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Summary 

The present document was written in the context of a region undergoing 
profound digital transformation – a trend accelerated by the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic. It contains a review of the current state of broadband 
connectivity and the digital divide in the Asia-Pacific region. It also contains highlights 
of emerging government policy practices on expanding meaningful and affordable 
access to broadband Internet and further accelerating digital transformation for 
sustainable development. The present document also shows how the collective 
dependence on digital connectivity during COVID-19 has reinforced the importance 
of regional cooperation, which has a direct bearing on the preparations for the second 
phase of implementation of the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway initiative.  

The Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific may wish to 
review the findings and recommendations herein and provide further guidance to the 
secretariat on the future work in this area. 

 

 I. Introduction 

1. The emergence of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, 
coupled with economic, social and environmental uncertainties, has brought to 
the fore new digital divides and development inequalities in the Asia-Pacific 
region. While the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic vary within and 
across the region, a common feature is that digital readiness, universal 
broadband connectivity and digital capacity have played a key role in containing 
the contagion, mitigating the devastating socioeconomic impacts and preparing 
for building back better with more resilience.  

2. Advanced economies equipped with reliable and affordable broadband 
Internet and digital content are turning the COVID-19 crisis into a new 
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opportunity to scale-up digital transformation and the digital economy by 
adopting frontier technologies. Middle-income economies have accelerated their 
“catch-up” process to close the gaps between them and more advanced countries, 
with some leapfrogging into next generation wireless networks by increasing 
investments in digital infrastructure and innovative technologies.  

3. Despite progress in developing policies to address the digital divide and 
bring affordable connectivity to all, many low-income economies in the Asia-
Pacific region still must contend with inadequate digital connectivity, and large 
swathes of their populations still have limited access to meaningful and 
affordable broadband Internet for inclusive development. This has constrained 
governments’ efforts to address the impacts of COVID-19, maintain delivery of 
a broad range of services during lockdowns and enhance productivity for 
economic growth.  

4. The pandemic has thus highlighted the key role digitalization plays 
across the entire development spectrum. Digital connectivity and digital 
transformation based on the availability of meaningful and affordable access to 
broadband Internet emerged as key solutions, not only to monitor, track and treat 
COVID-19 cases but also to coordinate and ameliorate unprecedented 
socioeconomic lockdowns within and between countries – including movement 
restrictions of goods and people, closures of schools, suspension of air travel, 
interruption of trade, job losses and social disruptions. Based on this experience, 
to build back better with resilience, the need for scaled up investments to expand 
access to meaningful, affordable and reliable broadband Internet as well as to 
innovative technologies has moved up on the policy priority-setting agendas of 
most countries. 

5. Against this background, the present document contains a brief review of 
the state of broadband connectivity, a key ingredient for digital connectivity and 
transformation in Asia and the Pacific, including the challenges to addressing 
the growing digital divide and the opportunities for transforming digital 
economies to become more inclusive. Examples of effective information and 
communications technology (ICT) policies and practices for expanding 
meaningful and affordable access to broadband Internet and accelerating digital 
transformation at the beginning of and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic are 
provided. Documenting good practices can make them available as useful 
lessons learned for enhancing resilience of Asia-Pacific developing countries 
with regard to future global pandemics or other shocks or crises. Finally, the 
preparations for the second phase of the implementation of the Asia-Pacific 
Information Superhighway initiative are reviewed.  

 II. Broadband Internet connectivity and the digital divide 

6. As frontier technologies become ever more bandwidth-intensive, the 
shift towards digital economies in the Asia-Pacific region depends on universal 
access to affordable and reliable broadband Internet connectivity as well as 
enabling policies and regulatory environments, innovative technologies and 
people’s digital literacy. Without affordable and resilient broadband networks, 
the benefits of digital economies, including smart cities, intelligent transport 
systems, cross-border paperless trade, e-commerce business, online learning and 
COVID-19 recovery packages, cannot be fully realized.  

7. One consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic is a deepening digital 
divide resulting in new development inequalities emerging between and within 
economies. At the regional level, the digital divide manifests as a group of high-
income economies that have clearly advanced as leaders in the frontier 
technology revolution, while for many low-income economies, digital coverage, 
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usage and diffusion have changed little in the previous two decades. At the 
national level, the digital divide manifests between income groups, generations 
and genders, but it is perhaps the rural-urban divide that is most evident. This is 
caused by a lack of infrastructure and the high costs to access the Internet in rural 
areas, which makes it difficult for communities to get real-time information on 
the evolving pandemic, secure necessities for daily life, maintain operations in 
small and medium-sized enterprises, access online learning for millions of 
school children and students and even get required medicines during societal 
lockdowns.  

8. According to the International Telecommunication Union,1 more than 
half of the region’s population remains offline. Of the 4.6 billion inhabitants of 
Asia and the Pacific, only 13 per cent (598 million) have fixed-broadband 
subscriptions. With regards to the Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (ESCAP) subregions, in South and South-West Asia and South-
East Asia, only 3 per cent (53 million) and 6 per cent (43 million) of the 
population have fixed-broadband subscriptions, respectively. In Pacific 
developing countries (excluding Australia and New Zealand), less than 
1 per cent of the 12 million inhabitants have fixed-broadband subscriptions 
(see figure I).  

Figure I  
Access to broadband connectivity in Asia and the Pacific subregions 

 

 Source: ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database 2020. 

 Note: The category “Pacific developing countries” excludes Australia and New 
Zealand. 

