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Connecting the
Unconnected: Corporate
Social Responsibility and
Post-Political Governance

Introduction: Corporations as Caring and
Responsible Persons

Renewed interest in corporations on the part of anthropologists has
directed attention to corporate social responsibility (CSR), the various
strategies and means that corporations use to represent and enact their
commitments to more than the bottom line (see e.g. Welker 2014; Rajak
2011b; Dolan and Rajak 2016). The flourishing CSR industry—with
its own companies, experts and events—is increasingly the subject of
ethnographic inquiry (Rajak 2011a; Garsten 2010; Conley and Williams
2005). Rajak (2011a: 10), for example, treats CSR conferences held in
London as part of the ‘ritualized and performative dynamics of CSR’,
‘theatres of virtue’ in which participants speak of ‘win-win solutions’ in
which multinational corporations do well by doing good. The repeated use
of key terms—‘transparency’, ‘accountability’, ‘partnership’—effectively
brings into being an exclusive ‘discursive coalition or community’ (Garsten
2004; Garsten 2010: 60). Alternative visions and critical vocabularies get
filtered out: high conference fees prevent many activists from even attending
let alone speaking. Rather than see these events as cynical exercises in public
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relations, Rajak (2011a) understands CSR conferences as powerful devices
for consolidating a consensus about how global economic development
ought to unfold and who should lead the way forward.

Ethnographic inquiry of this sort is linked to broader conceptual questions
about the shape of neoliberal capitalism. As Ronen Shamir (2008: 1)
observes, ‘contemporary tendencies to economize public domains and
methods of government also dialectically produce tendencies to moralize
markets in general and business enterprises in particular’ (see also Shamir
2010). In other words, the rise of CSR and business ethics—what
Shamir terms the ‘moralization of markets—goes hand in hand with the
economisation of state and civil society institutions through privatisation
and deregulation. What does this dialectic or two-sided process look like in
practice, specifically, as a feature of the moral economy of mobile phones

in Papua New Guinea (PNG)?

In a world of ‘downsized states and unconstrained global corporations’
(Ferguson2005:378), itis hardly anomalous for companies to operate outside
the purview of the nation-state, securing private capital with private armies.
But the moralisation of markets just as often assumes the superficially benign
form of ‘post-political governance’, a kind of global market regulation in
which the traditional role of government gives way to ‘voluntary regulatory
arrangements, soft law and moral regulatory frameworks such as codes of
conduct, standards for corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the like’
(Garsten and Jacobsson 2007: 145). The world of post-political governance
is full of ‘partnerships’ between corporations, on the one hand, and civil
society organisations, non-government organisations (NGOs) and state
agencies, on the other. That is, states are merely one type of actor sharing
rule-making authority with other actors (Garsten and Jacobsson 2007: 147).
These partnerships purport to deliver goods and services in a manner that
benefits all parties—as well as ‘the people’—in a collaborative manner that,
moreover, eliminates any political conflicts between the different interests of
states seeking social accountability and businesses seeking profits. In some
instances, the boundaries between states and corporations are difficult to
distinguish (Shever 2012; Welker 2014), thus diminishing the capacity of
‘the people’ to make claims as citizens rather than as consumers or clients.

Corporate strategies that target people living at the ‘bottom of the pyramid’
(Prahalad 2010) exemplify well how post-political governance operates.
These development initiatives, which have caught the critical eye of
anthropologists, are advertised as providing both affordable solutions to
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the problems of people living in poverty—poor nutrition or sanitation,
for example—and a desirable mass market to the companies selling these
solutions. Nestlé’s Maggi brand instant noodles will reduce hunger in PNG
(Errington et al. 2012); Lever Brother’s Lifebuoy brand soap will remedy
bacterial infections in India (Cross and Street 2009). Caring multinational
corporations vend ‘social goods’ and dignify developing world inhabitants
by addressing them as legitimate consumers, while at the same time
accomplishing business goals. Does everybody win? Not necessarily, if one
imagines the goals of development to include jobs that pay wages sufficient
to buy nutritious food or an infrastructure that makes access to clean water
widely available to people on the basis of their status as citizens rather
than consumers. Indeed, many of these initiatives effectively compel (or
‘empower’) people living in poverty to take personal responsibility for their
situations by changing their own behaviour rather than changing oppressive
relations of political power and authority (Shever 2010).

