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1. BACKGROUND

South Asia is the home to more than one fifth of the world’s population and a region of 

opportunities with rich social and cultural traditions and historical legacy,  bound together by 

geography.  South Asia is also one of the fastest growing telecommunications markets in the 

world with India alone contributing the maximum mobile cellular subscribers annually.  India 

has  now  become  the  second  largest  telecom  network  in  the  world,  only  second  to  China. 

Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan are by some estimates among the top ten markets of the world.  

 

Source:   http://www.cellular-news.com/story/37104.php

Even  though,  a  lot  of  transformation  has  taken  place  in  South  Asian  region  in  the 

telecommunication sector, beginning with the policy and regulatory reform to the development 

of a highly competitive market with explosive growth of the mobile subscriber base, yet there 

still are enormous challenges to connect all its population with the telecommunication network. 

Direct connectivity amongst the network systems of the countries in the region would help in 

deriving  the  resulting  benefits  in  terms  of  network  economies  and  thereby  lower  costs  of 

telecommunication  services,  thus  making  them more  affordable,  which  in  turn  may lead  to 

enhancement of regional cooperation, tourism and trade, among others.  

The lack of adequate regional transport backbone network and access to it diminishes to 

a certain extent the potential benefits of communications (voice, video and data) services to the 

end users within the SATRC region. With rapid developments in network technologies and the 

growth  of  the  Mobile,  Internet  and  Broadband  services,  the  absence  of  adequate  regional 

network  connectivity  is  a  bottleneck  that  lessens  the  opportunities  for  economic  and social 

development  and mutual  cooperation among the countries of the region.  Providing adequate 
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network connectivity within the region calls for strong coordination and commitment from the 

Member States. 

At present, most of the telecommunications traffic, amongst the Member States is not 

exchanged directly but rather routed/transited through countries outside the region. The traffic is 

also carried by other international carriers and this is a factor contributing to higher costs of 

communications with each other. 

 Even the user tariffs as well as the termination charges between the countries are quite 

high and in some cases even asymmetric, which have been a major cause of concern and points 

for  discussion  during  many  of  the  SATRC  meetings.   It  will  not  be  easy  to  control  such 

termination rates when the traffic is routed via other international destinations. 

In  order  to  foster  regional  cooperation,  trade  and  other  socio-economic  activities 

amongst the citizens of the Member States, it is important to establish the information super 

highway infrastructure.   Major  regional  initiatives  for bringing the countries  of the SATRC 

region  closer  to  each  other  were  initiated  at  a  regional  level.  For  example,  during  the  15th 

SAARC Summit (August 2008) held at Colombo, Sri Lanka, it was recognized that “an effective  

and  economical  regional  tele-communication  regime  is  an  essential  factor  of  connectivity,  

encouraging the growth of people-centric partnerships.” The Declaration stresses “the need for  

the  Member  States  to  endeavour  to  move  towards  a  uniformly  applicable  low  tariff,  for  

international direct dial calls (originating and terminating) within the region.”1

During  the  Sixth  and  Eighth  South  Asian  Telecommunications  Regulators’  Council 

(SATRC)  Meeting,  the  representatives  from  the  Member  countries  including  the  telecom 

operators proposed for a need to establish regional network connectivity to enable the direct 

exchange of traffic within the region without the need to route the same through third countries.

This proposal submitted was then endorsed by the Council and decision was made to 

constitute a working group to undertake a study on the modality of establishing such regional 

network connectivity. Bhutan was then nominated to lead the working group during the Eighth 

SATRC meeting held in Thimphu.  

1http://www.slmfa.gov.lk/saarc/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=97:the-colombo-declaration  
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During the Ninth SATRC meeting at Dhaka, the representative from Bhutan presented a 

brief report on way forward on regional connectivity. Acknowledging the importance of such 

regional network connectivity, the Dhaka Meeting recommended the working group to further 

carry out the study.

 

During  the  Tenth  SATRC Meeting  at  New Delhi,  detail  report  on  regional  network 

connectivity was presented to the Council  WG Lead expert,  Mr.  Wangay Dorji  of BICMA, 

Bhutan. Mr. Kannan of TRAI, India had presented a concept paper on the  Framework for a 

Coordinated  Regulatory  Policy  on  International  Roaming  Tariffs  in  the  SATRC  Member 

countries. The Council then decided to merge these two Working groups, renamed as  WG on 

“Regional  Network  Connectivity  and  Tariff  Issues” and  that  Bhutan  may  again  lead  this 

combined  WG,  which  may  make  an  in  depth  study  of  the  related  issues  and  present  a 

comprehensive report during the forthcoming Eleventh SATRC meeting now scheduled to be 

held in November at Colombo, Sri Lanka.

