AppLab Coverage:
1.

“Google Chases African Mobile Information Market”
Wright Bryan

NPR’s All Tech Considered: 5:33 PM ET | 06-29-2009
http://www.npr.org/blogs/alltechconsidered/2009/06/google_chases_african_mobile_i.html 
Google, the Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda have launched a new range of services for mobile phones in the East African nation of Uganda. Google SMS and Google Trader look to put the power of the Internet in the hands of people who have access to mobile phones with the ability to send and receive text messages.

Users are able to look up tips on farming, get weather forecasts, read up on health issues and, of course, get sports scores. But the most interesting development is the creation of an online marketplace with Google Trader. They hope to connect buyers and sellers electronically to create a more efficient marketplace for Ugandans.

The Grameen Foundation's AppLab produced a promotional video on how the services work:

Google says this is just another step in its drive to be a player in the evolving African market: 

Like other countries in Africa where Google is starting to work, we want to reach a new set of users in Uganda and provide valuable services that address their needs. As the East African fiber optic cables begin to connect Uganda to the global Internet community, it is vital that the foundation for a thriving Internet economy also be established.

African tech observer Erik Hersman welcomed the news on his White African blog:

I'm actually quite impressed with this initiative, as it fits in perfectly with Grameen's mission: providing opportunity through the most basic of mobile phones. All of these services work on SMS-only phones, so anyone with a single bar of coverage and a phone has access to a lot of knowledge in their hands.

And that's the key feature of this approach to development: It takes advantage of the technology already in people's hands and extends it to the point where a simple device taps the power of the Internet.

2.

“Google unveils SMS service for Africa”

Sydney Morning Herald: June 30, 2009

http://news.smh.com.au/breaking-news-technology/google-unveils-sms-service-for-africa-20090630-d2px.html 
 Google on Monday unveiled a new service designed to provide information via SMS text message to mobile phone users in Africa, where mobile phones are prevalent but Internet penetration is low.

"At Google we seek to serve a broad base of people -- not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home," the Mountain View, California, company said in a blog post.

"It's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need, in areas with the greatest information poverty," Google said.

The Internet search and advertising giant noted that Africa has the world's highest mobile phone growth rate and that mobile use on the continent is six times higher than Internet penetration.

"Most mobile devices in Africa only have voice and SMS capabilities, and so we are focusing our technological efforts in that continent on SMS," it said.

Google said Google SMS, which will be available first in Uganda, would provide information, via SMS, on a number of topics including health and agriculture tips, news, local weather and sports.

Google also said that it is also launching a service called Google Trader, an SMS-based application that helps bring together buyers and sellers of product or services, from used cars to livestock to jobs.

Google said another service, Google SMS Tips, enables a mobile phone user to have a Web search-like experience. A user enters a text query and Google returns relevant answers after searching a database.

Google said Google SMS Tips and Google Trader were developed in partnership with several organisations, including the Grameen Foundation, an offshoot of the pioneering Grameen bank founded by Nobel peace laureate Muhammad Yunus.

3.

“Grameen Foundation, Google, MTN Launch Cell Phone Applications To Help Ugandans Get Health, Other Information”

Kaiser Family Foundation

Kaiser Daily Global Health Policy Report: Tuesday, June 30, 2009

http://globalhealth.kff.org/Daily-Reports/2009/June/30/GH-063009-AppLab.aspx

Medical News Today: 01 Jul 2009 – 4:00 PDT http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/155982.php
The Grameen Foundation on Tuesday launched the first application of its Application Laboratory (AppLab) project, which aims to use "the proliferation of mobile phones in Africa as a way to get information and services to poor communities in Uganda without Internet access," the Seattle Times' blog, the "Business of Giving," reports (Heim, 6/29). 
The project first began 18 months ago, according to BusinessWeek's blog, "Globespotting." The Grameen Foundation has been operating a village phone service in Uganda, and had almost 50,000 people receiving "pay-by-the-minute mobile phone services," the blog writes. "Grameen wanted to broaden into information services and it sought out Google and MTN as potential partners. They did extensive ethnographic studies to see what kinds of services the Ugandan people wanted, and then did pilot projects in the field to test out early versions of the services. They're launching with a few services and hope to add more later. Eventually, they hope to branch out to other countries in Africa," BusinessWeek writes (Hamm, 6/29).
The new services work through any phone capable of sending or receiving SMS messages, Joseph Mucheru, Google's director of sub-Saharan Africa business, said, adding that almost all phones in Uganda will be able to use the services. 
According to the Seattle Times, "The five applications use Google SMS Search technology and MTN's telecom network. They include Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with agricultural advice and weather forecasts; Health Tips with sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, to locate nearby health clinics; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce, commodities and other products." Content is provided by local partners, the newspaper writes. "Marie Stopes Uganda and the Straight Talk Foundation provide health information," while the Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative (BRODSI) provides agricultural information created and tested by small-holder farmers, according to the Seattle Times (6/29).
"The cost of the services are relatively low," BusinessWeek reports. The standard cost of an information SMS message in Uganda is 220 Ugandan shillings, around 10 U.S. cents, but the Google SMA services will be offered at 5 U.S. cents per message, and initially, the messages will be free. "The system uses English, but most of the population can get by in English or find somebody to help them send and decipher messages," according to BusinessWeek (6/29).

4.

“Uganda gets free Google text tips”

BBC News: 10:16 GMT, Tuesday, 30 June 2009 11:16 UK

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/8126003.stm
BBC radio broadcast aired 30th June in UG and should be online soon???
A mobile-phone service has been set up in Uganda to give people weather forecasts, farming advice and health information through text messages. 

US internet firm Google and the Grameen Foundation charity set up the project, which they say will help ease poverty. 
Google says the scheme could help about nine million Ugandans who have mobile phones but are without internet access. 
Similar projects have already been launched in Ghana and Kenya, but on a much smaller scale. 
The Ugandan scheme is available only to those using the MTN network. 
They send a text message free of charge, and receive information back in a text message. 
The BBC's Joshua Mmali, in Kampala, says there are still challenges the programme developers have to overcome. 
Some of the answers the service users receive are either ambiguous, or do not offer the solutions they expect, our correspondent says. 
Overcoming embarrassment
But one Ugandan woman told the BBC the service, which has been piloted in recent months, had helped her talk to her daughters about sex. 
"I used to get embarrassed every time I sat with my daughters to talk to them about pregnancy," said Amina Nantume. 
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We are hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities [image: image1.png]





Noel Meier
MTN chief executive


But now she send any awkward questions to Google and passes the answers on. 
Grameen Foundation's president Alex Counts said the launch came after extensive research in Uganda. 
"We are excited to take the next big step - going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest," he said. 
MTN said they hoped the new services would be the first of many. 
"We are hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities while we build up a new line of business for the company," said the network's Noel Meier. 
Google said the new scheme would consist of five applications providing health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. 
Another service, Google SMS Tips, would allow a mobile-phone user to have a web search-like experience, the internet firm said. 
A user enters a text query and Google returns relevant answers after searching a database. 
Also quoted in: 

Current: http://current.com/items/90308433_uganda-gets-free-google-text-tips.htm 
Lango: http://www.langocommunity.com/article.php/UgandagetsfreeGoogletexttips

nanyadong: http://www.nanyadong.com/uncategorized/sms-sex-tips-and-farming-advice-for-ugandans/
5.

“Google unveils SMS service for Africa”

Agence France Presse (AFP)
IC  Publications: 29/06/2009 19:18

http://www.africasia.com/services/news/newsitem.php?area=africa&item=090629191853.ce9mijqi.php
iafrica.com: http://technology.iafrica.com/news/technology/1769740.htm

Straits Times: http://www.straitstimes.com/Breaking+News/Tech+and+Science/Story/STIStory_397127.html
IOL Technology: http://www.ioltechnology.co.za/article_page.php?from=rss_IOLTechHome&iSectionId=2883&iArticleId=5059845
Fin24: http://www.fin24.com/articles/default/display_article.aspx?Nav=ns&ArticleID=1518-1783_2534388 [lots of comments]
GlobalIT: http://globalitnews.blogspot.com/2009/07/google-unveils-sms-service-for-africa.html
Google on Monday unveiled a new service designed to provide information via SMS text message to mobile phone users in Africa, where cell phones are prevalent but Internet penetration is low.

"At Google we seek to serve a broad base of people -- not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home," the Mountain View, California, company said in a blog post.

"It's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need, in areas with the greatest information poverty," Google said.

The Internet search and advertising giant noted that Africa has the world's highest mobile phone growth rate and that mobile use on the continent is six times higher than Internet penetration.

"Most mobile devices in Africa only have voice and SMS capabilities, and so we are focusing our technological efforts in that continent on SMS," it said.

Google said Google SMS, which will be available first in Uganda, would provide information, via SMS, on a number of topics including health and agriculture tips, news, local weather and sports.

Google also said that it is also launching a service called Google Trader, an SMS-based application that helps bring together buyers and sellers of product or services, from used cars to livestock to jobs.

Google said another service, Google SMS Tips, enables a mobile phone user to have a Web search-like experience. A user enters a text query and Google returns relevant answers after searching a database.

Google said Google SMS Tips and Google Trader were developed in partnership with several organizations, including the Grameen Foundation, an offshoot of the pioneering Grameen bank founded by Nobel peace laureate Muhammad Yunus.

6.

"Grameen Foundation and Google create mobile apps for Africa"

Kristi Heim, in her blog The Business of Giving

The Seattle Times Local News: June 29 at 7:00am

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/thebusinessofgiving/2009397198_grameen_foundation_and_google.html
NewEnergista: http://newenergista.com/news/?p=1469 

Real time information about farming, health and trading will be available to mobile phone users in Uganda with new technology services developed by the Grameen Foundation, Google and telecom operator MTN Uganda.
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HEATHER THORNE/GRAMEEN FOUNDATION


Saurin Nanavati (left), a consultant for the AppLab project, explains how to use the new mobile applications to users in Uganda. AppLab aims to help Ugandans get health, agriculture and trading data on their mobile phones.

The Grameen Foundation saw the proliferation of mobile phones in Africa as a way to get information and services to poor communities in Uganda without Internet access. About 18 months ago it started a project called the Application Laboratory (AppLab), with much of the early work being done in Seattle through the Grameen Foundation's Technology Center. The first suite of those applications is being launched today.

Peter Bladin, Grameen Foundation executive vice president, said AppLab builds on the success of an earlier project, Village Phone, in which local entrepreneurs rent cell phone use to villagers for pennies a call. Uganda now has 50,000 Village Phone and pay phone operators and nine million cell phone subscribers.

Bladin said he sought out Google and MTN Uganda to help scale up the applications and roll them out to other parts of Africa, where Google has seven offices.

The new services can be accessed by existing Village phone operators, as well as by people with their own phones. They are SMS services that work on any phone capable of sending or receiving SMS messages, said Joseph Mucheru, Google's director of sub-Saharan Africa business. In Uganda almost all phones will be able to use the services, he said.

The five applications use Google SMS Search technology and MTN's telecom network. They include Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with agricultural advice and weather forecasts; Health Tips with sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, to locate nearby health clinics; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce, commodities and other products. 

Local partners helped provide the content. The Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative (BRODSI) provides agricultural information created and tested by small-holder farmers, and Marie Stopes Uganda and the Straight Talk Foundation provide health information. 

For the Google Trader application, AppLab worked with the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture, TechnoServe and SNV Netherlands Development Organisation to hone the concept with banana farmers and traders in Uganda.

Mobile phone users send an SMS query and receive an automatic answer back from the database. A farmer could ask a question about why the leaves on a tree are starting to wilt, or a mother could ask when her child needs a vaccine. Uganda has about 30 million people with an adult literacy rate of about 74 percent, according to the UN.

Prices for the services are 110 Uganda shillings per request (about 5 cents), on par with sending a text message to a friend in the country. Prices for requests to the trading marketplace are double, at 220 shillings per request.

Grameen Foundation President Alex Counts called the applications "a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid," the billions of people who are at the bottom of the world's socio-economic hierarchy.

7.

“Google’s Africa Strategy: Search and Trade Via SMS”

Erick Schonfeld, in his blog TechCrunch.com

The Washington Post’s tech blog: Monday, June 29, 2009; 7:06am
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/06/29/AR2009062902016.html
http://www.techcrunch.com/2009/06/29/googles-africa-strategy-search-and-trade-via-sms/
Lots of buzz: 177 tweets, 42 comments, 10 posted responses as of 3PM, 30-06-09

Also re-posted or quoted on:

http://erictric.com/?p=1761
 http://clekzo.wordpress.com/2009/06/30/good-look-for-africa-google-sms/
https://innovationworld.com/blogs/mobilenews/archive/2009/06/29/google-amp-apos-s-africa-strategy-search-and-trade-via-sms.aspx

http://www.miraideas.com/la-estrategia-de-google-en-mercados-emergentes-los-sms/ (Translated into Spanish)

Not only does Google want to organize all the world's information, it also wants to make all that information available to everyone in the world. For the majority of the world's population, that means making it available on a cell phone, and not a fancy iPhone or Android with a Web browser either. I'm talking about $10 cell phones with not much more than voice and SMS capabilities. If Google can reach people, especially in developing nations, with SMS, it can reach everyone with a cell phone. 

In Africa, it is launching a suite of SMS services today, including SMS search, Q&A-style tips, and an SMS-based marketplace. The first country to get these services is Uganda. 

The search service works like Google SMS in North America. You text a search term, and it responds via SMS with the result. Searches can be narrowed by using specific keywords such as "local time," "weather," "news," "maps," "translation," or "currency conversion." For more complicated searches, the related SMS tips service offers answers in an automated Q&A format. 

But the most interesting application is Google Trader, which allows people to post items for sale and jobs via SMS. Other people can search for them by texting the service with the word "BUY" preceding the search term. Google Trader connects the buyer and seller together (each listing contains the seller's cell phone number). 

Update: Google created these particular apps in partnership with the Grameen Foundation, through its newly-launched AppLabs project. The mobile suite of SMS apps also includes Health Tips, Clinic Finder, and a Farmer's Friend database. 

8.

"Google launches push to send Ugandans vital information through their mobiles"
Bobbie Johnson

guardian.co.uk, Monday 29 June 2009 14.05 BST

http://www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2009/jun/29/google-launches-applab-in-uganda
Kijo blog: http://www.kijo.co.uk/technology/google-launches-push-to-send-ugandans-vital-information-through-their-mobiles
AppLab will give millions of Africans access to health advice, farming tips and trading services using only a mobile handset
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AppLab staff member Bridget, right, shows fishermen the response they received to their weather query. Photograph: Pia Raffler/IPA/Grameen Foundation
It has already conquered the web, becoming one of the most powerful companies in the world in the process. But now internet giant Google is taking on a new challenge, joining the launch of a system aimed at helping some of the world's poorest people – by pumping information to their mobile phones.

