Connecting the Disconnected:
Mapping Gaps in Digital Access in Pakistan

Research Team:
Hija Kamran
Sadaf Khan
Salwa Rana
Zoya Rehman
Maria Malik
Review and Edit
Hija Kamran
Format Design:
Aniqa Haider
Published by Media Matters for Democracy in May 2022.

Table of Contents

List of Abbreviations

04

1.

Introduction

05

2.

Facts & Figures

07

3.

Methodology

10

4.
4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
4.6

Findings
Policy and Legal Environment
Connectivity and Usage
Affordability
Equitable Access
Local Content and Language
Competencies

12
12
16
22
27
33
42

5.

Discussion

47

6.

Conclusion and Recommendations

48

7.

Annexures

49

Page 03

List of Abbreviations

A4Ai
AJK
FANA
FATA
GB
GST
NITB
PTA
USF
ICT

Alliance for Affordable Internet
Azad Jammu and Kashmir
[Gilgit-Baltistan] Federally-Administered Northern Areas
Federally Administered Tribal Areas
Gilgit-Baltistan
Goods and Services Tax
National Information Technology Board
Pakistan Telecommunication Authority
Universal Service Fund
Information and Communication Technology

List of Abbreviations

Page 04

Introduction

1

Affordable and reliable internet has become a quintessential part of our lives: a key arena for
exercising one’s constitutional rights, as well as for supporting economic, social and human
development. Moreover, access to an internet connection with sufﬁcient bandwidth is
essential for the development of an information society. However, internet access in Pakistan
is far from being universal and meaningful. A signiﬁcant number of people across Pakistan
either do not have access to the internet or are unable to use it to its full potential owing to
lack of infrastructure, affordability and digital literacy.

This research aims to map the situation for open and equitable internet access in Pakistan, by
exploring the barriers people experience in accessing digital technologies. It investigates the
deepening digital divide in Pakistan, as the increasing ubiquity of the internet is leaving those
who remain unconnected even more marginalised in a world that is becoming more digitised
by the day.
Experiences of marginalised people include but are not limited to a lack of access to basic
services and day-to-day transactions – from governments and businesses to educational
amenities — that are available online and make people’s lives considerably easier. Those who
do not have internet access are thereby excluded from the ‘new’ world of information and
communications courtesy digital technologies. Those individuals are unable to enjoy the
social, economic, and civic beneﬁts stemming from digital connectivity.
Universal and equitable access to the internet should be considered a right, not a luxury or
privilege, as it provides human beings the ability to continue exercising their rights to
freedom of expression and association. Hence, through this research, we aim to delve into
the legal and regulatory framework of internet governance in Pakistan, and the extent to
which universal and equitable access to the internet is guaranteed therein. The reach, scope
and evolution of this framework is an important factor to consider, as it lays bare the extent
of access to broadband and cellular infrastructure in Pakistan.
Information has become a key commodity in today’s digitised world. Who has access to this
information, and how, is a question that comes up perennially in debates around internet
access. Who produces and disseminates knowledge is a question of equity that is inextricably
tied to the issue of internet access, with political and socioeconomic consequences, and a
question very much related to existing social relations and orders as well.
It would also be important to assess whether cost barriers are being addressed in Pakistan,
perhaps through zero-rating programs, and whether diverse and uncensored content is
accessible in our online spaces that would go a long way toward bridging the digital divide.
In short, it is essential to evaluate what steps are being taken to bring people across Pakistan
more closely to the technology era and provide access to valuable tools for economic
development, social engagement, and public expression.
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It is important to take note of the fact that invisibility online starts from the very beginning:
that is, from the very development and planning of internet infrastructure. It extends to
connectivity and access, and continues through content creation. An important question,
then, is this: whose knowledge is considered worthy, reliable, and visible at each of these
levels? And how does the internet create hierarchies within knowledge production itself?
Following these considerations, we aim to explore the gaps vis-a-vis internet access in
Pakistan with the help of the following research questions:
Research Question 1: Does the legal and regulatory framework in Pakistan effectively deal
with different aspects of universal and equitable access?
Research Question 2: How has infrastructure availability for broadband and mobile internet
in Pakistan changed over the last ﬁve years?
Research Question 3: Do demographics linked to geography, socio-economic class,
education and gender have a signiﬁcant impact on how individuals access and experience
the Internet?
Research Question 4: Does a signiﬁcant proportion of Pakistani citizens have the literacy,
skill and/or access to tools that allow them to make optimum use of the internet?
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Facts, Figures & Context

2

According to the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority, by July 2021, Pakistan had about
76.38 million internet users, making it the 14th largest population of internet users in the
world.1

Pakistan’s ICT industry has grown rapidly over the past two decades. In 2001, only 1.3% of
the population used the Internet, whereas by 2006 this ﬁgure had grown to 6.5% and in 2012
to 10.0%. The number of internet users in Pakistan increased by 11 million -- that is, by 17%
-- between 2019 and 2020 alone.2 As of August 2020, the percentage of internet users in
Pakistan amounted to 40.95%, which translates into approximately 87 million Pakistani
citizens having access to the internet.3 The COVID-19 pandemic has led to this surge in
internet usage.4
As of March 2022, Pakistan has 193 million cellular subscribers making up 87.95% of the total
population, 113 million 3G/4G subscribers (51.43% of the population), and 116 million
broadband subscribers (52.79% of the total population).5

*Figures are updated as on March 2022

PTA records a total of 87.95% of the population are cellular subscribers in the country. Source: PTA

Having said that, Pakistan has the lowest internet penetration rate in South Asia. With
internet penetration at 52.79%, more than 104 million people out of an estimated population
of 220 million remain disconnected from online digital resources. The 2016 report by the
GSM Association (GSMA), 'Pakistan: A Digital Future', afﬁrms these facts, and presents a
lucid picture contextualising the digital divide that exists in the country.6 The report states,

1.

Telecom Indicators, PTA, July 2021, https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/telecom-indicators

2.

Digital 2020: Pakistan — DataReportal – Global Digital Insights https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-pakistan

3.

Ibid.

4.

Internet use rose 25pc during pandemic-induced lockdowns. (2020, September 13). DAWN.COM. https://www.dawn.com/news/1579433

5.

Telecom Indicators, (March 2022). PTA. https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/telecom-indicators

6.

Stryjak, J., & James, H. (2016, December). Country overview: Pakistan - A digital future. GSMA.
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Country-Overview_Pakistan_Digital-Future.pdf
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divide that exists in the country. The report states, “The enablers of mobile internet
connectivity: infrastructure, affordability, consumer readiness and content, all rank low in
Pakistan relative to its neighbours. These enablers are critical to creating the right conditions
of supply and demand for mobile internet connectivity to ﬂourish. Pakistan therefore has one
of the lowest penetration rates in South Asia.”7
Pakistan is an emerging mobile economy, and digital technologies are beginning to transform
the way people live and work here. Digital platforms have become the primary channel for
accessing public and private services for a growing number of citizens, especially in regards
to the retail, transport and banking sectors. The Universal Service Fund (USF) policy for
broadband services in Pakistan was introduced in 2005 with the goal of advancing teledensity
and broadband penetration and building telecenters across the country. The policy
envisioned that by the end of the 2000s, 85% of the total population of the country would
have access to the internet, and that by the end of the mid-2010s, it would increase to 95%.
Pakistan also introduced its ﬁrst Digital Pakistan Policy in 2018 with the goal of uplifting the
digital ecosystem in the country, by enhancing connectivity and promoting innovation,
technology and e-commerce.
With the Digital Pakistan Vision of the former ruling party Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) in
place,8 one would have expected its government to prioritise universal access and
acknowledge internet access as a basic human right during its tenure that lasted almost four
years. The Digital Pakistan Policy guarantees the development of IT Zones and Software
Technology Parks in the country’s major cities to promote digitisation. It also envisions setting
up telecenters in the remote areas of Pakistan.
These developments would be welcome in a country that currently ranks 90th out of 100
countries on the Inclusive Internet Index 2021 released by the Economist Intelligence Unit
(EIU), thus falling into the last quartile of the global index, and second to last in the Asia
region. Furthermore, mobile broadband accounts for less than ﬁve in 10 mobile connections.
Pakistan scored a paltry 39.8 in the GSMA’s latest Mobile Connectivity Index, compared to an
average of 45.7 for South Asia.9 Nevertheless, according to EIU, it did rank the highest within
the quartile in terms of ‘Affordability’ due to improvements in the competitive environment
and an overall decrease in mobile phone costs.10
Category of Internet Access

EIU’s Ranking

Availability

97th

Affordability

67th

Relevance

91st

Readiness

79th

Pakistan ranks in the last quartile on the global Inclusive Internet Index 2021. Source: EIU

7.

Ibid.

8.

Digital Pakistan, https://digitalpakistan.pk/home.html

9.

GSMA Mobile Connectivity Index, http://www.mobileconnectivityindex.com/

10.

Jahangir, R. (2020, March 5). Pakistan ranked least internet inclusive country in South Asia: report. DAWN.COM. https://www.dawn.com/news/1538509
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It must be pointed out that Pakistan, by far, has consistently had one of the largest gender
gaps in the index, in regards to both mobile and internet access. According to the 2020
Mobile Gender Gap Report of the GSMA, the widest gender gap with regards to
country-level trends in mobile ownership and mobile internet use is still in Pakistan, where
women are 38% less likely than men to own a mobile phone and 49% less likely to use mobile
internet.11 According to an earlier research report of Media Matters for Democracy, ‘Women
Disconnected: Feminist Case Studies on Gender Digital Divide Amidst COVID-19’, women
who come from low income households continue to face barriers in accessing the internet in
Pakistan – not only ﬁnancial, but also geographical and cultural. Over 76% of women who
participated in the research survey answered that internet services were unaffordable in
Pakistan.12
Low levels of digital literacy and poor network quality in remote parts of the country are also
factors that exacerbate Pakistan’s digital divide. Moreover, most Internet usage in Pakistan is
still in English. Some Urdu based newspapers do maintain an Urdu presence on the web;
however, romanised Urdu is more commonly seen to be used online.13 It is crucial to note,
once again, that since 2020, the coronavirus pandemic has not only affected healthcare
systems in Pakistan but has also deepened the divide in internet access across the country.
In a press release dated April 2021, PTA reported, “Owing to supportive government
policies, effective competition among telecom operators and PTA commitment to introduce
and utilise innovative technologies, broadband subscriptions in Pakistan have reached a
historic 100 million mark.”14 PTA has also asserted that broadband penetration at the time
stood at 43.5%, with teledensity at 82.34% which has since been increased to 87.95% in April
2022. What these ﬁgures fail to reveal is that almost half of Pakistan's population does not
have access to the internet. Additionally, around 64% of Pakistan’s population lives in rural
areas, and with a signiﬁcant rural-urban digital divide, full digital inclusivity cannot possibly be
achieved unless the government takes concrete steps to ensure that the remotest areas of
the country are treated equally and provided with internet access.

11.

DRM. (2021, January 15). 6 in 10 women face restrictions when accessing the internet, new study ﬁnds. Digital Rights Monitor.
https://www.digitalrightsmonitor.pk/6-in-10-women-face-restrictions-when-accessing-the-internet-new-study-ﬁnds/

12.

Dawn. (2012, August 29). Urdu on the internet. DAWN.COM. https://www.dawn.com/news/745420/urdu-on-the-internet

13.

Press Release. (2021, April 2). Mobile Broadband Subscribers Reach 100 Million Mark. PTA.