It is difficult not to critique the contemporary discourse and practice of CSR
as a tool for turning adversaries into partners, for deflating and deflecting
conflict by holding out the promise of consensus (Foster 2014a). Marketing
managers and public relations officers strive to represent corporations as not
only caring, but also rational and open to dialogue with critics. Accordingly,
individuals and groups, often with far fewer resources than those available
to a global corporation, who resort to noisy protest are represented as uncivil
and hostile (see Foster 2014b). Understanding and challenging how CSR
underwrites corporate responses to critique is thus an urgent task for any
critical anthropology of corporations. Benson and Kirsch (2010) and Kirsch
(2014) have made important contributions in this regard by documenting
the remarkably standard ways in which ‘harm industries’ such as mineral
extraction and tobacco manufacturing attempt alternately to deny, deflect
and absorb criticism, often in an effort to pre-empt legal regulations.

This chapter documents some of the ways in which Digicel, through the
Digicel Foundation in PNG, discharges obligations commonly regarded
as functions of the state, such as building schools and health clinics.
It asks how CSR constructs telecom companies as morally responsible
citizens while at the same time making markets for the goods and services
that these companies sell. These goods and services include life insurance
policies and, in particular, access to formal banking proffered in the name
of financial inclusion.
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Digicel’s business is of course not comparable to that of a ‘harm industry’
like mineral extraction or tobacco manufacturing. Its manifest success in
making telecommunications services available and affordable to a large
number of Papua New Guineans deserves acknowledgement. By the same
token, Digicel’s status as a for-profit corporation subject to the demands
of its investors also deserves acknowledgement. Digicel never proclaimed
its mission as trying to alleviate poverty, despite the fact that its creation
of a market of prepaid subscribers employed a key bottom-of-the-pyramid
strategy—namely, offering airtime top-up in small inexpensive units.
Digicel’s mission was to deliver telecommunications services to consumers
at a rate that would ensure net revenue for the company.

How, then, did Digicel’s commitment to CSR shape its position in the
moral economy of mobile phones and, specifically, its relations with PNG
state agencies? How did Digicel participate in partnerships of the sort
characteristic of post-political governance? How did these partnerships
and other corporate-led efforts to do social good follow, or not, the precepts
of a Melanesian gift economy?

Foundation Work

The work of the Digicel Foundation in PNG illustrates plainly how
corporations can act as states, for much of the foundation’s work in delivering
social services resembles what a citizen might reasonably expect of a modern
state. Digicel operates foundations in only four of its markets: Trinidad and
Tobago, and its three largest markets, Jamaica, Haiti and PNG." In PNG,
the foundation operates across a larger range of target areas than in other
countries: education, health, community building (e.g. teaching business
skills to unemployed youth), special needs (e.g. helping persons living with
disabilities) and addressing violence (e.g. empowering women) (see Digicel
Foundation 2018/19). In PNG, moreover, the foundation has been closely
identified with the company. Digicel PNG officers, including the CEO,
have served as foundation board members, and in 2015 the foundation
shared office space with the company. Digicel staff were also regularly
encouraged to volunteer for activities sponsored by the foundation.

1 Itwas reported that Telstra planned to continue operating the Digicel Foundation after the acquisition

of Digicel Pacific in 2022 (National 2021).
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The foundation was established in 2008, one year after Digicel arrived in
PNG. It was funded wholly by Digicel and although a separate entity, its
finances ‘go through the business’ to ensure sound management (Watson
and Mahuru 2017). In 2015, then foundation head Beatrice Mahuru told
me that the foundation’s budget was about USD4.5 million (personal
communication, 2 April 2015), a sign of Digicel Group Chairman Denis
O’Brien’s strong belief that as Digicel grows so must the communities in
which the company operates. The foundation’s staff was small, about a
dozen employees, and 15 per cent of the budget went toward administration
(staffing and travel) (see Watson and Mahuru 2017). In its first 10 years
the foundation completed 433 projects (362 infrastructure projects and
71 social programs), investing a total of USD29.19 million (Digicel
Foundation 2018/19).