The project – known as AppLab – is launching today in Uganda, giving millions of phone users access to health advice, farming tips and trading services using only a mobile handset.

The system allows users to send a text message asking for information on a number of subjects, with the answers returned by SMS in a manner not dissimilar to a web search.

Users can use AppLab to request health advice – including information on HIV, Aids or other illnesses – or find nearby health clinics or medical services. Farmers, meanwhile, are offered a selection of useful data including weather forecasts and agricultural tips.

Another part of the system allows Ugandan users to list items for sale or find things to buy from local merchants, enabling them to trade more effectively in their communities.

"With the explosion in mobile phone ownership, we saw the tremendous potential in developing innovative approaches for providing information through mobile services that can benefit the poor," said Joseph Mucheru, the head of Google's operations in sub-Saharan Africa.

"Google's SMS technology is still evolving and we will continue to improve it over time, but what we are launching demonstrates the potential of this platform that can serve many more types of users in many countries."

The scheme has been orchestrated by the Grameen Foundation – a philanthropic spin-off of Grameen Bank, the pioneering developing world investment organisation founded by Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus.

Google is providing SMS search technology, while the service is underpinned by MTN, the mobile phone operator headquartered in South Africa.

"Our core mission is to enable the poor to create a world without poverty … technology has always played a key role in achieving this mission for us," said Peter Bladin, executive director at the Grameen Foundation. "We believe that access to the information and services that many of us take for granted will help alleviate poverty and empower poor and underserved communities."

Although Uganda is one of the world's poorest nations – with half of the population living on less than the internationally recognised poverty line of $1.25 (75p) a day – almost 10 million people in the country own a mobile phone.

That constitutes about a third of the population, but the number of phone users is actually much higher because handsets are often shared between family members or owned by so-called village phone operators. These local merchants rent out mobile phones as a replacement for phone kiosks – allowing individuals without their own handset to use phone services and contact relatives for a small fee.

Although pilot programmes suggest that the system will be largely used by those who own handsets, experts suggested that these village entrepreneurs will be a significant factor in driving up use.

Mobile services are becoming a hot topic in the developing world, where many countries are leapfrogging the traditional telecommunications system to develop services that work over the air.

In addition to information, the mobile has also become a banking tool in many remote areas. Phone credits are often used as a replacement for cash, and the ability to send and receive credit by phone has become a flexible replacement for traditional banking in a country such as Uganda, where just one in 10 citizens has their own bank account.

All the groups involved said they hoped to roll out the system in other countries across Africa, and other parts of the world, if it proves successful.

9.
This article doesn’t mention the launch but ought to.
“Family Planning and Reproductive Health Have Fallen off the Development Radar – World Bank, UNFPA”

The World Bank Press Release: June 30, 2009
http://go.worldbank.org/K2TASY3TI0

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:22231382~pagePK:64257043~piPK:437376~theSitePK:4607,00.html

WASHINGTON, June 30, 2009—On the eve of the 20th anniversary of World Population Day, the World Bank and the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) warned that family planning and other reproductive health programs vital to poor women had fallen off the development radar of many low-income and donor country governments and international aid agencies.

 

These programs, they said, were vital to boost women’s economic and social well-being, especially during the current global economic crisis, and to reduce endemic poverty and high numbers of maternal and infant deaths.

 

“The global economic downturn has taken a wrecking ball to growth and development in poor countries worldwide, and has become a development emergency for women because invariably they’re the first to suffer when economic crises strike,” said Joy Phumaphi, Vice President for Human Development at the World Bank, and a former Health Minister for Botswana.  “Even before this crisis began, family planning and reproductive health had fallen off the radar of low-income countries, aid donors, and development agencies — with the result that we’ve lost precious time in helping women get access to these vital health services, and helping countries get on a faster track to reducing poverty.”  

 

Delivering a keynote address at the World Bank to mark the 20th anniversary of World Population Day, UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Obaid said that investing in women was a smart choice during a time of global economic crisis and cutbacks in health budgets worldwide. “The sad and shocking truth is that maternal mortality represents the largest health inequity in the world, and of all the Millennium Development Goals, MDG 5 to improve maternal health is lagging the farthest behind. And with the financial crisis and the reduction in budgets for health, this goal will be even harder to realize. It is not a lack of knowledge that is hindering progress; it is a lack of political will to protect the health and rights of women.”
 

New preliminary World Bank figures show that while official global development aid for health soared from US $2.9 billion in 1995 to US $14.1 billion in 2007, roughly a five-fold increase in 12 years, aid for population and reproductive health had increased much more modestly during the same period, from $901 million in 1995 to $1.9 billion in 2007. In the 35 highest-fertility countries in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, aid for women’s family planning and reproductive programs started at $150 million in 1995 and increased to $432 million in 2007, while overall aid for health in these 35 countries went from $915 million in 1995 to $4.9 billion in 2007. Support for population and reproductive health programs has significantly declined as a percentage of overall health aid, from about 30 percent in 1994 to 12 percent in 2008.

 
According to UNFPA, more than 500,000 women die each year during pregnancy and childbirth from mostly preventable and treatable medical problems. For every woman who dies, another 20 women suffer injuries and disabilities that can last a lifetime and rob them of livelihoods and physical well-being. Of all regions, Africa has the world’s highest rates of maternal mortality — at least 100 times those in developed countries.

 

Also speaking at the World Bank on behalf of the Obama Administration, Margaret Pollack, Acting Deputy Assistant Secretary, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, U.S. Department of State, said that falling birth rates cannot be achieved through better health programs alone and that better education for girls, equal economic opportunities for women, and fewer households living below the poverty line are also vital.

 

 "We have seen time and time again that investing in women is an investment in families, communities, and societies.  It is, in other words, an investment in our future.  The United States is engaged and committed, and we look forward to working in partnership to ensure a world in which women are healthy, respected, and their rights are protected."

During the second half of the 20th century, world population more than doubled to reach 6 billion, an astonishing 3 billion increase in population in just 40 years. Although this rate has now slowed to 1.2 percent a year, an additional 75 million people are being added every year this decade. The world’s population could reach up to 9 billion by 2050, with the majority likely to live in the world’s poorest countries.

 

A recent World Bank report ― Population Issues in the 21st Century: The Role of the World Bank — notes that family size can also greatly affect women’s jobs in the workplace. One cross-national survey suggests that the percentage of women in the labor force is directly related to national birth rates. For example, in Bolivia, there were strong links between women using contraception and having jobs outside of the home. In the Philippines, the average income growth for women with 1-3 pregnancies was twice that of women who had been pregnant more than seven times. The globe’s highest birth rates are found in Sub-Saharan Africa, where average fertility remains above five children per woman.

 

“The low status of women often poses a barrier because in many societies, women lack the power to make their own decisions about using contraceptives or using other reproductive healthcare,” says Joy Phumaphi of the World Bank. “Educating girls, improving economic opportunities for women, while giving them control over the design, management, and oversight of reproductive health programs, are very important ways to encourage better access to these essential health programs.”  
10.

“Google’s Values at Work in Africa”

Steve Hamm

BusinessWeek: June 29
http://www.businessweek.com/globalbiz/blog/globespotting/archives/2009/06/googles_values.html?chan=technology_technology+index+page_top+stories

Google’s mission is to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful. It took a big step toward universal accessibility today when it launched a program in Uganda aimed at bringing information to poor rural and urban dwellers via mobile phones. Working with Grameen Foundation and MTN, the big African mobile carrier, Google has begun offering a handful of services that combine text messaging, search technologies, and databases full of locally relevant information. “We believe that finding information shouldn’t require a computer,” says Joseph Mucheru, head of Google’s operations in sub-Saharan Africa. Richard Mwami, public access manager for MTN Uganda, says: “This will help solve a great need at the bottom of the pyramid.” This project is a prime example of smart people scoping out a problem thoroughly and coming up with a technology and service solution that fits the needs and economics of a poor community. Bravo!

The project got its start 18 months ago. Grameen Foundation has been operating a village phone service in Uganda, and had nearly 50,000 people offering pay-by-the-minute mobile phone services to the masses. Grameen wanted to broaden into information services and it sought out Google and MTN as potential partners. They did extensive ethnographic studies to see what kinds of services the Ugandan people wanted, and then did pilot projects in the field to test out early versions of the services. They're launching with a few services and hope to add more later. Eventually, they hope to branch out to other countries in Africa. 

For starters, there are three clusters of services. 1) Google SMS Tips includes a health information service focusing on sexual and reproductive health and AIDS provention, and another that provides farmers with agricultural information. 2) Google SMS Search supplies sports scores, weather, foreign exchange rates, horoscopes, and the like. 3) Google Trader is a marketplace where people can sell and buy goods and services. To get information, people type in a free-form query, Google's technology identifies key words and searches a database for possible sources of information, and the system sends text questions back to the customers to narrow down the results--presenting the one that seems most likely to fit the bill.

There are a number of SMS-based services already in use around the world, but Google's techies insist that theirs is better in several respects. The health and agricultural information is truly local. The market and price information is fresh. Users can express themselves with questions rather than paging through series of menus to get the information they want. And here's a ingenious element: A merchant can explore making a sale at a certain price to a buyer in another city. Then he can use the SMS service to find the cost of hauling his merchandise there. So he can find out before he agrees to a deal if it will be profitable for him.

The cost of the services are relatively low. The standard cost in Uganda today for an information SMS message is 220 Ugandan Shillings, or about 10 cents, but the Google SMA services will be offered at 5 cents per message. Initially, they'll be free. The system uses English, but most of the population can get by in English or find somebody to help them send and decipher messages.

Uganda is a poor country with 30 million people, half of them below the age of 15. The country's literacy rate has risen dramatically in the past decade, to about 70%. The cluster of services empowers the population economically, and, thanks to the health information service, could save tens of thousands of lives. This is what technology can accomplish if it's put in service to the people.
11.

“Google and Grameen Launch Mobile Services for the Poor” 

Nancy Gohring, IDG News Service

PC World Business Center: Monday, June 29, 2009 12:10 PM PDT

http://www.pcworld.com/businesscenter/article/167560/google_and_grameen_launch_mobile_services_for_the_poor.html
CIO: http://www.cio.com/article/496225/Google_and_Grameen_Launch_Mobile_Services_for_the_Poor

Yahoo! Tech: http://tech.yahoo.com/news/pcworld/20090629/tc_pcworld/googleandgrameenlaunchmobileservicesforthepoor
Network World: http://www.networkworld.com/news/2009/062909-google-and-grameen-launch-mobile.html
Computer World: http://www.computerworld.com.au/article/309325/google_grameen_launch_mobile_services_poor?fp=39&fpid=26115
Google has launched its SMS service and a new SMS-based classifieds system in Uganda, in collaboration with the Grameen Foundation and mobile operator MTN Uganda.

The offerings are aimed at helping poor farmers and other underserved communities access information using mobile phones, which they may own or borrow from small businesses that sell phone use. 

The SMS service lets people send text messages with certain keywords to get information in a number of categories. Farmer's Friend offers agricultural advice and weather forecasts. In a video posted on the Google.org blog, one farmer used the service to discover that rather than pay for a pesticide for his tomatoes, he could use materials that he already had on hand in excess. He says he used the money he saved to buy more land. 

Health Tips and Clinic Finder are two other SMS services that let people find sexual and reproductive health information and find nearby clinics. 

People use the service by texting a keyword like "weather" or "clinic" followed by the city. They get the information they request by return SMS.

The Google Trader service lets people sell or buy crops or other items. For example, a user would text "BUY Toyota Kampala" to receive a list of Toyotas for sale within 50 kilometers of Kampala, Uganda. 

The services don't come with additional fees beyond standard text messaging rates. 

The Grameen Foundation, started by Nobel Peace Prize winner Muhammad Yunus, who created the Village Phone project in Bangladesh, spearheaded the text service as a way to deliver information to people who live in remote areas. Village Phone is the project that turns primarily poor women in developing countries into entrepreneurs by offering them micro-loans to buy a cell phone that they let other villagers use for a fee.

Those operators in Uganda have been trained to use the new SMS service, so they can sell it to their customers. 

Grameen set out to develop a way to offer people in remote areas access to information that many people in the developed world take for granted. "There's this great idea of rolling out a lot of computers, but it's hard to figure out a business model and how to keep those devices charged when they're off the grid," said Peter Bladin, founding director of the Grameen Technology Center and executive vice president for programs and regions at the Grameen Foundation, in a recent interview. "But the mobile phone is one device that already has incredible penetration."

However, most phones used in the developing world don't have the capability to surf the Internet, and the networks they run on don't support Internet access either. As a result, Grameen began investigating ways to let people use SMS, which is available on even the lowest-cost phones and the oldest mobile-phone networks, to access information. 

Bladin has high hopes for the initiative. "Devices or technology can shorten that gap between where the information exists and where people who need it are. That's really a great empowerment," he said.

12.

“Fighting ‘Information Poverty’”
Omar El Akkad

The Globe and Mail: Globe on Technology: Tuesday, June 30, 2009 11:53AM
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/blogs/globe-on-technology/fighting-information-poverty/article1202062/

The good folks at Google alerted me to a cool service launch the other day -- in Uganda. 

Teaming up with local teleco MTN Uganda and the Grameen Foundation -- a non-profit offshoot of Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus's microfinancing efforts -- the web giant is launching Google SMS in the African nation. The service is designed to provide users with a mix of information ranging from sports scores to agriculture tips. The idea, Google says, is to relieve "information poverty." Or, in other words, giving people access to information in parts of the world where information can be very hard to find. 

There's no shortage of programs aimed at doing exactly that. This is the first that comes to mind. 

Perhaps the coolest thing about this launch is the Google Trader application, designed to help producers and consumers find each other in regions where that can be particularly difficult. 

"So, when farmers in Iganga want to sell their maize, they can list their crop on Google Trader and a miller in another trading center can find and contact them to buy their goods," Google says. "If a pregnant woman has a question about prenatal services, she can text her question to 6001 and get a response right away." 

13.

“Google aims for less developed nations with Google SMS”

Anthony Ha

DigitalBeat: June 29, 2009
http://digital.venturebeat.com/2009/06/29/google-aims-for-less-developed-nations-with-google-sms/
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Google is launching a new service called Google SMS today, hoping to reach a less privileged audience than the one using its web services.

Those of us with smartphones probably access Google on our mobile devices already, but usually as a supplement to usage on our desktop and laptop computers. Google SMS is part of an effort to reach people who don’t have Internet access at all, starting in Uganda. In its announcement, Google points to a report from the International Telecommunications Union showing that Africa’s mobile penetration is 28 percent — which may not seem like much, but it’s a much broader swath than the less than five percent with Internet access. And Google says that the number of people with “access to a mobile phone” (as opposed to people who own one) is even higher. So if the search giants wants to make money in Africa, phones are an obvious route.