14.

https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/mobile-broadband-subscribers-reach-100-million-mark--030421
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3

Methodology

The Universal and Equitable Access assessment is based on a framework built on six themes,
including legal and policy environment, connectivity and usage, affordability, equitable
access, local content and language, and ICT competencies. These themes correspond to the
Accessibility related indicators in UNESCO’s Internet Universality Indicators (IUI) and explore
different elements corresponding to the questions deﬁned in the IUI framework. The IUI
framework has been used as a basis to inform this research framework as the IUIs reﬂect a
rigorous research process that explores the complexities that affect equitable and
meaningful access.
The indicators are in the form of statements measured on four questions and statements
each, which then explore the situation through interviews and available data. The framework
includes a total of 24 questions and statements.

Assessment framework
THEME

Indicators

Legal and
Policy
Framework

Universal service
obligations are
clearly deﬁned in
the law, with
appropriate
provisions for
implementation of
the policy.

A regulatory
authority
concerned with
universal access is
present and
operational.

There is evidence
that the legal and
policy obligations
for universal access
are being
implemented.

An effective
strategy for
facilitating public
access for the
disconnected
population is
included in the
universal access
policies.

Connectivity
and Usage

A signiﬁcant
proportion of the
country has
operational
broadband and
mobile connectivity
infrastructure.

A signiﬁcant
population of the
country has access
to and uses the
Internet.

There is statistical
evidence that the
number of people
who are connected
to broadband
Internet is steadily
growing.

There is statistical
evidence that the
number of people
who are connected
to the mobile
Internet is steadily
growing.

Affordability

Is the cost of the
Internet perceived
to be a barrier to
access?

Mobile handsets
capable of Internet
connectivity are
affordable to all
sections of the
population.

The government
makes zero rated
and low cost
internet access
facilities available
for poor and
marginalised
communities.

Telecommunication
companies and
internet service
providers make
available price
packages
appropriate for
groups with low and
variable incomes.
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Equitable

Geographically
diverse areas,
urban and rural
centres and all
provincial regions
have comparable
broadband
facilities.

Universal access
policies are
informed by
statistical data
regarding internet
connectivity and
usage among
varied populations.

Speciﬁc measures
are being taken to
address gender
digital divide.

There is a strategy
in place to deal
with social and
cultural barriers
affecting women's
use of the Internet.

Local Content
and Language

Effective local
language
processing
softwares and
systems are
available.

Government
websites,
information about
public services and
other relevant
information is easily
available in local
languages.

There is ongoing
and signiﬁcant
research and
development on
local language
processing
technologies in
public and private
technology
institutions.

There is a
substantial and
growing volume of
content in different
regional and
indegenous
languages,
including user
generated content.

Competencies

Use of ICTs digital
and information
literacy is a part of
school curricula.

High quality STEM
and ICT courses are
offered at higher
education levels
and are easily
accessible to all
segments of the
population.

Media and
Information Literacy
programs are in
place, specially for
citizens without
formal literacy.

Educators in public
and private
educational
institutions are well
versed with ICTs
and use technology
skillfully.

Data Sources
To analyse the quality of internet access based on the indicators, the researchers rely largely
on secondary research supplemented by primary research, using the following methods to
collect data that has informed the assessment;
1.
2.
3.

Legal & policy review
Literature review, speciﬁcally exploring previous research in the ﬁeld
Interviews with relevant experts and professionals

3 - Methodology
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Findings

4.1 - Legal and Policy Framework

4

Indicators Assessment
Legal and Policy
Framework

Universal service obligations are clearly deﬁned in the law, with
appropriate provisions for implementation of the policy.
A regulatory authority concerned with universal access is present
and operational.
There is evidence that the legal and policy obligations for
universal access are being implemented.
An effective strategy for facilitating public access for the
disconnected population is included in the universal access
policies.

Key Findings
While there are policies in place to promote universal access in the country,
implementation strategies do not exist, creating a barrier in research and reporting
on projects being carried out.
The ﬁrst time the concept of public WiFis was introduced on policy level in the
country was in 2015 through the Telecom Policy of Pakistan.
The Digital Pakistan Policy of 2018 also prioritises public access through telecenters
and IT Zones, but implementation remains unclear.
The government has maintained that disconnected areas of tribal regions have been
deprived of internet connectivity owing to security concerns, however, by the end of
year 2021, internet in 6 out of 7 agencies of former FATA was restored after security
clearance.

Analysis
In Pakistan, a number of policies and laws address access to the internet. In 2004, the
Broadband Policy introduced the concept of universal service obligation for Pakistan and was
followed by the Universal Service and Access Fund (USAF) that established the USF. Under
this fund, multiple projects for broadband infrastructure are awarded to private
telecommunication companies. In the past decade, universal access has been highlighted in
4 - Findings
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the 2015 Telecom Policy and the Digital Pakistan Policy of 2018 which prioritise access to the
internet for everyone, however, lays down little or no details on implementation strategies.
This also causes confusion in research and reporting on internet access, as it is hard to identify
which projects were carried out under a speciﬁc policy.
Pakistan’s Universal Service Obligations are recognised through the USAF of 2006 which
establishes the USF fund and commits to providing high-speed affordable internet to
unserved and underserved areas of Pakistan.15 Through the fund, the USF Board carries out
open bidding to award service contracts to the most competitive telecom operator to
develop internet and telecom infrastructure in areas that remain disconnected.
Prior to the establishment of the 2006 USF fund, the 2004 Broadband Policy was the ﬁrst to
lay down in detail the objectives and strategies for broadband access in Pakistan. It promised
the development of more localised content to stimulate the demand for broadband internet
connection and then addressed the issue of affordability in detail by recommending
guidelines on how to make the broadband internet services affordable for the masses. To
facilitate this, it aimed to remove restrictions on the number of service providers operating in
Pakistan to avoid monopolisation.
The 2004 policy also took into account the cost of digital devices and equipment to access
the internet, like the PCs, that is borne by the consumers, and vowed to introduce incentives
to service providers to donate these devices to low income communities, provide loans for
such equipment through service providers, and to remove import duties levied on inputs and
ﬁnished products used in providing broadband services in order to reduce cost.
A decade after the USF Policy was passed, the Telecom Policy of 2015 went on to introduce
public WiFis for the very ﬁrst time for commercial use, based on international standards. It
also eased right of way requirements and procedures in order to make it convenient for
telecom operators to build infrastructure as required but it is unclear whether these
procedures were helpful in any way when broadband projects were carried out.
More recently, the Digital Pakistan Policy in its Policy Objective Number VIII addresses the
different types of digital divide including urban and rural, gender disparity, unserved and
underserved areas and unequal access for the persons with disabilities. It promises the
development of IT Zones and Software Technology Parks at major cities to promote
digitisation, and to set up telecenters in unserved areas of Pakistan.16 Key Component 5: ICT
for Girls of the Digital Pakistan Policy focuses on bridging the digital divide by increasing
adoption of ICTs by girls and women through training in computer skills programs, by setting
up computer labs in schools in under and unserved areas. The policy also takes into account
other factors, such as infrastructural issues that have acted as major contributors to the digital
divide in the country. However, the implementation strategies of this policy also remain
non-existent, widening the gap in reporting on whether the implementation was carried out
and to what extent.
Moreover, the policy does not elaborate on how it aims to assist the previous and existing
policies, for instance, the 2015 Telecom Policy, in furthering their agenda of universal access
and no speciﬁc implementation mechanisms can be found.
With regards to the regulatory authority, the USF operates through the state-owned

15.

USF Vision/ Mission Statement- https://usf.org.pk/aboutus/content/mission-statement

16.

Digital Pakistan Policy 2018, Ministry of Information Technology & Telecommunication,
http://moib.gov.pk/Downloads/Policy/DIGITAL_PAKISTAN_POLICY(22-05-2018).pdf

4 - Findings

4.1-Legal and Policy framework

Page 13

Universal Service Fund, which operates independently but falls under the Ministry of
Information Technology & Telecommunication. The Pakistan Telecommunication Authority
(PTA) is responsible for promoting the availability of a wide range of high quality, efﬁcient,
cost effective and competitive telecommunication services throughout Pakistan.
In recent years, a number of contracts have been awarded to telecom companies by the USF.
The record of all projects is updated on the Fund’s website. In addition, to ensure that the
general public can access the internet easily, the USF, under its ICT for Girls Program,
implemented a project for establishing Computer Labs at Women Empowerment Centers
(WECs) operational under administrative control of Pakistan Baitul Mal (PBM).17 The aim of
the project is to provide ICT and coding awareness to women. The project was conceived
and implemented between 2016-18, under which 120 computer labs were established. In
addition to this, in 2017, the USF entered into an agreement with Jazz to establish 10
telecenters across Pakistan to help bridge the digital divide.18
Whereas, PTA signed an agreement with GSMA Association - an industry organisation that
represents the interests of mobile network operators worldwide, in March 2022 to work on
reducing digital gender gap in Pakistan.19 PTA, in its press release, wrote, “GSMA will
facilitate PTA by sharing data/insights/expertise in identifying target-oriented projects to
reduce digital gender gap. These will include initiatives related to digital ﬁnancial inclusion,
accessibility, affordability, online security awareness and digital skills by females in both rural
and urban areas.” It further elaborated that the company will also give support to the
authority “in designing SMS/WhatsApp/IVR based consumer surveys,” which will help PTA in
collecting authentic gender disaggregated data on various indicators, including SIM &
device ownership, internet, social media usage and ﬁnancial access gap. The partnership will
also be focused on GSMA providing assistance by “providing Mobile Internet Skills Training
Toolkit (MISTT) in Urdu language, a set of resources to promote digital literacy, and help
people use the internet more safely on their mobile.”20
However, another digital divide that needs attention of policy framework is geographic
barriers that bar millions living in underserved areas from accessing the internet. During the
COVID-19 lockdown in the country, a number of petitions were ﬁled in the high courts of the
country to appeal for better internet coverage in remote and rural areas supplemented by
on-ground protests by affected communities. The Islamabad High Court in April 2020
ordered the PTA to restore 3G and 4G services in the tribal districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(the former FATA regions).21 Even though the decision was set aside by the Supreme Court,
the case attracted global attention to Pakistan’s connectivity issues and also highlighted that
despite having multiple policies in place that promise access, there is a lot more that needs
to be done to implement these policies.
However, the tribal regions that were disconnected since June 2016, have started to get
internet access after constant efforts of communities to demand connectivity as the usage
increased during the pandemic. On the petition of a student from former FATA, the
Islamabad High Court settled the case after the federal government agreed to restore
internet access in the tribal region.22

17.

WEC Impact Analysis- Reporthttps://usf.org.pk/UserFiles/ﬁle/Impact%20Assessment/WEC%20Impact%20Analysis%20Report-12th%20March.pdf

18.

Jazz and USF to Establish 10 Telecenters Across Pakistan- https://pakorbit.com/2017/02/jazz-usf-establish-10-telecenters-across-pakistan/

19.

Pta Gsma Sign Agreement To Accelerate Gender Inclusion In Icts In Pakistan. (2022, March 1). PTA.
https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/pta-gsma-sign-agreement-to-accelerate-gender-inclusion-in-icts-in-pakistan--010322

20.

Ibid.

21.

Bashir, S. (2020, April 14). Islamabad High Court orders PTA to revive internet in former FATA. Express Tribune.
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2197950/islamabad-high-court-orders-pta-revive-internet-former-fata

22.

DRM. (2021, June 16). Tribal Areas to get 3G 4G Service, Schedule Ready, High Court settles case. Digital Rights Monitor.
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In December 2021, PTA announced that it has restored internet connectivity in Kurram
agency of former FATA, mentioning, “data services have been restored in six (6) out of seven
(7) districts of Erstwhile FATA.”23

23.

