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PERSPECTIVE

Bridging the Divide: Building Asia-Pacific Capacity
for Effective Reforms
Rohan Samarajiva and Sujata Gamage
LIRNEasia, Colombo, Sri Lanka

This article spotlights the need to develop capacity for ICT policy and regulation within developing countries. It argues that capacity should to be developed among all stakeholders, not solely
within government agencies, because that would enable effective
participation by many players in the regulatory process. The resulting participatory regulatory process will in turn increase accountability and procedural legitimacy. The article examines different
approaches to developing in situ expertise, especially just-in-time
learning and open-source research.
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The Asia Pacific region leads in information and communication technologies (ICTs), both in manufacture and
in use. However, stark contrasts exist between the developed and emerging parts, exemplified by Hong Kong SAR,
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Singapore, and South Korea (a world leader in broadband)
on the one hand and Papua New Guinea, Afghanistan, and
Myanmar on the other (Figure 1). Of course, national averages mask the considerable disparities within countries.
Figure 2 illustrates an internal divide, reduced considerably by reforms, but still significant.
After much debate, it is now recognized that economic growth is a necessary condition for the alleviation of human misery (or for the achievement of human development). The relation between the ability to
communicate over distance using technological means
and economic growth has been much discussed (Cronin
et al., 1991, 1993b; Cronin et al., 1993a; Hardy, 1980;
Mansell & Wehn, 1998; Menou, 1993; Samarajiva, 1995;
World Bank, 1999). Correlation is beyond dispute, but
the case for causation is unlikely to be fully established.
Development requires many inputs, communication and
knowledge being only some.
Establishing causation was considerably more important prior to the 1990s when public funds, domestic as well
as donor, were still the main source of investments for expanding access to ICTs. There was a need to ensure that
scarce financial resources were being spent on the services
with the greatest public benefit. Now the burden of proof
is much less because private capital is the main source
of funding for expanding access. The always-beyondexpectations demand that has been exhibited by the unconnected when offered telecom services is reason enough
for private investors (BBC, 2005; Nasarullah, 2004). The
available evidence of employment and tax generation and
similar benefits is adequate to justify government action
to facilitate private supply (e.g., Lane et al., 2006).
The available evidence of demand and positive externalities from telecom services by the hitherto unserved
and underserved provides adequate justification for policy
intervention, though not necessarily for massive public
investment. ICT infrastructure is undersupplied because
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FIG. 1. The Asia Pacific region: the chasm within. Source: International Telecommunication Union (2005; 2004 data).

historically evolved policy locked in by inertia constrains
supply. If technology by itself could increase supply, variations in connectivity across countries would not be as
dramatic as at present, as shown in Figure 1.
Whenever policy constraints have been relaxed, supply has dramatically increased. The lifting of policy con-

straints may be described as liberalization, a process that
began in 1984 with the AT&T Divestiture in the United
States and the reforms in the United Kingdom that included the end of the BT monopoly and the establishment
of OFTEL, now OFCOM, as a specialized sector regulator in the UnitedKingdom. Conceptually, liberalization

FIG. 2. Example of internal divide: telecom access and computers in Sri Lankan households, by province, 2004. Source: Central
Bank of Sri Lanka (2005), Special statistical appendix, Tables 9 and 10.
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includes the following components, ideally in sequence
(Fink et al., 2002; Samarajiva, 2002):

r The creation of an explicit regulatory regime, sepfrom the incumbent or major operator.
r arate
The relaxation of entry controls to allow more supto participate in the market.
r pliers
The internal reform of the incumbent or major operator, which in many cases includes a complete or
partial change in ownership and/or management.