In a 2017 interview (Watson and Mahuru 2017), Mahuru indicated that
the foundation had begun ‘to work more collaboratively’ with the business
by promoting goodwill in response to negative feedback that the company
receives, especially on social media, regarding the cost of service:

We grow goodwill through our development impact projects and lay
the foundation on which business can follow. Last year, we probably
put 40 per cent of our investment into promoting goodwill and the
rest was responding to [community] applications received.

Mahuru’s comment might be interpreted as evidence of how companies
regard CSR as a means for doing well by doing good. But it might equally
be interpreted by cynics and critics as evidence of how CSR is no more than
a self-serving exercise in marketing and brand enhancement. In either case,
it is apparent that the mission of the foundation was closely aligned with
that of the business.

The foundation’s emphasis on partnerships recalls the similar strategies used
by the company to expand its cell tower network in PNG (see Chapter 1).
For example, in 2014 the foundation accepted a cheque for PGK75,000
from member of parliament (MP) Bob Dadae for the construction of a
double classroom in his remote Kabwum District (Morobe Province) (Loop
PNG 2014). The MP’s contribution would cover approximately half of
the cost of the new classroom facility. Mahuru observed in 2015 (personal
communication, 2 April 2015) that such public—private partnerships were
advocated for by Prime Minister Peter O’Neill even before the creation
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of a relevant regulatory framework in 2014 (the Public Private Partnership
Act 2014) for the procurement and delivery of infrastructure projects
and services.

The close alignment of interests and strategies between the company
and the foundation was visible in the agreement struck in 2018 with the
PNG Sustainable Development Program (PNGSDP). PNGSDP allocated
USD32.5 million for Digicel to upgrade the company’s 78 towers in Western
Province for 4G services and to build an additional 19 new towers to be
owned by PNGSDP (Business Wire 2018). At the same time, PNGSDP
funded a PGK20 million program to improve facilities in 35 schools. The
Digicel Foundation was paid PGK5 million to develop new classrooms
in eight Western Province schools during the first phase of the program
(Post-Courier 2018b). The foundation, moreover, apparently entered
into partnerships with foreign governments. In 2017, it received grant
funding from the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade ‘to
implement education projects’ in the Autonomous Region of Bougainville
(Watson and Mahuru 2017). These arrangements effectively cast the
foundation in the role that companies play in carrying out Universal Access
and Services projects whereby the state (i.e. the National Information and
Communications Technology Authority, or NICTA) allocates tax revenue
collected from telecoms to extend ICT (information and communications
technology) infrastructure in underserved parts of the country.

Reciprocally, the foundation entered into partnerships in which it plays
the main role of donor or funder. For example, the foundation partnered
with Cheshire Disability Services to conduct assessments and training
in ‘marginalized communities’ in the National Capital District and to
provide ‘physio-therapy services for people living with disabilities” (Digicel
Foundation2018/19:28). Besides partnering with community organisations,
churches and NGOs, the foundation also commissioned businesses to carry
out projects. In 2018, for example, the foundation signed an agreement
with Total Energy and Petroleum Ltd to build classrooms and rural health
aid posts in Gulf Province (Digicel Foundation 2018/19).

According to the foundation’s 2018/19 annual report, the ‘School
Infrastructure Program is the flagship program of the Digicel PNG
Foundation’. Through this signature program, which accounts for 60 per
cent of the foundation budget (Watson and Mahuru 2017), the foundation
has built hundreds of lightweight-steel, low-maintenance classrooms in
communities across the country. Indeed, the foundation prefers to spread its
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projects across as many different locations as possible, rural and urban, rather
than concentrate them in one region (see National 2013). The classrooms,
which are painted red and white and affixed with a Digicel Foundation
sign, come with office space for teachers, toilets and a water tank and solar
lighting. These projects are represented in recognisably developmentalist
terms as comprehensive materialisations of modernity:

Damp, dark, bush material classrooms were removed and in place of
them, well ventilated, steel classrooms with solar, ramp access, desks,
teachers office space and water sanitation component consisting of
toilets, bucket showers and 9,000L water tank were given. (Digicel
Foundation 2018/19: 15)