Press Release. Data Services Restored In District Kurram. (2021, December 27). PTA.
https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/media-center/single-media/data-services-restored-in-district-kurram-291221
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4.2 - Connectivity and Usage
Indicators Assessment
Connectivity and
Usage

A signiﬁcant proportion of the country has operational broadband
and mobile connectivity infrastructure
A signiﬁcant population of the country has access to and uses the
Internet
There is statistical evidence that the number of people who are
connected to broadband Internet is steadily growing
There is statistical evidence that the number of people who are
connected to the mobile Internet is steadily growing

Key Findings
A signiﬁcant population, 104 million people, remains disconnected from any kind of
internet as of April 2022.
A project worth 192 million PKR was awarded to Jazz by USF24 in 2019 to connect
401 mouzas of North Waziristan. The region still remains disconnected.
For the telecom sector, seeking approval from 14 security agencies to install one
tower is a hurdle and delays work.
Annual broadband penetration increased by almost 26 percent since 2016.
3G/4G LTE subscription saw an increase of 223,137 subscribers in 2019-2020
compared to the previous year 2018-2019, and an increase of 317,109 subscribers
compared to the year 2019-2020.
Monthly average cellular subscription stands at 187.57 million between May 2021
and March 2022.

Analysis
According to the March 2022 statistics of Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA), at
least 52.79 percent of the population, or 116 million people out of the population estimated
at over 220 million, has access to some form of internet in the country.25 However, where
teledensity reﬂects that almost 88 percent of the population is connected to cellular services,
the gap in the access to the internet is evidence of the unavailability of mobile internet and
broadband internet services in most parts of the country. The PTA Telecom Indicators
suggest that the subscriber base for broadband is currently 116 million, whereas 3G/4G

24.

North Waziristan, USF, https://usf.org.pk/projects/detail/rural-telecom-program/north-wazirist

25.

PTA Telecom Indicators, March 2022, https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/telecom-indicators
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mobile internet subscription is 113 million, and basic telephony subscriber base stands at 2
million making up only 1.14 percent of the total population. While the increase in these
numbers has been constant, over 47 percent of the population continues to be disconnected
from the internet.
The gap in cellular and internet connectivity can be attributed to various factors, and
onground experiences also depict discrepancy in the kind of access that is regarded to
individuals and communities in both urban and rural areas. Where the data fails to break
down the usage based on rural and urban divide, it also does not offer gender
disaggregation of internet and cellular access in the country that continues to be one of the
key barriers in acquiring an internet connection.
During the COVID-19 lockdown, this gap became more evident. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that those on the peripheries and those residing in rural areas were the most
affected owing to the lack of availability of proper infrastructure in the region, whereas those
belonging to low-income communities suffered equally due to their inability to afford a
smartphone and/or a working internet connection (discussed in Section 4.3: Affordability).
The mobile internet connectivity in the tribal regions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) - formerly
known as FATA - have been disconnected since June 2016 in the wake of a clash between
armed forces on Pak-Afghan border in Torkham. While this is the most recent known date of
disconnect, the area has suffered with lack of communication technology access since the
beginning of war on terror in 2003 in the region. The security operation against armed
extremists led to considerable damage of infrastructure in the vicinity, which also included
whatever was available of telecom towers for mobile connectivity. Since then, very little was
done to repair the damage caused to the technical infrastructure in the area, resulting in a
consistent internet blackout until December 2021 when internet access in 6 out of 7 districts
of former FATA were restored with the provision of connectivity in Kurram Agency.26
A similar situation has been observed in neighbouring Balochistan, and Gilgit-Baltistan (GB),
where both cellular and internet services are unavailable to the residents. The implications of
this disconnection in the name of security as a result of security operations, and in most
instances, due to the lack of authorities’ and service providers’ intention to invest in
infrastructure, were drastic on the lives of citizens residing in those areas. Many shared
personal and professional impacts like losing touch with family members abroad, having to
travel long distances through unsafe terrain everyday to work and study, relocating to other
cities, and not being able to access information outside of the region.27 Several residents
informed that while they are unable to connect to local telecommunication networks for
communication purposes, those closer to the border have subscribed to Afghan
telecommunication services in order to stay connected, whereas many have relocated.28
Mr. Basharat Issa, a lecturer at a local university in Karachi, hails from Gilgit-Baltistan, and is
one of the organisers of the online campaign #Internet4GilgitBaltistan that demanded the
authorities to provide internet access in the region. In an interview for this research, he shares
that during the COVID-19 lockdown when his work went remote, he decided to return to
Yasin - his hometown in Gilgit-Baltistan. However, within a few days he realised that he cannot
work from home due to the unavailability of internet access, and had to return to Karachi. He

26.
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says, “There are many people who wanted to come back to their hometown, but could not
because of the situation of internet connectivity.”29
In the region, only one telecom company, Special Telecommunication Organisation (SCO), is
approved to operate and offers 2G, 3G and 4G mobile internet services.30 However, Issa says
that the connection is very weak and 3G/4G internet never works. He shares that the
subscribers only receive 2G service on their phone that makes working on the internet
impossible. Many young people move to the big cities for work and studies, which, Issa says,
is the only way to remain connected.
A March 2021 media report suggested that according to the sources in the Ministry of
Information Technology and Telecommunications (MoITT), the government has decided to
open “digital roads” for Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) and GB, and the auction proceeds
for new spectrum would be ﬁnalised by the middle of May.31 During a brieﬁng to the Prime
Minister Imran Khan, the Ministry and PTA informed the meeting, “Traditional restrictions
related to the security have been relaxed and high-speed internet services will be provided
to almost all areas of GB and AJK, expectedly before the end of this year.” The report further
mentions, “The auction of 4G licences will be held before June 30 and it will not only bring
high-speed internet to GB and AJK but also the beneﬁts of higher revenues for their
governments.” The licences were ﬁnally awarded in October 2021 to three cellular mobile
operators: CM Pak (Zong), Telenor Pakistan, and PTML (Ufone).32
Although the disconnected regions have never really had uninterrupted and good quality
internet or telecommunication services, telecom companies have time and again expressed
interest in providing this access, while obtaining licence to provide services and seeking
security clearance to set up infrastructure has been a challenge.
Mr. Ibrar Khan, Vice President Corporate and Economic Affairs at Jazz, tells Media Matters
for Democracy that there are various challenges that the telecom sector faces while
attempting to increase their coverage.33 According to him, one of them is the Right of Way,
“We have to take security clearance from 14 different agencies in order to install one telecom
tower. Even if one agency refuses clearance, we cannot start the work. We cannot contest the
decision of these agencies, and they do not provide a reason to reject the request. We don’t
understand what damage we could cause by setting up this tower that is intended to provide
telecom services to residents.”34
Mr. Irfan Wahab Khan, CEO of Telenor Pakistan, while talking about the Right of Way, says,
“Currently, Pakistan is only ahead of Afghanistan with its ﬁbre penetration of less than 10
[percent], which has impacted access of high speed connectivity to masses. While [the Right
of Way] policy has been approved, it is crucial for it to come into effect through
implementation on a provincial level.” He further adds, “It is important that network
shutdowns are curtailed to very limited (security risk) areas, and blanket city and district wide
forced shutdowns are avoided at all cost.”35
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The disconnected regions of the country have constantly been denied access in the name of
security. On April 13, 2020, the Islamabad High Court (IHC), while responding to a petition
ﬁled by a student from former-FATA who was distressed about the non-availability of the
internet in the region and its impact on his online classes, ordered the PTA to restore internet
access immediately. The Court also said, “The internet facility is the basic right of every
citizen. Article 19 of the Constitution protects the citizen’s right of freedom of expression.”36
In a follow up hearing on April 20, the Ministry of IT informed the court that while it was ready
to restore internet services in ex-FATA, it needed more time to set up the infrastructure which
was disbanded due to security reasons in 2016. However, the ruling was later overturned in
light of a Supreme Court judgement dated April 22, 2020 in response to PTA’s challenge to
IHC’s 2018 judgement that declared internet shutdowns unconstitutional in the country.37 The
Supreme Court judgement ruled that the government can shut down the internet and other
communication channels under the powers given to the PTA as per the Pakistan
Telecommunication (Re-Organisation) Act, 1996.38
In light of the subsequent protests by students in the region during the COVID-19 induced
lockdown in the country, almost a year later on January 20, 2021, during an address in Wana,
Prime Minister Imran Khan announced the restoration of 3G/4G internet services in
Waziristan from that day.39 Subsequently, PTA directed cellular service providers to resume
services in the region, and the services were later upgraded to 4G in February that year, with
Jazz being the ﬁrst one to upgrade, as per PTA.40 However, the Universal Service Fund (USF)
- a government-led company tasked to promote internet connectivity in the country and is
funded via 1.5 percent proﬁts of all telecom companies in the country, has awarded multiple
contracts to telecom operators to set up infrastructure in the disconnected regions including
the underserved areas in KP, Balochistan, Sindh and Punjab. USF has recently awarded 9
contracts worth 8.15 billion PKR to telecom companies to provide high speed broadband
internet services to disconnected communities.41 In a press release dated March 19, 2021,
USF states that its teams are “working relentlessly to provide High Speed Mobile Broadband
services in areas such as Babusar Top, Lake Saif Ul Malook and Sharan Forest in Mansehra
district, Kumrat Valley in Upper Dir district, Mahodand Lake in Swat district and Galiyaat.”42
Despite multiple contracts between USF and telecom companies in the country over the
years to provide mobile internet services to underserved areas, many remain disconnected.
For instance, in 2019, USF signed two contracts with Jazz to provide internet connectivity in
South43 and North Waziristan.44 45 Regardless of the fact that these contracts were signed
over three years ago, there is little to no update on the implementation and completion of
these projects, and the region continues to struggle with poor quality access.
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Although a signiﬁcant portion of the country is disconnected, there is statistical evidence
from PTA that suggests that internet connectivity and mobile subscriptions are growing in the
country. PTA Telecom Indicators suggest that the annual telecom subscription for the year
2020-2021 has seen an increase of 43.79 million people compared to that in 2016-17,46 with
a monthly average increase of 187.57 million between May 2021 and March 2022. Whereas,
the same statistics suggest that since 2016,47 mobile broadband subscription has witnessed
an increase of over 56.76 million subscribers, while total broadband subscriptions have
increased by over 58 million.48

Annual Cellular Subscribers, April 2022. Source: PTA

Monthly Cellular Subscribers, April 2022. Source: PTA
46.

Cellular Subscribers, PTA, April 2022, https://www.pta.gov.pk/en/telecom-indicators/1
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On the other hand, 3G/4G LTE subscription saw a spike in the year 2020-2021 with an
increase of 540,246 subscribers compared to the year 2018-2019.49

3G/4G LTE (Fixed) subscription increase over the years, April 2022. Source: PTA

DSL broadband internet saw a slight increase in subscription in the year 2020-2021
compared to a decline in 2019-2020. The steady growth of DSL subscribers until 2018-2019
saw a decrease of over 240,000 in the previous year. Whereas, the increase was noted to be
over 94,000 in the year 2020-2021. The annual broadband penetration in the country has
increased by almost 26.6 percent since 2016-2017.50

Annual BroadBand Penetration, April 2022. Source: PTA
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4.3 - Affordability
Indicators Assessment
Affordability

Is the cost of the Internet perceived to be a barrier to access?
Mobile handsets capable of Internet connectivity affordable to all
sections of the population?
The government makes zero rated and low cost internet access
facilities available for poor and marginalised communities.
Telecommunication companies and internet service providers
make available price packages appropriate for groups with low
and variable incomes.