As liberalization gained traction in the developing world
in the 1980s and 1990s, the emphasis tended to be placed
on “big bang” reforms such as privatizations or the licensing of second entrants to replace monopolies with
duopolies. The expertise for these transactions tended to
be brought in from the developed world, where the reforms had already taken place. The hard work of continuing reform and implementation, in the form of effective
regulation and fine-tuning and improving policy, tended to
be neglected, partly because this work could not be done
with external expertise, but required home-grown skills
and will.
It is noteworthy that the both clusters of reforms shown
in Figure 3 were driven using external expertise made possible by two World Bank technical assistance credits.1 After the first cluster in 1996–1997, the regulatory commission engaged in significant substantive regulatory activity
such as issuing fixed–fixed and fixed–mobile interconnections, holding public hearings, and conducting a licensecondition violation proceeding, but even this was driven
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by an expatriate director general who mobilized external
expertise, funded by World Bank technical assistance, and
recruited professional staff to supplement the existing engineers (Samarajiva, 2000a, 2000b). After the departure of
the external actor, the commission reverted to its somnolent state, even though some expenditure continued for the
automated frequency monitoring and management system
that was procured in1999. Expenditures from the World
Bank Credit decreased, while the number of employees
increased (Figure 4) and the performance of the regulatory agency declined.
The effects of the “big bang” reforms and the ebbs and
flows of regulatory activity are also reflected in the investments going into the sector, as shown in Figure 5. The reforms of 1996–1997 and the availability of monopoly rents
from the international exclusivity allowed the incumbent to
invest heavily in its network, but this tapered off from 2000.
By 2001, investment from nonincumbent operators exceeded that of the incumbent, but the overall amount went
down to 1993 levels because of the uncertainty around the
interpretation and duration of the five-year international
exclusivity. It was only after the government announced
the complete liberalization of the international market in
2002 that investments started to climb again (Samarajiva,
2004).
As the limits of what can be achieved from big-bang
reforms were reached in various countries by around the
turn of the century, the importance of developing capacity
for developing appropriate policies and to implement them
effectively through regulation and otherwise has become
evident (Melody, 2002).

FIG. 3. Two sets of “big bang” reforms and fixed and mobile growth (year-on-year) in Sri Lanka. Source: Author; Telecom
Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka.
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FIG. 4. Expenditures from a World Bank Credit and workforce expansion of a regulatory agency. Source: Author.

Capacity development can be conceptualized narrowly
or broadly. In the narrow conception, all that is required is
improving capacity in the government (ministry) or in the
regulatory agency by training officials or hiring qualified
persons. In the broad conception, capacity has to be built up
among all stakeholders (operators as well as civil society),
in addition to government and regulatory agency.
The broad conception is what is appropriate for the
present liberalization model that rests on procedural legitimacy, which can only be derived from transparent and

FIG. 5.

participatory processes of regulation. Without capable officials in government and in regulatory agencies, regulation
will be mediocre at best and counterproductive at worst.
However, an optimal regulatory regime also requires adequate capacity among the suppliers and consumers, and
requires their representatives to effectively participate in
the regulatory process and give it forward momentum.
A sustainable solution within the broad conception requires the building up of in situ ICT policy and regulation
expertise within countries. In situ expertise is necessary