Google SMS is basically a way for people to use SMS text messages to request information like local news, weather, sports, and more. The two most promising services are Google Trader, a marketplace built around SMS, and Google SMS Tips, where people can send in questions about practical things that matter in their daily lives (such as farming advice), and receive answers based on the keywords in their query.

Presumably, if the effort in Uganda goes well, it could be the first in a broader Google effort to reach new countries through their mobile phones. Other tech companies may move in too — for example, VentureBeat writer Dean Takahashi wrote about a conference last year where the head of IBM’s Almaden Research Center emphasized the promise of SMS in Africa. Microsoft sees the region as a potentially huge market too.

Update: I asked Google for more information about the SMS fees associated with the service, and they responded:

Google SMS Tips (Farmer’s Friend, Health Tips and ClinicFinder), Google Trader and Google SMS Search will be made free to users during an initial promotion period: first 1M SMSes sent.
Beyond the promotion period, we’re introducing a new type of pricing structure to go with Tips. In order to make Tips info as accessible as possible to as many vulnerable communities who need this info, Tips will cost half the price of a typical information SMS – only 110 Ugandan Shillings. Google Trader, which connects buyers and sellers, will cost 220 Ugandan Shillings, a price that is comparable to current offerings.
14.

“Google Fights Information Poverty in Africa”

Thomas Claburn

InformationWeek: June 29, 2009 07:24 PM
http://www.informationweek.com/news/internet/google/showArticle.jhtml?articleID=218101928&subSection=News

TechWeb: http://www.techweb.com/article/showArticle?articleID=218101928&section=News
Google (NSDQ: GOOG) on Monday said that it had launched a new suite of mobile applications for SMS users in Uganda. 

Africa has the world's highest mobile phone growth rate, according to the International Telecommunications Union, and mobile phone penetration there is six times higher than Internet penetration. 

To better serve local needs in communities where mobile phones represent the dominant form of computing and communication technology, Google has adapted some of its online information services to work with SMS messaging. 

"We seek to serve a broad base of people -- not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home," said Rachel Payne, Google's country manager for Uganda, in a blog post. 

Google SMS consists of Tips, Search, and Trader. 

Google SMS Tips provides health information and clinic location assistance to mobile phone users. It also provides agricultural and weather information to farmers. 

Google SMS Search lets mobile phone users access information related to current events, sports, stocks, flights, and word definitions, just like Google's Internet search engine functions. 

And Google SMS Trader attempts to provide a way to sell goods and services through an SMS-driven marketplace. The goal of this service is to help eliminate market access barriers in rural areas. 

Google worked with the Grameen Foundation, MTN Uganda and several local organizations to develop and test these applications. 

"We believe it's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need most, and in areas with the greatest information poverty," said Payne. 

15.

“Google SMS to Boost Mobile Information Delivery in Africa”

Clint Boulton

eWeek.com: Mobile and Wireless: 2009-06-29
http://www.eweek.com/c/a/Mobile-and-Wireless/Google-SMS-to-Boost-Mobile-Information-Delivery-in-Africa-810543/

Google introduces Google SMS, a suite of mobile search, tips and e-commerce applications targeted for African mobile phone users. The move could improve information access online in Africa and help Google extend its search engine and Web services dominance in the nascent field of mobile and wireless computing.

Google June 29 rolled out new mobile applications geared to let users in Uganda, Africa access health, news, weather and other information from mobile phones via Short Message Service.
Google already offers SMS services for North America, and has even added SMS to its Gmail chat tool, though it is currently down. This new flavor of Google SMS is tailored for Africa, where phones largely only feature voice and SMS functionality. 

Google SMS includes Google SMS Tips, an SMS-based query-and-answer service that provides a "Web search-like" experience for mobile phone users. This is crucial for users using cheap cell phones
 that lack fully dedicated Web browsers.

Users type in 6001 as a text query to access SMS Tips. Google's algorithms restructure the query to identify keywords, search a database to identify relevant answers and return the most relevant answer. 

SMS Tips cover information on health care, health clinics, weather forecasts and critical agricultural information. Google SMS Search provides news, sports scores and word definitions. Users must text 6006 to retrieve results. 

The suite also includes Google Trader, an e-commerce marketplace application that helps sellers reach buyers with offers of material goods and jobs, among other things. Users must text 6007 to access Trader to post or view advertisements for products and services. 

Text queries must not exceed 160 characters, the usual constraint for SMS. Google also warned that the product is far from polished, requiring improvements in search quality and additions to its health and farming content.

Joe Mucheru, head of Google Sub-Saharan Africa, and Fiona Lee, Google's Africa project manager, explained the reason for the suite in a blog post, noting: 

It's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need, in areas with the greatest information poverty. In many places around the world, people look to their phones, rather than their computers, to find information they need in their daily lives. This is especially true in Africa, which has the world's highest mobile growth rate and where mobile phone penetration is six times Internet penetration. One-third of the population owns a mobile phone and many more have access to one.

Indeed, due to financial considerations, mobile phones remain the main gateway Africans use to access the Web. 

Accordingly, Google is providing SMS tailored for Africa to tap the incredibly green field of mobile computing, another fork in the search engine giant's long, winding road to organize the world's information on the Internet. 

Google is already the leader in search on the desktop and would love to duplicate that success on the so-called third screen, where it is vying for supremacy with Yahoo, Microsoft and other Web services providers. 

ReadWriteWeb's Frederic Lardinois has more information on Google's partners for Google SMS here, or see more coverage on TechMeme here. 

16.
“Grameen’s AppLab comes of age”
Kiwanja

Kiwanja.net 

http://www.kiwanja.net/blog/2009/06/grameens-applab-comes-of-age/

Today is a very exciting day for many colleagues in Uganda, a day which sees the launch of a suite of new services from Grameen’s AppLab project. I was fortunate enough to be involved in the very early stages of the initiative, spending a month on the ground studying a mixture of geography, culture, challenges, data availability and technologies in and around Kampala (and occasionally beyond).

One of the best times to be involved in something like this is at the very beginning - the time when everything is on the table, nothing is ruled out and there’s no such thing as a bad idea. Over the course of the month we came out with around fifty ideas for mobile services, based on our research of the Ugandan landscape, and the kinds of issues, gaps and concerns which potentially lend themselves to a mobile solution.

A large part of the fun is without doubt this multi-faceted research - understanding the landscape from multiple perspectives and sources. TV, radio, conversations with taxi drivers (who, regardless of where they drive seem to have answers to all the world’s problems), newspapers, villagers, village phone operators, waiters, children and eavesdropping conversations in bars, all of which helps build a picture of what matters to people and what doesn’t.

Although it’s vital to start with the need, figuring out how to meet it becomes the next big challenge. Rural communities aren’t just passive recipients of information, but content generators in their own right. Communities are rich with knowledge, but more often than not this knowledge - not to mention more official sources of information - are rarely stored in anything resembling digital-friendly. Finding out who has the information you need, who owns it, how often it gets updated and how it’s stored are all part of the ongoing puzzle.

One of the most interesting and exciting phases of the AppLab work was the rapid protoyping - getting out into the field (or the matatu [bus] stations, to be precise) and offering people the opportunity to text in agriculture- or health-based questions. Any questions. What seemed to them like a smart, fully-automated system was in fact a handful of health and agriculture students sitting at computers in the MTN/AppLab offices, manually reading incoming questions and formulating 160-character answers. Suffice to say, the data gathered over a few days gave the strongest indication yet of the need and perception of such a service to potential users. The value of this kind of work cannot be understated.
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Photo: Students respond to incoming queries using the early version of FrontlineSMS, which was set up to help gather the data
Going back to today’s announcement, out of the original fifty early-stage ideas, AppLab have launched an initial suite of five:

Health Tips
Provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder…

Clinic Finder
Helps locate nearby health clinics and their services

Farmer’s Friend
A searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts
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Google Trader
Matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products (Google explains how it works here)

As part of the initial research, we looked at a whole suite of technologies on which to base solutions, including J2ME, WAP, high-end smart phones, 3G and MMS. As is usually the case, however, SMS won through and all of the services launched today are, according to AppLab,  SMS-based and:

designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. Users can access the services quickly and privately at the time of their choosing and search relevant content on-demand, like someone with access to the Internet

A lot of work continues to go into AppLab’s work in Uganda, and today hopefully marks the beginning of many new announcements (believe me, many other exciting initiatives are already in pilot stage). By working through existing structures in the country (principally MTN and the Grameen Village Phone network, not to forget Google’s growing influence), AppLab is well-placed to identify, build and deliver appropriate, relevant mobile-related services to local communities, and my congratulations go out to David, Eric and everyone who has worked so hard on the project over the past two years.

For a little more indepth analysis on today’s announcement, check out White African’s excellent blog post and the short Grameen video below. The official Press Release is available here.

17.
“Google Launches SMS Service in Uganda”

Uganda Online: Monday, 29 June 2009
http://www.ugandaonline.net/news/view/8097/google_launches_sms_service_in_uganda
Google in partnership with MTN Uganda and other companies have launched a Short Message Service (SMS) to improve the flow of information to those with no access to the internet. The mobile phone will be handy in this service.

6001: SMS Tips which can be accessed by sending a message to 6001 will return with Health tips and Agricultural tips, weather plus details of a clinic near your location.

6006: Google SMS Search returns with horoscope information, stock quotes, flights and currency converter among others.

6007: Google Trader is what was most interesting. With this you can sell and buy using your mobile phone. The aim of this will be to find what you need to buy or what you want to sell. To start using this service you send REGISTER to 6007 and you will be registered after a confirmation message returns.

You can reply to that message with a word SELL if you want to start selling followed by the details of what you want to sale, pricing and contact details to 6007.

For as long as you are a registered you can sell as many items as possible which comply with the law of the land. For details on how to delete or list items and other policies you can visit this link. http://www.google.co.ug/mobile/sms/#6007

18.
“New SMS Services in Uganda from Grameen, Google & MTN”

by Hash

The White African blog, June 29, 2009
http://whiteafrican.com/2009/06/29/new-sms-services-in-uganda-from-grameen-google/
The 3rd World View: http://rezwanul.blogspot.com/ 
Mashada: http://www.mashada.com/blogs/feed.php?channel=8&iid=10329

Grameen Foundation’s AppLab has released a new suite of mobile phone applications developed in Uganda, using Google SMS Search and in partnership with MTN Uganda as the mobile operator. The services include:
· Farmer’s Friend: a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts 

· Health Tips: provides sexual and reproductive health information 

· Clinic Finder: helps locate nearby health clinics and their services 

· Google Trader: matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. Local buyers and sellers, such as small-holder farmers, are able to broaden their trading networks and reduce their transaction costs. (known locally as “Akatale SMS”) 


Back in 2004 Grameen started to replicate in Uganda what they had done in Bangladesh with their Village Phone Operators. That is, they would go 20km beyond the best phone signal and provide a loan to a lady in the village that would let her buy a phone and an antenna that would extend the range of the network. The lady would then resell services to local individuals who didn’t have access, or the ability to buy their own phone.

I’m actually quite impressed with this initiative, as it fits in perfectly with Grameen’s mission: providing opportunity through the most basic of mobile phones. All of these services work on SMS-only phones, so anyone with a single bar of coverage and a phone has access to a lot of knowledge in their hands.

Here is a promo video from Uganda, explaining why these services are needed:

High-powered Partnerships

Beyond the applications themselves, what I find most compelling is how the Grameen Foundation collected such a high-powered group of partners. The list reads like a who’s-who of innovative mobile services and development in Africa with Google, MTN Uganda, Technoserve, Kiwanja.net, and BRODSI to name a few. It’s a mixture of for-profit businesses, local NGOs and non-profit tech organizations. 

I remember a conversation a couple months back with Sian Townsend (Google) and Ken Banks (FrontlineSMS) about how they did the field studies for this project. Sian shared with us some of her research on mobile user experience while in Uganda – it was extensive. Through a month of rapid prototyping and studying how users were actually using the new services, the team quickly learned what was important and how to better serve information up to the end-user. 

Though I haven’t been able to personally test the services yet, with this group, I would expect the results to be better than average. For instance, Google doesn’t tend to get involved with ideas that don’t scale. I imagine that they see replicability with both SMS Search and Google Trader in many other countries as well. Rachel Payne, the country manager for Google in Uganda, has a blog post here, but not much more information on the long-term plans for Google Trader. I’d be interested in seeing how this compares to Esoko out of Ghana.



19.
“Google Eyes Africa”
Josh Skolnick

The Stimulist: News We Like, News1: June 30th, 2009
http://thestimulist.com/google-eyes-africa/
Why we like this: Because while Africans may not have access to the latest Pre or iPhone, they should have access to the basic info Americans take for granted
Source: TechCrunch

Gist: Google’s mission is well-known by this point: to organize the world’s information. But now Google is focusing on making sure that the world includes Africa. Many of their search functions to this point have been available to that small slice of humans who can afford a smart phone. But Google also wants their mobile search tools to work for the billions of people whose phone doesn’t double as a music playing-city navigating-restaurant guiding-tip calculating mini-computer.

That’s why Google is unveiling a new suite of SMS services today in Uganda with a simple promise: text Google a question, they will text you back a relevant answer. The service can’t predict the songs you’ll like, read your mind, or let you play Mafia Wars on your cell. But by expanding the universe of people who can get basic information on their phones, they are taking yet another step toward making the world a smarter place.

Read about Google’s step into Africa at TechCrunch.
20.
“Google ruling Africa with new mobile services”

The Randolf Jorberg Blog: Tuesday, June 30th, 2009 at 04:42
http://randolf.jorberg.com/2009/06/30/google-ruling-africa-with-mobile-services/
Google’s approach of rolling out their technology gradually throughout the world showed great success when conquering western markets and seemed to work OK for africa aswell. No other search engine had it’s user interface translated to Zulu, Afrikaans and Xhosa years before they opened an office in South Africa or any other African country and still today there’s no competition within sight. 
Back in the very early Google years using voluntary user contributions with their Google in your Language service and is constantly adding new languages. But there seemed to be weak spots where Google was not able to roll out it’s infrastructure on a global level in other fields, because they involve too much professional local knowledge and infrastructure and this is where I was delighted to see some real progress in the last months:

Google Mapmaker allows people to edit and contribute to maps in countries where no professional map making company has gone before. The (infrastructural and marketing) power that honorable open source map projects like openstreetmap did not have meets usability and the result is great map data for all countries in Africa.

Today there was now the big news (via TC): Google launches SMS based services for the ugandan internet community. Some of these services like Google Trader (think of Craigslist/gumtree/kijiji simplified and via SMS only) are build exclusively for Google Africa and I’m sure we’ll see them rolled out and succeed in many african markets soon. The initiative carries the Google logo, but was initiatiated by the Grameen Foundation and MTN and they describe it as:

“The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer’s Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps to locate nearby health clinics and services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience.”