As per the decision  of  the Council,  this  Working Group   will  reviewed the existing 

scenario, considered the viable technical options for establishing regional network connectivity 

amongst the SATRC member countries and also the issues relating to tariffs. Needless to say 

that  routing  within  the  region  would  result  in  lowering  of  inter-country  traffic  tariffs  for 

telecommunications  services  among  member  countries  including  the  roaming  tariffs,  which 

some view as proxy international calling.

     2. OBJECTIVE

The main objectives of this study are as follows: 

(A) As regards the regional connectivity, the objective is to explore the possibility

• to  establish the  SATRC Regional  Network  aimed  at  optimizing  the  cost  of 

regional telecommunications (voice, data and video) traffic by direct linking of 

the national networks of the countries; 

• to increase terrestrial reliable broadband capacity so as to significantly decrease 

the dependency on the relatively more expensive satellite connections, which are 
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currently employed, particularly by the land locked countries and  consequently 

reduction of cost for both voice and data; and

(B) As regards the roaming and other tariffs, the objectives are

• to identify measures to promote competition in the international roaming services 

market, and evolve principles for coordinated regulatory policy approach at the 

regional level;

• to evolve methodology for proceeding in the matter, formulate the schedule of 

implementation of decisions of Regulators of member countries and to evolve 

methodology for monitoring the implementation and assessment of results.

 

This study will not explain the technical details on establishment such networks.

3. PRESENT SCENARIO
 

Currently, the routing of communication traffic within the Member States is a bit complex as 

such traffic is carried out via various paths including that determined by the bilateral agreements 

between the operators. There are no direct routes, particularly for Internet traffic, many of them 

still route their traffic through other international carriers. 

Some of the Member States do not have direct access to International fiber optic network. 

The absence of direct access to such infrastructure has lead to high costs. Many of the operators 

still exchange traffic among each other through satellite, particularly from landlocked and small 

islands countries, which has also contributed towards high cost of services. 

There have been number of initiatives taken by various operators on individual level for 

the exchange of traffic and termination rates. However, nothing positive has come out of it. 

Traffic  is  carried  out  via  various  paths2 on  the  basis  of  bilateral  agreements  between  the 

operators of the member countries.

Even  during  the  recent  SATRC  workshop  on  “Regulatory  Challenges  in  Emerging 

Telecom Scenario”  held  in  New Delhi  from October  12-14,  2009,  the  following issues  are 

highlighted:
2     The traffic are exchanged either terrestrial or satellite network.
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(i) There is an urgent necessity to improve the regional network connectivity 

(ii) It  was suggested that India must  play a lead role in establishing cost  based inter 

connection  regulation  regime  wherein,  the  termination  charge  for  international 

incoming call is fixed at Re.0.40 per minute (approximately 1Cent per minute).3

(iii)  It will be an effort on the right direction if the regulators of other SATRC countries 

explore the possibility of reducing the termination charges for international incoming 

calls on similar lines. 

3.1 Existing regional initiatives on network connectivity 

3.1.1 South Asian Sub-regional Economic Cooperation (SASEC) project

The  South  Asia  Sub-regional  Economic  Cooperation  (SASEC)  is  the  regional 

cooperation programme assisted and supported by Asian Development Bank4 for establishing an 

ICT network infrastructure connecting Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal. 

This  project  is  focused on preparation of the SASEC ICT Development  Master Plan 

which is based on the basic framework and priorities for SASEC ICT regional cooperation and 

has  indentified  three  most  urgent  areas  for  improvements:  cross  border  connectivity,  rural 

information accessibility, and human resource capacity. It includes the development of SASEC 

information  highway  which  would  deliver  modern  affordable  and  reliable  broadband 

information, communication, and knowledge services within and across borders to universities, 

business, and to the rural and remote communities. This SASEC Information Highway Project 

has been endorsed by the Member countries5. 

3    The termination charge for international incoming call was Rs.4.85 during 2003 comprising an element 
of Access Deficit Component of Rs.4.25. The Access Deficit Charge component has been gradually reduced 
and made zero in 2008. Thus for international incoming call, there was substantial reduction from Rs.4.55 
to Re.0.40 today

4   The Program has been supported through RETA 5936: Identification and Prioritization of Sub-regional 
Projects in South Asia (approved in 2000), RETA 6010: South Asia Sub-regional Economic Cooperation II 
(approved in  2003),  and RETA 6297: South  Asia  Sub-regional  Economic Cooperation III  (approved in 
2005). Information and Communications Technology (ICT) was added as one of the priority sectors to the 
SASEC Program in phase II and the first ICT Working Group (ICTWG) meeting was held in India in March 
2004.