Telecom investment in Sri Lanka, 1993–2002. Source: Samarajiva and Dokeniya (2005).
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for several reasons. First, in situ expertise includes the
tacit knowledge that is necessary to effectively maneuver
through the policy battlefield of any country. Second, in
situ expertise enjoys a legitimacy that external consultants
do not. Finally, it allows for the quick mobilization of expertise within the windows of opportunity offered by a dynamic political and policy process, freed to a certain extent
from the constraints of international consultancy procurement procedures, which can, even when expedited, take
around 3 months.
In situ expertise is important, but it does not in anyway
reduce the need for knowledge of similar policy or regulatory problems and solutions in different settings. Emphasizing in situ knowledge should not in anyway be conflated
with the protectionist claims made in favor of indigenous
expertise by some. The in situ expertise that is discussed in
this article is strongly connected to external networks and
is capable of synthesizing international and local knowledge. The nature of the policy and regulatory expertise that
is required for contemporary needs is discussed in the next
section.
IN SITU EXPERTISE
What is under discussion is policy-relevant knowledge
for reducing the policy and regulatory constraints holding back ICTs and their use by the people of the Asia
Pacific region. In some cases, such as the countries on
the invisible side of Figure 1, there is still a need for
“big bang” reforms such as the issuance of new licenses,
the ending of monopolies, and changes in ownership and
management of state-owned integrated incumbents. Others, many with better sector performance, have completed
the “big bang” reforms but require continuing regulatory
actions such as implementing interconnection. Of course,
as Figure 3 showed, “big bang” reforms do not take place
all at once; there can be clusters of such reform actions.
Even for “big bang” reforms, it is best that local expertise is available. The demand for expertise may be such that
there is no alternative but to mobilize external consultants,
but it is best that such consultants are managed by knowledgeable persons within the government or the regulatory
agency. Participatory and consultative policy processes require expertise among the stakeholders as well. The synthesis of external and domestic expertise is what is optimal,
especially if both sides are willing to listen and learn.
For the continuing processes of regulation and implementation of policy, domestic expertise is essential. A few
countries such as Botswana have done well by stationing
foreign experts in their regulatory agencies for long periods while aggressively training the local staff (International Telecommunication Union, 2002). Regulatory agencies in Bahrain, Hong Kong, and Singapore have recruited
their senior managers internationally, also with good ef-
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fect. However, not all countries are able to recruit internationally and pay expatriate salaries. Even where this
flexibility exists, the optimal mix includes local experts.
With regard to continuing actions such as regulation,
the consultative processes are even more important. For
effective consultative processes, the stakeholders must be
equipped to participate. That requires in situ expertise.
A single human being cannot be expert on all aspects
of ICT policy and regulation. This is true for most areas of
knowledge in this rapidly changing era, but it is especially
true for ICT policy and regulation. Fortunately, research
networks sustained by the Internet allow a single person to
command a wide range of expertise. The following subsections describe two approaches to research that LIRNEasia
has used to good effect.
Just-in-Time Learning
In the old order, learning was done during a 3- to 4-year
contiguous period spent at a university. But now, things
are very different. Experts are expected to have comprehensive knowledge about any matter that falls within the
broad purview of their subject and are expected to respond
quickly to demands from policy and regulatory actors. This
can be illustrated with a real-life example: LIRNEasia‘s
recent work on advising the government and stakeholders
in Bangladesh on the new submarine cable.
Bangladesh was, for a long time, the largest country in
the world without access to a submarine cable. In December 2005, the SEA-ME-WE 4 cable landed at the beach in
Cox’s Bazaar, quite a distance from the population centers
of the country. The nonprivatized incumbent was tied up in
the knots of its own incompetence and signed contracts for
the dry portion of the cable only that month. The regulatory regime to allow cost-oriented and nondiscriminatory
access to the cable by all competitors had not even been
thought of.
LIRNEasia was invited to address a large gathering of
stakeholders, including the minister, at this critical point,
just before the cable landed. The subject was so esoteric
that it was unlikely that we could have found an undersea
cable policy specialist with ready-made knowledge on issues facing a country connecting to one for the first time.
However, we were able to develop an informative and persuasive presentation at very short notice.
This was because (a) I had the knowledge of the underlying theoretical issues of competition, essential facilities,
access regimes, etc.; (b) I was part of a network of contacts
who quickly and comprehensively responded to my information requests; and (c) the Internet enabled the exchanges
and the follow-up actions. Because of (a), the right questions were asked; because of (b), it was possible to confirm
that the questions were the right ones and obtain additional
leads on answers; and (c) made the actions possible.
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The Internet was indispensable, but that is not the main
point. The main point is that the knowledge had to be generated just in time. The presentation assembled information
on the issues faced by West African countries in similar circumstances in 2002 and framed the debate for Bangladesh
under the rubric “West Africa 2002 = Bangladesh 2005.”
The presentation and the subsequent op-ed piece were
quite effective, not yet in devising an optimal access regime
for the submarine cable but in changing the terms of the
debate as to how it should be done (Samarajiva, 2005).
This could not have been done without the just-in-time
approach.
This is the model that will be most effective for in
situ policy intellectuals. They should be able to assemble
knowledge on ICT policy and regulation issues quickly,
drawing from core theoretical knowledge and from their
networks. They cannot be expert on every conceivable
topic, but they can have a firm command of the basics
and be equipped to learn more just-in-time.
Open-Source Research
“Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow.” This is Linus [Torvald]’s Law, and one of the main strengths of opensource software. Because it has been looked over by so
many users or codevelopers who have all contributed by
spotting weaknesses or bugs, open-source software tends
to be more robust than proprietary software.
In the kind of policy-relevant research that is necessary
to remove the constraints affecting ICTs, speed is as important as accuracy. One solution, adopted by LIRNEasia,
is open-source research. LIRNEasia does not claim omniscience. Therefore, its researchers work with multiple
drafts that are published on the web. In some cases such as
the work done on a national early warning system for Sri
Lanka in the 3 months after the tsunami, expert forums,
public meetings, and wide media publicity were used to
tell people about the drafts. Based on the many comments
received, the drafts were extensively revised.2
The open-source approach converts readers into reviewers and improves the quality of the final product. As a byproduct, there is also greater buy-in. In one case where
drafts of LIRNEasia research papers were shared with the
Indian Telecom Regulatory Authority (TRAI), many of
the ideas reappeared in TRAI’s recommendations to the
Government of India. This, in terms of policy influence,
was a great success.
Open-source research is not the norm in universities.
Peer review is the defining characteristic of university research. But it has come to serve as a brake on the early
release of ideas, lest they be thought of as half-baked. But
in the new Internet-mediated world open source is a better model: Do what you do quickly and put it up on the
web; the circle of people interested in your work, your true