The school infrastructure program is motivated by a particular moral vision
of responsible self-improvement, a vision consistent with the claim that
‘Digicel Foundations are run like a business and are not a cheque writing/
handover charity organisation’ (Digicel Foundation 2018/19: 48). Mahuru
noted that the foundation expects and enforces accountability—not always
easy when working with politicians (personal communication, 2 April
2015). Applicants to the foundation must demonstrate their viability as well
as meet certain criteria. Potential sites are inspected beforehand and rejected
if there is evidence, for instance, that the building would not be taken care
of or that disagreements about land ownership would present problems.
The foundation’s emphasis on self-help—phrases such as ‘human resource
development’ and ‘community based capacity building’ recur in foundation
press releases—is apparent in a statement from 2011 that defined the
requirements applicants needed to meet in order to secure a Community
Learning Centre (CLC) for their community:

In order for a community to receive a CLC building they must apply
to the Digicel Foundation and demonstrate that they have strong
community leadership, motivation, ownership and responsibility
for all members in their community. The Digicel Foundation works
with those communities that are active in helping themselves with
the little resources they have. (Digicel Foundation, 21 Community
Learning Centres (CLCs) in Port Moresby, Mt Hagen, Goroka and
Lae compete for prizes worth K18,000’, statement, 26 April 2011)

Similarly, the foundation’s signature Men of Honour public awareness
campaign against domestic violence promotes the stories of men who
have taken responsibility for improving their lives and the lives of others.
The campaign recruits these men to run workshops and serve as models
of a morally desirable kind of masculinity.
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The moral vision of self-improvement and self-sufficiency projected by the
foundation’s infrastructure program might not be shared unequivocally by
all recipients of classroom buildings. On two different visits to foundation
classroom projects, one in Central Province and the other in Eastern
Highlands Province, I heard evidence of a recognisably Melanesian gift
economy from the perspective of which the foundation’s actions were
wanting. At one site, for example, the head teacher felt that the classroom
was incomplete without a computer in the office or books for the students.
This teacher and his colleagues were proud that their school building
was well cared for, and they noted that Digicel Foundation inspectors
who periodically visit without advance notice have complimented them
on this care. The teachers felt that their care for the building (one of the
teachers sleeps in an unused classroom to keep an eye on the building at
night) should elicit further consideration from the foundation. That is,
the teachers imagined the gift of the classroom as the beginning of a long-
term relationship with the foundation rather than a one-off donation or
a completed transaction.

At the other site, the head teacher similarly reasoned that looking after the
‘property’ and receiving the approval of foundation inspectors merited and
augured additional support—maybe even another classroom. This teacher
observed that his community not only takes care of the building, but also
contributed materially to its initial construction. Sand was purchased and
transported to the site for making the cement used to secure the posts, and
the foundation’s contractors were fed during the construction work. A feast,
moreover, was held to launch the building. A large pig and a cow were
cooked and distributed along with gifts to the Digicel staft and a collective
gift of about 6,000 kina to the school. In other words, the community
had established an open-ended reciprocal relationship with the foundation,
a gift relationship with an indefinite future.

While the Digicel Foundation imagines itself as something other than
a ‘handover charity organisation’, it nevertheless dictates the nature and
timing of its gifts—precisely the feature that distinguishes charitable
donations from gift-giving as conventionally understood by Melanesians
and famously articulated by Marcel Mauss (1923-24). After all, as one
of the head teachers observed, supplying classrooms does not always
address the infrastructure problem that besets many rural communities
in PNG—namely, the lack of housing for teachers. In addition, the close
brand identification between the company and the foundation—conveyed
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through shared corporate logos and colours—can create confusion and ill
will among the general public. During the launch of the classroom at the
highlands site, the head teacher reported, Digicel sold inexpensive handsets.
The head teacher himself bought two handsets at 35 kina each and later
resold them at a profit. Any ideal-typical distinction between gifts and
commodities (Gregory 1982) was thus put at risk, and the old question of
whether CSR is simply another marketing strategy was posed again. In 2015,
Digicel announced on its Facebook page that the company had responded
to the news that a family in Port Moresby had lost its home in an early
morning fire. The company donated items of branded merchandise that
included T shirts, drawstring bags, water bottles, backpacks and umbrellas.
One commenter complained:

Honestly, for a company that is making so much to donate a bunch
of promotional items is a slap in the face ... . if you really want to
help then do so, inap lo giaminim ol man!!! [‘stop lying to people!!’]

