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“Faster and more versatile connectivity, together with exponential increases in the availability 
and type of data collected and analyzed in real time, provide us with unprecedented 

opportunities- but also new challenges- as we strive to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals by 2030.” 

 
Artificial Intelligence and Broadband Divide: State of ICT Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific (2017) 

 

 
Introduction 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), consisting of various 
digital technologies, is increasingly 
transforming the way we live and work in the 
region and beyond. The Report on “Artificial 
Intelligence and Broadband Divide: State of ICT 
Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific 2017” aims 
first to deepen our understanding of the digital 
components of AI and how they relate to AI. 
Second, the report provides selected examples 
of AI-induced transformations that have 
contributed to accelerating implementation of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Digital components of AI 

Although there are many component 
technologies that are driving the development 
of AI, the report focuses primarily on: (1) the 
Internet of Things (IoT); (2) fixed and mobile 
broadband; (3) cloud computing; and (4) Big 
Data. 

In very simple terms, IoT (at the bottom layer in 
Figure 1) enables collection and exchange of 
data, such as biometric data, behavioral 
information and unstructured information, 

through network-connected sensors and 
devices that operate mostly without human 
interventions. 

Figure 1: AI and the emerging ICT landscape 

 
Source: Korean Ministry of Science, ICT and Future Planning, “Mid- to 
Long-Term Master Plan in Preparation for the Intelligent Information 
Society: Managing the Fourth Industrial Revolution”, undated. 
Available                                                                                             from 
http://www.msip.go.kr/dynamic/file/afieldfile/msse56/1352869/2 
017/07/20/Master%20Plan%20for%20the%20intelligent%20inform 
ation%20society.pdf. 

 

Mobile and broadband technologies enable 
voice and data transmissions to data storage 
locations, mostly using cloud computing 
technologies. The collected data, known as Big 
Data, is then used for analysis. 



 

 

 
Each digital component has its own distinctive 
functions, benefits and technological 
requirements, contributing separately to the 
achievement of the SDGs, but together they 
can become transformative AI solutions. 

Conditions, prerequisites and drivers of AI 
development and growth 

The report identifies some of the conditions, 
prerequisites and drivers of AI development. 
First, the findings show that quantity of AI 
research is positively correlated with market 
size (see Figure 2). Second, countries that 
produce a large amount of AI research are also 
those that have better technology absorption 
capacity. Third, there is a positive correlation 
between the quantity of AI research and 
investment in ICT services. Fourth, the 
telecommunication sector appears to be one 
of the key drivers of AI research, compared 
with other economic sectors. The 
telecommunication industry remains the most 
strongly correlated to productivity in AI 
research when the share of sector/subsectors 
in GDP is examined. Fifth, with the exceptions 
of US island territories, the most economically- 
advanced economies of the region such as 
Australia, Japan and the Republic of Korea 
unsurprisingly exhibit large numbers of AI- 
related patents as well as a high number of 
patents relative to their population size. Finally, 
broadband connectivity is one of the 
foundations and essential requirements for AI 
development and uptake. In this context, it is 
nor surprising to find that broadband 
connectivity has a positive linear correlation 
with the quality of AI research, which 
demonstrates the importance of the 
underlying ICT infrastructure for the 
development and uptake of AI. 

Figure 2: The Relationship between AI 
research and size of the economy, 2016 

 

Source: Produced by ESCAP, based on GDP data from World Bank 
World Development Indicators (accessed July 2017); and number of 
citable documents in AI research from Scimago Journal & Country 
Rank. Available from 
http://www.scimagojr.com/countryrank.php?category=1702 
(accessed July 2017). Note: Sample does not contain China and the 
US. 

 

 

Achieving the SDGs through AI-Induced 
Transformation 

AI and its digital components provide untapped 
opportunities towards achieving the SDGs. 
Through interconnected IoTs using broadband 
Internet, data can be collected and then 
analysed by programmed codes and software 
(AI) to provide timely smart solutions for society. 
AI-enabled smart solutions promise to 
contribute to many sectors including health 
care, education and agriculture, accelerate the 
alleviation of poverty, and help deal with 
humanitarian crises and natural disasters 1 . 
Some examples include smart farming in 
China to enhance agricultural productivity; 
smart business banking in Fiji; smart energy 
strategy being developed in the Russian 
Federation to improve energy efficiency; and 
smart nation building in Singapore to empower 
people and improve lives, among other 
initiatives. 

 
 

 
1 Anwaar Ali and others, “Big data for development: Applications and 
techniques”, Big Data Analytics (2016). 
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Broadband divide as a critical constraint 

At the heart of this emerging technology 
landscape is the expectation that affordable 
and resilient broadband connectivity would 
provide ubiquitous access to connect people 
and devices. While least developed countries, 
landlocked developing countries and small 
island developing states in Asia and the Pacific 
stand to benefit from these emerging 
technologies, the digital divide among 
countries continues to widen. Fixed- 
broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants 
in the Asia-Pacific region is still far lower than 
Europe and North America and remains below 
the world’s average of 14.5 in 2018. Further, 
17 ESCAP member states still have less than 
2 fixed-broadband subscriptions per 100 
inhabitants with growth for the majority of 
these states either flat or negative. 

