being.

TARGET
Increase transparency and access
to government budgets, policies
and services.

PRIORITY ACTIONS
1

Government to
develop a central
portal giving access
to all government
agencies and apps

2

Operators and
government to
facilitate access to
their data to facilitate
app development

3

Civil society
organizations to
propose key areas of
government budgets
and policy execution
data to be made
easily available via
open data

MEASUREMENT

2,000
Government services made
available over the mobile web
by 2020
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open data
policies
Enactment of open data
policies

utility bills can
be paid by mobile
Availability of payment of
all utility bills via mobile
payments by 2020
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STRENGTHENING THE DIGITAL
INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM
In order to meet the challenges of building a
Digital Pakistan, public-private partnerships
are key to developing technology innovation
by setting up technology incubators and
facilitating seed money for entrepreneurs.
There is plenty of hard-won experience
around the world to demonstrate the
potential pitfalls, but also how to fast track
this type of project. The launchpad should be
a single iHub in one major city developing new
smart services tailored to the specific needs of
that city. With the first hub established, more
can then be set up in all provincial capitals,
and small innovation centers developed in all
government colleges and universities.
Spreading the net as widely as possible is
also important in creating much-needed new
employment opportunities for the nation’s
youth. Pakistan’s population has grown
rapidly in recent years and according to the
World Population Review the median average
age is now just 23.16 years with more than
half of the population being under 25. The
economy has to grow at a rate of 7 to 8 per
cent a year to absorb young people entering
the workforce and strengthening the digital
innovation ecosystem will be a major help in

this regard. Establishing strong links between
the ICT industry and academic institutions will
help produce a workforce with a relevant skill
set to meet the challenges of a digital future
Telecom operators and international
technology providers can supply the
connectivity, software and devices required
to enable smart services. But it is the next
layer down which is vital. The resources and
expertise of local and regional software
and hardware developers are best suited
to developing tailored solutions to local
challenges.
Innovation hubs are springing up in cities
worldwide. They promote new business
and business partnerships by bringing
together stakeholders from all parts of
the value chain to collaborate at a much
earlier stage in product development than is
normally the case. In particular they come
together to meet challenges thrown up by
the government and the private sector. The
government’s ICT R&D Fund plans to establish
an incubator, Tech City Pakistan, in Islamabad
and this should be strongly supported and
encouraged by the private sector.

PAKISTAN’S

population and economy

25

23.16
Y E A R S OL D

MEAN AGE OF
PAKISTAN’S
RESIDENTS

50%+
POPULATION
UNDER 25YRS
OLD

7% - 8%

PER Y E A R
THE RATE THAT
ECONOMY HAS TO
GROW

TO ACCOMMODATE YOUNG PEOPLE
ENTERING THE WORKFORCE

.

WHAT ENTREPRENEURS NEED TO SUCCEED
S T RONG L INK S BE T WEEN

PUBL IC-PRI VAT E
PART NER SHIPS

ICT industry

academic
institutions

Help produce a workforce with
skills to take on a digital future

A RE K E Y TO DE V EL OPING
T EC HNOL OGY INNOVAT ION:
Set-up technology incubators

JOIN FORC E S TO PROV IDE FACIL I T IE S

EN T REPRENEURS

Seed money for entrepreneurs
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STRENGTHENING THE DIGITAL
INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM
THE ASSEMBLY, DUBAI’S IHUB, OFFERS A MODEL OF NEXT
GENERATION INCUBATOR
The Assembly in Dubai (www.theassembly.ae) is a new incubator
iHub which opened in May 2015. It recently organized a hackathon to
meet a challenge set by Dubai Internet City to develop new Smart City
Applications. Nine teams were chosen to get help from The Assembly in
seeing their projects through to completion. There are plenty of similar
challenges which could be set in, and solutions to them found in Pakistan.
The Assembly runs a weekly free workshop to provide both training and
a meeting place for local entrepreneurs and developers, executives and
specialists from the IT industry and government officials. It also has
a fully-equipped smart lab where ideas developed in workshops and
hackathons can be carried though to prototype level. A lot has been
achieved in a short space of time, and although the Assembly is just a few
months old it is already looking at regional expansion.