9. While mobile-broadband subscriptions indicate stronger adoption and an 
uptake by more than 70 per cent of the total population in most subregions, in 
South and South-West Asia less than 50 per cent of the population has mobile-
broadband subscriptions and in Pacific developing countries that number is less 
than 15 per cent. Furthermore, mobile broadband is often slower, less reliable, 
and unable to support bandwidth-intensive transactional usages of the Internet. 
For those businesses that are connected to the Internet, up to two thirds are 
estimated to be underconnected at any point in time. Downtimes, slow speeds 
and delays result in high inefficiencies, and the unpredictability disincentivizes 

 
1 International Telecommunication Union (ITU), World Telecommunication/ICT 

Indicators Database 2020, 24th ed. (2020). Available at www.itu.int/en/ITU-
D/Statistics/Pages/publications/wtid.aspx (accessed on 8 January 2021). 
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business migration to digital platforms. Figure II below shows the high variation 
of download speeds among countries. It also shows that those countries that can 
manage Internet traffic flows through the establishment of carrier-neutral 
Internet exchange points experience improved Internet speeds.  

Figure II  
Internet exchange points and download speed (fixed broadband) 

 Source: ESCAP calculations based on Economist Intelligence Unit, The Inclusive 
Internet Index 2020. Available at https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/ (accessed on 
27 February 2020). 

 Note: The data is expressed in logarithm form. 

10. Lack of affordable ICT infrastructure is a further challenge that affects 
meaningful usage of the Internet (see figure III). Fixed-broadband subscriptions 
remain unaffordable for virtually everyone in low- and lower-middle-income 
countries. Affordability is further exacerbated by the fact that the price of smart 
devices that are capable of connecting to fourth- or fifth-generation wireless 
systems networks (4G and 5G) are still restrictive for millions of users. While 
prices are declining, and innovative local adaptations of smartphones have 
sprung up, the Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development noted that 
for the approximately 2.5 billion people living in 70 developing countries, the 
cost of the cheapest available smartphone is a quarter or more of the average 
monthly income.2 

 
2 ITU and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 

The State of Broadband: Tackling Digital Inequalities – A Decade for Action (Geneva, 
2020). 
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Figure III  
Affordability of fixed-broadband subscriptions in Asia and the Pacific 

  

 

 Source: ESCAP calculations based on ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT 
Indicators Database 2020. 

 Note: “Affordable” is defined as less than 2 per cent of monthly expenditures on 
fixed broadband as a percentage of gross national income per capita. “Unaffordable” is 
defined as more than 2 per cent of monthly expenditures on fixed broadband as a 
percentage of gross national income per capita. 

11. The persistent challenges to meaningful access to broadband Internet are 
exacerbating rural-urban divides. The geo-tagged map below shows real-time 
mobile broadband speed for users in rural and urban areas across the Asia-Pacific 
region. While, for example, Thailand and Viet Nam enjoy relatively higher 
averages, with relatively speedy Internet (greenish colour) in urban as well as 
rural areas, Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic show that the 
relatively higher mobile-broadband speeds are available mostly in major cities. 
In addition, countries in South and South-West Asia and the archipelagos of 
Indonesia and the Philippines experience slower mobile-broadband speeds 
(orange colour) compared to other countries. 
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Mobile broadband speed in Asia and the Pacific 

 
  
 Note: Map prepared by Gispo Limited based on Speedtest by Ookla Global Fixed 
and Mobile Network Performance Map Tiles for ESCAP.  

 Disclaimer: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this 
map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 

12. The gender digital divide is related to the rural-urban digital divide. 
While there is a lack of systematic data disaggregated for rural and urban areas 
and gender, anecdotal evidence suggests that the rural-gender digital divide 
converged to disproportionately impact rural female entrepreneurs, labourers 
and students during the pandemic. Even before the pandemic, the gap between 
male and female users of the Internet was widening in the world and more so in 
the Asia-Pacific region.3 While developed countries managed to narrow the gap 
from 6 per cent in 2013 to 2 per cent in 2019, developing countries have seen 
the gap grow from 16 per cent to 23 per cent. Least developed countries 
experienced the highest gap (13 percentage points) among all country groups. 

13. The pandemic has thus also laid bare the consequences of this digital 
divide, rural-urban inequality and other development gaps. A lack of access to 
connectivity infrastructure and services is rapidly reversing past gains in 
economic decentralization and the diversification of rural livelihood 
opportunities.  

 
3 The gender gap represents the difference between Internet user penetration rates for 

men and women relative to the Internet user penetration rate for men, expressed as a 
percentage. 
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 III. Government policies and practices on expanding access and 
accelerating digital transformation 

14. However, the digital divide and lack of affordable and meaningful 
Internet access in some countries in Asia and the Pacific is not the entire story. 
According to a recent survey by the Alliance for Affordable Internet,4 and further 
corroborated by a forthcoming study by ESCAP and the Alliance, Asia-Pacific 
developing countries showed stronger ICT regulatory policies compared to 
developing countries in Africa, the Americas and the Middle East in 2020. The 
2020 survey ranked feedback on a scale of 0 (very weak) to 10 (very strong) on 
five clustered regulatory areas: competition; broadband; universal access; 
infrastructure sharing; and spectrum.5 The Asia-Pacific region was found to have 
the highest rank in four of the five regulatory areas compared to the other 
regions, with broadband policy the highest (figure IV).  