Key Findings
Pakistan has some of the most affordable mobile internet packages. However,
interviews, past research and collective analysis suggest that these tariffs continue to
be expensive for people.
An absence of price control protocols from the regulators of the telecom industry
leads to price wars in an attempt to retain users, which results in quality
deterioration.
In order to offer workable internet connection and to cover high taxes imposed on
the telecom industry, telcos charge high rates for internet access.
High cost of mobile devices is one of the major barriers to internet access in
Pakistan.
In January 2022, the government imposed a new 17 percent tax on imported mobile
phones, leading to an increase in prices to upto 30 percent.
Talks about assembling mobile phones locally in order to bring the cost down is in
the works at the government level. NITB says that the goal is to bring the basic
smartphone cost down to 4000 PKR.

Analysis
According to the Mobile Broadband Pricing for the year 2020 by the Alliance for Affordable
Internet (A4Ai) - a global coalition hosted by the World Wide Web Foundation that works to
make broadband affordable for everyone, Pakistan offers some of the cheapest broadband
packages among the 101 countries that were surveyed.51 According to the survey, 1 GB
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mobile broadband in Pakistan costs 0.48 USD which is the second cheapest in the list with
Guinea offering the cheapest rates for 1 GB internet at 0.42 USD.52 Pakistan’s place has
improved over the previous two years when it was the sixth cheapest country for 1 GB mobile
broadband at 1.43 USD in the second quarter of 2019,53 and at 1.30 USD in the fourth quarter
of 2018.54
However, despite the internet being cheap in Pakistan in comparison to the global market,
access to the internet remains unaffordable against the income and buying power of the
individuals in the country. The same A4Ai mobile broadband data analysis for the year 2020
also suggests that the cost of 1 GB internet data is equivalent to 0.51 percent of the GNI per
capita in Pakistan.55 A report by Media Matters for Democracy titled, “Women Disconnected:
Feminist Case Studies on the Gender Digital Divide Amidst COVID-19”, looked at the
patterns of digital divide from a gendered lens and examined the reasons why the divide
exists.56 While the analysis exhibited various cultural, geographical and infrastructural
barriers, affordability of the internet and devices to access it remained some of the key
reasons for this gap in connectivity. Among the respondents that were surveyed for the study,
76 percent said that the internet is expensive for them, and more than a third of total
respondents said that it was beyond the reach of an average person.
Sidra Jalil is a community builder with 14 years of experience working in the technology
sector, particularly the entrepreneurial ecosystem, and has engaged with grassroots
communities in rural, semi-urban and urban areas. She says, “The internet in Pakistan is so
expensive that it is impossible for the masses to afford it. And if the country really wants to
bring digital reforms, then you have to make sure that the internet is provided at very cheap
rates.”57
Sidra elaborates, “For instance, the cost to set up [an internet router] aside, an average
quality internet connection that costs 1000 PKR is reasonable enough in a household of 8 to
10 people using that connection. But the majority of the population in Pakistan is earning
15,000 - 20,000 PKR a month, so the cost of the internet becomes unaffordable.” She says
that the people who can afford the internet in the country are considered privileged because
it is that expensive for the masses to afford.
Whereas, Ibrar Khan, Vice President Corporate and Economic Affairs at Jazz, attributes this
unaffordability of internet access to the lack of price controls in the telecom sector in the
country. “We don’t have any ﬂoor pricing, and this results in a menace between the
operators. So [in competing with other operators] the more you drop your pricing, the more
you deteriorate your service drastically.”58
He adds that taxes on telecom services limit the operators to decrease their prices further.
“Telecom is the only commodity in Pakistan that has a GST of 19.5 percent; others have 5, 6
or 16 percent at max. Withholding tax on telecom is 12.5 percent; corporate tax is also
applied on us. So when a consumer gives us 100 PKR, 32 percent of it is deducted in taxes;
30 to 35 percent is expenses.” Khan mentions that the telecom companies are a commercial
entity and work for proﬁt, while adding, “If we have invested 1 or 2 billion dollars in the
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market, we do want to make 12 to 15 percent [in proﬁt] before taxes. It is difﬁcult for us to
offer [our services] for free.”
Responding to PTA’s telecom indicators that depict 84 percent population’s connectivity to
cellular networks with only 45 percent of the population having access to some form of
internet,59 he further adds that high prices and the new tax regime on smartphones adds to
the inability of users to connect to the internet. He attributes expensive handset prices to be
the biggest reason for this gap. Ibrar Khan says, “We see that [most] of the internet usage is
done on the smartphone. Unless and until you have enough inexpensive smartphones
available, you won’t be able to break the barrier [of the digital divide].”
In an August 2020 study evaluating the cost of ICT devices to connect to the internet in 95
low and middle-income countries, A4Ai looks at the prices of smartphones against the
affordability of the population based on the average income of each country.60 The report
suggests that the average cost of a smartphone that allows its user to connect to the internet
stands at 69.23 USD and the affordability (price in relation to the income) percentage is 52.58
percent, thereby making it difﬁcult for many to be able to afford one. The Mobile Gender
Gap Report 2020 by GSMA ﬁnds that out of the surveyed non-mobile phone owners in
Pakistan, 26 percent said that the single most important barrier to owning a mobile phone
for them is the cost of a handset and/or SIM card.61
The State of Mobile Internet Connectivity Report 2020 by GSMA,62 which looks at the extent
of mobile connectivity in 170 countries representing 99 percent of the world’s population for
the year 2019, ﬁnds that affordability of an entry-level internet enabled handset in South
Asian countries dropped by 3 percent in 2020 reaching 25 percent compared to 22 percent
in 2019.63 In the year 2019, Pakistan ranked the lowest in mobile connectivity in South Asia,
with affordability of the internet and handsets being the worst among the ﬁve countries that
were surveyed in the category.64 On a global scale, Pakistan ranked 32nd worst country in
terms of mobile internet connectivity with an index score of 40.6 that year.65
Affordability of a smartphone was addressed as the common barrier to access to the
internet in the interviews conducted with technology industry and civil society
representatives for this study.
Telenor Pakistan CEO Irfan Wahab Khan says, “Although there are over 180 million
subscriptions [of cellular services] in the country, unique subscribers amount to over 90
million only with 67 percent of those having access to the internet through a mobile
phone.”66
He expresses that this is an opportunity for improvement by addressing the cause of the gap
that exists. “This is a big gap not only in terms of internet subscribers but overall telecom
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access as well, but this presents a big opportunity if we collectively look at the reasons for this
gap and try to address them.” He adds, “Infrastructure availability and affordability remain
the prime reasons.”
High taxes on mobile phones has proved to be one of the reasons for the increased price of
smartphones in Pakistan. The GSMA Mobile Connectivity Index 2020 examines Affordability
as one of the four indicators of connectivity in its methodology, and analyses tax as a
percentage of total cost of mobile ownership against the average income in surveyed
countries. It ﬁnds that in Pakistan, where the overall affordability in 2019 stood at 40.6 - the
32nd worst among 170 countries, taxation on an entry-level internet-enabled handset
accounts for 28 percent of the cost of the device.67
In January 2022, the existing tax on imported mobile phones was increased by 17 percent as
part of the Supplementary Finance Budget 2022, that increased the price of handsets to upto
30 percent.68
Shabahat Ali Shah, the CEO of National IT Board (NITB) at the time, says, “[The] government
at the FBR and Ministry of Commerce level have already taken a decision to give subsidies to
the mobile and handset manufacturing industry. So if somebody wants to come in and start
the assembly of mobile phones here that can push the capital cost [of smartphones] down,
we are going to give them subsidies and tax breaks as well.”69 He adds that there are already
manufacturers gearing up to set up their assembly lines in Pakistan that will bring the cost of
mobile phones down in the local market. According to Ali Shah, “The cheapest smartphone
in Pakistan costs 7000 to 8000 PKR. We have been talking about [reducing] this price to as
low as 4000 PKR so it can become sustainable and affordable for normal citizens who want to
leverage digital services on the phone.”
He further adds, “We are not going to cut down the tax on the high category handsets that
are coming from abroad, like Apple and Samsung, because they are already so expensive.
We believe that the people who can afford a mobile handset of that cost factor won’t care
about paying 50,000 or 60,000 PKR more on top of the capital cost. However, we are going
to cut taxes on those handsets which should be affordable, or which can be manufactured
and assembled locally.”
Owing to the push to manufacture smartphones in the country, Samsung - one of the largest
manufacturers of mobile phones across the world, set up its assembly site in Pakistan in
partnership with Lucky Group in December 2021, which is expected to help in dropping tax
on smartphones on locally assembled handsets.70 Whereas, according to PTA, the local
manufacturing plants manufactured/assembled 3.94 million handsets in the month of
February 2022 compared to 0.36 million handsets that were imported commercially.
However, out of this 3.94 million, 2.38 million handsets were 2G phones and 1.56 million were
smartphones. The PTA data further reveals that 47 percent of the devices registered on
Pakistani networks are 2G devices, while 53 percent devices are 3G/4G enabled
smartphones.71
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Ibrar Khan attributes the high number of ownership of feature phones among the population
as the major reason for the disconnect from the internet in the country. He says, “To
overcome this, we need to have a sunset on all the 2G phones. [And] till the time the
government of Pakistan does not do away with 2G phones, our penetration to the internet
will remain the same.”
He adds, “Every month, 1.2 million handsets and yearly approximately 10 to 11 million
handsets are being sold, and only upto 2.5 million handsets go towards new connections,
and the rest of the handsets go towards the old connections as people change their
phones.”72
Ibrar Khan informs that in an attempt to increase internet penetration in the country, Jazz has
introduced a new 4G enabled smartphone called Jazz Digit 4G, with the starting cash price
of 4,099 PKR. He believes that it is more affordable than what is currently available in the
market.
He adds, “It is a highly competitive industry, and it is evolving rapidly. Therefore, the
government should not take it as an opportunity to tighten the environment here, instead
should relax it.”
In January 2022, the Cabinet of Pakistan approved the Supplementary Financial Budget,
through which taxes on various telecommunication services, including on imported mobile
phones and mobile data services, were increased. Where an additional tax of 17 percent on
imported mobile phones was imposed, withholding tax rate on calls and internet usage was
increased to 15 percent from the previous 10 percent.73 As a result, not only smartphones
became expensive, connectivity to telecom services also became unaffordable. This new tax
will be most evident in the usage of those with limited ﬁnancial resources to access mobile
phone connectivities. The Dawn states that this increase “indicates that the country’s ﬁscal
policymakers still consider connectivity a luxury rather than an essential service or a good.”74
The government had previously proposed a tax of Rs.1 for each call exceeding three minutes
in the earlier version of the Federal Budget 2021-2022, Rs.5 for every 1 gigabyte of internet
usage, as well as 10 paisa per SMS, a decision which was later reverted.75
Where the internet has become a basic tool for communication with most of those with easy
access to digital platforms moving to WhatsApp and other internet-based platforms, those
with limited access to the internet still rely on mobile services for their communication. The
affordability to access mobile and internet services is crucial for the growth of the digital
economy as well as the progress of various other industries as the world moves its reliance
for communication, education, healthcare, education, businesses and other needs, to the
internet. It is imperative that the focus is given to make digital platforms and tools more
accessible and affordable for everyone.
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4.4 - Equitable Access
Indicators Assessment
Equitable Access

Geographically diverse areas, urban and rural centres and all
provincial regions have comparable broadband facilities.
Universal access policies are informed by statistical data regarding
internet connectivity and usage among varied populations.
Speciﬁc measures are being taken to address gender digital
divide.
There is a strategy in place to deal with social and cultural barriers
affecting women's use of the Internet.