5  The SASEC Information Highway Project  was endorsed by the Secretaries of the Ministry of Finance of all 
the Member countries during the SASEC Country Advisors’ Meeting held in June 2007 
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3.1.2 Joint venture project between Sri Lanka Telecom and Dhiraagu Telecom of 

Maldives

A 20 million  dollar  joint  venture  project  between Sri  Lanka Telecom and Dhiraagu 

Telecom of Maldives to construct 850 kilometre cable with a 10 Gigabit/s capacity has already 

been commissioned by first quarter of 20076 . This cable could be further expanded to 1 terabit/s 

capacity  because  of their  being a possibility  to  connect  to  Africa,  via  Mauritius,  Ascension 

Islands, Madagascar and South Africa. This cable connects Maldives to the West coast of Sri 

Lanka.

There also exists already a FLAG cable (Reliance group) that connects Trivandrum (India) to 

Male (Maldives).

3.1.3 Reliance Communications' Global Optic Fibre Network 

Reliance Communications, an Indian telecom service provider has already announced its 

plans to expand FLAG Telecom's global optic fiber network. Over the next 36 months, FLAG 

Telecom claims to build the world's largest IP network over submarine cable systems. FLAG 

Next Generation Network (NGN), the project will cater to the fast-growing telecom needs of 

over 5 billion customers across the globe FLAG NGN will comprise of  4 systems:

• FLAG NGN System 1:  Asia  –  India,  Malaysia,  Singapore,  Indonesia,  Vietnam, 

Philippines, Brunei, Honk Kong;

• FLAG NGN System 2:  Africa – Kenya,  Mozambique, Republic of South Africa, 

Tanzania, Madagascar, Mauritius;

• FLAG NGN System 3:  Mediterranean  –  Greece,  Cyprus,  Turkey,  Malta,  Libya, 

Lebanon;

• FLAG NGN System 4:  Trans-Pacific  – US West Coast,  Japan,  China and Hong 

Kong.

As per the press release, FLAG Global Network would have the capability to carry 2.5 

billion simultaneous voice calls, 300 million simultaneous web chats, 52 million simultaneous 

Video Chats and enable 20 million students in educational  institutions  of India to access e-

learning.

6  Lirneasia website 
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Reliance  Communications  had  recently  launched  FALCON  Cable  system  connecting  12 

countries in the Middle East to rest of the World. 

3.1.4 Pakistan Telecommunication Company Limited (PTCL) ‘s optical link

The  PTCL,  incumbent  operator  of  Pakistan  has  fiber  links  with  the  following  Member 

countries:

 i)  Bangladesh              SEA-ME-WE 47

ii)  India                        SEA-ME-WE 3 and SEA-ME-WE 4 

iii) Sri Lanka                SEA-ME-WE 3

3.1.5 BSNL Fiber Link

The Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL) has fiber links with most of the Member countries, 

including Bhutan and Nepal. The fiber infrastructure between BSNL and other SATRC 

countries are:

i) Nepal    - 2 OFC routes

ii) Bhutan – 1 OFC route

iii) Sri Lanka – 1 submarine cable route

iv) Pakistan - 1 OFC Link with PTCL

3.1.6 Afghanistan’s Initiatives 

Afghanistan has already initiated the national OFC Ring Backbone project in January 18, 

2007 covering 3131 Km. to be implemented in three Phases. This project  is  expected to be 

completed within the next 26 months.

7  South-East Asia - Middle East - Western Europe 3 Submarine Cable.
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Figure: National OFC network8

Besides the connectivity to other surrounding neighbors, it has direct connectivity with 

Pakistan at two points, Torkham and Spin Boldak. 

3.1.7 Bhutan’s initiatives 

The Ministry of Information and Communications (MoIC) of the Royal Government has 

initiated and successfully negotiated with Tata Communications for access to their global fiber 

network. It is expected that the rates offered will be competitive and the ICT sector will have 

access to cheaper bandwidth when this becomes operational within a few months.

The incumbent Operators, the Bhutan Telecom Ltd has also signed bilateral agreement with 

Reliance Communications, India. However, the rates charged by the Reliance are still higher. 

 The second private mobile operator has also signed an agreement with Bharti Airtel and got 

connected to their fiber in July 2009.

3.2 Tariffs

8  Source : Ministry of Communications and Information Technology, Afghanistan 
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Recent study by Lirneasia9  on international call rates among the members of SAARC 

and the rest of the world shows that calls to rest of the world are cheaper than within the region10 

as indicated in Tables 1 to 5 below:

9  LIRNEasia is a regional information and communication technology (ICT) policy and regulation capacity-
building organization active across the Asia Pacific.