Figure IV  
Information and communications technology regulatory policies (2020) 

 
 
 Source: Alliance for Affordable Internet, Affordability Report 2020. 

15. At the national level, the majority of the 19 Asia-Pacific countries 
surveyed were implementing national broadband plans with clear, time-bound 
targets and mechanisms for reducing broadband cost and increasing penetration. 
This shows strong planning and commitment by these Asia-Pacific countries to 
achieve more inclusive digital economies. In fact, as shown in figure V, 
broadband policy is positively correlated with access to broadband connectivity. 
Reviewing the data from the 19 surveyed Asia-Pacific countries, a stronger 
broadband policy correlates with higher access to fixed-broadband 

 
4 Alliance for Affordable Internet, Affordability Report 2020 (Washington, D.C., 2020); 

and ESCAP and Alliance for Affordable Internet, “Regulatory practices on meaningful 
digital connectivity: case studies from Asia and the Pacific” (forthcoming). 

5 Additional information on the survey methodology and survey results is available at 
https://a4ai.org/affordability-report/.  
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subscriptions, and a similar positive correlation is found for mobile-broadband 
subscriptions as well. This indicates that accelerated Internet access can be 
achieved by strengthening national broadband Internet plans with clear, time-
bound targets and investment mechanisms.  

Figure V  
Broadband policy and fixed-broadband access in selected Asia-Pacific 
countries  

  

 Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from Alliance for Affordable Internet, 
Affordability Report 2020; and ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators 
Database 2020. 

 Note: Values on the x-axis are on a scale ranging between 0 and 10, with 0 equal 
to “very weak” and 10 equal to “very strong”. The values on the y-axis variable were 
transformed from “per 100 inhabitants” to natural logarithm form in order to accurately 
reflect the statistical correlation between the x-axis variable (survey ranking between 0 
and 10) and the y-axis variable value (original value in “per 100 inhabitants”). 

16. In the same survey, the Alliance for Affordable Internet highlighted that 
spectrum policy improves the affordability of fixed and mobile-broadband 
connectivity. The Alliance defined spectrum policy as policies that assess the 
extent to which a government has established an implementation plan with a 
time-bound target for making sufficient spectrum available for broadband. 
Additional criteria address the need to stipulate a reasonable period for 
implementation to meet the growing demand for high-speed data services, 
measure the extent to which the plans are transparent, and whether there is a 
competitive process of public auctions. As shown in figure VI, a stronger 
spectrum policy is positively correlated with affordability of mobile broadband 
subscriptions in the Asia-Pacific countries surveyed. 
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Figure VI  
Spectrum policy and mobile-broadband affordability in selected Asia-
Pacific countries 
 

 
 
 Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from Alliance for Affordable Internet, 
Affordability Report 2020; and ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators 
Database 2020.  

 Note: Values on the x-axis are on a scale ranging between 0 and 10, with 0 equal 
to “very weak” and 10 equal to “very strong”. The values on the y-axis were 
transformed from percentage to natural logarithm form in order to accurately reflect the 
statistical correlation between the x-axis variable (survey ranking between 0 and 10) 
and the y-axis variable value (original value in percentage). 

17. Moving beyond these trends, the section below contains highlights of a 
few national ICT policies on expanding meaningful and affordable broadband 
Internet and accelerating digital transformation. Some of the ICT policies were 
triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. While by no means exhaustive, the 
examples highlight effective solution-oriented policy practices at the beginning 
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documentation of good practices across the region could help to guide policies 
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resilient, reliable and affordable broadband infrastructure to connect people and 
devices. Policies and investments are needed to extend the broadband 
infrastructure to unserved and underserved areas that are not commercially 
viable, which is where most marginalized and vulnerable communities live. At 
the same time, skill development to co-create locally driven relevant content and 
applications is needed.6 In this regard, the Government of Malaysia’s sequence 
of national broadband plans, including the 2019 National Fiberization and 
Connectivity Plan, helped to expand access while reducing prices. As a result, 
the country achieved the Broadband Commission for Sustainable 
Development’s “1 for 2” affordability threshold: a target of 1 gigabyte of data 
for no more than 2 per cent of average monthly income. 

19. In order to expand Internet connectivity in rural villages across Thailand, 
the Government utilized its universal service and access fund to mobilize the Net 
Pracharat project. This project was established as a part of the national Digital 
Thailand plan targeting more than 74,000 villages for high-speed Internet 
connectivity, provided either by telecommunications operators or government-
owned telecommunications companies. The project almost halved the number 
of rural households without Internet access from 13 to 7 per cent over a two-year 
period (2016 to 2018), in other words, connecting 1.7 million rural households 
to the Internet.7 More recently, the Government is leveraging emerging 
megatrends including the fourth industrial revolution, the growth of smart city 
and digital ecosystems, the rise of e-commerce, and increasing connectedness to 
transform Thailand into a digital hub by 2025. Digital transformation and the use 
of new technological innovations create new socioeconomic and environmental 
opportunities to improve citizens’ welfare while the affordable Internet access 
promoted by the Net Pracharat project in rural villages is critical for those people 
to access the opportunities offered by a digital economy. 

20. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Government of the 
Philippines redoubled efforts to accelerate the rollout of its 2016 National 
Broadband Program with the aim of helping all people to better adapt to the new 
normal. The Department of Information and Communications Technology 
increased broadband capacity across the nation, especially in areas that are 
remote, inaccessible and considered unprofitable by the private sector. Its 
implementation, resulting in the Government’s access to cheaper and more 
reliable Internet services, will enhance the delivery of government services, even 
during critical emergencies, while reducing government spending on Internet 
subscriptions. During the first phase of the programme, the Department of 
Information and Communications Technology signed agreements with the 
provinces of Pangasinan, Zambales and Negros Occidental and Baguio City, and 
others.8 The first year of implementation of the programme (2021) is expected 
to save the Government up to 720 million pesos (approximately 15 million 
United States dollars) in Internet subscription expenses. 

 B. Satellite technology for expanding Internet access and backup for 
Pacific island countries 

21. Most of the Pacific island countries have connected or are planning to 
connect to a submarine fibre-optic cable to increase affordable Internet access. 
Most of these submarine cables have established landing stations on the main 

 
6 eWorldwide Group, “Sustainable, secure and inclusive digital resilience”, white paper, 

London, 2020. 
7 Alliance for Affordable Internet, Affordability Report 2020.  
8 Miguel R. Camus, “More LGUs sign up for National Broadband Program”, Philippine 

Daily Inquirer, 5 December 2020.  
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islands while most of the outer islands rely on satellite connectivity. As a result, 
satellite connectivity continues to play an important role in realizing universal 
Internet connectivity in the subregion. For example, the Société européenne des 
satellites’ non-geostationary satellite orbit constellation has been delivering vital 
Internet connectivity to, among others, the Cook Islands, Fiji, Palau and Papua 
New Guinea. In addition, when Internet connectivity in Tonga and Papua New 
Guinea was disrupted in 2019 (due to cable outage as a result of an accidental 
cable breakage caused by a boat anchor and cable outage due to earthquake, 
respectively), the Société deployed its satellite backup and was able to swiftly 
restore the mobile network and broadband access for Digicel customers in Tonga 
and DataCo customers in Papua New Guinea.9 

 C. Last mile Internet connectivity initiatives 

22. Asia-Pacific countries continue to address last mile Internet connectivity 
challenges, which are mainly related to a lack of network infrastructure which 
would allow more affordable service delivery. Some of the policy initiatives are 
listed in the table below. ESCAP identified national ICT-related initiatives from 
the Asia-Pacific region that reflect a strong partnership between government and 
telecommunications operators, as well as a joint public-private commitment to 
improve affordable Internet access and livelihood opportunities for isolated 
communities. 

Selected country policy initiatives and objectives 

Country Policy initiatives Objectives 

Indiaa The Bluetown initiative improved rural communities’ 
access to the Internet by operating as a hotspot service 
provider in partnership with Bharat Sanchar Nigam 
Limited in the eastern State of Jharkhand. 

Bharat Sanchar Nigam 
Limited provides Wi-Fi 
hotspots in more than 
782 remote locations 
across the State of 
Jharkhand as part of an 
upgrade of service in 
locations that previously 
only had second-
generation (2G) wireless 
systems network access. 

Cambodiab The national operator Cellcard used renewable energy 
to bring down the cost of providing coverage and 
increase network coverage. The shift to solar energy 
allowed Cellcard to cover an additional 4 per cent of 
the population in a commercially sustainable manner. 

89 per cent of the 
population could be 
covered in a 
commercially 
sustainable way. 

Indonesiac Indo Pratama Teleglobal, a telecommunications 
company, is currently bringing satellite-based Internet 
connectivity services to 150,000 remote and rural 
locations via Société européenne des satellites networks 
through the Ministry of Communication and 
Information Technology’s universal service obligation 
project (under its universal service obligation agency, 
the Telecommunication and Information Accessibility 
Agency). 

Satellite-based Internet 
connectivity services to 
150,000 remote and 
rural locations in 
Indonesia. 

 
9 John Turnball, “Connectivity is shaping the digital future of the Pacific region”, Via 

Satellite, 15 January 2020. 
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Country Policy initiatives Objectives 

Philippines Through the Philippine Development Plan 2017–2022, 
the country is expected to benefit from the freeing up of 
spectrum frequencies that can be reallocated to other 
wireless ICT applications and services. The 
E-Government Master Plan 2013–2016 and the 
Integrated Government Philippines Programme 
provided infrastructure, data centres and other support 
systems to improve the country’s e-government system. 
Together with the creation of the Department of 
Information and Communications Technology, they 
represent important milestones to advance the 
Government’s national ICT development agenda, 
which addresses the inadequate ICT infrastructure and 
institutes reforms to foster real market competition. 

Freeing up of spectrum 
frequencies and improve 
the e-government 
system. 

Nepald Through the Rural Communities Access to Information 
Society project, the Internet Society Nepal Chapter, in 
partnership with the Forum for Digital Equality, 
provided Internet access, ICT services, digital literacy 
and a model ICT hub for rural communities. 

The initiative covered two years of payment to the 
Internet service provider for broadband Internet 
connection and equipped community learning hubs 
with ICT connectivity, as well as a back-up solar power 
system. Training activities were also provided to 
operators of the community learning hubs and 
community members on using the equipment and using 
the various Internet applications and services such as 
social media and instant messaging, online payments, 
e-government access, and e-commerce services. 

Connecting most remote 
places in Nepal. 

a ITU, The Last Mile Internet Connectivity Solutions Guide: Sustainable Connectivity 
Options for Unconnected Sites (Geneva, 2020).  

b GSM Association, “Rural connectivity innovation case study: Cellcard Cambodia and 
solar power” (London, 2018).  

c Société européenne des satellites, “Teleglobal brings broadband access and mobile 
connectivity services to rural communities in Indonesia via SES networks”, 24 April 
2019.  

d Internet Society Nepal Chapter, “Community networks in Nepal”, 6 June 2020; and 
Ananda Gautam, “Closing the digital divide in Nepal”, Internet Society, 26 June 2020. 