Key Findings
Internet access across Pakistan varies, and the situation is not easily comparable,
especially in relation to regions such as Gilgit-Baltistan, South Waziristan and
Balochistan, which lack good broadband facilities.
A new reliance on virtual life in the COVID-19 era has laid bare the lack of internet
access for much of Pakistan.
According to the PTA, approximately one million students have consistent access to
the internet. However, in a country where 47.21% of the population does not have
access to either ﬁxed or mobile broadband, academics have been completely halted
for those without internet access.
PTA has awarded licences to Telenor, Zong and Ufone to extend Next Generation
Mobile Services in Gilgit Baltistan and AJK, but update on the provision of services
remains unknown as yet.
Equitable access is a cross-cutting issue.

Analysis
Internet access across Pakistan varies, and the situation is not easily comparable, especially in
relation to regions such as Gilgit-Baltistan, South Waziristan and Balochistan, which lack good
broadband facilities. A new reliance on virtual life in the COVID-19 era has laid bare the lack
of internet access for much of Pakistan. For instance, online classes cannot take place in most
of Balochistan because the majority of areas in the province do not have ﬁbre optic lines. 9
out of 32 districts in the province completely lack mobile internet services, as the internet was
shut down due to security reasons.76
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According to the PTA, approximately one million students have consistent access to the
internet. However, in a country where 47.21% of the population does not have access to
either ﬁxed or mobile broadband,77 academics have been completely halted for those
without internet access.
In order to prevent the spread of the virus, the Pakistani government ordered all academic
institutions to shift their classes online. While private universities could afford to completely
transition to digital learning, many public universities, where students of low and middle
income families are enrolled, have been unable to continue their teaching. Twitter campaigns
such as #ShameOnTelecomSector and #WeRejectOnlineEdu trended in the country in 2020
where university students have been voicing their opinions. People are asserting that online
education is not an option given the cost and absence of high-quality internet. Students in
rural regions in provinces such as Balochistan, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), interior Sindh and
Gilgit-Baltistan have been complaining about internet issues. Students returning to their
homes in Balochistan and KP after the closing of educational institutions have been impacted
more than others. Many in these provinces have been protesting through rallies, petitions in
high courts, demonstrations and even hunger strikes. However, they have had little success.
Instead, they have even been subject to arrests and violence as was the case in Quetta,
Balochistan during a June 24, 2020 protest against online education.78
The Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) survey for the year 2019-2020 suggests that the
urban-rural digital divide is stark, and ﬁnds that where 30.66 percent of the population has
internet access in urban areas, this number drops to 11.65 percent for rural population,
indicating a wide digital divide that leaves many behind.79 A 2018 GISWatch study suggests
that where 55 percent of the population in the country lives in rural areas, PTA said that those
connected to the internet only make up 8 percent of this population.80
The PBS survey data further elaborates on this divide on the provincial level and suggests
that Balochistan is the most affected by urban digital divide where the lowest percentage of
the urban population (21.77 percent) is connected to the internet in urban areas. However,
the overall glimpse of the data suggests that Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is the most affected
province out of the four, where only 14.3 percent of the entire population is using the
internet, compared to 14.73 percent in Balochistan, 19.66 percent in Punjab, and 22.17
percent in Sindh. The total urban-rural divide in internet usage in the country is over 19
percent.81
The internet can be a powerful tool for greater equality. It boosts our collective capacity to
archive information, search through large quantities of it, and retrieve it, rapidly. It is said that
the internet will expand access to education, good jobs, and better health; and that it will
create new deliberative spaces for political discussion and provide citizens with direct access
to government. Insofar as such claims are plausible, internet access is an important resource.
Hence, inequality in internet access is a signiﬁcant public policy issue.
As internet penetration increases, those who advocate against inequality of access to new
information technologies should shift their attention from the “digital divide” — inequality
between the “haves” and “have-nots” differentiated by dichotomous measures of access to
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or use of the new technologies — to digital inequality, by which we refer not just to
differences in access, but also to inequality among persons with formal access to the internet.
Paul DiMaggio and Eszter Hargittai state that ﬁve dimensions of digital inequality deserve
additional attention: inequality in equipment, autonomy of use, skill, social support, and the
purposes for which the technology is employed.82 Speciﬁcally, they raise questions about
both the beginning and the end of the phrase “access to the internet.” They redeﬁne
“access” in social as well as technological terms: “as the technology penetrates into every
crevice of society, the pressing question will be not ‘who can ﬁnd a network connection at
home, work, or in a library or community centre from which to log on?’, but instead, ‘what are
people doing, and what are they able to do, when they go on-line.’” Furthermore, they
recognise that the internet itself is not a ﬁxed object, but “rather a protean family of
technologies and services that is being rapidly reshaped through the interacting efforts of
proﬁt seeking corporations, government agencies and nongovernmental organisations.”
Hence, patterns of inequality will reﬂect not just differences in individual resources, but also
the way in which economic and political factors make such differences matter.83
In the context of Pakistan, where geographical inequalities and lack of enabling infrastructure
creates barrier in access to the internet, other factors including economic (affordability),
social factors (permissions from patriarchs in the household), and political factors (denial of
services based on security concerns), all play a critical role. Urban-rural divide needs to also
be seen from gendered and economic perspectives to examine the situation better. The PBS
data suggests that in Pakistan the male-female usage of the internet varies by 10.42 percent
– where over 24 percent men use the internet, only 13.6 percent of women are using the
internet.84 The cost of this disconnect is not mere inconvenience, rather it widens various
other gaps like in literacy rate, employment rate, and in access to healthcare that has proven
to be life threatening in places where mobile phone and internet usage of women is low. For
instance, in former-FATA regions of KP, pregnant women have died before childbirth because
they could not get connected to a healthcare facility in time owing to the lack of connection
and a mobile phone in their possession. In other cases, healthcare information, like
menstruation, pregnancy, breast cancer and many others, has been barred on them because
of this divide leading to a gap in information that is otherwise considered a taboo, that they
acquire and impart about their bodies.85 In a lot of cases, where the divide was not because
of the lack of connectivity, patriarchal and familial control on access has been a hindrance,
resulting in a continuously wide gender digital divide.86
This control is not restricted by geography, rather is the case in most households in Pakistan
where women and young girls depend on their patriarchs to allow them to own or use a
mobile phone and access the internet. This access comes with constant scrutiny resulting in
the experience of the internet being limited.
In addition, as discussed, many factors play their role in connecting and acquiring access to
the internet in a country like Pakistan that was late in adopting the technology on a mass
scale. Many areas in the country, like parts of Balochistan and KP, have either been deprived
of this access because of security concerns, or because of their disputed status, like former-
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FATA and Gilgit Baltistan. After the merger with the neighbouring province KP, the tribal
regions of former-FATA have gotten some access as a result of the constant struggle of
residents during the COVID-19 pandemic.87 However, despite the government’s increased
focus on promoting tourism, most of Gilgit-Baltistan remains disconnected, and where there
is some connectivity available, the quality is inadequate to perform basic internet search, let
alone do business or attend classes.
According to Nosheen Ali, a sociologist and a Visiting Associate Professor at The Gallatin
School, New York University, “Even today, nature remains the primary modality through which
Gilgit-Baltistan is understood within the Pakistani national imagination. Its magniﬁcent peaks
and breathtaking valleys invoke within Pakistanis a simultaneous sense of emotional
attachment and proud ownership, permitting them to claim Pakistan as ‘beautiful’. But while
Gilgit-Baltistan is externally produced as an idyllic tourist destination, it is internally managed
as a suspect security zone. This is because the region is internationally considered as part of
the disputed area of Kashmir—a territory that both Pakistan and India claim, and have turned
into the most militarised zone in the world over the last seven decades.”88
Since its liberation from Jammu and Kashmir’s ruling Dogra dynasty in 1947 and subsequent
accession to Pakistan, the territory of Gilgit-Baltistan has had indeterminate status under
Pakistan’s constitution. It was in the aftermath of the Gilgit-Baltistan Empowerment and Self
Governance Order 2009 that the region was ﬁnally named Gilgit-Baltistan in accordance with
the locals’ wishes, having previously been known simply as the Federally-Administered
Northern Areas (FANA). The Governance Order further allowed GB to have its own legislative
assembly for the ﬁrst time.89
Basharat Issa, a native of Gilgit-Baltistan and a lecturer at a university in Karachi, grew up in
the ‘last village’ of Gilgit-Baltistan, Yasin Valley. Issa did his masters in Social Anthropology
from London School of Economics, but before that, he did his primary schooling from his
village before moving to Gilgit Town, and then eventually migrating to Lahore for higher
education. Issa’s research interests primarily lie in investigating the politics of the
Gilgit-Baltistan region, particularly sociopolitical and other forms of marginalisation.
Issa has been involved as one of the organisers in the campaign #Internet4GilgitBaltistan, and
has worked extensively to bring the issue to the mainstream. He says, “Just like we are
politically and constitutionally marginalised, we are also digitally marginalised. I would
mention it as a fact because this is in fact the case.” According to Issa, “Our exocitised
depiction contradicts the negligence that befalls our history and existence in Pakistan. We are
absent from the national imagination, from mainland Pakistan.”
He says that the region and its problems are neglected, and attributes it to the lack of
representation in mainstream Pakistani politics. “I’d say that we are presented, not
represented. Pick up [tourism] posters of the federal government, or see the videos of white
vloggers who visit Gilgit Baltistan. They portray an image of everything being nice and
peaceful in the region,” adding that this representation is not true. “Because of this
presentation, the actual issues of the region are brushed under the carpet.” Issa highlights
that these issues are diverse, “ranging from basic infrastructure, access to the internet, and
even electricity. Nobody talks about this.” Basharat posits that the mainstream electronic and
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print media plays a huge role in this presentation as well – “these mediums do not give any
coverage to our issues either, unless it’s a cultural event and even that only gets a short
report in the name of coverage.”
He says, “Everything has to do with our citizenship status, which is in limbo, and the reason
for marginalisation of this region. This is linked to the issue of human rights and
responsibilities of the state in relation to the region. It is unfortunate that we don’t fall into
a formal contract with the state; special grants are not enough to deal with the special
problems of the province.”
He informs that in all of Gilgit-Baltistan, there is only one telecom and internet service
provider that has limited capacity and capabilities to effectively and efﬁciently provide
services to the entire region. He highlights that other telecom companies such as Telenor
claim to be providing 2G/3G services in the area, but even their quality is very poor and
inadequate. He says, “PTA and MoITT should be asked about why other service providers,
including PTCL, are not providing services in Gilgit-Baltistan.”90
On October 11, 2021, PTA announced the issuance of licences to Telenor, CM Pak that
operates Zong in the country, and PTML that operates Ufone, to set up Next Generation
Mobile Services in Gilgit Baltistan along with Azad Jammu & Kashmir. At the time, the
Federal Minister for Kashmir Affairs and GB said that through these licences, “digital divide
will be reduced and tourism will ﬂourish further in the regions.”91 Yet, at the time of writing
this report, the update on the provision of services and their quality remains unknown.
As a result of the efforts of the residents through various campaigns that they ran, along with
previous PTI government’s vision of Digital Pakistan, the PTA along with MoITT has on
various occasions announced efforts to increase connectivity in disconnected, underserved
and unserved areas of the country.
In the past few years, when the issue of digital divide became evident, the government
started to have a conversation on advancing internet connectivity and introduced initiatives
to ﬁll the gap. Apart from spectrum auctioning, issuance of licences and awarding various
USF-funded projects to telecom and internet service providers, focus on ICT for women and
digital skills development was also taken up through initiatives. The Digital Pakistan policy
puts special emphasis on bridging the digital divide - not just geographic, but also gender.
It focuses on enhancing ICT for girls by promoting “the use of ICT technology among women
and girls for their empowerment and to bridge the digital divide,” and by initiating “‘ICT for
Girls’ programs across the country for training in computing skills so that girls can have an
opportunity to earn.” The Digital Pakistan policy also aims to provide “incentives to boost
digital services and applications for Girls’ empowerment (direct-to-mobile strategy) lowering
barriers to technology adoption.” In addition, the policy also emphasises that it will
“strengthen international cooperation in the area of access to ICT and active participation of
women and girls in the digital society,” along with providing “legal protection to women and
girls to encourage online participation.”92
However, the implementation of this policy is a grey area, and more so after the changing of
the government in April 2022. On a policy level, barely anything has been done to bring
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disconnected communities online, but during the pandemic, e-education became a focus of
the government leading to setting up of computer labs in public schools and introduction of
digital learning related policies in the education sector (discussed in 4.6: Competencies).
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4.5 - Local Content and Language
Indicators Assessment
Local Content and
Language

Effective local language processing softwares and systems are
available.
Government websites, information about public services and
other relevant information is easily available in local languages.
There is ongoing and signiﬁcant research and development on
local language processing technologies in public and private
technology institutions.
There is a substantial and growing volume of content in different
regional and indegenous languages, including user generated
content.

