Communications Networks Expand

Both mobile phones and the Internet attracted
new users at double-digit rates in 2002, albeit
more slowly than in the 1990s. The number of
mobile or cellular phone subscribers worldwide
in 2002 topped 1.15 billion, an increase of 21
percent over 2001.! (See Figure 1.) For the first
time, mobile phones outnumbered fixed-line
phone connections (1.05 billion). At the same
time, use of the Internet expanded,
thanks in part to a 16.5-percent increase
in host computers in 2002 to 171.6 mil-
lion, drawing more than 600 million people
online regularly. (See Figure 2.)

Within just one decade, the ranks of people
communicating by wireless phones and wired
computers have swelled significantly. In 1992,
only one in 237 people worldwide used a
mobile phone, and one in 778 used the Internet;
by 2002, the numbers had soared to one in 5
and one in 10, respectively.* Today, well over 90
percent of all nations have local cell phone and
Internet service, whereas in 1992, a person
could use a cell phone in only one third of all
countries and hook up to the Internet through
a local number in just 19 percent.’

By linking computers with phones, the Inter-
net sped the convergence of communications
and computing technologies in the 1990s.° Now,
as mobile phones proliferate, more people are
making wireless connections to the Internet.”
Since 2002, a growing number of U.S. cities
have set up systems in parks and public spaces
that give free Internet access to people with
wireless modems in their laptop computers.
In Europe, more people send and receive short
text messages with their cell phones than use
the Tnternet from personal computers.’

Cell phones have helped bridge the tele-
phonic divide between rich and poor. Building
towers for them is cheaper than stringing
copper wires for fixed-line phones, so start-up
mobile services can recoup their investments
and expand their coverage more quickly. As the
average price of mobile phones has dropped by
nearly 10 percent a year, it has fallen within
reach of more people.!® Between 1992 and 2001,
phone penetration—the number of fixed lines
and of mobiles per 100 people—accelerated
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in developing nations.!! (See Figure 3.)

Gaps in phone access have closed more
quickly in some countries than others, with
striking differences among the nations in
transition from planned to market economies.
Central European nations, quick to invite
mobile competition, saw dramatic gains in
phone penetration in the 1990s; Hungary, for
instance, went from 9.6 phone connections per
100 people in 1990 to 67.4 per 100 in 2000.!?
During the same period, in former Soviet
republics in Central Asia, where the state still
controls most telecom services, phone penetra-
tion did not grow beyond 20 per 100.1?

Mobile service has dramatically increased
access to phones in Africa. Uganda, the one
nation where all three of Africa’s leading cellu-
lar companies compete, in 1999 became the
first country in that continent to have more
mobile than fixed-line customers.'* Some 30
other African nations have followed, as more
people have hooked into the phone network
in a few years of cellular expansion than in all
the decades since independence.'> Mobiles
outnumber fixed lines in Africa today at a
higher ratio than on any other continent.!®

A greater gap separates those with and with-
out Internet access, but this digital divide is
also narrowing. In 2001, the industrial world
had 41 Internet users per 100 people, whereas
developing nations had 2.3 per 100—still a 17
to 1 ratio, but much better than the 40 to 1
ratio in 1995.17 By linking rural farmers to mar-
ket information, craftworkers to customers,
patients to doctors, and students to teachers,
the Internet can aid economic development.

Cheap computers with nonproprietary soft-
ware, designed to be shared at public libraries,
cyber cafes, and telecenters, could bring the
Internet to even more people. Indian scientists
have built a handheld “Simputer”—short for
Simple, Inexpensive, Multilingual Computer—
for poor, rural users that is expected to reach
the market in 2003.'® While the computer itself
will cost about $200, people will be able to rent
time on one—for instance, to check commodity
prices or consult doctors—and to store their
own data on $1-2 cards.
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