TARGET
Pakistan to establish

Next-generation iHub

In Pakistan, the government, operators, technology
vendors, and academia can work together to provide
facilities (premises for meetings, a well-equipped
smart lab for prototyping), greenfield funding (MOIT’s
National ICT R&D Fund can allocate resources) and
general mentoring for budding entrepreneurs and
technology developers with government agencies
and companies posing challenges. Punjab Information
Technology Board’s Plan 9 Technology Incubator could
be involved, sharing its experiences and acquired
expertise, and the member companies of private
software houses association P@SHA could provide
workshops and mentoring. It would make sense to invite
expressions of interest from successful technology hubs
elsewhere which are looking to export their models. The
management of these hubs know how to best provide a
stimulating environment for professional work activities,
get stakeholders from all parts of the value chain
collaborating from the outset, and how to promote new
businesses and business partnerships. This is exactly what
Digital Pakistan needs.

PRIORITY ACTIONS
1

technology incubators to
leverage technology to resolve
local challenges

Public Private
Partnership to set up
an iHub in Islamabad
within the new
Technology Park

2

Expand the
Islamabad
experience to all
provincial capitals

3

Operators and
technology
suppliers to
partner with the
iHubs

MEASUREMENT

Formation of
iHub

in Islamabad and four
provincial capitals by
2020
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250 training
workshops

in Pakistan’s iHubs
by 2020

Strengthening
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20 corporate/
government

challenges addressed
by iHub developers in
the next five years

10 start-ups

originating from the
iHub experience
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THE FOUNDATION:
BROADBAND FOR ALL
The benefits of
digitalisation can
only be realized with
affordable,
universal broadband
Internet access

Broadband connectivity is the fundamental
requirement for the digital economy and
networked society. Today, this encompasses
network infrastructure, connected devices,
data centers, big data analytics and cloud.
The benefits of digitalisation can only be
realised once there is affordable, universal
broadband Internet access. In Pakistan,
mobile broadband will be the primarily source
of high-speed Internet access, increasingly
demanding fibre backhaul capacity to 3G, 4G
and, in the future, 5G cell sites. There is an
urgent need to increase the fibre footprint in
Pakistan as all of the initiatives in this report
require high-speed backhaul. In China a major
national fibre rollout project is well advanced
and India has now also started its own major
rollout. It is important for the Government of
Pakistan to follow this lead and work with the
private sector to ensure all cities and towns
in the country are connected by a national
high-speed fibre network. The Universal
Services Fund (USF) should be a major source
of finance for fibre development.

MALAYSIA HAS:

8X 6X

CONNECTIONS

HIGHER
SMARTPHONE
PENETRATION

BY

PAKISTAN
SHOULD TARGET
EQUALING
MALAYSIA’S ICT
INDICATORS.

2020

POSITIVE IMPACT OF APRIL 2014
SPECTRUM AUCTION:

0% TO 12%

mobile broadband
penetration increase in 18 months

21%
URGENT need to increase fibre
footprint in Pakistan to connect
all cities and towns by national
high-speed fibre network
For Pakistan, when it comes to connectivity
the glass is less than half full (see Chart
1). Pakistan’s performance across all ICT
indicators is at the bottom, or close to the
bottom, compared to its Asian developing
country peers.
Consistent with the government’s Vision
2025 we believe Pakistan should target at
least equaling Malaysia’s ICT indicators by
2020. As we near the end of 2015, Malaysia
has eight times more mobile broadband
connections than Pakistan and a six times
larger smartphone penetration, according
to GSMA Intelligence (GSMAi). By 2020,
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increase in
smartphone
shipments