Key Findings
Through various initiatives and value added services, the telecom industry is working
to contribute to the promotion of local language and local content in the country.
English is given priority at the government level in ofﬁcial communications, including
public notices and public ofﬁcials’ comments on the internet; most government
websites are in English with no option to toggle between or change to local
languages.
While making the internet inclusive through content development around local
languages is part of the Digital Pakistan policy, little efforts have been made in this
regard by the government. Most content produced and shared to promote Digital
Pakistan on the internet has also been in English.
New smartphone applications introduced by the government are also being
developed in Urdu. The Citizen’s Portal application prioritises Urdu over English.
Native regional language speakers say that there is not enough representation of
their regional language in news and entertainment media and in government
communication, and this representation is also lacking on the internet in general.

Analysis
According to The Inclusive Internet Index 2021, Pakistan ranks 90th out of 120 countries
surveyed by the Economist Intelligence Unit that examines the countries on the basis of four
indicators: Availability, Affordability, Relevance and Readiness.93 This ranking places Pakistan
in the bottom quartile of the Index, and second to last in the Asia region. Where the country
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scores the lowest for Availability amongst the four indicators, it ranks second worst in
Relevance, and is placed at 91st on the indicator that looks at the extent of local language
content and local content on the internet.94

Pakistan scores 87th for Local Content, and 89th for Relevant Content with overall ranking at 91st for Relevance.
Source: The Inclusive Internet Index 2021

This ranking is based on the analysis of the kind of content that is created on the Pakistani
internet compared with its relevance with local audiences and context. Pakistan has a literacy
rate of 59 percent as of 2017, according to UNESCO. Ethnologue ﬁnds that as of 2018, there
are over 25 million English speakers in the country with a population of over 220 million
people.95 The statistics depict that there exists a huge gap in the understanding of a
language that also enjoys the status of an ofﬁcial language along with Urdu, which is a
national language and is understood by the masses in Pakistan.
English was made a de facto ofﬁcial language after the independence of the subcontinent in
1947 when British colonists left the region, and was constitutionally made the co-ofﬁcial
language alongside Urdu in 1973 in Pakistan when its status was deﬁned in its Constitution.
It is granted priority in ofﬁcial documents and communications. This is further reﬂected in the
kind of content that is created on the internet as well. Public ofﬁcials and departments
communicate in English in ofﬁcial notices, announcements and updates meant for the public,
and also on their online proﬁles and websites.
Despite the fact that the internet transcends boundaries, content in local and regional
languages is seen less and less in online spaces and English script continues to be the most
common medium of communication on Pakistan's internet. This also has to do with the
unavailability of Urdu and/or regional language scripts on keyboards in the past. It was not
until recently that Urdu keyboard was introduced on smartphones. However, most online
written communication in local languages is typed in Roman script that uses English
alphabets to make use of phonetics.
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The Urdu keyboard was not made available on iOS until 2014 when a Pakistani-American
software developer, Mudassir Azeemi, wrote to Apple’s Tim Cook after years of struggling to
write in his native language. The keyboard that Azeemi made to type Urdu in 2010 was
downloaded over 165,000 times in two years; however, the script was not supported on the
phones it was being used on.
Similarly, the only Urdu typing software that is heavily used in print media, InPage, is
restrictive in its application. The software is not actively updated, and has not seen signiﬁcant
updates since 2019. InPage, which enables writing Urdu script on Windows computers and
allows for the script to be converted into vector for high resolution printing, is only available
on select devices and operating systems, and is not accessible to people who would want to
incorporate Urdu script in their communications, or in regular online content creation.
This restrictive use of Urdu and local and regional languages is also seen in the way the
government communicates with citizens through its online portals, such as websites and
smartphone applications, notices, ofﬁcial documents etc which are all, by default, in English.
The ofﬁcial website of the Government of Pakistan is in English with no option to toggle
between languages. In addition, the website of the National Heritage and Culture Division of
the Government of Pakistan which is tasked to promote, preserve and regulate the use of
local languages in the country, is also in English, with no option to change language.
While these websites are visibly outdated and have not been updated in recent years, the
vision to make the internet more inclusive through content development in local languages is
part of the government’s initiative of Digital Pakistan. However, the communications and
outreach under the initiative have mostly been in English, with occasional switch to Urdu;
even then, the most recent videos on its YouTube channel are entirely in English.
Most of the government departments’ websites that have evidently been updated recently
are entirely in English. And while they do provide relevant and critical information which is
timely updated on the platforms, all of this communication is primarily in English, and does
not provide an option to switch to local or regional language. For instance, during the
COVID-19 spread in the country, the Ministry of National Health Service Regulations and
Coordination (NHSRC), commonly referred to as the Ministry of Health, actively updated its
website with information related to the virus. However, despite the critical nature of the
information and in light of the gap of understanding of English amongst masses, this
information disseminated through the website in the form of updates, press releases and
other news regarding the health crisis in the country was not offered in Urdu through the
online platform. Additionally, the COVID-19 dashboard that was setup by the Ministry is also
completely in English.
Sidra Jalil, a community builder, with 14 years of experience in the tech sector and working
with local communities, says that all the government notices are primarily released in English
and then their Urdu translation is done on a secondary basis. “Only a few government
departments translate their notices into Urdu. They take it as value addition, and not as a
mandatory symbol. For example, commissioner ofﬁces translate their notiﬁcations into Urdu
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because they acknowledge that they have to produce it for the masses and they cannot
understand English. But all notiﬁcations from health and education departments are in
English.” She highlights that where Urdu is not given a priority in ofﬁcial updates, the
situation with regional languages on this level is even worse. “I have not seen any
government notiﬁcation in a regional language yet. But these languages are liberally used in
jalsas, political rallies, and other gatherings. So if you think that regional languages are
important enough to be used in these public spaces, then why do you not use [them] in
ofﬁcial communication.”104
Under the Digital Pakistan Policy, the Languages Authorities of the Ministry of IT & Telecom
are designated to facilitate setting up of the mechanisms of creating local languages content
development. The Policy directs the authorities to reduce digital divide through local content
creation, designing of text to speech software, and R&D and collaboration initiatives.105
Nevertheless, the barrier in creation of Urdu and local language content in ofﬁcial websites
and documentations does not contribute to the bridging of the gap and in making the
internet inclusive for everyone in the country. The Inclusive Internet Index gives Pakistan a
score of 1 on a scale of 0 to 2 for Availability Of E-Government Services In The Local
Language under the category of Relevance.106 This indicator looks at whether the
government of the largest city in the country offers e-governance services, including applying
for a business licence or permit. The score of 1 indicates that while the main local
government authority Karachi Metropolitan Corporation (KMC) of Karachi, the largest city of
Pakistan, does have a website, it does not allow for conducting transactional services online.
However, the Index does not clarify the status of the local language content on the surveyed
websites.
Shabahat Ali Shah, former CEO of National IT Board (NITB), says that the government is
taking initiatives to make websites and applications inclusive of Urdu language. “We, the
government, are developing both versions side by side. We make sure that whatever app we
develop, there is a version of the local language that should be developed, and that people
have the option to navigate through any of the languages.” Shah says that the government
is doing it on its level, and highlights that a lot of private sector companies are taking similar
initiatives. “Demand pulls the supply here. If there is a demand, I think it is going to be built.
I don’t think we need to worry too much about [content in local languages being developed].
The market drives [this] phenomena.”
One of the most downloaded government apps that is developed by the NITB, Citizen’s
Portal, has over 1 million downloads on Google Play Store,107 and offers Urdu text next to the
English text, instead of the ability to toggle between the two languages. The app that was
launched in 2018 allows citizens to report any complaints to the Prime Minister’s ofﬁce
directly. It asks for the basic information to register an account, which includes full name,
CNIC Number, phone number, whether the person is an inland citizen or overseas Pakistani
or a foreigner, and a password. All the content is simultaneously presented in both English
and Urdu. The app seems to be prioritising Urdu over English based on Urdu text appearing
on top, and some sections of the app being entirely in Urdu.
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Welcome screen | Sign in Screen | Sign up screen. Source: Citizen’s Portal
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Urdu text appears before English text, possibly indicating the priority being given to the local language.
Source: Citizen’s Portal

Sidra Jalil says that it is the government’s responsibility to ensure that local languages are
used on ofﬁcial platforms and in notiﬁcations from the government. “Of course, the
government alone cannot work progressively, and citizens and community service providers
play an important role in bringing any change. [The promotion of Urdu language] can be
outsourced to one of the many independent volunteer-led organisations working on
promotion of the language; there’s even a Tiger Force that the Prime Minister [Imran Khan at
the time] himself started which is a huge network of volunteers. They can play a very
important role if [the government] tasks this network to dedicate some hours to translate
online content and service into Urdu.”108
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She adds that the core responsibility continues to lie with the government to begin the
promotion of Urdu and regional languages through its own platforms. “Whenever there is an
ofﬁcial notiﬁcation being issued, the government departments must make sure that it is being
released in both English and Urdu. And once it’s issued, it should be placed on ofﬁcial
websites as well.” Sidra mentions that just as the promotion of the Citizen’s Portal has been
made mandatory for every government website, then it should be equally important for the
government to translate websites and notiﬁcations into Urdu as well.
It is also imperative to look at the local news being offered in local languages by mainstream
media on the internet. The Inclusive Internet Index gives the score of 4 to Pakistan on the
scale of 0 to 4, indicating that the domestic news websites do publish news content in local
languages at least weekly, which is the threshold for the Index to determine scoring.109 Most
mainstream media channels produce online news content in Urdu and regional languages by
default, with some being exceptions where the website is primarily in English and only
produces English content.