Furthermore, notwithstanding the dynamic 
development and rapid uptake in mobile 
broadband, the Asia-Pacific region as a whole 
still remains behind Latin America, Europe and 
North America, based on subscriptions per 
100 inhabitants. 

The widening gap among subregions in Asia 
and the Pacific is an alarming trend, 
considering that the widespread introduction 
of AI and related digital technologies can only 
happen when prerequisite broadband 
infrastructure is in place. In sum, the advanced 
countries in the region and across the globe 
are using their scale and network effects as a 
means of reinventing themselves and ensuring 
continued expansion of their mature markets. 
Conversely, some developing countries risk 
continued stagnation with widening lag gaps 
as the advanced countries pull away. 

Challenges 

Despite the benefits that AI can bring to the 
region, there are formidable challenges ahead 

 
2 Bhaskar Chakravorti and Ravi Shankar Chaturvedi, Digital Planet 
2017: How Competitiveness and Trust in Digital Economies Vary 
Across the World (The Fletcher School, Tufts University, 2017). 

for the majority of ESCAP member countries. 
First, without a robust broadband connectivity, 
development and expansion of the digital 
components of AI would be much more difficult, 
thus investing in ICT infrastructure is critical. 
Such infrastructure will also help implement AI- 
component technologies, such as IoT and 
Cloud Computing. Second, innovation 
capacities help set countries apart. Innovation 
creates new demand and in those countries 
where supply-side elements provide solutions 
to meet the demand, forward momentum is 
triggered. In this regard, context matters as 
there is no one-size-fits-all approach to AI. 
Third, it would be critical to plan for and 
implement measures to mitigate against 
known negative impacts of AI. A prominent 
source of concern is the displacement of labor 
which without a corresponding increase in total 
factor productivity can lead to “new poverty” 
and marginalization. Forth, the emergence of 
AI uptake, another prominent source of 
concern is cybersecurity. AI can identify 
security threats and risks, and provide 
solutions, but the introduction of various digital 
components of AI without security measures 
also increases exposure and as society 
becomes more dependent on AI, 
vulnerabilities are increasing rapidly. Finally, 
the emergence of AI has helped underline the 
centrality for public policy2. Significant levels of 
involvement by the government and 
policymakers in the shaping of AI and 
development of the digital economy is 
important for inclusiveness and sustainable 
development. 

The way forward 

The main conclusion from this report highlights 
the need for continuous learning in all sectors, 
as there is no one-size-fits-all AI solution. It is 
therefore necessary to learn and continue 
developing better algorithms, products, 

 

 
Available from https://sites.tufts.edu/digitalplanet 
files/2017/05/Digital_Planet_2017_FINAL.pdf. 
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applications and implementation in diverse 
linguistic, social, cultural, economic and 
political environments. 

It is critical to plan and implement measures to 
mitigate known negative impacts and foster 
positive influences of AI on society. As low- 
skilled and labor-intensive work, as well as 
some specialized professions may be 
vulnerable to automation and AI-supported 
services. It is important to identify these areas 
and explore ways to mitigate the impact by 
creating new training, employment and 
business opportunities. 

All the above would not be possible unless 
multi-stakeholder cooperation and 
collaboration are put in place among 
government, private sector, academia and civil 
society groups, so as to identify challenges and 
opportunities from various socioeconomic 
angles. 

Data is now considered the “new oil”3, which 
means that it is a valuable resource and 
commodity that provides strategic insights and 
new knowledge in a wide socioeconomic 
context. How to harness existing data and 
capture new data would become an important 
policy discussion. 

Where to start is the next question. As the 
report highlighted, the target in narrowing the 

digital divide seems to be moving and the 
broadband divide now adds a new dimension 
of AI and its digital components. Unaddressed, 
the digital divide will limit the opportunities to 
develop and apply AI and other emerging 
technologies. 

This study was conducted in support of the 
Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway (AP-IS) 
initiative which supports the development of 
regional broadband connectivity among ESCAP 
member countries. It aims to stimulate 
discussions among policymakers, private 
sector, academia and think tanks on how 
regional broadband connectivity and AI could 
contribute to the achievement of inclusive 
broadband and Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG), as outlined in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

3 The Economist, “The world’s most valuable resource is no longer oil,  
but data”, 6 May 2017.  
Available from https://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21721656-data- 
economy-demands-new-approach-antitrust-rules-worlds-most- valuable-resource.  



 

 

 
 
 

Launched by the ESCAP resolution 73/6 in 2017, the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway (AP-IS) 
initiative aims to increase the availability and affordability of broadband connectivity across Asia 
and the Pacific through four pillars: (1) physical infrastructure development; (2) Internet traffic and 
network management; (3) promoting e-resilience and (4) broadband for all. The AP-IS Policy Brief 
Series is designed to deliver key messages emanating from the analytical research conducted by 
the ESCAP secretariat and AP-IS partners for member countries’ informed decision making. 

 
For more information and contact, please send e-mail to escap-ids@un. org and visit the website at 
http://www.unescap.org/our-work/ict-disaster-risk-reduction/asia-pacific-information- 
superhighway. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