peers, will look at it; if necessary, induce them to give you
comments, though if they care about ideas enough, they
will comment anyway. On some of the blog threads on the
LIRNEasia website, it is possible to count over 50 useful,
substantive comments. If the author is willing to revise
and revise again, the end result will be superior in quality
and will be produced faster than through the conventional
model.
AN EXAMPLE OF CAPACITY BUILDING IN THE
ASIA PACIFIC REGION
LIRNEasia is a new (2004) regional research and capacitybuilding organization with the mission of “improving the
lives of the people of the Asia Pacific by facilitating their
use of information and communication technologies; by
catalyzing the reform of the laws, policies and regulations
to enable those uses; by building Asia-Pacific-based human capacity through research, training, consulting and
advocacy.”
The production of research is relatively unproblematic.
Influencing regulatory and policy processes is more
challenging (Lindblom, 1992; Weiss, 1977; Mansell et al.,
2002). The truly difficult task is the building of capacity. In
2005, LIRNEasia launched a systematic, multipartner, and
long-term initiative to build capacity essential to achieving
the desired objectives. This is, in essence, a field-building
exercise that draws from previous experience in establishing ICT policy research capacity in developed markets,
but addresses the different circumstances of the emerging
Asia Pacific region, and hopefully the larger set of emergent economies. The networks that are associated with
this activity must be distinguished from research networks
per se. In LIRNEasia’s usage, certain kinds of centrally
coordinated research networks, like its own, are virtual
organizations. The networks associated with field building
must necessarily be looser than research networks.3
Critical to field building is a process that is open and
participatory to a much greater extent than is feasible in,
or appropriate for, a lean, emergent organization such as
LIRNEasia. An organization, virtual or otherwise, must
have focus and priorities; entry must be selective; and values must be held in common. A network, on the other
hand, must give primacy to accommodating multiple interests and parties and must not have rigid entry/exit barriers.
In other words, distinguishing between an output-driven,
focused organization such as LIRNEasia and a processfocused and open network that is necessary for field building is central to the success of achieving the second (and
arguably longer lasting) branch of LIRNEasia’s mission
statement.
If the objective is to create or facilitate policy intellectuals capable of informed and effective intervention in
ICT policy and regulatory processes in specific country
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contexts, it is not enough to recruit or “repurpose” an
elite group of tightly organized researchers. There should
be a sustainable system for producing and reproducing
such policy intellectuals. This requires the active participation of universities, especially at the postgraduate levels,
and the emergence of a field, constituting the larger environment within which university-based programs flourish, both in terms of the essential function of peer review
and in terms of intellectual exchange and support. Given
the shallow depth of the intellectual environments in most
countries of the emergent Asia Pacific region, this requires
supranational field building.
The emergence of fields is something that happens or is
actively done. LIRNEasia has chosen to engage in active
field building, based on its analysis of the needs of the
region. The fastest method of field building requires the
participation of high-quality universities, the buy-in of senior and respected academics, and money, as demonstrated
by the Ford Foundation and the Social Science Research
Council (New York) in their successful field building initiatives. Money is short in the present instance and so are
the other ingredients. Another difference in the U.S. environment is the presence of scholarly networks prior to
the commencement of field-building initiatives. So, for example, the Telecom Policy Research Conference (TPRC)
relied on existing networks among economists, policy scientists, and communication scholars in its field building
or sustaining activities.
In the case of ICT policy and regulation research in the
Asia-Pacific, there was very little to start with. A search
for authors from developing Asia with publications in telecom reform (Gamage & Samarajiva, forthcoming) demonstrated that:
There was a dearth of Asian ICT policy and regulation researchers.
The quality of their output could be higher.
The researchers lacked adequate SSCI (Social Science Citation Index) and web presence.
A further knowledge mapping of these researchers in terms
of their coauthorships and citations revealed that they were
not adequately connected to each other in Asia through
either citations or coauthorships.
The majority (or 58%) of authors are not cited.
Of all the citations received, most citations come
from the developed world (74%) or from their own
country (16%), with only 7% of the citations from
other countries in Asia (Figure 6).
Almost all authors had one or more coauthorships.
Of all the coauthorships, 77% were from within
their own country, 19% from developed countries,
and 3% other Asian countries (Figure 7).
Based on this analysis, LIRNEasia is initiating a systematic approach to field building, starting from a more

r
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FIG. 6. Scholarly relationships of Telecom policy and regulation researchers in East, South, and Southeast Asia as
evidenced by scholar.google citations, August 2005. Source:
scholar.google.com accessed August 2005; Keywords were telecom and its variants and name of each country in East, South, and
Southeast Asia. The total number of researchers with telecom
policy and regulation related publications is 353.