based on the current policy frameworks in
both countries, this difference will decline
to roughly three times for both MBB and
smartphone penetration (see Table 2).
For Pakistan to match Malaysia’s connectivity
levels for MBB a new set of policies must be
implemented. An acceleration of three times
better performance is achievable over five
years. But a change in mindset is necessary
to achieve this goal. And this is nothing less
than a digital transformation of the country.
The current policy framework for connectivity
in Pakistan is restricted to only one policymaking tool: release of spectrum. The
auction of spectrum in April 2014 indeed
had a very positive impact on connectivity.
In just a year and a half mobile broadband
penetration jumped from zero to 12% and
shipments of smartphones in Pakistan
increased by 21.2%, as shown in Chart 3.
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The increasing role of smartphones in
Pakistan is underscored by the growth in
smartphone penetration vs. computer/
tablet penetration. Since 2009, smartphone
penetration has been higher than computer
penetration.

SMARTPHONE SHIPMENTS PAKISTAN,
JAN 2014-JUNE 2015*
BEFORE SPECTRUM RELEASE

AFTER SPECTRUM RELEASE

HIGHEST
502
LOWEST
470

HIGHEST
616
LOWEST
526

MEAN,
474.29
JAN
2014

Although making new spectrum available
has helped increase connectivity, taxation
policy has put a brake on growth. Provinces
recently introduced high data services taxes
and the federal government increased taxes
on devices. Internet data traffic taxes are
rare internationally and have caused popular
protest in other countries (for example,
Hungary). Import duties for mobile devices
and sales tax have also increased.

MEAN,
574.82
DEC
2014

JUN
2014
AVERAGE EFFECT OF SPECTRUM RELEASE
ON MONTHLY SMARTPHONE SHIPMENTS

There are other key areas in which policy
stimulus can be used to spur connectivity.
Policy tools not being used include facilitating
infrastructure rollout by easing rights of
way (RoW), lowering costs of devices and
services by eliminating and reducing taxes,
bringing all government services to the web,

since

2009

APR
2015

+21.%

expanding mEducation, mHealth and mAgri,
and facilitating mCommerce. In future when
the government auctions off more spectrum,
it must bear in mind demand for spectrum
is associated with higher demand for data,
which is still weak as the policy framework is
not supportive on the demand side.

The government faces a low taxation to
GDP ratio (10%), caused by widespread tax
evasion, and targets the ICT sector to help
plug the fiscal deficit. Because citizens,
the non-profit sector and businesses are
hungry for ICTs, the governments (federal
and provincial) see it as an opportunity to tax,
hence limiting access to ICTs. This mentality
must change for Pakistan to develop ICTs to
their full potential and reap the benefits of
digital transformation.

SMARTPHONE X COMPUTER PENETRATION
IN THE POPULATION–PAKISTAN
(2006-2014)**
16%

SMARTPHONE POPULATION PENETRATION

14%
12%
10%

MORE
SMARTPHONES
THAN
COMPUTERS
IN PAKISTAN

8%
6%
4%
COMPUTER POPULATION PENETRATION

2%
0%
2006

2007

2008

2009

2 0 10

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

Source Box: *TechPolis elaboration from
OEMs’ data ,** GSMAi; ITU (2014).
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THE FOUNDATION:
BROADBAND FOR ALL
There are other key areas in which policy stimulus can be used to spur connectivity.
Policy tools not being used include facilitating infrastructure rollout by easing rights
of way (RoW), lowering costs of devices and services by eliminating and reducing
taxes, bringing all government services to the web, expanding mEducation, mHealth
and mAgri, and facilitating mCommerce. In future when the government auctions off
more spectrum, it must bear in mind demand for spectrum is associated with higher
demand for data, which is still weak as the policy framework is not supportive on the
demand side.challenges.