Regional languages
While it is critical to examine whether the government and various industries are contributing
to the development of local language content, it is also important to analyse whether other
regional languages are given importance in content development on various levels. Although
the most popular language in ofﬁcial documents remains English, and entertainment content
does seem to have adequate Urdu representation, the 74 regional languages that are spoken
in Pakistan rarely get attention on mainstream platforms, and are restricted to accounts and
platforms dedicated to those languages. According to the 2017 census data of Pakistan
Bureau of Statistics (PBS), the majority of the population in the country (38.77 percent)
recognises Punjabi as their mother tongue, Pashto being second with 18.24 percent of
population identifying as mother tongue, while Urdu is recognised by 7 percent of the
population as their mother tongue.110
For this research, a ﬂash survey with 20 respondents who represent 7 regional languages of
Pakistan was conducted through crowdsourcing via Twitter, to understand whether online
content is generated in their language. This standardised survey looked at three aspects of
this content creation: government level, media level (news and entertainment), and user
level.
The surveyed languages included Sindhi, Balochi, Pashto, Saraiki, Punjabi, Hindko and
Mawati. 75 percent of the respondents were native speakers, 20 percent were ﬂuent
speakers, and only 1 respondent had intermediate understanding of the language they were
representing which means that they could speak and understand the language but are not
very ﬂuent in it. 95 percent of the respondents spoke the language everyday, and 70 percent
use it in their daily communication on the internet.
While 20 is not the number indicative of the experiences of large number of populations that
speak and represent various regional languages in the country, the survey was conducted to
generalise the anecdotal experience with an assumption that the surveyed individuals, via
their social circle, navigate the part of the internet that uses the regional language in their
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online content production.
Keeping this in mind, where 75 percent of respondents said that they post spoken and/or
written content in the regional language they speak on the internet regularly, 50 percent of
the total respondents said that they regularly see content in this language from others on
their timelines. However, despite the fact that 70 percent of the respondents said that
people are constantly writing and producing online content in the language they represent,
75 percent said that there is not enough content being developed in their language.
With regards to the news in regional languages, 85 percent of the respondents said that the
news is regularly posted in their respective language, but 55 percent said that they do not
access it regularly. Entertainment content in regional languages saw a divide as well where
60 percent said that quality entertainment content is not being developed, and 70 percent
said that what is developed is available on the internet to be accessed.
90 percent said that there is not enough representation of their regional language in news
and entertainment media and in government communication, whereas, 75 percent said that
there is not enough representation of their language on the internet.
A doctor by profession, Muhammad Jan Leghari is a native Saraiki speaker, and says that the
resposibility of increasing representation of regional languages lie with the government.
Wardah Noor and Haseeb Ahmad, who are both entrepreneurs and native Saraiki speakers,
agree with Leghari. Waqas Alam, who is a journalist by profession, and is a ﬂuent Sindhi and
Balochi speaker, also conﬁrms and says, “Inclusion of regional languages in state affairs,
media advertisements and curriculum, and limitations to English obsession in corporate
culture and competitive exams” can lead to increasing representation of regional languages
on the internet.
Shafeeq Gigyani, who is a native Pashto speaker, and a development practitioner, seconds
and says that the government should make regional languages part of the school curriculum
until at least eleventh grade.
An anonymous respondent of the survey who is a native Pashto speaker, emphasises that the
public ofﬁcials should use regional language in their communication on the internet instead
of just in Urdu and English, in order to increase the spread of these languages online.
Muizze Kamran, a native Punjabi speaker, seconds these comments and says that the
government and media houses should focus on creating more content in regional languages.
“There should be more news channels that use the Punjabi language, more books published
in Punjabi and more good quality entertainment in the language rather than the main form
of television representation being trashy stage shows and dramas.” Granaz Baloch, a native
Balochi speaker, agrees with Muizze and says that, “the government needs to initiate news
channels, and literary magazines must be available to [give] more representation [to regional
languages]. Public documents must be available to anyone [in their regional language] who
cannot read Urdu.”
Sanodia Abrar, a sales professional, is a native Pashto speaker, and says that the issue
hindering the spread of regional languages in Pakistan is the way they are regarded in the
country. In particular, Sanodia refers to Pashto’s treatment in the country that has been
subjected to disrespect and negative connotations attached to it, and says, “The main
problem is the rash & disrespectful stereotypes attached with Pukhtoons. If we work on
those, we can then normalise and humanise Pashto and Pukhtoons.”
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Muhammad Asad, a ﬂuent Saraiki speaker and a student, agrees and says that the
responsibility of increasing representation lies with the native speakers of the language.
“Most of the people who have Saraiki as a native language and have moved to big cities
don't even speak it any more.”
Nirmal Riaz, a student and native Sindhi speaker, agrees and says that regional languages in
Pakistan are only appreciated in speciﬁc circles, mostly among the native speakers and the
regions the languages belong to. “Representation usually lies with patrons of arts, or
institutes built for the purpose of promoting arts and culture in general but I feel like the
patronage towards regional languages in Pakistan is very limited and exists only in speciﬁc
circles,” she adds.
Whereas, Shahroze Ahmed Shaikh, a teacher by profession and a native Sindhi speaker, says
that it is a multifaceted problem. “For instance,” he says, “There aren't many online portals
which allow one to type Sindhi properly, lack of resources and funding for Sindhi media
channels and publications which keep them from expanding online, etc.”
Madyha Leghari, a native Saraiki speaker and an artist by profession, says that apart from
the government and community, this responsibility also lies with private enterprises,
especially in the context of how the internet is inherently designed.
Ibrar Khan, Vice President Corporate and Economic Affairs at Jazz, says that the telecom
sector is dedicated to promoting local languages and local content in the country, and calls
the industry a prime example of this. “90 percent of the value added services of Jazz are
locally developed and locally nurtured in Pakistan. For example, whenever an exceptional
startup is incubated at the National Incubation Centers that we have, Jazz is the ﬁrst one to
facilitate them. There are over 700 local companies whose services we utilise, and the
content that they produce are in both Urdu and English.” Ibrar Khan acknowledges that a
lot of things are bundled abroad, but the majority of these services are being developed
and done in Pakistan.
Irfan Wahab Khan, CEO of Telenor Pakistan, shares that Telenor has been actively involved
in encouraging the development of local content in local languages in the country through
various initiatives. He says, “Having such a diverse customer base, we certainly look to
encourage content creation in local languages through our partners. When it comes to
digital content, Telenor Pakistan aims to have ‘Something for Everyone’, and we are
developing a content portfolio to cater to all genres as well as indigenous consumer
segments.” Wahab Khan adds that various partnerships help the telco to advance the
promotion of local content in the country, “The spectrum of our content portfolio stretches
across the premium market through our partnerships with Netﬂix, Starzplay & Spotify. We
have products like Goonj which is a TV streaming app, Vidly for on demand movies [and]
dramas, Bajao for premium Urdu and English music, Filmpoint for Punjabi movies, Teleclips
for regional movies, and Koyal for regional music. We also have advisories for [the] farming
community available on Khushaal Zamindaar in three local languages.”
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4.6 - Competencies
Indicators Assessment
Competencies

Use of ICTs digital and information literacy is a part of school
curricula.
High quality STEM and ICT courses are offered at higher
education levels and are easily accessible to all segments of the
Media and Information Literacy programs are in place, specially
for citizens without formal literacy.
Educators in public and private educational institutions are well
versed with ICTs and use technology skillfully.

Key Findings
Pakistan’s public expenditure on education as a percentage to GDP is estimated at
2.3 percent in the ﬁscal year 2019-20, which is the lowest in the region.111
Literacy is deﬁned as the 'ability to write and read', and in Pakistan it is more
narrowly deﬁned as the ability to do signature, and an illiterate person is one who
cannot do his/her signature. For successfully enabling literacy, digital literacy must
be included in the deﬁnition.
Various digital literacy and STEM education initiatives were announced in the
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, these initiatives continue to remain
redundant when the country has the second highest number of out-of-school
children between the age of 5 to 16 years.
The government had introduced various initiatives through public and private
partnerships to promote e-education, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic.
These initiatives include the etaleem Initiative that focuses on teleschool and a radio
school, and are established by the Ministry of Education in partnership with Digital
Pakistan Initiative.
It is important to not only increase the allocated budget for education, but also
dedicate a budget for digital literacy programs.