 

 IV. Digital connectivity responses to fight the negative impacts 
of the coronavirus disease 

23. To minimize socioeconomic disruptions during the pandemic, many 
governments were forced to create quick policy solutions. A variety of 
innovative policies have been introduced, particularly around digital inclusion, 
digital trust and new forms of public-private partnerships for pandemic control. 
This included so called contactless service delivery.  
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 A. Digital inclusion 

24. The high demand and new pressure for front-line governmental services 
required policy adjustments that would allow government agencies to provide 
timely support and assistance to all. A key challenge in many countries was how 
to provide so called contactless service delivery to people that were not digitally 
proficient. The pandemic thus also heightened the need for digital skills and new 
forms of digital literacy among all stakeholders, including public sector workers.  

25. The Government of New Zealand released the Strategy for a Digital 
Public Service, which integrates all government services and provides training 
assistance, education and guidance for existing public service leaders and 
workers to ensure they have the digital and data literacy skills and capabilities 
required to enable new ways of working. Governments are also paying attention 
to the challenges marginalized communities and vulnerable populations, 
particularly women and children, face, with consideration given to the nature of 
different types of usage, adoption and adaptation, as well as cultural barriers and 
social norms that may be holding back adoption. Similarly, in Australia, through 
the Government’s Digital Transformation Agency, government agencies are 
building their digital skills to adapt to new technologies and ensure the delivery 
of government services to those most in need, including marginalized or 
geographically isolated communities.  

26. The Government of the Republic of Korea, where ICT played a vital role 
in fighting COVID-19, released a number of tools and strategies focused on high 
tech-based disease prevention and treatment and data sharing, through apps 
which, for example, show drugstore mask inventories. The Government recently 
launched a new national initiative called the Digital New Deal. It seeks to turn 
the COVID-19 crisis into an opportunity by levelling up digital inclusion and 
transformation towards a digital economy. The Deal focuses on three 
components, namely digital data, digital networks and artificial intelligence. 
This initiative was born out of the confidence gained from the demonstrated 
impact that digital capacity and innovative technologies had in addressing the 
pandemic. The Government has effectively used high-quality broadband Internet 
infrastructures, innovative technology applications and an e-government system 
that includes artificial intelligence call centres, self-diagnosis applications and 
self-quarantine applications to overcome COVID-19, sustain socioeconomic 
activities, including the delivery of daily products through e-commerce and 
e-shopping applications, and ensure the safety of the public, including vulnerable 
groups.  

27. In Japan, the pandemic catalysed policy efforts to deepen digital 
transformation for continued government and business operations. The 
Government’s Basic Policy of Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform10 
emphasized that the intensive investment in and implementation of digitalization 
would be a driving force for the new normal. At the same time, this policy 
supports the achievement of Society 5.0, the Government’s road map to 
transform the country into a super smart society, with a sustainable, inclusive 
socioeconomic system powered by digital technologies such as big data 
analytics, artificial intelligence, the Internet of things and robotics.11 

 
10 Japan, Cabinet Office, Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform 

2020 (Tokyo, 2020).  
11 UNESCO, “Japan pushing ahead with Society 5.0 to overcome chronic social 

challenges”, 21 February 2019.  
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28. Spurred on by the pandemic, India emerged as one of the fastest 
digitizing economies. With the support of Digital India, a flagship government 
program, and massive investment in new technology, India is leapfrogging into 
the fourth industrial revolution. The Government’s biometric digital identity 
program spanning 1.2 billion citizens and known as Aadhar is another example 
of how the country’s public sector has helped to accelerate digitization, creating 
big opportunities for businesses to develop new services for banking, lending 
and financial inclusion. Furthermore, and importantly within the COVID-19 
context, Aadhar is providing the essential infrastructure for a rapid and 
systematic country-wide vaccination deployment that accurately prioritizes 
those most in need of vaccination. 

29. The Government of China launched its digital transformation partnership 
action plan in May 2020 to provide support and resources to small and medium-
sized enterprises, including in the fields of data management, big data, artificial 
intelligence, blockchain technologies and cloud computing. Similar priorities 
were emphasised during the China-Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) Business and Investment Summit in November 2020 as new drivers 
for the social and economic development.12 “Digital villages” were promoted to 
improve new-generation information infrastructure for the rural digital 
economy. Through the deployment of fibre-optic cables and the development of 
networks, mobile Internet and digital television have helped to accelerate 
digitalization of rural areas. As a result, the availability of mobile Internet and 
digital technologies have had a profound impact on rural economies in China, 
creating a wave of farming entrepreneurs. Many farmers have quickly adopted a 
digital lifestyle, using mobile payments and online video entertainment, thereby 
increasing their resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic.13 

 B. Digital data 

30. Government policies aimed at providing timely and accurate online 
information and data are vital to maintaining people’s trust in governments’ 
ability and commitments to contain the spread of the pandemic and sustain 
socioeconomic activities. With almost no exceptions, governments used digital 
connectivity platforms to provide vital information on the current situation of 
the pandemic and government decisions to enhance its management14 and 
sustain socioeconomic activities which were damaged by COVID-19 
lockdowns.  