10  Rohan Samarajiva, Lirneasia , “Options for lowering intra-SAARC international Voice telephone tariffs”
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Table 1: International fixed voice calls - February 2009

All 
tariffs in 

USD

SAARC

 From Afghanistan From 
Bangladesh

From Bhutan

From 
India

From 
Maldives

From Nepal

From 
Pakistan

From Sri 
Lanka

Saturday to 
Thursday

Friday

Peak
Off-
peak

Peak
Off-
peak

Peak
Off-
peakPeak Off-

peak
Peak Off-

peak

SAARC

Afghanistan     0.34 0.26 0.92 0.92 0.24 0.70 0.63 0.63 0.19 0.16
Bangladesh 1.15 1.15 0.86 0.86   0.37 0.37 0.19 0.30 0.25 0.19 0.13 0.16
Bhutan 1.15 1.15 0.86 0.86 0.26 0.22   0.19 0.54 0.25 0.19 0.19 0.16
India 0.86 0.86 0.65 0.65 0.26 0.22 0.18 0.18  0.30 0.25 0.19 0.10 0.16
Maldives 2.88 2.88 2.16 2.16 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19  0.25 0.19 0.31 0.16
Nepal 1.73 1.73 1.29 1.29 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19 0.46   0.19 0.16
Pakistan 0.86 0.86 0.65 0.65 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19 0.30 0.25 0.19  0.16
Sri Lanka 1.73 1.73 1.29 1.29 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.14 0.30 0.25 0.19 0.19  

Operator Afghan Telecom BTCL
Bhutan 

Telecom
BSNL Dhiraagu Nepal Telecom PTCL SLT 

Table 2: International mobile voice calls – February 2009
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Table 3: Incoming call while roaming – February 2009

All tariffs 
in USD

 
Afghanis

tan
Banglades

h
Bhutan India Maldives Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka

SAARC

Visiting Afghanistan  0.84 - 0.97  - 0.48 0.38 1.37
Visiting Bangladesh 0.96  0.44 0.84 0.69 0.39 0.38 0.81
Visiting Bhutan - 1.55  1.68 2.43 1.22 - 2.10
Visiting India 1.44 1.83 1.72  2.62 1.51  - 2.09
Visiting Maldives 0.96 0.43  - 0.77  0.29 0.38 0.59
Visiting Nepal 1.44 0.67 0.48 0.96  -  0.38 0.90
Visiting Pakistan 0.96 0.49 0.21   - 0.22  0.61
Visiting Sri Lanka 1.92 0.58 0.32 0.80 0.73 0.31 0.38  

                  Operator Roshan
Grameen 

phone
Bhutan 

Telecom
Bharti 
Airtel

Dhiraagu Spice 
Nepal

Mobilink Dialog

Table 4: Outgoing call to the visiting country while roaming - February 2009

All tariffs 
in USD

 Afghanistan Bangladesh Bhutan India Maldives Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka

SAARC

Visiting Afghanistan  0.60  - 0.59 - 0.58 0.9 0.69
Visiting Bangladesh 1.44  0.50 0.44 0.61 0.42 0.9 0.46
Visiting Bhutan  - 1.29  1.20 1.89 1.22  - 1.51
Visiting India 2.40 1.07 1.12  1.61 0.99  - 1.30
Visiting Maldives 1.44 0.17  - 0.29  0.29 0.9 0.34
Visiting Nepal 2.40 0.41 0.48 0.48  -  0.9 0.66
Visiting Pakistan 1.44 0.41 0.46  -  - 0.39  0.45
Visiting Sri Lanka 2.88 0.32 0.32 0.31 0.43 0.31 1.49  

                  Operator Roshan
Grameen 

phone
Bhutan 
Telecom

Bharti 
Airtel

Dhiraagu Spice 
Nepal

Mobilink
Dialog

Table 5: Calling home country while roaming - February 2009

All tariffs 
in USD

 
Afghanist

an
Bangladesh Bhutan India Maldives Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka

SAARC Visiting Afghanistan  2.20  - 1.56  2.12 2.25 3.63
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All tariffs in 
USD

From/To

SAARC

From 
Afghanistan

From 
Bangladesh

From Bhutan

From 
India

From 
Maldives

From Nepal

From 
Pakistan

From 
Sri 

Lanka
Peak Off-

peak
Peak Off-

peak
Peak Off-

peak

SAARC

Afghanistan  0.34 0.26 0.92 0.92 0.19 0.70 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.70

Bangladesh 0.43   0.37 0.37 0.19 0.30 0.24 0.24 0.10 0.31

Bhutan 0.43 0.26 0.22   0.19 0.54 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.53

India 0.43 0.26 0.22 0.18 0.18  0.30 0.24 0.18 0.14 0.09

Maldives 0.43 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19  0.24 0.24 0.25 0.22

Nepal 0.43 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19 0.46   0.25 0.31

Pakistan 0.43 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19 0.30 0.24 0.24  0.31