My personal perspective is that education driven by technology is going to be the THE MAIN source of development in Africa and I love seeing google use it’s market power to help development to those who need it most. I’m looking for ways how I can personally contribute my knowledge to efficient projects in this area and I urge anyone with the killer idea how to bring knowledge to Africa to share his ideas… Not only this video shows that it’s going to be the mobile phone that’s going to bring development to Africa:

"Mobile in Africa: Doing HCI Differently in the..."
21.
“Google SMS to serve needs of poor in Uganda”
Rachel Payne, Country Manager, Uganda
Google Africa Blog: Monday, June 29, 2009 | 11:10 AM

http://google-africa.blogspot.com/2009/06/google-sms-to-serve-needs-of-poor-in.html
widely referenced in other blogs
Today is a big day for the Google Africa team for several reasons. We're announcing an exciting partnership between MTN Uganda, the Grameen Foundation and Google, and the launch of Google SMS in Uganda. This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation, called "AppLab" (Application Laboratory), which began over a year ago. AppLab is designed to develop mobile applications that serve the needs of poor and other vulnerable individuals and communities, most of whom have limited access to information and communications technology.

We seek to serve a broad base of people -- not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home. We believe it's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need most, and in areas with the greatest information poverty. So today, we announce the launch of Google SMS, a bundle of mobile services that allow users to access content on a range of topics. This not only includes traditional services such as sports scores and local news, but for the first time, also includes services such as health and agriculture tips. We are also launching Google Trader, a SMS-based "marketplace" application that helps buyers and sellers find each other, enabling greater access to markets and trade, especially for those who are most excluded today. With these services, we hope to help alleviate some of the information and access to markets barriers for the poor, especially those in rural areas. So, when farmers in Iganga want to sell their maize, they can list their crop on Google Trader and a miller in another trading center can find and contact them to buy their goods. If a pregnant woman has a question about prenatal services, she can text her question to 6001 and get a response right away. Now people in any part of Uganda can easily find the information that is most critical to them.




Miller in trading center calling women's farming group in Iganga to obtain maize.

This launch also represents an important milestone, as our first major initiative in Uganda, one of the newest locations where Google is setting up operations. Earlier this year, I joined the Google Africa team to lead our efforts in Uganda. Like other countries in Africa where Google is starting to work, we want to reach a new set of users in Uganda and provide valuable services that address their needs. As the East African fiber optic cables begin to connect Uganda to the global Internet community, it is vital that the foundation for a thriving Internet economy also be established. Many impressive organizations are focused on this goal, and we hope to enhance these efforts as much as possible.

Finally, this launch represents the team efforts of many local partners, communities and individuals, each of whom played a role in bringing this vision to life. The Village Phone Operators represent our very first set of focus group participants and product development advisors. And the participation of farmers in more distant villages was fundamental in creating the highly local content – created by them, for them, through our local partner BROSDI (Busoga Rural Open Source and Development Initiative), in collaboration with AppLab. While developing the health tips service, students, health workers, doctors and school nurses stepped forward as leaders in their respective areas and turned this humble mission into a reality. Our partners, Straight Talk Foundation and Marie Stopes International not only created the content with AppLab, based on the input of these many constituents, but forged deep, strong links with the communities where these services are in greatest demand.

When we return to these villages with the product that was developed through their insights, we intend to understand whether the service truly is having an impact. To this end, we are conducting a social impact assessment with Innovations for Poverty Action, with support from Google.org, to build from the knowledge of what users need most, to understand what works best.

We hope these services will help a variety of organizations already doing impressive work to reach a broader audience and those with the greatest need, in new and innovative ways, through the mobile phone. This is the first of many exciting, collaborative efforts we will be working on to support access to information in Uganda and more broadly, across Africa. So to everyone who participated in this effort, we say Webale Nyo!

22.

“Extending Google Services in Africa”
Joe Mucheru, Head of Google Sub-Saharan Africa, & Fiona Lee, Africa Project Manager

The Official Google Blog: 6/29/2009 06:12:00 AM
http://googleblog.blogspot.com/2009/06/extending-google-services-in-africa.html

At Google we seek to serve a broad base of people — not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home. It's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need, in areas with the greatest information poverty. In many places around the world, people look to their phones, rather than their computers, to find information they need in their daily lives. This is especially true in Africa, which has the world’s highest mobile growth rate and where mobile phone penetration is six times Internet penetration. One-third of the population owns a mobile phone and many more have access to one.

Most mobile devices in Africa only have voice and SMS capabilities, and so we are focusing our technological efforts in that continent on SMS. Today, we are announcing Google SMS, a suite of mobile applications which will allow people to access information, via SMS, on a diverse number of topics including health and agriculture tips, news, local weather, sports, and more. The suite also includes Google Trader, a SMS-based “marketplace” application that helps buyers and sellers find each other. People can find, "sell" or "buy" any type of product or service, from used cars and mobile phones to crops, livestock and jobs.

We are particularly excited about Google SMS Tips, an SMS-based query-and-answer service that enables a mobile phone user to have a web search-like experience. You enter a free form text query, and Google's algorithms restructure the query to identify keywords, search a database to identify relevant answers, and return the most relevant answer. 

Both Google SMS Tips and Google Trader represent the fruits of unique partnerships among Google, the Grameen Foundation, MTN Uganda and local organizations*. We worked closely together as part of Grameen Foundation's Application Laboratory to understand information needs and gaps, develop locally relevant and actionable content, rapidly test prototypes, and conduct multi-month pilots with the people who will eventually use the applications have truly been a global effort, and created with Ugandans, for Ugandans.

We're just beginning. We can do a lot more to improve search quality and the breadth — and depth — of content on Google SMS, especially on Tips and Trader. Google SMS is by no means a finished product, but that's what's both exciting and challenging about this endeavor.

Meanwhile, if you're curious about what Google is doing in Africa, learn more at the Google Africa Blog.

Update: Corrected link to YouTube video for "rapidly test prototypes".
23.
“Designing SMS apps for mobile Africa”

Lawrence Chang
Google Mobile Blog: June 29, 2009 Monday 1:45 PM EST
http://googlemobile.blogspot.com/2009/06/designing-sms-apps-for-mobile-africa.html
As is well known, our mission is to organize the world's information and make it universally accessible and useful. We aim to do this through technology, and in Africa, that means developing tools for the mobile phone. Africa has the world’s highest mobile growth rate. Mobile phone penetration is six times Internet penetration -- one third of the population owns a mobile phone and many more have access to one. Most of these devices only have voice and SMS capabilities, which is why we have chosen to focus our initial mobile efforts on SMS.

Today, we are releasing Google SMS in Uganda. Google SMS is a suite of mobile applications which provides access, via SMS, to information on a diverse number of topics including health and agriculture tips, news, local weather, sports, and more.

The suite also includes Google Trader, a marketplace application that helps buyers and sellers find each other. Users can find, "sell" or "buy" any type of product or service, from used cars and mobile phones to crops, livestock and jobs. Google Trader has been designed to help make markets more transparent. Many people in Africa lack access to information and markets beyond their immediate business and social networks. Google Trader allows sellers to post items for sale via SMS, and for buyers to search for such items.

Google SMS Tips is an SMS-based query-and-answer service. After you text a free-form query, Google algorithms restructure the query to identify keywords, search a database to identify relevant answers, and return the most relevant answer. SMS is a very limited medium: each SMS can be no longer than 160 characters, and, unlike the web, allows for one result to be returned in response to a query. Short or ambiguous queries are particularly challenging. For example: we've received queries as brief as "hiv". What exactly is someone asking for: symptoms? Causes? Prevention? Treatment? We not only have to discern intent in order to identify a relevant answer, but we also have to convey information back to the user within the confines of SMS. The challenge is further complicated by the fact that people must pay for each individual SMS message.

These are the sorts of technical challenges that have surfaced in developing SMS Tips, so please don't view it as a finished product. We need to greatly improve search quality and add to the content that we have in the Health and Ag focus areas. Now that Google SMS is live, we're working on improving search quality and the breadth, and depth, of content. As for Tips, we will work to add more focus areas.

Clearly, we're just beginning; there's still much to be done. If you're curious about what Google is doing in Africa, visit the Google Africa Blog. And here's a video about the broader effort initiated by the Grameen Foundation to introduce mobile applications to under-served communities.

 24.

“Grameen, Google launch mobile apps with MTN Uganda”

TelecomPaper: Monday 29 June 2009; 02:58PM CET
http://www.telecompaper.com/news/article.aspx?cid=678579
The Grameen Foundation announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda for Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities. The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips, which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. The launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. Building on the work of Grameen Telecom in Bangladesh, the Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda launched Village Phone in Uganda in 2004 to expand telecommunications access to poor people. The information in the applications was developed in collaboration with key local partners. 

25.
“Grameen Foundation Launches Mobile Services Tailored to the Ugandan Poor “

Cellular News: 29th June 2009

http://www.cellular-news.com/story/38257.php 

The Grameen Foundation has announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities.

This is the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab).

The suite of mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes:

Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts;

Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience.

The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones.

"AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable," said Alex Counts, president of Grameen Foundation. "Through an approach including sector research, field-based rapid prototyping, extensive interaction with target users, and carefully structured field pilots, we have been able to gain deep insights from the people who benefit directly from using these applications. We are excited to take the next big step -- going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest."

26.
Grameen Foundation and Google Create Mobile Apps for Africa
Textually.org: June 29, 2009
 http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/2009/06/023974.htm
[image: image11.jpg]



Real time information about farming, health and trading will be available to mobile phone users in Uganda with new technology services developed by the Grameen Foundation, Google and telecom operator MTN, writes The Seattle Times.

[image: image12.jpg]


About 18 months ago The Grameen Foundation started a project called the Application Laboratory (AppLab), with much of the work being done in Seattle through the Grameen Foundation's Technology Center. 

Peter Bladin, Grameen Foundation executive vice president, said AppLab builds on the success of an earlier project, Village Phone, in which local entrepreneurs rent cell phone use to villagers for pennies a call. Uganda now has 50,000 Village Phone and pay phone operators and nine million cell phone subscribers.

Bladin said he sought out Google and MTN Uganda to help scale up the applications and roll them out to other parts of Africa, where Google has seven offices.

The new services can be accessed by existing Village phone operators, as well as by people with their own phones.[image: image13.jpg]



Read full article.

Related Grameen Foundation news release 

27.
Google and Grameen launch mobile services for the poor

TeleGeography: Tuesday, 30 June 2009
http://www.telegeography.com/cu/article.php?article_id=29068&email=html

The Grameen Foundation has announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda for Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities, writes TelecomPaper. The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips, which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. The launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavour initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. 

28.
Google goes mobile in Africa

SouthAfrica.info: 30 June 2009
http://www.southafrica.info/africa/googlesms-300609.htm
Internet giant Google is targeting Africa's mobile phone users with the introduction, starting in Uganda, of Google SMS, a suite of mobile applications which will allow people to access news, information and advice on health, agriculture, weather, sport and more via SMS (text).

According to a post on googleblog.blogspot.com this week, Google is aiming to reach a broader base of people, not only those who can afford to access the internet via computer from the convenience of their workplace or home.

In many places around the world, people are looking to their phones to find the information they need in their daily lives, says Google.

"This is especially true in Africa, which has the world's highest mobile growth rate and where mobile phone penetration is six times internet penetration," Google says. "One-third of the [world's] population owns a mobile phone, and many more have access to one.

However, most mobile devices in Africa only have voice and SMS, or text, capabilities, and so Google has decided to focus its technological efforts on the continent on SMS.

The service is currently supported through MTN in Uganda only.

Google SMS suite

Google SMS is a suite of mobile applications that will allow people to access news and information via SMS.

It also includes Google Trader, a SMS-based marketplace application that helps buyers and sellers find each other. People can use the application to find, sell or buy any type of product or service, from used cars and mobile phones to crops, livestock and jobs.

Then there's Google SMS Tips, an SMS-based query-and-answer service that enables a mobile phone user to have a web search-like experience: "You enter a free form text query, and Google's algorithms restructure the query to identify keywords, search a database to identify relevant answers, and return the most relevant answer," Google explains.

Unique partnerships

Both Google SMS Tips and Google Trader represent the fruits of unique partnerships among Google, the Grameen Foundation, MTN Uganda and other local organisations. 

"We worked closely together as part of Grameen Foundation's Application Laboratory to understand information needs and gaps, develop locally relevant and actionable content, rapidly test prototypes, and conduct multi-month pilots with the people who will eventually use the applications have truly been a global effort, and created with Ugandans, for Ugandans," says Google.

"We're just beginning. We can do a lot more to improve search quality and the breadth – and depth – of content on Google SMS, especially on Tips and Trader. Google SMS is by no means a finished product, but that's what's both exciting and challenging about this endeavour."

SAinfo reporter
29.
MTN partners with Google
MyBroadband.co.za: 30 June, 2009
http://mybroadband.co.za/news/Cellular/8599.html
MTN Uganda partners with Google, Grameen Foundation to launch mobile information services

MTN Uganda, in partnership with Grameen Foundation and Google Search, has launched a suite of mobile phone applications which will provide instant information that was previously unavailable to Uganda's remote communities. 

The mobile phone-based information service is expected to benefit rural communities by helping them to access data and advise on issues like business, agriculture, health, environment, weather.

“The introduction of the service is a culmination of an 18-month long field-based program in Uganda and an innovative partnership that strategically combines the resources of MTN, Grameen Foundation and Google,” MTN said.

The five mobile phone applications provide real-time information in three domains: agriculture, health, and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. The applications were developed by Grameen Foundation’s Application Laboratory (AppLab) and are powered by MTN on the Google SMS search platform.

ICT Minister, Hon. Aggrey Awori said he was happy to be associated with such innovative minds. “I believe that MTN, Grameen Foundation and Google have been energized by the fact that Uganda is a fast growing economy. My trust is that the people of Uganda shall emulate their example and come up with even better ideas." 

MTN Uganda CEO, Themba Khumalo said that these services represent the first of what will be many initiatives reaching the segment of the Ugandan market that has been underserved for a long time.  

“Uganda is hungry for products that empower individuals and in doing so, giving the economy a welcome boost. The fact that in this instance, we have chosen key areas like agriculture, trade and health are reason enough for all to embrace this product,” Khumalo added citing Mobile Money as an example of a service that has been people driven.

30.
“Grameen, Google and MTN start Mobile Services in Uganda”
WirelessMoves: June 30, 2009
http://mobilesociety.typepad.com/mobile_life/2009/06/grameen-google-and-mtn-start-mobile-services-in-uganda.html

Since I read "less walk more talk" I've become more aware of how mobile communication changes Africa. It's my impression that so far, voice, person to person SMS messaging and some information services again based on SMS (e.g. what are the prices for a certain goods in a certain city) have made the most impact. Also, the "mobile crop insurance" trial I've reported on here is an interesting project. And now, Grameen, Google and MTN have started new services to bring knowledge to rural areas around farming, health tips and trading. Again, based on SMS. Here's a video with some details. And for some more details from the inside perspective, have a look here.