Analysis
The world is now witnessing a fourth industrial revolution which places a huge emphasis on
ICT skills. In absence of such skills it can create a digital divide that may drive the economic
disparity between those who are digitally literate and those who are digitally illiterate to
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unprecedented levels. The present and past governments have put emphasis at policy level
to make ICTs and STEM education an integral part of the formal sector education in Pakistan.
However, the budget allocated to education is not enough to ﬁll the gulf that remains in
building capacities of the teachers and students to take full advantage of technological
revolution. In the ﬁscal year of 2020-21, the government allocated 8.3 billion Rupees for
Education Affairs, a 2.5 percent increase from the previous year 2019-20.112 However, in the
Human Development Report 2020, Pakistan ranks 154 out of 189 countries in the United
Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Index (HDI), dropping two
places from the previous year 2019.113 The index ﬁnds that the expected years of schooling is
8.3 years, with mean years of girls education being 3.8 years and mean years of boys
education being 6.3.114
The Constitution of Pakistan guarantees the right to education as a fundamental right under
Article 25A, and states, “The State shall provide free and compulsory education to all
children of the age of ﬁve to sixteen years in such manner as may be determined by law.” But
a 2018 Human Rights Watch report states that no concrete efforts have been made by the
government to ensure provision of education to the citizens.115 Where most of the people
have access to education through the public sector, the facilities lack very basic infrastructure
to establish a conducive study environment. With the exception of a few, most of the
educational institutions do not provide free access to internet services on campus, if at all.
Previous governments have offered schemes to provide laptops to students in higher
education institutions to promote digital connectivity, but without the internet those devices
are of not much use.
The lockdown imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic in the country revealed that a laptop
with no working internet connectivity offers very little value to the students who have
returned to their hometowns with no internet access, or for those who could not afford a
continuous access.
However, despite this, the status of ICTs and STEM at primary, secondary and tertiary levels
are equally worse due to lack of infrastructure and skilled teaching staff. Where universities
may have computer libraries for students to access, these facilities do not exist liberally in
primary and secondary schools under the government’s control. There are two universities in
the entire country that offer distance learning programs on the degree level, including Allama
Iqbal Open University (AIOU) and Virtual University, in different disciplines including ICT,
computer sciences, Business and Administration, at different levels across Pakistan.
Beginner’s level courses of varying difﬁculty levels in Computer Sciences are offered at
middle, secondary and higher secondary levels. Advanced and professional degrees in ICT
and computer studies are offered at university levels at both private and public sector
institutions. However, the public sector institutions largely lack modern and working
infrastructure to effectively impart this training.
The previous government by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) had put extraordinary
emphasis on digitisation in every sector including education. In March 2020, the Ministry for
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Science and Technology announced in 2020 that 456 schools will be converted into STEM
schools and the number will be doubled in the next one year.116 Later in August 2020, the
then-Prime Minister Imran Khan approved the setting up of computer labs in 40 higher
secondary schools in collaboration with universities.117
The National Education Policy also stresses upon innovative use of technology. It states that
ICT should be used to maximise and achieve results in the education sector. The action plan
in face of COVID-19 has proposed measures to ensure home based learning for students
across Pakistan. It emphasises on self- to guided-learning programs from primary to higher
secondary which are being proposed by employing technology and ICTs. This includes
measures for self-learning which involves provision of home based learning materials
including workbooks, notebooks and textbooks, TV and radio-based learning programs,
featured smartphone apps and web platforms for learning, digital audio books and use of
social media in facilitating e-learning, online digital classrooms and video conferencing.118
However, Pakistan has the highest number of out-of-school children worldwide after Nigeria;
approximately 22.7 million Pakistani children aged 5 to 16 — 44 percent of this age group —
did not participate in education in 2017.119 The government's initiatives on ICTs education
under its extensive Digital Pakistan policy do not acknowledge that poverty is the main
reason for massive school dropout rates. The 2018 HRW report states, “Across all provinces
generation after generation of children, especially girls, are locked out of education—and
into poverty. In interviews for this report, girls talked again and again about their desire for
education, their wish to “be someone,” and how these dreams had been crushed by being
unable to study.”120 The report states that with the lack of focus of the government on
education, private, unregulated schools took up the opportunity to offer low-cost education,
“which in many areas are the only form of education available to poor families.” It further
mentions, “While attempting to ﬁll a critical gap, these schools may be compromised by
poorly qualiﬁed and badly paid teachers, idiosyncratic curricula, and a lack of government
quality assurance and oversight.”121
The Policy Objective II of the Digital Pakistan Policy of the previous PTI government was
focused on promoting the use of technology in education along with other sectors, and
states, “Encourage the use of ICT in public schools and ensure they are online and have a
meaningful impact on the current education ecosystem in a phased manner.”122 During
COVID-19 and in the aftermath, this policy focused on creating smart universities and worked
on providing university students with 'smart bags' that have a laptop; in creating Smart
Classrooms to make ICT an integral part of learning supported by smart campuses under
which blanket WiFi coverage is provided across the universities. e-Education policy envisages
TeleTaleem which focuses on primary to tertiary levels and from teacher education to
technical education and training – focusing highly on the use of video conferencing.
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The government had introduced various initiatives through public and private partnerships to
promote e-education, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. These initiatives include
the etaleem Initiative that focuses on teleschool and a radio school, and are established by
the Ministry of Education in partnership with Digital Pakistan Initiative.123 Other digital
platforms in partnerships with various other organisations working on education and ICTs
include Noon Academy, Muse, Sabaq Foundation, Knowledge Platform and Taleemabad.124
The basic aim of the education focused Digital Pakistan policy is to personalise the education
experience for learners by offering ﬂexibility and tailoring the learning experience.
The Digital Pakistan policy, through its focus on e-education, also aims to improve reach and
accessibility based on equal access through different tools of technology, such as, internet
and use of social media platforms. It also envisions personalised educational experiences for
students. The barrier to this goal is the cost of the devices i.e. mobile phones and the internet
packages which are not affordable for the masses (discussed in 4.2 Connectivity and Usage
and 4.3. Affordability). Further to this, even when people are able to afford or have access
to a smartphone or a laptop and an internet connection, they lack digital literacy which keeps
them from utilising the socio-economic and informational beneﬁts that the ICTs may bring.
For instance, the majority of those from the working class are unable to beneﬁt from the
government’s economic programs like Benazir Income Support Program (BISP) and
Employees' Old-Age Beneﬁts Institution (EOBI) because of lack of digital illiteracy.
The policy posits that remote learning will also help reduce gender and urban-rural
disparities in education. The access to education ultimately reduces information asymmetries
and equalises opportunities for the masses. This however can be contested based on unequal
access to the Internet when it comes to different regions/provinces of Pakistan.125 During
lockdown in the face of COVID-19, the students from areas such as Gilgit Baltistan and
Balochistan had suffered the most loss, as they did not have access to networks, let alone
Internet. The students living far from the urban centres were not able to attend classes or
take online exams because of various reasons, including but not limited to lack of internet
access in the region, unavailability of mobile networks, and in a lot of instances, because of
disconnection of electricity and load shedding in their vicinity. These barriers did not just
impact their education, but also barred them from accessing credible information about the
COVID-19 pandemic.126 Umar Wazir, a journalist from Waziristan shares that a local resident
who he spoke to “has adopted all precautionary measures to prevent the contamination of
the virus. But due to the lack of concrete information among other residents, he is constantly
at risk.” Daraz informs, “A man shook hands with him, hugged, then blew on his face, and
said that your faith is weak. The resident says that a lot of people are still taking the virus as
a joke and a conspiracy.”127 Unless this digital divide is dealt with, the particular objective of
Digital Pakistan to promote e-education across the country cannot be achieved, rather it will
increase this divide by excluding disconnected people from new initiatives and policy
measures.
The Digital Pakistan policy also suggests that as processes will be digitised in the education
system, efﬁciency and cost savings are promoted. For example, Mobile Financial Services can
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be utilised to automate ﬁnancial transactions for students and parents. Furthermore,
attendance of both teachers and students can be monitored through the use of digital
technology. The value of this digitisation became clear during the COVID-19 pandemic when
classes went online, and parents, teachers and students found themselves struggling to
attend classes and mark attendance digitally. Under the Digital Pakistan policy, several
programs ranging from skill and development training for teachers to provision of computers,
digitising of books, biometric attendance for students and teachers, cash beneﬁts for
ensuring female enrollment in schools were launched in provinces that eased some of the
challenges that schools and students were facing, however, the follow-up and
implementation effectiveness remains unclear.
In addition, communication can also take place more effectively between parents and the
schools. The possibility of this being happening can be increased once the deﬁnition of
literacy is revised and replaced with an all encompassing principle that goes beyond the
ability to read and write one's own name, and includes digital literacy as well. This is only
when digital literacy will and can be taken up more actively on primary and secondary
education level. Unless digital literacy becomes a policy focus, all other innovations in the
ICTs, STEM education and media literacy becomes irrelevant. It simply cannot be assumed
that a literate person determined by the current standards is also digitally literate.
In conclusion, to make the masses beneﬁt from developments in ICTs and STEM education it
is important to not only increase the allocated budget for education, but also dedicate a
budget for digital literacy programs. It is also imperative to focus on developing the
infrastructure of the public sector institutions to enable digital technology and increase the
capacity of teachers to operate and impart formal and non-formal curriculum on digital
literacy. Along with this, the governments – federal, provincial and local – must encourage
and improve public-private partnership in providing network and internet in all regions of the
country. A study conducted by the GSMA found that around 40 percent of mobile phone
owners who do not use the mobile internet had difﬁculty understanding how to use their
mobile handset, so to bridge this gap, access to devices and a working internet connection
is important.
To enable all of this, it is critical that the government focuses on making the internet and
digital devices accessible and affordable to everyone in the country.
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Discussion

5

Access to the internet should be considered as a fundamental human right. It is unfortunate
that Pakistan is far behind in this regard. While some efforts are being made to bridge the
digital divide in Pakistan, the nuances involved in the right to internet access are not being
addressed adequately. Having a working internet connection is a matter of personal and
collective wellbeing. Moreover, the pandemic has clearly shown that we depend on the
internet now more than ever.

Having said that, there are several factors to consider when we talk of digital access and
inclusion. We believe that it is important that digital rights defenders deconstruct the
mythology of the internet that assumes that the internet is inherently democratic,
participatory, and emancipatory, so we can strive toward an internet that lives up to its
inclusive potential. This means working toward a higher standard of equity and equality than
access alone and a stronger metric of participation than just freedom of expression. We need
to work together to build and defend an internet that is truly of, by, and for us all. This work
begins with a process of engagement, consultation, and collaboration. We must centre the
knowledge of marginalised communities in internet governance, infrastructure, and content.
The internet should be central to our human rights debates, but we have to move beyond
spectrums of access (from unconnected to connected) or expression (from censorship to
freedom). Meaningful human rights of the internet need to recognise the power imbalances
built into this system, including at the point of access. If extending internet connectivity
continues in its current form, the internet we experience will only replicate and intensify the
inequalities that marginalised communities endure ofﬂine every day. Marginalised
peoples—the majority of the world—deserve meaningful online access, and we deserve to
share our histories and knowledge easily and safely. Only then will the human rights of the
internet result in knowledge justice online.
This is not just a matter of mere access to the internet though. Meaningful access can only be
achieved if Pakistani internet users are also able to access tech that is Free and Open Source
(FOSS), interoperable, and decentralised. Such technology is sorely needed in Pakistan, and
if built, it can ensure that no institution anywhere in the world could own or control it. This
would alleviate many problems of territorial jurisdiction. Adding in new legal tools to
complement an overhaul of the digital ecosystem would further strengthen digital rights in
Pakistan.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

6

According to Tania Aidrus, the former Head of ex-Prime Minister Imran Khan's Digital
Pakistan Initiative, it is clear that Pakistan has to simplify access and digital connectivity, and
reduce the coverage gap. More than half of mobile connections do not have active mobile
broadband connections; we need to understand why. The reasons likely range from cost to
socio-economic factors; we need to tackle those systematically. Additionally, while we have
reached over 116 million broadband subscribers as of March 2022, some basic hurdles need
to be removed for the remaining Pakistanis. Handset prices need to be curtailed, while the
government continues to explore ways to both reduce the tax burden on imports and drive
local production. The right incentives across the board will be required to achieve this. The
private sector also has a role to play, with some operators already offering instalment plans
on low-cost handsets. If we are to truly start thinking of the internet as a fundamental right
for all, the ecosystem needs to work together to make solving these issues a priority.
1.

Ensure that human and social justice values drive technical development and use in
Pakistan.

2.

Ensure that all policies and regulations related to internet access follow a rights
respecting model.

3.

Make every effort to bridge the digital divide in terms of class, gender, age and
geography, and focus on increasing digital literacy.

4.

Make the internet economy work for everyone.

5.

Address the need for online social norms, and empower people to shape their own
future.

6.

Put users’ interests ﬁrst with respect to their own data, and take a collaborative
approach to security. In addition, accountability for data handlers must be increased.

7.

Build strong, secure, resilient networks.
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Annexures

List of Interviewees

7

Basharat Issa is a resident of Gilgit Baltistan (GB), currently working in Karachi, Pakistan as
an Assistant Professor at Habib University. He has been working on campaigning around
internet blackouts in GB through online and ofﬂine efforts, including running a campaign
#Internet4GilgitBaltistan

Shabahat Ali Shah is serving as the Chief Executive Ofﬁcer of National IT Board since 2019.
He is also the Chairman of Board of IGNITE and among the Board of Directors of Universal
Service Fund (USF), Pakistan Telecommunication Corporation Limited (PTCL) and National
Telecommunication Corporation (NTC).
Sidra Jalil is a Marketing and Research Enthusiast with diverse 13 years of experience of
Technology and Social Sector related to Research, Communications, Digital Marketing and
Innovation. In the track of Internet, Information technology and telecommunications, she has
contributed to the ecosystem wearing several hats yet the objectives are the same, i.e. to
promote innovation and support in developing tech savvy society.
Irfan Wahab Khan is the CEO of Telenor Pakistan. Khan has over 20 years of diverse
management experience with leading telecommunication companies across North America,
Europe and Asia. Since 2009, he has served as Group Vice President Devices and VP-Head of
Asia Distribution within the Telenor Group in Norway and Thailand respectively.
Sidra Kamran is a PhD candidate in Sociology at The New School where she explores how
contemporary capitalism both creates and burdens new forms of social life in cities in the
Global South. She’s working on the research around how TikTok and other social media
platforms enable women towards ﬁnancial independence.
Ibrar Khanis the Vice President Corporate & Economic affairs at Jazz. He is a senior telecom
industry professional with over 30 years of experience in telecom and services, is a go to
professional in the ﬁelds of Commercial development, Corporate, Regulatory and Public
Affairs in Pakistan. Has embraced senior management roles for over 20 years including
Country Head Sales and Distribution from 1994 to 2002 at Jazz and as Consultant for
Telecom Operators in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Maldives and Philippines.
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