Sri Lanka 0.43 0.26 0.22 0.37 0.37 0.19 0.30 0.24 0.24 0.25  

Operator Roshan BTCL Bhutan Telecom
Bharti 
Airtel

Dhiraagu Spice Nepal Mobilink Dialog
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Visiting Bangladesh 1.92  0.71 0.26 0.92 0.69 1.49 0.81
Visiting Bhutan - 2.13  1.50 3.12 2.02  - 3.01
Visiting India 3.84 2.12 2.27  3.25 1.99  - 2.63
Visiting Maldives 1.92 1.58  2.30  1.96 2.25 2.24
Visiting Nepal 3.84 1.02 1.19 1.07 -  2.25 1.38
Visiting Pakistan 1.92 0.27 0.46  - 0.31  0.80
Visiting Sri Lanka 5.75 2.11 2.13 1.75 0.73 2.03 2.99  

Operator
Roshan

Grameen 
phone

Bhutan 
Telecom

Bharti 
Airtel

Dhiraagu
Spice 
Nepal

Mobilink Dialog

As is  apparent  from the  above  Tables,  the  roaming  charges  and the  cost  of  making 

telephone calls are still high. Roaming charges should also bear a relationship with international 

call charges (on cost based charging principle) and both call charges as well as roaming charges 

should be reciprocal between any two countries. 

Although the dynamics of ICT development in each Member country vary, the overall 

ICT development indicators (access, connectivity, and uptake) of our region are relatively lower 

than in other regions.  According to UNCTAD’s ICT index (2004) (access,  connectivity,  and 

policy),11 India took the lead and ranked 142nd while Bangladesh ranked 171st; Bhutan, 156th; and 

Nepal, 167th. This situation has changed since, but in the broadband uptake, a lot has to be done. 

Achieving nation wide connectivity has been a great challenge to these four countries, cited as an 

example, despite privatization and competition in mobile services. 

4. KEY ISSUES

Besides economical as well as political bottle necks, this study found the following issues 

are major reasons contributing towards these difficulties:

a. Lack of coordination 
11   United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). Information Economy Report 2005. 

United Nations. 
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Except few, most of the Member States are connected to each other via Europe or North 

America12 . There is no direct link with each other and their traffics are routed via intermediaries 

in Europe or North America. This is affecting the cost effectiveness of communication services 

within the region. 

b. Presence of multiple players within the regional market

The presence of multiple service providers, operating in a highly (cut throat) competition 

environment  also  contributed  to  the  difficulties  in  establishing  one  single  regional  network. 

Currently,  such operators negotiate and interconnect with each other.  Some times,  dominant 

operators block other small operators from getting interconnection if they do not agree to all the 

terms and conditions imposed by them. 

Other scenario, such as caused by a big service provider leveraging his market power and 

refusing to provide interconnection to smaller operators when the latter do not agree to all the 

terms and conditions imposed by the former may exist, or they may resort to blocking of traffic. 

Thus, instead of gaining from the presence of multiple players, it can under such situations also 

become a hindrance to the sector.

c. Support from Government and Regulator

Till date, despite of many important declarations made during the regional conference 

including SATRC, the governments in the region have not yet taken effective action for creating 

a conducive environment for bringing down the cost to users for communications services within 

the region.  

Both governments as well as regulators have not taken up any initiatives for supporting 

the sector in getting itself connected with each other at good terms and conditions which will 

benefit the whole region. Such initiative was purely left to the individual operators to negotiate 

and this has not helped the sector.  It only created a situation where only powerful and influential 

operators gain leverage their bargaining power and get better rates for exchange of traffic.

12   Most of our regions are connected to each other via Europe or North America for exchange of Internet 
traffic 
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Since  the  regional  market  had  failed  in  getting  everyone  (operators)  connected,  the 

respective government as well as the regulator13  must play a very vital role to facilitate and 

support the sector in conducting their business in a better and efficient manner to benefit all the 

people in the region.

5. BENEFITS 

Common regional networks will have a greater impact on building regional economic 

integration  like  that  of  East  African  region  and  European  Union  through  the 

abolition/rationalization of mobile cellular roaming charges. 

Common regional network will make regional operators exchange traffic directly with 

each other, thus bringing down the cost of communications services within the region. This will 

enable more people to make calls to each other and get connected, thus promoting more trade 

and services. Direct exchange of traffic would fostering regional economic integrity and will 

reduce all existing barriers that hinder the activities of economic agents within the region. 

Study14 indicates  that  direct  connectivity  will  bring  down the  cost  of  doing  business 

within the region and thus promoting more trade and commerce within the region. 

Regional  connectivity  will  also  boost  Broadband  Internet  uptake.  Table  6  below 

indicates the position obtaining in the Asia-Pacific region.

Country International bandwidth15

Mbps
International bandwidth
Bits/sec  per   Internet 

13   The government as well as the regulator has mandate to make communications services accessible by all 
its citizens at an affordable rates, including communicating with its nebhouring countries. 