thorough and comprehensive knowledge mapping (using a
broader sieve than was used in the first attempt and supplementing the previous methods with questionnaires to elicit
information on young scholars and graduate students who
were previously excluded) and centered around an annual
research conference that will provide a focus for intraAsia-Pacific (and later, intra-South) connections among
scholars engaged in ICT policy and regulation research
and an institutional archive for research.
LIRNEasia will provide the required support at the
outset, but the governance of the conference and the
associated field-building activities will be in the hands
of a self-perpetuating but changing board of directors
(modeled on TPRC). The model of conventional academic associations is inappropriate for the task at hand.
They are democratic in nature (office bearers elected by
members) and are sustained by payments from members

r
r
r
r

FIG. 7. Scholarly relationships of telecom policy and regulation researchers in East, South, and South east Asia as evidenced by scholar.google coauthorship, August 2005. Source:
scholar.google.com accessed August 2005. Keywords were telecom and its variants and name of each country in East, South, and
Southeast Asia. The total number of researchers with telecom
policy and regulation related publications is 353.
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and subsidies from universities and other organizations
that employ the members. However, this model tends
to yield highly diffused conferences with low quality
control, which are not conducive to field building.
The inaugural CPRsouth event, “CPRsouth 1: Research
for Improving ICT governance in the Asia-Pacific,” was
held in Manila, supported by the International Development Research Centre of Canada and in collaboration with
the National College of Public Administration and Governance, University of the Philippines, Diliman, in January
2007. CPRsouth 2007 is modeled to some extent on the
Communication Policy Research Conferences in Europe
and the United States.4 Active researchers were recruited
beforehand to organize and chair sessions (senior) and
present papers (junior). In TPRC and Euro CPR (communication policy research), its European counterpart, the
tradition is to limit the number of papers strictly and to privilege plenary sessions over parallel sessions. CPRsouth
adopted similar practices to ensure optimal contribution
to field building.
While the focus was on the Asia Pacific region, observers were invited from Africa and Latin America, in
the hope of broadening the scope of the event in the near
future. The institutionalization of CPRsouth includes the
adoption of a governing charter (already done), a web site
for self-archiving of publications and conference papers
(in process), and a business plan for sustaining the organization and the conference.

CONCLUSION
Bridging the digital divide is important. It may not be
as important as ensuring safe water for all, or adequate
health care, in terms of meriting investment of scarce public resources, but it is definitely important enough to merit
concerted action to remove the artificial barriers to private
supply. This article marshals some evidence to argue that
one of the best ways to remove barriers is to improve ICT
policy and regulation capacity.
Reforms are best served by creating an environment
within which international best practices are adapted to
local circumstances by in situ policy intellectuals. Some
of these local experts could be in regulatory agencies and in
government; but optimal results will be achieved through
participatory processes where all stakeholders, including
consumers, are represented by knowledgeable experts.
The experts need to work in a networked context, making optimal use of the Internet and related technologies to
engage in just-in-time learning and open-source research.
Communication Policy Research–South (CPRsouth), a
new multipartner and multicountry initiative launched in
early 2007, intends to create the conditions for sustaining
existing capacity and building new capacity.

NOTES
1. http://web.worldbank.org/external/projects/main?pagePK=64283627&piPK=73230&theSitePK=40941&menuPK=228424&Projectid =P042263 and http://web.worldbank.org/external/projects/
main? pagePK=64283627&piPK=73230&theSitePK=40941&menuPK=228424&Projectid=P077586 (accessed September 17, 2006).
2. Final text at: http://www.lirneasia.net/2005/03/national-earlywarning-system/and draftat:http://www.lirneasia.net/wp-content/Concept%20Paper%203 Feb05 01.pdf (accessed August 11, 2006) Comparison of draft and final text will show how much weight was given to
the comments.
3. Indeed, it may be hypothesized that research on research networks
has been bedeviled by conflation of scholarly networks (associated with
field building or maintenance), research networks and virtual organizations. See Stein et al. (2001), Hildreth and Kimble (2004), Monge and
Contractor (2004), Shiffrin and Borner (2004), and Wind (2005).
4. On Euro CPR, see http://www.encip.org/eurocpr.php. TPRC’s
origins are documented by Owen (1997).
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