31. The Government of China developed an online platform15 that provides 
tailored government services and information on returning to work and 
employment opportunities, among others. The Government of Singapore 
expanded its use of social media to share policy announcements to combat 
COVID-19 and enabled chatbots to supplement various government 
communication platforms and provide answers. The Government of Pakistan 
developed several web-based applications and used its website for different 
purposes, from sharing real-time data on COVID-19 cases, to offering e-health 
services and monitoring COVID-19 funds. Even in conflict-affected least 

 
12 Xi Jinping, President of China, remarks at the opening ceremony of the Seventeenth 

China-ASEAN Business Expo and China-ASEAN Business and Investment Summit, 
Nanning, Guangxi, 27 November 2020.  

13 Winston Ma Wenyan, “How China’s digital farmers can grow a post-COVID-19 
future”, World Economic Forum, 15 October 2020.   

14 Compendium of Digital Government Initiatives in Response to the COVID-19 
Pandemic (United Nations publication, 2020).  

15 http://gjzwfw.www.gov.cn/col/col638/index.html. 
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developed countries such as Afghanistan, Governments managed to digitalize 
data on COVID-19 and health-care services, to gain better control of the 
pandemic. The Government of Afghanistan used different social media sites of 
its Ministry of Public Health to send risk communication messages regarding 
COVID-19. Almost without exception, all countries, including least developed 
countries and Pacific small island developing States, operated national official 
websites to provide reliable centralized information related to COVID-19, 
including policies, guidance, and real-time and integrated data, as well as a hoax-
buster feature, among others. 

32. At the same time, as greater awareness of the potential negative aspects 
of the digital economy developed, many more individuals became concerned 
about the potential misuse of data and misinformation. How best to address the 
challenges arising from the spread of misinformation, including online hate 
speech, became a major challenge for all governments. Policy reforms were 
implemented to increase trust in the digital ecosystem. Many governments 
focused on further determining additional conditions for legitimate data sharing 
as well as the need to strike a balance with data protection. Consequently, several 
governments accelerated their personal data protection legislation. Furthermore, 
several countries have established or are considering establishing special 
authorities focused on data protection. In short, the COVID-19 experience has 
showed that the provision of accurate, useful and updated information to the 
public is vital for the successful implementation of governments’ policies and 
actions.  

 C. Public-private partnerships for digital transformation in response to 
the coronavirus disease pandemic 

33. Partnerships with the private sector, academia, non-governmental 
organizations or public sector organizations have been crucial for governments 
to effectively manage the COVID-19 crisis. More than ever, a multi-stakeholder 
approach to the many challenges stemming from the global health crisis has 
helped governments to overcome crucial socioeconomic challenges. 
Cooperation between public and private organizations has also led to the 
deployment of new frontier technologies such as new health applications. 
Governments around the world have also partnered with the medical and 
technology research departments of universities to accelerate the development 
of COVID-19 vaccines, learn more about the virus and its spread, or create 
technology tools to help infected people. These collaborations between 
governments and academia have been indispensable in a time of high uncertainty 
about COVID-19 and its repercussions for people and society.16 

34. In Japan, to find an effective approach to address COVID-19, the public 
and private sectors are teaming up with academia on many research and 
development projects. In this regard, cutting-edge ICT and innovative 
technologies are playing an important role. Concretely, the Government 
established a public-private joint task force, a tech team responding to 
COVID-19, to promote the use of data to limit the spread of COVID-19, which 
also shares experiences between organizations and deploys services while 
collaborating with the private sector.17 The Department of Health, the 
Department of Science and Technology, the Philippine Council for Health 
Research and Development and the Ateneo de Manila University developed a 

 
16 Compendium of Digital Government Initiatives in Response to the COVID-19 

Pandemic.  
17 Japan, Office for Novel Coronavirus Disease Control, Cabinet Secretariat, “Corona 

measures supporter”. Available at https://corona.go.jp/.  
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web-based disease surveillance platform to provide a user-friendly tool for 
modelling disease spreads in the Philippines to aid in the Department of Health’s 
disease surveillance efforts.18  

35. In Kazakhstan, the information technology company Damu developed a 
mobile application called Damumed, for patients to assess their symptoms with 
a simple questionnaire. Five thousand doctors in the cities of Nur-Sultan and 
Almaty have been provided with free mobile communications and Internet from 
the Tele2, Altel and Kcell companies. An agreement was signed between 
Kazakhtelecom Joint Stock Company and the Ministry of Health Care in order 
to facilitate the effective partnerships of different stakeholders. The Scientific 
and Technological Research Council of Turkey initiated bilateral and 
multilateral cooperation actions to support joint research and development 
projects with the aim of facilitating scientific collaboration between Turkish 
researchers and researchers from other countries. In the area of vaccine 
development, relevant actors in Turkey were mobilized, and a COVID-19 
technology platform was created.19 

36. The pandemic has impacted companies of all sizes, which have faced an 
unprecedented fall in demand for a variety of goods and services, resulting in 
rising levels of unemployment and poverty. To counteract these consequences, 
many governments have established a variety of portals, including job portals in 
the form of talent reserves and portals where businesses can apply for tax 
exemptions. E-business activities supported by e-government portals and online 
platforms have been an important source for sustaining productivity in a variety 
of industries and protecting vulnerable small and medium-sized enterprises and 
their workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.20 