14  Rohan Samarajiva, Lirneasia , “Options for lowering intra-SAARC international Voice telephone tariffs”

15  International Internet bandwidth  refers to the capacity which the backbone operators provide to carry 
Internet  traffic  measured  in  bits  per  second.  The  higher  the  bandwidth,  the  greater  the  amount  of 
information, that can be transmitted in a given time.
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2007 user16

2007
1 Afghanistan 21 42
2 Australia 115000 8034.8
3 Bangladesh 43 1284
4 Bhutan 45 1125
5 Brunei Darussalam 555 2953.7
6 Cambodia 250 3571.4
7 China 368927 1735.5
8 D.P.R. Korea - -
9 Fiji 126 1378.6
10 Hong Kong, China 110068 27785.1
11 India 35747 441.3
12 Indonesia 12000 923.1
13 Iran (I.R.)  10870 472.6
14 Japan 477112 5415
15 Korea (Rep.) 49776 1352.8
16 Lao P.D.R. 188 1880
17 Macao, China 4455 18718.5
18 Malaysia 26500 1791
19 Maldives 1240 37575.8
20 Micronesia 15.8 1053.3
21 Mongolia 300 937.5
22 Myanmar 94 2350
23 Nauru - -
24 Nepal 139.3 350.4
25 New Zealand 19213 6568.8
26 Pakistan 7070 404
27 Philippines 10000 1886.8
28 Singapore 104544 34655.4
29 Thailand 22073 1645.3
30 Tonga 12 1428.6
31 Tuvalu 3 750
32 Viet Nam 12580 703.9

Table 6: International Internet Bandwidth
Source: ITU World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators Database

16  International Internet bandwidth per inhabitant  is obtained by dividing the amount of bandwidth by the 
population. This takes out of the equation the differing levels of Internet usage in different countries. It can 
be used to describe the level of Internet access in countries, in the same way that gross domestic  
product  (GDP)  per capita  is utilized to indicate the level of economic development in comparison 
with other countries. It however fails to do that in countries with a large domestic market (like China), 
which are major producers of local content, or which have languages that are not widely used outside the 
country (like Japan).
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The data on International Internet bandwidth for Afghanistan, Bhutan, and Nepal 

explains their relative position in Broadband uptake with SATRC countries and others in the 

Asia-Pacific region.

6. ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS

On analyzing the present scenario and the key issues, two different solutions have been 

identified; one for the establishment of regional network connectivity and the other for bringing 

down the cost of international tariff within the SATRC region. 

 

a. Establishment of regional network connectivity

As discussed in  the foregoing,  several  projects  for establishing connectivity  among a 

group of countries in our region have been undertaken. The South Asian Sub-regional Economic 

Cooperation (SASEC) project17, Joint venture project between Sri Lanka Telecom and Dhiraagu 

Telecom  of  Maldives18, Reliance  Communications'  Global  Optic  Fibre  Network,  Pakistan 

Telecommunication  Company  Limited  (PTCL)‘s  optical  link,  BSNL  Fiber  Link  and 

Afghanistan’s Initiatives19 are some of those initiatives.

             This study reveals that India plays a key role in networking the region. Its significant  

market power as well as strategic location will be an advantage for providing connectivity to all 

the Members due to the following reasons:

17 The South Asia Sub-regional Economic Cooperation (SASEC) is the regional cooperation programme 
assisted and supported by Asian Development Bank

a

 for Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal. 
18  A 20 million dollar joint venture project between Sri Lanka Telecom and Dhiraagu Telecom of Maldives to 
construct 850 kilometre cable with a 10 Gigabit capacity has already been commissioned by first quarter of 
2007
19  Afghanistan has already initiated the national OFC Ring Backbone project in January 18, 2007 covering 

3131 Km. to be implemented in three Phases
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i.     It is centrally located. India is located in the heart of SATRC region and therefore, 

will be a very important hub for the region.

ii. It has multiple telecommunications players with global reach. This will provide 

additional  benefit  those all  those landlocked regions like Bhutan and Nepal in 

having access to international submarine fiber cables.

This study also shows Member countries like Sri  Lanka and Pakistan must  also play 

equally important role like that of India. Sri Lank will be very crucial for connecting Maldives 

with India and rest of the region whereas Pakistan20 will function as the hub for Afghanistan and 

Iran with India and rest of the region.  

Without  the  full  support  and commitment  of  above three  countries,  SATRC regional 

network connectivity will not be possible.  The proposed regional network hub is shown below:

20 Pakistan  has  in-principle  allowed  several  operators  to  connect  with  it’s  neighbors.  It  believes  in  an open  and 

transparent policy and cannot limit permissions to any one operator.
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Figure 1:  Proposed Regional networking connectivity diagram

IRA = Iran,   AFG = Afghanistan, BGD = Bangladesh, IND = India, NEP = Nepal, BHU = 

Bhutan, SRL = Sri Lanka, MDV = Maldives, SIL = Siliguri,  West Bengal, India,    CHE = 

Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India

The following recommendation are proposed for establishing the regional network:

1. Since  there  are  presences  of  multiple  players  within  the  region,  each  individual  member 

countries must explore the possibility of mandating all its operators to get connected to these 

regional  hubs.  Without  the support  and active  participation  of all  the regional  operators,  the 

concept of single regional network will not be possible.