31.
“Grameen Foundation Launches Mobile Services for the Poor Community in Uganda”
Raju Shanbhag
TMCnet: June 30, 2009
http://fixed-mobile-convergence.tmcnet.com/topics/mobile-communications/articles/59021-grameen-foundation-launches-mobile-services-the-poor-community.htm

Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities can now access services and information through modern technologies thanks to a new suite of mobile phone applications developed by the Grameen Foundation. The foundation has joined hands with Google and MTN (News - Alert) Uganda (MTN) in this initiative. 


The process of putting the modern technology in the hands of poor and underserved communities is seen as a method of bringing those segments more into the mainstream society. These segments also represent lots of new opportunities for companies to deliver inexpensive mobile devices and bring about a social change. 

 

Grameen Foundation initiated this endeavor 18 months ago. At that time, it was called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). This field-based program in Uganda combines the resources and experience of Grameen Foundation, Google (News - Alert), and MTN. The suite of five mobile services includes Farmer's Friend, Health Tips, Clinic Finder, and Google Trader. Together, these services help the subscribers to engage in profitable trade, apart from providing useful health tips. 

 

“AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable," said Alex Counts, president of Grameen Foundation. "Through an approach including sector research, field-based rapid prototyping, extensive interaction with target users, and carefully structured field pilots, we have been able to gain deep insights from the people who benefit directly from using these applications.”

 

The Grameen Foundation tied up with local partners to develop the information in the applications. For the health application, AppLab works with Marie Stopes Uganda, and Straight Talk Foundation, a Ugandan NGO which specializes in health communication. The Google Trader application helps the local buyers and sellers, such as small-holder farmers to broaden their trading networks and reduce their transaction costs.

 

In July of last year, Grameen Foundation joined hands with Bakrie Telecom and Qualcomm (News - Alert) launch of Indonesia’s first Village Phone Program, “Uber ESIA.” With the system, rural communities will get affordable wireless telecommunications services using 3G CDMA technology. Uber ESIA, which means “joint cooperation,” is one of many similar programs around the world already launched by Grameen Foundation. 

 

 Raju Shanbhag is a contributing editor for TMCnet. To read more of Raju’s articles, please visit his columnist page.

Edited by Jessica Kostek

32.
“Google Gives Ugandans Tips on Sex and Weather Via Text”

Leila Brillson

Switched: Jun 30th 2009 at 5:18PM
http://www.switched.com/2009/06/30/google-gives-ugandans-tips-on-sex-and-weather-via-text/

Many emerging nations have cellular access, but Internet service is still fleeting, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. In an attempt to disseminate information to Ugandans, Google has teamed up with African cell provider MTN to distribute information, free-of-charge, via text message to a culture that is text -- but not Internet -- savvy. 

The program, which teams the American Web giant with the Grameen Foundation, will act like a simplified version of search, allowing farmers and residents to text information to Google and receive answers. Phone users could query about weather, farming tips, and even safe sex advice. Amina Nantume, a Ugandan woman, told the BBC that the service has helped her discuss the topic of sex with her daughters. She said, "I used to get embarrassed every time I sat with my daughters to talk to them about pregnancy." 


The larger issue, of course, is the same with any text message-based inquiry; information is often too complex to be transmitted through SMS. The BBC reports that some answers are either ambiguous or off-base. However, it is at least a start for technology that manages to reach rural and impoverished families -- families who would never normally have the ability to search a database, much less use the Web as a resource. [From: BBC.co.uk]

 33.
“Google unveils SM service for Africa”
South Africa. The Good News: Tuesday, 30 June 2009

http://www.sagoodnews.co.za/africa/google_unveils_sms_service_for_africa.html
Google on Monday unveiled a new service designed to provide information via SMS text message to mobile phone users in Africa, where cell phones are prevalent but Internet penetration is low.

"At Google we seek to serve a broad base of people - not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home," the Mountain View, California, company said in a blog post.

"It's important to reach users wherever they are, with the information they need, in areas with the greatest information poverty," Google said.

The internet search and advertising giant noted that Africa has the world's highest mobile phone growth rate and that mobile use on the continent is six times higher than Internet penetration.

"Most mobile devices in Africa only have voice and SMS capabilities, and so we are focusing our technological efforts in that continent on SMS," it said.

Google said Google SMS, which will be available first in Uganda, would provide information, via SMS, on a number of topics including health and agriculture tips, news, local weather and sports.

Google also said that it is also launching a service called Google Trader, an SMS-based application that helps bring together buyers and sellers of product or services, from used cars to livestock to jobs.

Google said another service, Google SMS Tips, enables a mobile phone user to have a Web search-like experience. A user enters a text query and Google returns relevant answers after searching a database.

Google said Google SMS Tips and Google Trader were developed in partnership with several organisations, including the Grameen Foundation, an offshoot of the pioneering Grameen bank founded by Nobel peace laureate Muhammad Yunus. 

 34.
“Google to bring free text information to Africa…”
Gavin

The MiFi Report featured post: July 1, 2009
http://www.mifireport.com/2009/07/google-to-bring-free-text-information-to-africa/
Digital Media StrategyEye: http://digitalmedia.strategyeye.com/article/d6HWgTMS22/2009/06/30/google_to_bring_free_text_information_to_africa/
Google is partnering with technology and microfinance charity the Grameen Foundation to provide an SMS texting service designed to help impoverished Ugandans gain access to online information. Google SMS will allow mobile owners to text free requests for information such as weather forecasts and sexual health advice.

The service will also provide a virtual marketplace and be accompanied by Google SMS Tips, which the company says provides a search-like experience through SMS.

Fixed-line telephones and internet connections are few and far between in most of Africa, but the continent has comparatively high mobile phone penetration rates. The service will allow Google to reach almost 9m Ugandan mobile phone users who are unlikely to come into contact with the brand in any other way. If the project is a success, it is likely Google will roll out the scheme to other developing nations.

The service will only be available on the MTN Uganda network. Company spokesman Noel Meier says: “We are hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities while we build up a new line of business for the company.”

Source:http://digitalmedia.strategyeye.com/article/d6HWgTMS22/2009/06/30/google_to_bring_free_text_information_to_africa/

35.

(see original post below)
“**Udate** Premium Information Services by Google and MTN in Uganda – and why is the cost so high?”

Katrin Verclas

MobileActive.org: July 1, 2009
http://mobileactive.org/udate-premium-information-services-google-and-mtn-uganda-and-why-cost-so-high

My post on Google's SMS services raised quite the storm in the waterglass. Erik Hersman took me to taks for, as he sees it, questioning that "if people who are claiming to help the poor should charge, and if so, should they make a profit." 

However, this was not my point. My question was why, given the target audience as noted in the Google post and Grameen Foundation press release, for at least one of the services (SMS Tips) the cost per SMS comes at the highest premium price but is not advertised as such in the promotional literature and PR. Secondly, given that Google Labs in India makes a smilar SMS info service available at the regular cost of an SMS in India (which is exceedingly cheap), why does Google behave so differently in the African market, in essence colluding with the absorbitantly high costs of SMS there? 

So I emailed Rachel Payne, Google’s lead in Uganda to clarify the costs that I only speculated about. Here is what she says, clarifying the pricing:  

Hi Katrin.

Yes, I saw your blog post where you speak in detail about the pricing. However, what is written is not quite accurate. You see, Google, Grameen and MTN launched three types of mobile services yesterday: Google SMS Tips (targeting low-income, rural users primarily), Google SMS Search (urban, mainstream) and Google Trader (all users). 

The second service is somewhat similar to other “premium SMS” content services currently available (except that it is built on Google search technology) and therefore, is the same price as other content services. To accommodate the first group, we have priced Google SMS Tips at half the price of a content service; this is available for the cost of a person-to-person SMS, which many rural individuals are willing and able to afford currently. 

The third service drives income and livelihood benefits, so we decided to begin charging at the normal content service rate and monitor whether this excludes rural communities or not (we did extensive testing during the pilot, which included pricing discussions and most of the users found that Google Trader provided far greater, direct value than the 110 shilling price difference). For all services, we are offering them for free for the first few months, just to ensure that all users have an equal opportunity to try them out, risk-free and allow them to access critical content during this period so that they can assess whether or not they would like to continue to use the service.

So, bottom line: Google SMS Tips (targeting low-income, rural users primarily) = 110shs per sms, Google SMS Search (urban, mainstream) = 220 shs per sms, and Google Trader (all users) = 220shs currently. What costs will be levied in the future in addition (once the 'free' period is over) is unclear. 

A few interesting comments were made that sum up some of the issues I have with the service:  

The problem from my perspective is terminology & intent. [i.e. truth in advertising - if it's a service for "the poor' with input from NGOs and advertising vital health services, for example, why then charge the very highest rate available in country?] 

Premium SMS should not be for messages that targets the poor; it should be left to entertainment, gambling, and other consumption related uses.  [which the carriers in the United Statesl, for example, recognized, and waived charges for premium SMS fundraising for nonprofit organizations]

Melissa Loudon who writes for MobileActive on occasion, and works at the University of Capetown, makes two additional important points:

In South Africa, we’ve seen two big problems with SMS as platform for information services. Steve Song’s walled gardens (why can’t I pay the water pump with my Zain phone?),. gets the first one perfectly. If you’re looking at government services for example, you really need a democratic system, you can’t exclude users on specific networks.

The other problem is the seeming impossibility of toll-free (billed back to the campaign rather than to the user) SMS, except as a special favour from a specifc operator. A lot of the time, people don’t have airtime – can we really exclude them? If the services we are providing are as vital as we say they are, the answer is no. 

Steve Song, with whom I have had lots of discussions about the cost of SMS in Africa, makes the key point in a provocative post that is part of a series:
For me the problem is not whether the poor should pay for services.  I don’t think anyone engaged in this discussion believe the poor shouldn’t pay for services that are of value to them. It is not even whether they should pay a premium rate for services. [I do question that! - Katrin]  The problem for me is the base rate itself of SMS charges.  Google and Grameen have correctly identified the tremendous potential power of SMS as a technology that can effectively provide data services to the poor.  However, this transformative technology, whose  marginal cost of deployment is effectively zero, is being throttled by mobile operators charging a disproportionately high price for the service.  Mobile operators in Africa still embrace the economics of scarcity.

In his post, Erik makes a provocative statement.  He says,

"If there’s a problem with collusion and price fixing in an industry (like there sometimes seems to be with SMS services in a country), that’s something beyond the scope of individuals and needs to be tackled separately by regulation."

If only it were that simple.  Telecoms regulation in Africa is in a parlous state.  With few exceptions (Nigeria being a notable one) communications regulators in Africa are under-resourced and often insufficiently independent from governments who maintain a substantial investment stake in the incumbent fixed-line and mobile operators.

So what happens in practice?  Regulators often start out well.  They issue a call for public input on issue X,  be it interconnection, local-loop unbundling, carrier pre-select, spectrum licensing or what have you.  Who responds to these calls for input?  Right now in most African countries the only organisations effectively lobbying the regulator are fixed-line incumbents and mobile operators…. with PREDICTABLE RESULTS.  The old joke about a telecom company being a law firm with an antenna stuck on top is actually not that funny in Africa. Incumbent operators are experts at both influencing policy and regulation development and at stalling any efforts to reform unfair practices.

For the rest of us, lawyers are notoriously expensive and there are few civil society organisations with the resources to actually draft the kind of input that regulators need in order for there to be a balanced debate.  There is a desperate need for organisations like Google who have a vested interest in seeing more data traffic to help lobby for more competition, for lower barriers to entrepreneurship in the telecom sector, and for cheaper access for all. 

Put this argument together with Melissa's point, and mix in India's SMS Channels, run by Google, and you wonder whether Google is doing the right thing in Uganda.  

Lastly, a noteworthy point:  Orange, a newcomer to the Ugandan market, has been consistently offering much lower SMS rates, the cheapest in the country. However, due to the high interconnect rates of the duopoly MTN and Zain, Orange has had a hard time entering the market.  This is starting to smell like price collusion and artificially keeping lower-priced competition out - a market that actually is beneficial to communications and information services for poorer people.  

As Steve Song notes:

Imagine the innovation in services that might be unleashed if SMSes were priced so that Africans didn’t have to think twice about sending them.  Imagine the economics of abundance being applied to the telecoms sector in Africa.  Sadly, voices calling for this on the continent are not nearly loud enough.  Google, which represents that principle so well, disappoints by failing to stand up for it. 

“Google Launches Health and Trading SMS Info Services in Uganda (gut at a high price)”

Katrin Verclas

Mobile Active.org: June 30, 2009
http://mobileactive.org/google-launches-health-and-trading-sms-info-services-uganda-high-price
Google, in partnership with MTN Uganda, has launched 'Google SMS', a set of services that allows users in the country to access SMS information services.  These include, for example, access to health and agriculture tips, weather information, and news and sports.  Google offers these online information services aready on the web, but is now expanding them to SMS - however, at a high price per SMS. 

"We seek to serve a broad base of people -- not only those who can afford to access the Internet from the convenience of their workplace or with a computer at home," said Rachel Payne, Google's country manager for Uganda, in a post on the Google blog.

Africa has, after India, the second-higest growth rate for mobile penetration (India surpassed Africa in growth this year). According to the ITU which tracks telecommunication trends, one third of Africans own mobile phone. The majority of the handsets in Africa offer just voice and SMS functionalities, even as smart phone use increasing. 

Currently, MTN Uganda is the only supporting carrier. 

How It Works
There are three SMS services offered. 

SMS Tips is a service that accessed by sending a message to the Ugandan shortcode 6001. Texting a short query to 6001 will return, for example, tips on sexual & reproductive health (family planning, maternal & child health, HIV/AIDS, STI/STDs, sexuality), information on health clinics near the user, the clinic’s telephone number and services offered; and weather forecasts and critical agriculture information, such as tips on planting, pest management and disease control targeted at farmers to help improve their livelihood. 

An interactive demo of the service is here.

SMS Search allows users to with a simple text message to short code 6006 to query for weather, news, sports scores, horoscopes, and all sorts of other information.

The feature many people are particularly excited about is SMS Trader, a marketplace application that allows users to buy and sell good and services using SMS. The platform is described in more detail here. 

What It Means
it is interesting to note that companies like Google, in cooperation with a mobile carrier, are now aggressively entering the mobile information space. Previously exclusively the purview of NGOs, SMS information services are increasngly becoming interesting value-added services for operators.  The Google service in Urganda was developed with Grameen Foundation's AppLab, a Ugandan-based mobile innovation lab of the Seattle, USA-based nonprofit. According to a press release of Grameen Foundation, the content for the service was indeed developed in collaboration with local NGOs.

The information in the applications was developed in collaboration with key local partners. The Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative (BRODSI) provides locally-relevant and actionable agricultural information created and tested by small-holder farmers and designed to meet their needs. For the health application, AppLab works with Marie Stopes Uganda, the local affiliate of a leading service provider for sexual and reproductive health, and Straight Talk Foundation, a Ugandan NGO which specializes in health communication.