37. The Government of Indonesia implemented an initiative to help small 
grocery sellers to keep running their businesses and people to buy and meet their 
grocery needs. The Jakarta provincial government is providing an online grocery 
shopping service to the public during the COVID-19 outbreak. The Government 
of Kyrgyzstan developed a similar website, where a list of online stores, 
marketplaces and other online platforms provide their services during 
quarantine, as well as their offers. The Government of Singapore also developed 
a website to support businesses with tax exemptions and further help the private 
sector with additional manpower or registration of essential workers.21 Finally, 
the Government of Turkey, to alleviate the socioeconomic burden of COVID-19 
for its citizens, provided social assistance applications through a national social 
support application.22 

 D. Social distancing and infection tracking 

38. To promote social distancing, critical to efforts to stop the pandemic, 
many governments used robots, drones, self-help temperature scanners, 
contactless infrared thermometers, various applications and social media 
campaigns. Many governments also encourage people to limit their exposure to 
infection risks in shopping queues. 

 
18 https://fassster.ehealth.ph/covid19/. 
19 https://covid19.tubitak.gov.tr/.  
20 Compendium of Digital Government Initiatives in Response to the COVID-19 

Pandemic. 
21 https://covid.gobusiness.gov.sg/. 
22 www.turkiye.gov.tr/acshb-pandemi-sosyal-destek-on-basvurusu.  
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39. In Indonesia, the Sepuluh Nopember Technology Institute and the 
Airlangga University launched a robot medical assistant to minimize contact 
between medical personnel and patients with COVID-19 and to reduce the use 
of personal protective equipment, which was available in adequate supply.23 The 
robot can carry up to 50 kg of goods such as medicines, patient’s clothes and 
food, to deliver to patients’ rooms. Furthermore, it monitors the two-way 
communication between medical personnel and patients using multimedia. The 
Government of Fiji implemented real-time digital surveillance to process 
outbreak data for early detection. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, a portal and a 
mobile application were developed for an electronic self-test for COVID-19 
infection risks by assigning color-codes for further action. The Government then 
uses this information to find hotspots in cities for disinfection, provide 
immediate care for high-risk individuals, refer infected people to hospitals, 
provide home-care services and receive complaints about public services. 

40. In Singapore, an artificial intelligence-powered thermal scanner was 
developed by the Government to set up a mass temperature screening system. It 
uses a longwave infrared camera module integrated with a red, green and blue 
camera and is being progressively deployed to government buildings and 
community facilities.24 Additionally, an artificial intelligence-driven automated 
temperature screening gantry (VigilantGantry) was deployed to augment 
existing thermal systems and enhance the rate of contactless scanning, thus 
saving time and staffing power. The Government of Kyrgyzstan launched a 
website that allows citizens in need of assistance to apply online for food 
assistance.25 The requests are then reviewed and transferred to the authorized 
authorities for further processing and distribution. 

41. The Government of Japan has been making extensive use of big data 
using the world’s fastest supercomputer. Combined with additional 
supercomputers, the Government can estimate future social and economic 
activities, develop policy scenarios and accelerate scientific processes related to 
diagnosis, treatment and general prevention of infections.  

42. In addition, the Kanagawa Prefecture entered into a partnership with the 
LINE Corporation, a social media company. A chatbot-based health-care system 
known as “COVID-19: operation for personalized empowerment to render smart 
prevention and care seeking” was developed using the LINE application to 
evaluate the current Japanese epidemiological situation.26 The system prompts 
participants with questions regarding personal information, preventive actions, 
and non-specific symptoms related to COVID-19 and their duration. It calculates 
daily cross correlation functions between the reported number of infected cases 
confirmed through testing and the symptom-positive group captured by the 
system. 

43. The Government of the Russian Federation has used the pandemic as an 
opportunity to test a range of new technologies, particularly artificial intelligence 

 
23 Sepuluh Nopember Technology Institute, “Collaboration between ITS-UNAIR 

launches RAISA, service robot for COVID-19 patients”, 14 April 2020.  
24 Singapore, Government Technology Agency, “How GovTech developed fit for 

purpose temperature scanners – part 2”, 13 April 2020.  
25 Aichurek Zhunusova, “WFP and Kyrgyzstan Government respond to coronavirus 

challenges: collaboration underway to make sure nutritious food reaches people who 
need it most”, World Food Programme Insight, 26 May 2020.  

26 Daisuke Yoneoka and others, “Early SNS-based monitoring system for the COVID-19 
outbreak in Japan: a population-level observational study”, Journal of Epidemiology, 
vol. 30, No. 8 (May 2020). 
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and facial-recognition tools.27 One of the digital tools being applied is a digital 
tracking system to enforce the lockdowns, tested first in Moscow. Under this 
initiative, the residents of the Moscow Region of 14 years of age or older who 
need to move around their city must download a Quick Response (QR) Code. 
By registering on a government website or downloading an application on their 
smartphones, citizens can declare a route and purpose in advance. Then they 
receive a QR Code that can be checked by the authorities. This technology was 
an indispensable tool to counter the spread of COVID-19 and helped to increase 
social distancing among people living in Moscow, flatten the illness’s curve and 
thus lower the burden on the health-care system.  

44. Additionally, in the Russian Federation, the state-owned SberBank has 
taken part in a big innovation and modernization drive to scale up investments 
in consumer technology and diversify into a wide range of digital services from 
food delivery, music streaming to driverless cars and e-commerce. The bank 
took on an important role in artificial intelligence development in the fight 
against COVID-19. One of the latest innovations include a neural network 
capable of detecting the presence of a COVID-19 infection using audio data such 
as voice, respirator and cough sounds. The company plans to release a special 
application for iPhones and Android smartphones, which will perform sound 
testing for COVID-19.  