2. Individual  Member  countries  must  identify  an  operator21 as  a  regional  hub   with  the 

responsibility  to route traffic  to respective  regional  operator.   The Individual  operators must 

arrange to route traffic to their respective regional network. 

3. The rate for exchange of traffic must be very reasonable and must be mutually agreed by all 

Member countries. 

   4.2 International (regional) tariff 

The cost of making an international calls depend upon three components22: (a) cost from 

caller to international exchange; (b) cost of hauling the call from the international exchange of 

21  (one operator is not possible in Pakistan’s scenario as all have legally equal opportunity. Success can be left to competition)
22   Rohan Samarajiva, Lirneasia, “ Options for lowering intra-SAARC international voice telephony tariffs”
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Country A to a destination exchange in Country B; and (c) cost of terminating the call,  i.e., 

costing of hauling the call from destination country’s international exchange to the recipient’s 

phone.

Since both (a)  and (b) are declining  with the increase in volume of traffic,  the main 

component which influence the cost of the international call is the termination charges and this 

cost could only be brought down with the increase in the level of competition. Monopoly market 

will maintain high margins even if the cost of termination is reduced.  

This  study  would  recommend  the  following  options  for  reducing  the  international 

(regional) call prices: 

Option 1: Individual regulators to fix the termination charges for all the incoming international 

calls  at  par with that  of the domestic  calls  (without allowing for non-SATRC traffic for the 

purpose of re-filing);

Option 2:  Individual regulator to fixed charges for per minute tariffs for international calls to 

SATRC destination same (equal or less than) tariffs as that of non-SATRC destinations (in some 

countries, such as Pakistan, outgoing rates are deregulated, no cap).

Option 3: SATRC to benchmarks the termination charges for the international calls within the 

region and regulatory authority in each country mandate respective operators to charge as per the 

benchmarks. 

Option 4:  Give timeframe for individual operators to negotiate among themselves and bring 

down the cost

7. RECOMMENDATIONS

During the recent SATRC workshop on “Regulatory Challenges in Emerging Telecom 

Scenario” held in New Delhi from October 12-14, 2009. The following issues were highlighted:
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(iv) There is an urgent necessity to improve the regional network connectivity 

(v) It was recommended that India should take a lead role in establishing cost based inter 

connection  regulation  regime  wherein,  the  termination  charge  for  international 

incoming call is fixed at Re.0.40 per minute (approximately 1Cent per minute). It is 

worth to note that the termination charge for international incoming call was Rs.4.85 

during 2003 comprising an element of Access Deficit Component of Rs.4.25. The 

Access Deficit Charge component has been gradually reduced and made zero in 2008. 

Thus for international incoming call, there was substantial reduction from Rs.4.55 to 

Re.0.40 today.  It will  be an effort on the right direction if the regulators of other 

SATRC countries  explore  the  possibility  of  reducing  the  termination  charges  for 

international incoming calls on similar lines. (over and above regulatory limitations of 

a  SATRC  country,  same  for  any  country  of  the  world,  the  rest  can  be  left  to 

competition)

7.1 Fostering Cooperation in Harnessing the Existing Regional Initiatives 

There  are  lots  of  initiatives  already  taken  by  respective  Member  States  or  group  of 

countries and also by individual operators to interconnect with each other’s network.  Some of 

the regional initiatives are SASEC project, the joint venture project between Sri Lanka Telecom 

and Dhiraagu Telecom of Maldives, Reliance Communications' Global Optic Fibre Network etc. 

and it is recommended  to find possibilities of connecting this individual projects together to 

form a Regional Network.

7.2 Strong and pro-active support from the Governments and Regulators

The respective government and regulators of the Member States must work together and 

come out with modalities on the implementation and functionality of this Regional Information 

Superhighway Network. The issues such as quality of such network,  transmission backbone, 

inter-operability of networks and operation and maintenance standards needs to be discussed and 

agreed multi-laterally in forum like the SATRC. 
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Success  and  failure  of  such  initiatives  will  depend  entirely  upon  the  degree  of 

cooperation amongst the member states. It is important to understand the importance of such 

network and extend full cooperation towards such initiatives, in an apolitical manner.

