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The Next Generation Universal Service toward Ubiquitous
Broadband Ecosystems in ASEAN (USO 2.0) White Paper
Under the ASEAN ICT Masterplan 2020, to strengthening Digital Inclusion in ASEAN is through
development of an ASEAN Next-Generation USO (USO 2.0) Framework.
In 2017 - 2018, ASEAN TELSOM with support from USAID delivered a white paper on the Next
Generation Universal Service Obligations towards Ubiquitous Broadband Ecosystems. The paper addresses
the goals of Universal Service Obligation (USO) policies on information and communication
technology (ICT) development in countries of the ASEAN region.
It presents background, discussion, ideas, and recommendations for establishing and updating USO
policies for ASEAN Member States (AMS), to reflect changing conditions and objectives in the
regional and global ICT markets.
The ultimate goal is to support the adoption by AMS of next-generation USO policies that will help
drive universal broadband ICT ecosystem development throughout the region.
The benefits of universal communications are widely understood.

The Broadband ICT Ecosystem
The main elements
of the broadband
ICT ecosystem are
illustrated in the
following diagram,
which shows the
key linkages and
underlying
influences that
drive broadband
growth and
adoption.
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USO Policies
USO policies for broadband ICT development need to take into account all of these elements, address gaps
in access, affordability, and user capabilities, and bring together suppliers, customers, and local and national
officials to define comprehensive broadband development strategies.
A central focus of universal service policies, therefore, is how to ensure adequate funding will be made
available to bring broadband ICTs to all geographic locations and populations.
Universal Service Funds (USFs) as a primary policy and funding mechanism for promoting universal service
objectives.
USFs have operated in dozens of countries, including nations in the ASEAN region, for many years.
Traditionally, these funds have served as a key mechanism for channeling funding from telecommunications
industry sources and revenues (which have been earned from the most profitable market segments) toward
subsidizing the build out of infrastructure and services in marginal, rural, and remote locations.
The USF model has different characteristics in different countries, and a range of approaches have been
introduced over the years.

Critiques of the USF
Some of the specific types of shortcomings identified by USF critics, such as the GSMA,
which represents mobile operators, have included the following:











USF framework and rules that do not support or permit use of the funds for the services required
(e.g., wireless, broadband)
Inadequate or misguided articulation of fund strategy and objectives that impede effective
administration
Local conditions that impede or endanger the full deployment of approved projects
The absence of adequate primary infrastructure and facilities, thus impeding or precluding project
deployment (e.g., accessible transmission backbone)
Inefficient or excessively complex decision making, approval and governance processes
Inadequate skill levels available for rural rollout, ongoing maintenance, and sustainability
Structural flaws in setting up the fund and its relationship with the various other institutional
bodies involved in oversight or policy making
Lack of qualified and/or interested vendors to bid on USF projects
General managerial, operational, and capacity issues.

Enhancing USF institutional planning and operations
For a USF to be most
productive in meeting
Universal Service
goals, and overcoming
some of the criticisms
listed above, it must
effectively define and
implement each of
these components.
Briefly, the main
elements to address
include:
Source: David N. Townsend &
Associates

KEY USF ISSUES
Member States that have active USF operations or are considering establishing or
modifying such funds, should address several key issues.
The following are some of the most significant:


How should the fund be organized, structured, and managed?



What levels of contributions should be required, and by which industry players?



What should be the priority objectives of the USF, and what types of projects should be financed?



What entities should be eligible to receive funding?



How can the USF administration best ensure transparent, equitable, and effective use of its resources?

8

Approaches to Infrastructure Development
The most widespread types of USO programs and projects have been, and continue to be,
those that support the build-out of telecommunications and ICT infrastructure and
networks, and those that provide retail telecom services for unserved and underserved
areas and populations.
The two main types of supply side programs tend to involve (1) backbone network
infrastructure, and (2) mobile telephone networks and services.
While Demand Side Program: Local Fixed Broadband Access Networks, Community
Information Centers, and Institutional Connectivity.

ASEAN USF Strategy Discussion continues
In July 2019 ASEAN TELSOM held a Consultative Workshop on the Approaches to ASEAN
Next Generation Universal Service Obligation (USO 2.0).
Key takeaways/questions from ASEAN Member States (AMS) were:
 How to measure and assess success?

While USO program is seen to be successful, according to surveys the top uses have all been
entertainment services, such as social media.
This raises questions of whether the program has been successful from a socioeconomic
perspective, or whether this is the start of the journey – where users get more comfortable and
confident in using other digital services, even where entertainment continues to be their
primary use.



As ASEAN represents a widely diverse group of economies, with different levels of
development, more still needs to be done to align policies on trade, USO, and
definitions of what minimum levels of broadband should be made available to support
regional growth.
A study on Return of Investment (ROI) of USO could help support this, but as of yet no such
studies have been proposed. This ROI should look beyond penetration numbers, and where
broadband connectivity has expanded the scope of economic growth, in terms of local content
development, digital entrepreneurship, and social mobility.



As AMS transition from USO 1.0 to USO 2.0, is there agreement/alignment on
what we are transitioning towards?



To consider the importance of PPP
The importance of increased collaboration within government (among the different
education, health, finance etc. ministries), local government, and private sector in
ensuring inclusive development.
 In Indonesia’s case, the process has already begun, with BAKTI actively
working on developing the ecosystem and working with various government
ministries on demand-side programs and developing relevant applications.
 In Malaysia, Celcom Axiata is helping to develop this awareness and teaching
users how to take advantage of digital financial services, building financial
literacy, and teaching them how to use e-commerce

Overview of current Internet Penetration in ASEAN
Member States

Mid-2019

Mid-2021

Brunei Darussalam

94.9%

104.5%

Cambodia

48.6%

73.4%

Indonesia

53.2%

76.8%

Lao PDR

35.4%

52.1%

Malaysia

80.1%

89%

Myanmar

33.1%

52.1%

Philippines

62%

81.9%

Singapore

84.5%

87.7%

Thailand

82.2%

83.6%

Vietnam

65.7%

77.4%

Mid-2019
391 million active Internet
users (59.2%) of the
population, or…
270 million unconnected
(40.8%)

Mid-2021
517 million active Internet
users (76.7%) of the
population, or…
156 million unconnected
(23.3%)

Source:
https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats3.htm
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156 million individuals unable to access digital services
which can lead to a widening socioeconomic gap
Excluded from opportunities such as:

Digital financial
technologies and
fintechs – help
connect the
unbanked

Online
resources and
e-learning
sites

Telemedicine
programs – provide
remote healthcare,
alleviate crowding
at hospitals

ICTs increase
productivity, overcome
labour and land
shortages, extreme
weather conditions,
rapid urbanization, etc.
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