Using the Google Trader application, local buyers and sellers, such as small-holder farmers, are able to broaden their trading networks and reduce their transaction costs. AppLab worked with the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture, TechnoServe and SNV Netherlands Development Organisation to hone the concept with banana farmers and traders in southwestern Uganda.

The High Cost
Unfortunately, the service is currently only available on MTN, not on the competing Zain network, or any of the additional three Ugandan carriers. 

Additionally, as has been pointed out by Steve Song and others, SMS services are limited by the cost of an SMS in a given country.  SMS, particularly in many countries in Africa, are often disproportionally high in comparison to average incomes. The Google SMS servince in Uganda costs shs220 per SMS, for example.  This is much more than a typical SMS, curiously.  Uganda Telecom, for example, charges shs33 which is the most affordable SMS rate in Uganda for within its network. But even across networks, the charrge is shs111 - half that of the Google service. It makes us wonder whether Google and MTN upcharge or texts are sent outside of Uganda. UT's charges for texts outside the country, or example, are shs169 per SMS, and other carriers charge shs220 for the same -- the same price at the Google information service. 

This will, be definition, limit access of such services to the poorest individuals in the country who are least likely to afford an SMS almost eight times the cost of the cheapest SMS in country.  Which means that Grameen Foundation's headline for it's press release "GF, Google and MTN Uganda Launch New Mobile Services for Uganda's Poor" might just be a bit misleading. 

36.

“Africa’s Poor: Premium SMS in the Crossfire”

HASH

The White African: June 30, 2009
http://whiteafrican.com/2009/06/30/africas-poor-premium-sms-in-the-crossfire/
Lots of buzz: 29 comments and counting as of 11:54, 07/01/2009
If you provide services to poor people, should you make a profit? 
That’s essentially the question raised by Katrin Verclas on MobileActive, and it’s an excellent one. Specifically, Katrin calls out the new Google Trader service offered by Google in Uganda, in conjunction with the release yesterday of their SMS products with Grameen and MTN Uganda, one of the local mobile phone operators. Basically, they charge 220 Ugandan Shillings per use, instead of the median 110 UGS charge across most networks. This is called a premium SMS rate.

Premium SMS rates are charged so that third-party service providers can make money off of services that they provide over the mobile phone network. The operator makes their (ridiculously high) profit as normal, and the overage is for the third-party. You’ll find a lot of dating, event and sports services offered in this way all over the world, not least across Africa. 

Back to the question

The question posed is if people who are claiming to help the poor should charge, and if so, should they make a profit? 

I think we’ve seen from the Grameen model in Bangladesh (ex: Grameen Bank and Grameen Phone’s Village Phone program) that you can (and possibly should). By doing so you help both parties; first, by providing a service that consumers value and are willing to pay for, and second by making the business of running an operation self-sustaining. Many good business, or project, ideas die due to lack of sustainable cash flow. 

For instance, if a 220 shilling SMS can save you the 1500 shilling visit to the doctor or veterinarian, or give you a 10% higher return for your crops, is it worth it?

Is there a problem in the question?

There ends up being a paternalist nuance to that original question. After all, is it up to us to decide what services to offer the poor and at what price? Aren’t poor people able to make the value-based decision on whether a trip to the doctor is more useful to them than a call or an SMS to one? If services are being offered, the person making the decision to call, SMS or go physically to solve their problem, or not, is ultimately the arbiter of whether or not a service has merit and should be offered. It’s a classic market-led approach – if the price is too high for the service, equilibrium will not be reached and one will give, usually price.

This is particularly true when talking about for-profit companies offering services – like Google is with Google Trader. They don’t operate under the same development/grant funded subsidization that a lot of others do in Africa. Even if their goal was not to make a profit on this service, they still need to cover internal costs, as does every organization that isn’t provided with free money. 

Final thoughts

This space in Africa, of offering services to the poor (in lieu of the governments actually doing their jobs), has been primarily “owned” by large development and aid organizations. This has created a false floor for the economy, as projects and initiatives are propped up by outside money and services rarely have to survive on their own. This is changing, as low cost and high value options come into the market, be they mobile phone operators providing new communication opportunities, or cheap chinese batteries and LED lights for local energy/lighting needs.

I’m sensing a flux in the space, like two bull buffaloes before they fight, the heavyweights in the aid industry and in business are circling each other before they knock heads. The marketing is over who is helping the poor and marginalized in Africa best. In the end the market will decide, and regardless of the messages spouted by both sides, the “poor African” will choose the winner.

If there’s a problem with collusion and price fixing in an industry (like there sometimes seems to be with SMS services in a country), that’s something beyond the scope of individuals and needs to be tackled separately by regulation. However, that’s not the case here, we have expensive SMS services in East Africa, but the new entrants into the space always offer low rates, and the costs of switching providers is relatively low. 

No, this is market-based competitive services and both non-profits and for-profits have the right to offer them at whatever price they like. Equally, individuals have the right to use it or not, be they premium SMS rates or not.

I’d like to hear some other African’s thoughts on this. 

Do you want big multinationals like Google and MTN coming in and providing their services to you? Should we be asking questions for the poor, or is that condescending in itself? What is the sticking point here, and is there a side that I’m missing?

**UPDATE**
Thanks to Katrin’s email to Rachel Payne, Google’s lead in Uganda, we have the following response from her on this topic, and it does clarify quite a few unknowns:

Hi Katrin.

Yes, I saw your blog post where you speak in detail about the pricing. However, what is written is not quite accurate. You see, Google, Grameen and MTN launched three types of mobile services yesterday: Google SMS Tips (targeting low-income, rural users primarily), Google SMS Search (urban, mainstream) and Google Trader (all users). 

The second service is somewhat similar to other “premium SMS” content services currently available (except that it is built on Google search technology) and therefore, is the same price as other content services. To accommodate the first group, we have priced Google SMS Tips at half the price of a content service; this is available for the cost of a person-to-person SMS, which many rural individuals are willing and able to afford currently. 

The third service drives income and livelihood benefits, so we decided to begin charging at the normal content service rate and monitor whether this excludes rural communities or not (we did extensive testing during the pilot, which included pricing discussions and most of the users found that Google Trader provided far greater, direct value than the 110 shilling price difference). For all services, we are offering them for free for the first few months, just to ensure that all users have an equal opportunity to try them out, risk-free and allow them to access critical content during this period so that they can assess whether or not they would like to continue to use the service.

I hope this helps provide a bit more information that clarifies the questions raised.

37.
“Africa’s poor: Google’s premium SMS in the crossfire”

Putting People First: 1 July 2009
http://www.experientia.com/blog/africa%e2%80%99s-poor-googles-premium-sms-in-the-crossfire/
Katrin Verclas of Mobile Active points out that the new Google/ MTN/ Grameen collaboration on mobile information services in Uganda is very expensive, and this is creating some problems: 

“This will, be definition, limit access of such services to the poorest individuals in the country who are least likely to afford an SMS almost eight times the cost of the cheapest SMS in country. Which means that Grameen Foundation’s headline for it’s press release “GF, Google and MTN Uganda Launch New Mobile Services for Uganda’s Poor” might just be a bit misleading.”

But Erik Hersman, who reflects on the same issue on his blog White African, doesn’t agree:

“The question posed is if people who are claiming to help the poor should charge, and if so, should they make a profit?

I think we’ve seen from the Grameen model in Bangladesh (ex: Grameen Bank and Grameen Phone’s Village Phone program) that you can (and possibly should). By doing so you help both parties; first, by providing a service that consumers value and are willing to pay for, and second by making the business of running an operation self-sustaining. Many good business, or project, ideas die due to lack of sustainable cash flow. .”

38.
“Grameen Foundation and Google create mobile apps for rural Africa”

Peter Ballantyne

IAALD: 30 June 2009
http://iaald.blogspot.com/2009/06/grameen-foundation-and-google-create.html
On 29 June, the Grameen Foundation announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda (MTN) that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda’s poor and disadvantaged communities.

This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). 

"AppLab will give millions of Africans access to health advice, farming tips and trading services using only a mobile handset" - The Guardian

"Real time information about farming, health and trading will be available to mobile phone users in Uganda with new technology services developed by the Grameen Foundation, Google and telecom operator MTN Uganda" - Seattle Times

"Working with Grameen Foundation and MTN, the big African mobile carrier, Google has begun offering a handful of services that combine text messaging, search technologies, and databases full of locally relevant information" - Business Week

" The five mobile phone applications provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services" - Grameen Foundation
39.
“AppLab launched in Uganda by Grameen, Google, and MTN”
Mobile Market Design for Development: July 1, 2009
http://mmd4d.org/2009/07/01/applab-launched-in-uganda-by-grameen-google-and-mtn/
This Monday, 29 June 2009 turned out to be a rather momentous day for anyone interested in ICTs for development in general, and mobile content-driven information services, in particular. The Grameen Foundation announced the launch of its AppLab in Uganda, realised in collaboration with the Internet search and services giant Google and the African mobile operator giant MTN.

The press release gives details of the 5 SMS-based mobile applications launched by the project. The  initiative is introduced in detail at the Official Google Africa blog by Rachel Payne, Country Manager, Uganda. The services fall with 3 silos:

· Google SMS Tips, featuring: 

· Farmer’s Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts 

· Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information (family planning, maternal & child health, HIV/AIDS, STI/STDs, sexuality) 

· Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics, their services and telephone numbers 

· Google SMS Search, an SMS-based mobile serach engine more consistent with Google’s original role. 

· Google SMS  Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. 

Needless to say, I have been very excited by the news about these new services. So, I took a couple of days to process and digest it. The news has caused quite a storm in the ICT4D community. The White African comments on the participation in this intiative of prominent stakeholders:

Beyond the applications themselves, what I find most compelling is how the Grameen Foundation collected such a high-powered group of partners. The list reads like a who’s-who of innovative mobile services and development in Africa with Google, MTN Uganda, Technoserve, Kiwanja.net, and BRODSI to name a few. It’s a mixture of for-profit businesses, local NGOs and non-profit tech organizations.

I agree that this is a significant observation. It is well recognised that the implementation of successful mobile services involves the syndication of mobile operators (in this case MTN) and content providers (read Google). But the success of mobile services implemented in Africa, largely depends on their the existence of a support network on the ground. The role the project of the Grameen Foundation, its Technology Centre in Uganda and their network of Village Phone Operators (VPOs) increase the potential for adoption of the new services. 

Ken Banks explains how the Google SMS Tips service was tried through an AppLab/MTN “call centre” where  quieries from the users were received and short answers of maximum 160 characters were formulated. He brings up issues related to the process of development of IT services such as information behaviour* in developing countries, proximal literacy, HCI and prototyping. With regards to Google SMS Trader, which as a mobile commerce platform is of my primary interest to me,  Ken Banks that a “whole suite of technologies on which to base solutions, including J2ME, WAP, high-end smart phones, 3G and MMS” were considered during the development process and SMS was eventually chosen. Still, I think that the involvement of Google in services such as Farmer’s Friend and Trader opens up another frontline in the rivalry between Android and Symbian. The services provided by Google SMS Tips in Uganda are consistent with those introduced by Nokia Tools in India. The respective uptake and popularity of these services might hold the key to the eventual spit of the premium mobile contant market in the developing world between Android and Symbian.

* Information behaviour meaning, “the totality of human behaviour in relation to sources and channels of information, including both active and passive information seeking and information use”, definition by Wilson 2000.

40.
“WGSDIA – Lobby for Cheaper SMS Charges” 

Many Possibilites: 30 June 2009

http://manypossibilities.net/

14 comments a.o. 9:35am, 02/07/09
This entry is part of a series, What Google Should Do In Africa» Entries in this series: 

1. What Google Should Do In Africa - Preface 
2. WGSDIA - Support Open Spectrum 

3. WGSDIA - Launch Google Voice in Africa 

4. WGSDIA - Lobby For Cheaper SMS Charges

This third  “What Google Should Do In Africa” post could be subtitled “Grow some balls”.  Why, oh why, is it that Google, so unafraid to tackle telco and broadcast market behemoths in the United States, behaves like a timid NGO in Africa?

Although this post has been in the queue for a while, the timing now could not be better as two days ago Google launched innovative new SMS-based services in Uganda in partnership with the Grameen Foundation and MTN.  This provoked a response from Katrin Verclas ( @mobileactive) in which she queried the apparently high costs of the premium SMS charges being levied.  This was riposted by Erik Hersman ( @whiteafrican) who rephrased Katrin’s post as the question “If you provide services to the poor, should you make a profit?”.

For me the problem is not whether the poor should pay for services.  I don’t think anyone engaged in this discussion believe the poor shouldn’t pay for services that are of value to them.  It is not even whether they should pay a premium rate for services.  The problem for me is the base rate itself of SMS charges.  Google and Grameen have correctly identified the tremendous potential power of SMS as a technology that can effectively provide data services to the poor.  However, this transformative technology, whose  marginal cost of deployment is effectively zero, is being throttled by mobile operators charging a disproportionately high price for the service.  Mobile operators in Africa still embrace the economics of scarcity.

In his post, Erik makes a provocative statement.  He says,

If there’s a problem with collusion and price fixing in an industry (like there sometimes seems to be with SMS services in a country), that’s something beyond the scope of individuals and needs to be tackled separately by regulation.

If only it were that simple.  Telecoms regulation in Africa is in a parlous state.  With few exceptions (Nigeria being a notable one) communications regulators in Africa are under-resourced and often insufficiently independent from governments who maintain a substantial investment stake in the incumbent fixed-line and mobile operators.

So what happens in practice?  Regulators often start out well.  They issue a call for public input on issue X,  be it interconnection, local-loop unbundling, carrier pre-select, spectrum licensing or what have you.  Who responds to these calls for input?  Right now in most African countries the only organisations effectively lobbying the regulator are fixed-line incumbents and mobile operators…. with PREDICTABLE RESULTS.  The old joke about a telecom company being a law firm with an antenna stuck on top is actually not that funny in Africa. Incumbent operators are experts at both influencing policy and regulation development and at stalling any efforts to reform unfair practices.

For the rest of us, lawyers are notoriously expensive and there are few civil society organisations with the resources to actually draft the kind of input that regulators need in order for there to be a balanced debate.  There is a desperate need for organisations like Google who have a vested interest in seeing more data traffic to help lobby for more competition, for lower barriers to entrepreneurship in the telecom sector, and for cheaper access for all.

So when I see the company that wagered billions in the 700MHz spectrum auction in the U.S. to effectively arm-wrestle Verizon into OpenAccess conditions, the company that has made countless submissions to the FCC to lobby for unlicensed access to television white spaces spectrum, announce that they have “partnered” with a single mobile operator in Uganda to deliver SMS services, you will understand me if I seem a little let down.  The new SMS services for Uganda ARE innovative and I believe they have been well-conceived.  Kudos to the Grameen Foundation for developing them and to Google for supporting them.  Am I wrong to want more from one of the most innovative companies in the world?