7.3 The cooperation could be provided at the three levels: individual country level, regional, 

and APT as explained below:

7.3.1 Individual country level

Every individual country must mandate their operators to open direct link and exchange 

the traffic for the SATRC region through this Regional Network, rather than routing it through 

other international carrier. They must also make their operators comply with all the requirements 

and standards as agreed and decided during the regional meeting 

7.3.2 Regional level

The modalities on functionality of the network must be thoroughly discussed at regional 

level like the SATRC and or the SAARC forum. As it is going to be a regional network, all the 

Member  States  must  have  open  access  to  this  network.  The  rates  at  which  the  traffics  are 

exchanged must also be uniform for all the operators within the SATRC region there should be 

no discrimination in terms of both rates as well as quality of services. Perhaps, nations do not 

impose discriminations on QoS but special efforts have to be taken to set minimum standards, 

test and implement them forcefully. 

The arrangement on which the traffic could be exchanged, including the interconnection 

charges,  cross  border  connectivity,  transmission  and  signaling  system  standard  and  other 

technical requirements must be thoroughly discussed at a regional level. 

Identification of regional hub: There is a need to identify a hub of the network where 

the entire regional network could be interconnected. Since India with the second largest telecom 

network  after  China  is  located  centrally  and also has  the  presence  of  giant  communications 
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service providers, it is recommended that one of the India operators may take the lead role in 

establishing this Regional Network. At present, there is no hub. The traffic passes through each 

country and is appropriately switched for onward destination as transit traffic.

Detailed  technical  study needs to be conducted  on the modalities  of establishing  this 

Regional  Network  Connectivity.  All  Member  States’  contribution  and  participation  will  be 

highly recommended, rather than one individual country conducting this study.

During discussions at the regional level, it is important to consider the overall interest of 

the region, rather than at individual level. Such level of commitment and cooperation is required 

from all member states. 

All issues concerned with the establishment of this regional network must be thoroughly 

discussed at a forum like the SATRC.

8.3.3 Recommendation for action at APT Level

If the proposal submitted by this Study Group is accepted by the Council, then this Group 

would  like  to  recommend  undertaking  a  detailed  technical  feasibility  study  as  a  follow  up 

activity  for  implementation  of  the  regional  Information  Superhighway  network  with  APT 

providing a Consultant for conducting this feasibility study.

8. CONCLUSION

Having a common regional network will have a great impact in bringing about regional 

economic integration like that of East African region through the abolition of mobile cellular 

roaming charges.

Direct exchange of traffic within the SATRC region would help in fostering regional 

economic integration and will reduce the existing barriers that hinder the activities of economic 

agents within the region. Access to terrestrial international network fiber-optic submarine cables 
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through  the  regional  network  would  reduce  international  band  width  costs  to  land  locked 

countries. 

Regional connectivity should be viewed in the long term interest and economic prosperity 

of  the  people  of  the  countries  of  the  SATRC  sub-region,  to  achieve  which  a  harmonious, 

coordinated and collaborative approach at the regulatory policy level is required.

Direct connectivity will bring down the cost of doing business within the region and thus 

promote more trade and commerce within the region.

Besides  connectivity,  this  regional  network  will  facilitate,  promote  and  bring  about 

affordable  communications  services,  foster  business  opportunities  and  a  greater  economic 

partnership within the region. This will also help in building trust and understanding amongst the 

people of the region.  Affordable and harmonious  user tariffs  for international  calls,  low and 

reciprocal  roaming  charges  among  the  countries  of  the  SATRC  sub-region  will  encourage 

tourism, trade and bring unforeseen economic benefits.

Form this  study;  it  is  clear  that  having a  Regional  Network would have an immense 

impact on the growth of ICT sector within the SATRC region. Some of the Member States still 

do not have direct access to the submarine fiber cable. The presence of fiber landing stations in 

some of the Member States provides ample opportunity to cut down the project cost and also to 

bring down the operating expenses. This opportunity of having presence of fiber landing stations 

could be passed to those Member States who do not have direct access to such a network. This 

will in return boost the broadband connectivity and make such services available and accessible 

by its citizens at affordable rates.

The  other  advantage  of  having  regional  network  is  to  bring  down  the  cost  of 

communications between the Member States, thus encouraging more traffic to be pumped into 

each  other’s  network.  The lower cost  of  communications  would  further  boost  the trade  and 

commerce between the member states.  This would help in promoting e-commerce and other 

businesses. 
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Over-all, there is a great merit in having a common Regional Network which provides 

network  connectivity  to  all  operators  in  the  region.  However,  there  are  lots  of  issues  to  be 

resolved  for  making  such a  regional  network  to  come to  successful  fruition.  Issues  such  as 

charges, quality of services, standards need to be thoroughly discussed and mutually agreed by 

all member states. 

Respective governments, regulators and operators must all play an equal and constructive 

role. Without support and cooperation from any of these stakeholders, the success of the regional 

network will remain a question mark, despite its immense benefits to the country and society.

A  study  on  international  experience/models  of  European  Commission/East  African 

region can help overcome some of the practical difficulties in this sector.
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