TARGETS
Pakistan to achieve digital
connectivity indicators similar to
Malaysia by 2020

Developing data centers to support cloud computing is also important as the
cloud drives ease of access to applications and all content, with great benefits for
citizens, government, and businesses in Pakistan. Finally, data analytics allows the
increasing amount of digital information to be used to address major societal and
economic challenges.

PRIORITY ACTIONS
1

Use Universal Services
Fund (USF) to strengthen
fibre backbone

MEASUREMENT

2

Sign World Trade
Organization (WTO)
information technologies
agreement

= 100%

3

Reduce all activation
and service taxes by 25%
every year from 2016 to
2020

MOBILE BROADBAND AND
SMARTPHONES TO REACH
AT LEAST 100% PENETRATION
BY THE END OF 2020

RECIPE FOR ACHIEVING BROADBAND FOR ALL:

+
Ease public
right-of-way
requirements
to facilitate
infrastructure
rollout
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+
Lowering
smartphone
device costs,
by reducing
or eliminating
taxes
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+
Reduce or
eliminate
data taxes

=
Develop data
centers to
support cloud
computing

Broadband
for All
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ROADMAP
Prime Minister to create the Digital Pakistan Commission with
key Cabinet Members plus private sector, academia and NGO
representatives to formulate plan to accelerate digitalisation
across all economic sectors in view of matching Malaysia’s key
ICT performance indicators by 2020 and implementing all goals
of Pakistan 2025
— One Nation, One Vision plan

2016

2019

Public/private sector partnerships

Civil-society organisations to

Evaluation of the first three years

to advance fibre deployment, increase
access to broadband and digital
services, including utilisation of USF

propose key areas of government
budgets, and policy execution data to
be made easily available via open data

Universities and NGOs to engage
with mobile operations and
government in pilots of mHeath,
mEducation and mAgri which could
be scaled into national public
programmes

Operators, federal and provincial
governments to facilitate access

of digital acceleration programme and
adjustment of priorities and execution
to keep on track to match Malaysia’s
digital KPIs by 2020

Planning for introduction of
e-Books in the public schools system

Mobile operators to leverage
mobile identity backed by biometric
identification to authenticate all
e-Commerce transactions

Government to sign World Trade
Organization’s (WTO) information
technology agreement

Operators to engage in iHub within
Islamabad’s Technology Park to foster
innovation

Reduction of 25% in all activation
and service taxes on mobile
broadband

PTA to develop a long-term
spectrum roadmap (10 years)
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2017

Roadmap

to their digital data for useful app
development to address real problems
of society through open-data policies

Implementation of pilots of
e-Books in the public school system
Pilot of national digital health
programme connecting urban
centers of medical excellent
to rural hospitals and clinics
Public/private partnership to develop
mobile-based programmes of

Reduction of 25% in all activation
and service taxes on mobile
broadband

2020
Evaluation of four years of digital
acceleration programme, final
adjustments to match Malaysia’s
digital KPIs by the end of the year

assistance to farmers

Reduction of 25% in all activation

Reduction of 25% in all activation

and service taxes on mobile
broadband

and service taxes on mobile
broadband

Planning of Digital of Pakistan II

2018

Scaling
mEducational
and mHealth
to nationwide
programmes

Expansion of iHubs Reduction of 25%
to provincial capitals

in all activation and
service taxes on mobile
broadband

Realising Digital Pakistan

ROADMAP
In order to digitalise Pakistan effectively,
these components must be achieved
individually, before joining together to
create a connected country.

THE ROAD AHEAD FOR
DIGITALISING PAKISTAN

Reduce restrictive
legislation or heavy
taxation on sector
Reduce or eliminate
device and data taxes
Grow
e-Commerce

Develop data centres
to support Cloud
computing
Facilitate
infrastructure
roll-out

Provide more services,
especially for rural residents

(62% of Pakistan population)
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Roadmap

Amplify
e-Government

Incubation
Programmes

Digitize
key sectors

More mentoring and funding
for budding entrepreneurs and
technology developers

health

agriculture

education
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