Imagine the innovation in services that might be unleashed if SMSes were priced so that Africans didn’t have to think twice about sending them.  Imagine the economics of abundance being applied to the telecoms sector in Africa.  Sadly, voices calling for this on the continent are not nearly loud enough.  Google, which represents that principle so well, disappoints by failing to stand up for it.

It’s not sexy, it’s not whizz-bang, but it is true that Google could have a more profound effect in Africa by hiring a few lawyers, lobbyists, etc who can help level the playing field for the regulators on the continent than a dozen SMS services.

Ironically, Chris Anderson’s new book that explores the economics of abundance quotes Google CEO Eric Schmidt on the cover. Schmidt says:

“With the cost of distribution relentlessly driving towards zero, Chris Anderson, has once again identified the next big thing”

If he really believes that, why not Africa too?

41.
“Grameen Foundation Launches Mobile Services to the Poor With Google and MTN Uganda”
Liselle Yorke (press release)

ModernGhana.com: Mon, 29 Jun 2009

http://www.modernghana.com/news/224554/1/grameen-foundation-launches-mobile-services-tailor.html

Washington, D.C./Kampala, Uganda - Grameen Foundation today announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda (MTN) that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities.

See AppLab in Action

This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). The five mobile phone applications provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. This field-based program in Uganda is based on an innovative partnership that strategically combines the resources and experience of Grameen Foundation, Google, and MTN. 

The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. Users can access the services quickly and privately at the time of their choosing and search relevant content on-demand, like someone with access to the Internet. 

AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones which are in the hands of over four billion people around the world. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. VPOs and other trusted intermediaries serve as a bridge between communities who lack access to essential information and the sources that can provide it. Building on the pioneering work of Grameen Telecom in Bangladesh, Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda launched Village Phone in Uganda in 2004 to expand telecommunications access to poor people. 

“AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable,” said Alex Counts, president of Grameen Foundation. “Through an approach including sector research, field-based rapid prototyping, extensive interaction with target users, and carefully structured field pilots, we have been able to gain deep insights from the people who benefit directly from using these applications. We are excited to take the next big step – going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest.” 

The information in the applications was developed in collaboration with key local partners. The Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative (BRODSI) provides locally-relevant and actionable agricultural information created and tested by small-holder farmers and designed to meet their needs. For the health application, AppLab works with Marie Stopes Uganda, the local affiliate of a leading service provider for sexual and reproductive health, and Straight Talk Foundation, a Ugandan NGO which specializes in health communication. 

Using the Google Trader application, local buyers and sellers, such as small-holder farmers, are able to broaden their trading networks and reduce their transaction costs. AppLab worked with the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture, TechnoServe and SNV Netherlands Development Organisation to hone the concept with banana farmers and traders in southwestern Uganda. 

“These sustainable and scalable models put critical information and knowledge directly into the hands of poor people who have access to mobile devices, in an effort to further alleviate poverty,” said Joseph Mucheru, Google's lead for Sub-Saharan Africa. “This work is significant both for individuals and for the broader regional economy.” 

”These services represent the first of what will be many initiatives reaching the segment of our market that has been underserved for a long time,” said Noel Meier, CEO, MTN Uganda. “We are hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities while we build up a new line of business for the company.” 

With the nationwide launch, Innovations for Poverty Action, with the support of Google.org and AppLab, will also conduct a social assessment to determine the effectiveness of the Health Tips service in changing the knowledge, attitudes and behavior of users. 

Looking ahead, the Grameen Foundation Application Laboratory will continue to develop applications and related services tailored to the needs of poor communities. It will work on a project basis with technology partners such as Google, mobile operators such as MTN, NGOs, foundations and government entities to develop new applications and innovative services for the poor in Uganda and beyond – working to transform lives through innovation in information access. 

About Grameen Foundation
Grameen Foundation, a global nonprofit organization, helps the world's poorest people access financial services and technology solutions by providing financing, technology support and management strategies to the local organizations that serve them. It also spearheads technology initiatives that create new microbusiness opportunities for the poor, provide telecommunications access for the world's rural poor, and improve their access to health and agriculture information and other services. Founded in 1997, Grameen Foundation has offices in Washington, D.C. and Seattle, Washington. Dr. Muhammad Yunus, the founder of Grameen Bank and the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, is a founding member of its board of directors and served on the board for 12 years Since April 2009, he has served as Grameen Foundation's first Director emeritus. For more information, please visit www.grameenfoundation.org. 

About Google
Google's innovative search technologies serve the company's mission of "organising the world's information and making it universally accessible and useful”, and connect millions of people around the world every day with the information they need. Founded in 1998 by Stanford Ph.D. students Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Google is now a top web property in all major global markets. Google's targeted advertising program provides businesses of all sizes with measurable results, while enhancing the overall web experience for users through free online services. Google is headquartered in Silicon Valley with offices throughout the Americas, Europe, Asia and Africa. For more information, please visit http://www.google.com. 

About The MTN Group
Launched in 1994, the MTN Group is a multinational telecommunications group, operating in 21 countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. The MTN Group is listed on the JSE Securities Exchange in South Africa under the share code: "MTN". As at 31 December 2008, MTN recorded 90,7 million subscribers across its operations in Afghanistan, Benin, Botswana, Cameroon, Cote d'Ivoire, Cyprus, Ghana, Guinea Bissau, Guinea Republic, Iran, Liberia, Nigeria, Republic of Congo (Congo Brazzaville), Rwanda, South Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, Syria, Uganda, Yemen and Zambia. The MTN Group is a global sponsor of the 2010 FIFA World Cup South Africa™ and has exclusive mobile content rights for Africa and the Middle East. Visit www.mtn.comand http://www.mtnfootball.com/.
42. 
“Uganda: Grameen Foundation launches mobile services tailored to the poor with Google and MTN”
3wan.net: Wednesday, July 01, 2009

[includes podcast version]
http://sutherla.blogspot.com/2009/07/uganda-grameen-foundation-launches.html
Grameen Foundation today announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda (MTN) that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities. 

This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). The five mobile phone applications provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. This field-based program in Uganda is based on an innovative partnership that strategically combines the resources and experience of Grameen Foundation, Google, and MTN. 

The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. Users can access the services quickly and privately at the time of their choosing and search relevant content on-demand, like someone with access to the Internet. 

AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones which are in the hands of over four billion people around the world. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. VPOs and other trusted intermediaries serve as a bridge between communities who lack access to essential information and the sources that can provide it. Building on the pioneering work of Grameen Telecom in Bangladesh, Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda launched Village Phone in Uganda in 2004 to expand telecommunications access to poor people. 

"AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable," said Alex Counts, president of Grameen Foundation. "Through an approach including sector research, field-based rapid prototyping, extensive interaction with target users, and carefully structured field pilots, we have been able to gain deep insights from the people who benefit directly from using these applications. We are excited to take the next big step -- going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest." 

The information in the applications was developed in collaboration with key local partners. The Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative (BRODSI) provides locally-relevant and actionable agricultural information created and tested by small-holder farmers and designed to meet their needs. For the health application, AppLab works with Marie Stopes Uganda, the local affiliate of a leading service provider for sexual and reproductive health, and Straight Talk Foundation, a Ugandan NGO which specializes in health communication. 

Using the Google Trader application, local buyers and sellers, such as small-holder farmers, are able to broaden their trading networks and reduce their transaction costs. AppLab worked with the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture, TechnoServe and SNV Netherlands Development Organisation to hone the concept with banana and pineapple farmers in southern Uganda (Mbarara region). 

"These sustainable and scalable models put critical information and knowledge directly into the hands of poor people who have access to mobile devices, in an effort to further alleviate poverty," said Joseph Mucheru, Google's lead for Sub-Saharan Africa. "This work is significant both for individuals and for the broader regional economy." 

"These services represent the first of what will be many initiatives reaching the segment of our market that has been underserved for a long time," said Noel Meier, CEO, MTN Uganda. "We are hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities while we build up a new line of business for the company." 

With the nationwide launch, Innovations for Poverty Action, with the support of Google.org and AppLab, will also conduct a social assessment to determine the effectiveness of the Health Tips service in changing the knowledge, attitudes and behavior of users. 

Looking ahead, the Grameen Foundation Application Laboratory will continue to develop applications and related services tailored to the needs of poor communities. It will work on a project basis with technology partners such as Google, mobile operators such as MTN, NGOs, foundations and government entities to develop new applications and innovative services for the poor in Uganda and beyond -- working to transform lives through innovation in information access.
43.
“Grameen Foundation, Google Partner to Provide Mobile Services for Uganda’s Poor”

Philanthropy News Digest: July 1, 2009
http://foundationcenter.org/pnd/news/story.jhtml?id=256400022
The Grameen Foundation has announced the launch of a suite of five mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda that deliver services and information previously unavailable to Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities.

The first tools developed through the Application Laboratory (AppLab), an initiative launched by Grameen eighteen months ago, the new applications are designed to provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. The applications include Farmer's Friend, a searchable database of both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips, which provides sexual and reproductive health information; Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce, commodities, and other products. 

The services use Google SMS Search technology and are designed to work with basic mobile phones through the MTN network. Users can search relevant content on-demand as they would if they had access to the Internet.

"AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable," said Grameen Foundation president Alex Counts. "We are excited to take the next big step — going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest."

“GF, Google and MTN Uganda Launch New Mobile Services for Uganda's Poor.” Grameen Foundation Press Release 6/29/09.
44. 
“Google and Grameen launch mobile services for the poor (UGANDA)”

International Telecommunication Union

ICT Statistics Newslog: Tuesday, June 30, 2009
http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/newslog/Google+And+Grameen+Launch+Mobile+Services+For+The+Poor+UGANDA.aspx

The Grameen Foundation has announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda for Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities, writes TelecomPaper. The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips, which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. The launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavour initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. 

Source: Telegeography.
45.
“iPhone to Change Africa”

Jellyfishcoolman’s Blog: July 2, 2009

[relevant mention highlighted below]

2 comments a.o. 9:57 07/02/09
http://jellyfishcoolman.wordpress.com/2009/07/02/iphone-to-change-africa/
Dear Friends.

The first time I heard people saying that the mobile phone would replace the desktop or laptop I was very sceptical. Having used computers for a long time I have become accustomed to typing using a keyboard. Whenever I type SMS on my phone I feel slowed down and slightly cumbersome. I was also under the impression that such a small device like the cellphone could not possibly have the same computing power as my desktop. This notion was embedded in my mind by comparisons between desktops and laptops (or if you prefer notebooks). Laptops always had less memory or processing power than desktops.

However in the age of technology nothing should surprise us. The first computer was the size of a whole room [1800square feet] weighed 50 tons with 18,000 vacuum tubes and had very little processing power compared to todays laptops and may very well have been surpassed by the new smart phones.

 
The cellphone revolution that has hit Africa is morphing everyday into ever new and user friendly applications for consumers. In the beginning cellphones were primarily used for voice communication. Their portability was a massive revolution for Africans for whom telephones were a luxury. The cellphone gave them freedom to communicate on the move. Now it has progressed far beyond our wildest dreams.

The cellphone has allowed citizens in Kenya to transfer money conveniently and cheaply effectively ending the domination of companies such as Moneygram and Western Union. It has allowed people to listen to radio, play games, download music, wallpapers, send sms, pay bills and now most importantly it has brought the internet. It is this last fact that has the world brimming with excitement.

Enter Apple Inc the creators of the iPod and the revolutionary iPhone. On 19th June 2009 just last week Apple released their latest iPhone 3GS in the USA, Canada and 6 European countries. On June 26 they released in Japan and Australia and it is scheduled to rollout to the rest of the world within the months of July and August. But what really is the iPhone and why all the hype?

 
The iPhone is defined as an internet connected multimedia smart phone designed and marketed by Apple. What is a smart phone? A smart phone is defined simply as a mobile phone with advanced PC like functionality. Since the launch of the first iPhone in the USA on 29 June 2007 the phone has seen remarkable success. The following table by wikimedia commons illustrates the growth of sales
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Not only has the phone remarkable success on the sales side but it is now eliciting an increasingly international response. Before it could be said the iPhone was mostly confined to North America and some choice European contries. The original 3G iPhone was initially released in upto 22 countries it has since risen to more than 80 countries world wide. The following wikimedia commons map illustrates the growing numbers of countries covered by the iPhone.
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The exciting thing about the iPhone is that it has now become akin to a normal computer with very many PC like functions known in short as Apps [Applications]. Designed primarily for surfing the web and it’s ability to access ones email, process word documents, take pictures, find one’s way using it’s digital compass and google maps functionality, it may be argued that it has superior functionality to a desktop. While traveling on a public system you cant depend on a desktop to find your way around. The Apple apps store now has thousands of applications available both free and for purchase.

A recent study conducted by Opera a software company based in Oslo, among African countries where the technology platform called mobile web is used, Kenya led the group of 12 African countries in number of page views. According to the report the number of internet users on mobile has risen dramatically. The ranking on number of mobile surfers is led by South Africa, Nigeria, Egypt, Kenya, Libya, Zambia, Tanzania, Cote d’Ivoire, Mozambique, Namibia, Ghana and Gabon in that order. The number of users is offcourse also a factor of population. It is instructive to note that Nigeria with 140 million people is still behind South Africa with 48 million people. Kenya with 38million people is just after Egypt which has 82 million people.

Some interesting figures for Kenya emerged which give some insights into the growth of the mobile internet experience.

· Page-view growth since April 2008: 572.6%

· Unique-user growth since April 2008: 146.4%

· Page-views per user: 372

The most important figure is the last which indicates that with 372 page views per user individual Kenyans are spending alot more time on the web than any other African country. This figure may turn out to be more important than number of users because it could indicate a higher ARPU [Average Revenue Per User] potential for mobile data providers. It also shows that Kenyans have a hunger for the web which may signal even more promise for web related content and revenue streams.

With the recent arrival of fibre-optic cables i.e. TEAMS and SEACOM, the broadband market is likely to see a massive growth. Telkom Kenya and Safaricom have already started preparing for this new market niche that will supplant the voice market niche. With the new smart phones able to view Television, transfer money and transact business this could be the device that delivers broadband for Africa.

Which takes us back to the iPhone. This week 29 June 2009 Google in conjunction with Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda launched a suite of SMS based mobile phone applications that will greatly enhance real-time information ranging from health related clinical to agricultural based info and virtual market information. What this means is that the cellphone is now being leveraged as a tool to fight poverty and spur development.

If we expand the notion of the iPhone to mean that it is an information phone then the benefits are obvious for Africa. This is why mobile operators are now focussing all their energy into developing smart phones. A fierce competition has now emerged with Nokia, LG and Samsung launching their own versions of smart phones largely similar to the iPhone. It has to be said though that the iPhone is not necessarily a market leader in the smartphone industry but it does set a high standard that can only be good for the future.