 V. Closing the digital divide through the Asia-Pacific 
information superhighway 

45. The pandemic has exposed the urgent need for an action-oriented plan 
that builds back better with improved broadband Internet. The broadband 
ecosystem can play a positive role in societies and economies that not only 
address current COVID-19 challenges but can also prepare the region for future 
disasters and shocks. The plan could consist of a set of actions that range from 
scaled-up investments to strengthen digital infrastructure, leveraging innovation 
for digital solutions, to capacity building for people’s digital literacy and online 
content development.  

46. The Commission’s Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway initiative, 
launched in 2017, presents a unique and opportune region-wide mechanism that 
can deepen cooperation internationally and across multiple sectors. The Master 
Plan for the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway, 2019–2022, provided the 
conceptual foundation and a guide for future growth and the development of 
digitalization and seamless digital connectivity, aiming at increasing the 
availability and affordability of broadband Internet across the region.  

47. As requested by member States at the third session of the Committee on 
Information and Communications Technology, Science, Technology and 
Innovation, in August 2020, the secretariat is supporting member States to 
produce a follow-up four-year action-oriented plan for the second phase of the 
Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway initiative. Driven by the unquestionable 
need for universal access to affordable and reliable broadband that COVID-19 
uncovered, the draft under development spearheads coordinated regional policy 
actions for a digitally enabled and digitally driven COVID-19 response, recovery 
and rebuilding for resilience to future shocks and crises.  

48. Building on the initiative’s four pillar architecture, the follow-up plan 
will address both supply- and demand-side challenges. From a supply-side 

 
27 Russian Federation, Moscow mayor’s official website, “Moscow’s digital projects to 

counter coronavirus pandemic win Runet prize”, 8 December 2020.  
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perspective, the draft plan highlights the importance of seamless regional digital 
infrastructure as a key condition for addressing the digital divide and digital 
transformation towards digital economies. Notably, a big government-led 
investment push in digital infrastructure is needed to double broadband 
connectivity by the midpoint of 2025. From a demand-side perspective, the draft 
plan emphasizes digital literacy, skills, online content development and an 
enabling regulatory framework for digital transformation of economies and 
societies.  

49. At its third session, the Committee on Information and Communications 
Technology, Science, Technology and Innovation recommended that the 
secretariat set up a drafting group as part of the Asia-Pacific Information 
Superhighway Steering Committee to develop an action plan for the next phase 
of implementation of the Master Plan for the Asia-Pacific Information 
Superhighway, for 2022–2026, for consideration and adoption by the Committee 
at its fourth session, in 2022. 

50. The implementation of the second phase of the action plan for the Asia-
Pacific information superhighway, for 2022–2026, is expected to be made 
through intergovernmental dialogues, regional partnerships and cooperation, 
solution-driven analytical research and capacity-building, with a greater focus 
on countries with special needs. As the Secretary-General, in his Road Map for 
Digital Cooperation, calls on all stakeholders to work together towards achieving 
universal access to affordable broadband Internet by 2030, many partners, 
including from the business sector, policy think tanks and international 
organizations such as the United Nations Office of Information and 
Communications Technology, the International Telecommunication Union, the 
Asia Pacific Telecommunity and multilateral development banks, will be invited 
for joint cooperation and implementation. The secretariat will support 
coordination and financing of projects and work to ensure cross-sectoral 
cooperation across all its subprogrammes while the United Nations Asian and 
Pacific Training Centre for Information and Communication Technology for 
Development and the Asian and Pacific Centre for Transfer of Technology will 
support capacity-building during the second phase of the action plan. 

51. The tentative timelines for the adoption of the second action plan of the 
Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway initiative are outlined below: 

 Drafting of the second phase of the action plan for the Asia-Pacific 
information superhighway: February–April 2021 

 First drafting group meeting for review of the draft action plan: May 
2021 

 Second drafting group meeting for review of the draft action plan: 
July 2021 

 Third drafting group meeting for review of the draft action plan, as 
needed: August 2021 

 Review and recommendation of the second phase of the action plan 
by the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway Steering Committee, 
at its fifth session, for the fourth session of the Committee on 
Information and Communications Technology, Science, Technology 
and Innovation: November 2021 

 Endorsement of the second phase of the action plan at the fourth 
session of the Committee: in 2022, to be determined 
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 VI. Issues for consideration by the Commission 

52. The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the important role of digital 
connectivity and the importance of securing meaningful and affordable access 
to broadband Internet infrastructure for building back better.  

53. Promotion of digital connectivity and digital transformation to address 
global and regional challenges at the country and regional levels through the 
promotion of meaningful and affordable access to broadband Internet are 
recommended.  

54. The second phase of the action plan of the Asia-Pacific Information 
Superhighway initiative, for 2022–2026, is under development and is expected 
to identify substantive policy guidance and priority actions that governments can 
take individually and collectively, including the promotion of meaningful and 
affordable access to the Internet for all.  

55. The secretariat will strengthen cooperation and partnerships to promote 
the implementation of the Asia-Pacific information superhighway to accelerate 
digital connectivity and digital transformation in the Asia-Pacific region.  

56. The Commission may wish to review the issues and policies outlined in 
the present document and provide further guidance to the secretariat on the 
planned next steps. 

_________________ 