 
In conclusion another technological revolution is taking place. In the development of operating software and applications the concept of crowd sourcing has revolutionized the way software is designed and developed. By allowing open source software development, innovative and amazingly ingenious applications have found their way into the market place which means ordinary devices find themselves transformed into super devices which can handle a wide variety of tasks. This is what has transformed the iPhone into a super phone which has converged an iPod, radio, clock, video camcoder, camera, phone and computer into a single device. 

If Africa adopts this new technology and developes it’s own apps for the unique situations facing Africans then it can only be good for Africa. I continue to be inspired by the developments taking place in the field of technology and remain convinced that Africa may free itself from the shackles of poverty within a single generation if the young Africans adopt technology to create wealth. Africa Yes We can.

Sincerely

JellyFish

46.

“Google Helps Ugandans Get Questions Answered Through Free SMS”
Amit Chowdhry

Pulse2.0: Wednesday July 1, 2009

123 views a o 10am 07/02/09
http://pulse2.com/2009/07/01/google-helps-ugandans-get-questions-answered-through-free-sms/
There are about 9 million Ugandans that have access to mobile phones, but do not have Internet access.  Google and The Grameen Foundation have partnered up on an initiative that allows Ugandans to receive weather forecasts, farming tips, and even sex advice in the form of text message replies.
Similar projects have been initiated in Ghana and Kenya.  But in Uganda, the service is only available to people that use the MTN network.  Text messages are sent free of charge and they receive information back in the form of an answer.  This is a similar model to what ChaCha was doing in the U.S.

The service seems very convenient for Ugandans, but sometimes the answers that are returned appear to not be the result that the mobile phone owner was expecting.  In an interview with the BBC, one Ugandan mother used the service for helping teach her daughter about sex.  Before the woman said that she felt awkward, but now she passes the questions to Google and shows the answers to her daughter.

47.
 “MTN, Google launch traders’ sms service”

Michael J Ssali & Ephraim Kasozi

Daily Monitor: July 1, 2009

http://www.monitor.co.ug/artman/publish/business/MTN_Google_launch_traders_sms_service_87311.shtml
Kampala

MTN in partnership with Grameen Foundation and Google have come up with a new sms information sharing technology that will help business people and farmers share information regarding their work. 

The sms, which was officially launched at Sheraton Kampala Hotel on Tuesday, is  now available free of charge. 
Users will have to pay Shs110 for information on health and agriculture and Shs220 for information on market prices in future. 

Farmers can now access the new sms service to seek and get instant answers to questions to do with crop diseases, market  and prices for their produce and other agriculture related issues. 

Anyone selling or who wants to buy anything will just use the mobile phone to access buyers. 
“The seller will have a chance to deal with the highest bidder, since the seller will be talking to several people interested in his product,” said Rachel Payne Google Country Manager at Kyetume in Mukono District during one of the new sms service launch activities. 

48.
“Uganda: Get Medical Attention, Sell Products Using SMS”
David Muwanga

All Africa: 1 July 2009
http://allafrica.com/stories/200907020434.html
Kampala — MTN Uganda, Google and the Grameen Foundation have launched a mobile phone application that provides instant information to mobile phone users in remote communities.

The application enables a mobile phone user to send a text message to 6001 for information on any health including HIV/AIDS tests.

"For example, you can type HIV TEST and send to 6001 for information on HIV/AIDS related issues.

"To find the nearest clinic, you type clinic and your location and you will get all the vital health information," the MTN Uganda chairman disclosed during the launch at the Sheraton Kampala Hotel on Tuesday.

The service will be offered freely for a limited period of time, Mbire disclosed. "If you are selling, hiring, renting something or you want to buy a product or service, you send the message to 6007," Mbire added.

"If you need quick advise on farming issues you send your question to 6001.

"For example, if you want information on the coffee wilt diseases, type Coffee Wilt and send to 6001."

"Uganda is hungry for products that empower individuals and in doing so, giving the economy a boost," said Themba Khumalo, the MTN new chief executive officer.

He said the applications will include weather forecasts, health tips including information on sexual and reproductive health with a clinic directory that helps people to locate nearby clinics.

"Using the Google trader application, local buyers and sellers such as smallholder farmers are able to broaden their trading networks and reduce transaction costs," Khumalo said.

He explained that the short message service (SMS)-based application is designed to work with basic mobile phone handsets to reach the broadest possible audience.

"Users can access the services quickly and privately at the time of their choice and search for the relevant content on demand," Khumalo said.

The daily weather updates will be provided by the Meteorology Department, while the Busoga Rural Open Source Development Initiative, will offer the agricultural information.

Marie Stopes, the Straight Talk Foundation and the Grameen Foundation Application Laboratory, will handle the sexual and reproductive health tips, top officials announced during the launching ceremony.

49.
 “Google Develops Apps for Africa”

Unstrung: June 29, 2009
http://www.unstrung.com/document.asp?doc_id=178584
WASHINGTON -- Grameen Foundation today announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda (MTN) that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda's poor and disadvantaged communities. 
This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor initiated by Grameen Foundation 18 months ago called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). The five mobile phone applications provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services. This field-based program in Uganda is based on an innovative partnership that strategically combines the resources and experience of Grameen Foundation, Google, and MTN. 
The suite of five mobile services, provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network, includes Farmer's Friend, a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts; Health Tips which provides sexual and reproductive health information, paired with Clinic Finder, which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services; and Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products. The services are SMS-based and designed to work with basic mobile phones to reach the broadest possible audience. Users can access the services quickly and privately at the time of their choosing and search relevant content on-demand, like someone with access to the Internet. 
AppLab Uganda, which is located in Kampala and directed by Grameen Foundation's Technology Center, focuses on creating opportunities for poor people to share and access essential information through innovative uses of mobile phones which are in the hands of over four billion people around the world. The new services in Uganda can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators (VPOs) who extend service to people without mobile phones as well as by people who have their own phones. VPOs and other trusted intermediaries serve as a bridge between communities who lack access to essential information and the sources that can provide it. Building on the pioneering work of Grameen Telecom in Bangladesh, Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda launched Village Phone in Uganda in 2004 to expand telecommunications access to poor people. 
"AppLab is a great example of innovation from and for the base of the pyramid, bringing relevant, actionable information to communities where access to the Internet is unavailable," said Alex Counts, president of Grameen Foundation. "Through an approach including sector research, field-based rapid prototyping, extensive interaction with target users, and carefully structured field pilots, we have been able to gain deep insights from the people who benefit directly from using these applications. We are excited to take the next big step -- going from an innovative product development approach to scaling proven and sustainable applications across Uganda for the benefit of the poor and poorest." 

50.

“Google Brings Texting Services to Africa”

Ariel Schwartz

Fast Company: Tue Jun 30, 2009 at 4:24 PM
http://www.fastcompany.com/blog/ariel-schwartz/sustainability/google-brings-texting-services-africa?partner=rss

Many residents of African countries can't afford a computer, but the continent has the world's highest cell phone growth rate, with one-third of the population already owning a mobile phone. That's why Google unveiled its Google SMS suite of applications yesterday. The suite includes access via text messaging to information on health, agriculture, sports, weather, and more. One service, Google SMS Tips, allows users to enter a query and have Google return an answer after searching a database. 
But perhaps the most important service for the developing continent is Google Trader, a text-message based marketplace that allows users to buy or sell a range of products and services, including crops, livestock, and jobs. The Google Africa Blog imagines that the service could be used when "farmers in Iganga want to sell their maize, they can list their crop on Google Trader and a miller in another trading center can find and contact them to buy their goods". The success of the service depends, of course, on how many people know about Google Trader, as well as how many people can afford to send frequent text messages. In order for it to work, Google will have to launch a heavy marketing campaign. 
The Google SMS suite, set to initially be launched in Uganda, is the product of partnerships with a number of organizations, including the Grameen Foundation and MTN Uganda. It's Google's first major initiative in the country, but only the the beginning of the company's expansion into the African continent, according to the Google Blog. 

51.
“Google Launches SMS Mobile App in Africa”
Arnold Zafra

Search Engine Journal: June 29th, 2009
http://www.searchenginejournal.com/google-launches-sms-mobile-app-in-africa/11538/
Google is extending its services to mobile phone users in Africa via Google SMS. Google SMS is a suite of mobile apps that provide access to information covering various topics such as health and agriculture tips, news, local weather sports and more. This is Google’s way of extending its services and reaching out to African mobile users who rely so much on SMS in carrying out their day to day activities.
Google SMS features Google Trader, a mobile app which African users can use to sell or buy any any type of products or services. It’s like an SMS-based eBay where you can find used cars, mobile phone, crops, livestock, jobs and other consumer goods which are up for sale.
Aside from this, Google SMS also features SMS Tips which is SMS-based query-and-answer service which works like a mobile search interface. Of course the answer is delivered through SMS.
Google Trader and SMS Tips are the products of collaboration among Google, the Grameen Foundation, MTN Uganda and other African local organizations.
The African region has the world’s highest mobile growth rate. Compared with the Internet, mobile phones has a higher penetration rate on the African population. It’s no wonder that Google focusing on this avenue especially since one third of the African population own a mobile phone.

52. Grameen Foundation and Google create mobile apps for rural Africa 

International Association of Agricultural Information Specialists: http://iaald.blogspot.com/2009/06/grameen-foundation-and-google-create.html 
Forum for Agricultural Research in Africa: http://farastaff.blogspot.com/2009/07/grameen-foundation-and-google-create.html

On 29 June, the Grameen Foundation announced the launch of a suite of mobile phone applications developed with Google and MTN Uganda (MTN) that deliver services and information that were previously unavailable to Uganda’s poor and disadvantaged communities.

This launch makes available the first suite of applications resulting from an endeavor called the Application Laboratory (AppLab). 

"AppLab will give millions of Africans access to health advice, farming tips and trading services using only a mobile handset" - The Guardian

"Real time information about farming, health and trading will be available to mobile phone users in Uganda with new technology services developed by the Grameen Foundation, Google and telecom operator MTN Uganda" - Seattle Times

"Working with Grameen Foundation and MTN, the big African mobile carrier, Google has begun offering a handful of services that combine text messaging, search technologies, and databases full of locally relevant information" - Business Week

" The five mobile phone applications provide real-time health and agricultural information and a virtual marketplace for buying and selling goods and services" - Grameen Foundation
53. Mobile applications used to alleviate poverty in Africa and Asia: July 3, 2009
Developing Telecoms: http://developing-telecoms.blogspot.com/2009/07/mobile-applications-used-to-alleviate.html  

Earlier this week, global not-for-profit organisation the Grameen Foundation announced the launch of a suite of mobile applications developed with Google and cellco MTN Uganda. The applications deliver highly useful services and information that were not previously available to Uganda’s poor and disadvantaged communities.

The Grameen Foundation's role is to help the world's poorest people to gain access to financial services and technology solutions through the provision of financing, management strategies and technology to the local organisations that serve them. The Foundation also spearheads technology initiatives that create new microbusiness opportunities for the poor, provide telecommunications access for the world's rural poor, and improve their access to health and agriculture information and other services.
I learned of the launch via the Kiwanja.net blog maintained by Ken Banks, the founder of FrontlineSMS, a free large-scale messaging solution for NGOs and non-profit organisations working in the developing world. Having had the pleasure of meeting Ken once (albeit too briefly) and having sung his praises more than once here, it was interesting to learn that he was also involved in the early stages of the Grameen Foundation's Ugandan initiative, spending a month on the ground studying a mixture of geography, culture, challenges, data availability and technologies in and around Kampala.

If, like me, you find Ken's work - and the work of the many, many organisations now using FrontlineSMS - to be fascinating and inspiring, I'd encourage you to read his review of an exciting twelve months since the release of the application's most recent version in June 2008.

I can also suggest an interesting read for those of you who like a dash of Hollywood glamour with your telecoms news and your accounts of how mobile technology improves lives in developing countries. This comes in the form of a press release from the University of Canberra (Australia), whose researchers are working with the Maddox Jolie-Pitt Foundation, an organisation founded by tabloid favourites Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt. The researchers are trialling a deployment of FrontLine SMS for Cambodian farmers which is aimed at helping to improve the lives of some of the poorest people in the country. The system can be used to alert villagers about disease outbreaks, and to provide other important health and agricultural information. An example of the latter is helping farmers access the price of maize or soybeans on demand, so they are in a stronger position to negotiate the sale of their crop.

Back in Uganda, meanwhile, the suite of five mobile services announced this week are provided using Google SMS Search technology and the MTN network. They are: 

· Farmer’s Friend - a searchable database with both agricultural advice and targeted weather forecasts

· Health Tips - which provides sexual and reproductive health information

· Clinic Finder - which helps locate nearby health clinics and their services

· Google Trader, which matches buyers and sellers of agricultural produce and commodities as well as other products

Uganda, where mobile market penetration stands at 33.63% (as of June 2009) according to WCIS, has yet to see the deployment of 3G mobile broadband networks, and is also a market in which the majority of handsets in circulation are presumably more basic models. With this in mind, then, these services are SMS-based and designed to work with low-end devices, thereby reaching the broadest possible audience.

Despite the mobile market growing strongly in Uganda, the low penetration rate (vs. a world average of 63.05%) is evidence that SIM cards and handsets remain beyond the reach of many in terms of affordability.

This need not mean, however, that services of this kind - or indeed access to basic mobile voice - cannot be accessed by those not able to buy a phone of their own. Uganda is, after all, one of the countries most strongly associated with the the Village Phone concept, which involves prospective subscribers taking small loans to purchase a phone and SIM card. These users then provide services to their neighbours in rural areas, for which a fee is charged. This way, a Village Phone entrepreneur repays the original loan and then has an ongoing, sustainable income stream. The entrepreneur's customers, meanwhile, experience an improvement in their own living standards as a result of having access to communications services.

As you might expect, then, the Grameen Foundation's press release this week makes it clear that the new SMS-based services can be accessed by existing Village Phone Operators, thereby leveraging an established means of connecting the poorest people with useful services.

Much of what I have read and heard about life-improving services in developing countries has stressed that the telecoms operators, at least, do not regard their involvement in projects like this as an act of charity. On the contrary, the oft-articulated argument is that this is good business - if these services boost the productivity of rural people and assist in lifting them out of extreme poverty, this creates a prospective new customer segment for MNOs where none previously existed. This spirit is evident in comments made by Noel Meier, CEO of MTN Uganda, who said that his company "hoping to reach people in rural and disadvantaged communities while we build up a new line of business for the company."

Having dedicated much time here of late to gossip about M&A activity, it's been good today to look away from the boardrooms and towards the users of the services provided by telcos in developing countries. I remain hopeful that the profit motive can be successfully reconciled with the alleviation of poverty and misery. Stories like the ones recounted today keep that hope alive.
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