My point here is not to bash either the Digicel Foundation in particular or
CSR in general; to do so in the larger context of a national economy warped
by harmful resource extraction and endemic official corruption would be
peevish. My aim is instead to view the foundation in light of the moral
economy of mobile phones as an actor that takes on many of the obligations
associated with modern states, such as the provision of critical infrastructure.
But the foundation is not a state agency; it was practically an arm of Digicel
PNG’s business. To the extent that the foundation is identified with the
company, its activities define expectations on the part of consumers (not
citizens)—expectations of rewards for continued loyalty comparable
to those of a classic big man’s followers (Sahlins 1963; Clark 1997) or
indeed a regular user of Digicel’s prepaid services (Chapter 3). When these
expectations are met, goodwill results; when these expectations are not met,
goodwill can be impaired. Because goodwill signifies an economic good,
an intangible asset on the company’s balance sheets, and a moral attitude,
a conviction on the part of consumers, it is a highly contested and unstable
object, produced at the interface between companies and consumers in
the moral economy of mobile phones. In PNG, this interface sometimes
brings into uneasy contact different and incompatible ideas of what morally
legitimate persons owe each other. It is a space where, in the absence of
the state caring for its citizens, consumers and companies make competing
claims on each other.
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The Quest for Financial Inclusion

Evidence of companies and other non-state actors delivering goods and
services to the people of PNG in the name of national development can
also be observed in the area of digital financial services (DFS). The terms
‘financial inclusion’ and ‘banking the unbanked’ evoke efforts to help
people imagined as marginalised (excluded) from mainstream economic
life or otherwise neglected at the ‘bottom of the pyramid’ (Prahalad 2010).
In PNG, as elsewhere, mobile phone companies are important actors in
these efforts inasmuch as almost all initiatives presume that new forms of
DEFS such as mobile banking will be accessed through mobile phones—both
basic phones and smartphones. What do these efforts look like in PNG
and what role do mobile network operators (MNOs) play? What are the
prospects and problems involved in designating and using mobile phones as
instruments for enhancing economic and material wellbeing?

The prospects of using mobile money (e.g. electronic money transfers and
payments) and mobile financial services (e.g. banking and borrowing)
generate lots of excitement and enthusiasm in PNG for a variety of
compelling reasons. The quick uptake of Digicel’s Credit Me/Credit U
service (Chapter 3) demonstrated the demand for and easy adoption of
cashless person-to-person transactions. As early as 2009, a report cosponsored
by the Pacific Financial Inclusion Programme and International Finance
Corporation outlined the benefits (and challenges) of mobile money
in PNG (Bruett and Firpo 2009). Mobile money potentially overcomes
problems such as the safety risk of storing cash and the inconvenience of
travelling long distances to town to visit banks or pay bills. In 2009, Digicel
launched its popular Easipawa Easipay service, whereby subscribers could
purchase electricity with their prepaid Digicel airtime credit. The service
subsequently also became available through the bmobile network and
commercial mobile banking accounts.

Subscribers could recharge their PNG Power meters at any time of day by
using an SMS voucher sent to their phone instead of making long trips to
crowded stores with limited business hours in order to purchase vouchers.
The positive response to Easipawa Easipay—some 68,000 Digicel customers
in 2009 (Oxford Business Group 2012¢c)—inspired optimism in the future
of mobile money in PNG.
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Figure 6.1. Ad for PNG Power’s Easipay service at bmobile-Vodafone
retail store, Port Moresby, 2018.

Source: Photo by R Foster.
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From the perspectives of MNOs such as Digicel, mobile transactions can
reduce the cost of operations by eliminating flex cards (see Chapter 3)
and introduce new revenue streams through transaction fees and, perhaps
eventually, data mining. With regard to transaction fees, the case of Easipawa
Easipay is instructive: ‘By 2010 it [Digicel] was processing 7000 transactions
per day at PGK0.70 ($0.33) each, showing a potential monthly revenue of
PGK147,089 ($70,000)’ (Oxford Business Group 2012c). Digicel likewise
stood to gain financially from its partnership with BIMA, a leading provider
of mobile-delivered life and health insurance to low-income people (Digicel
also partnered with BIMA in Haiti). BIMA launched in PNG in 2014 and
reportedly had 300,000 customers before a wave of false claims forced the
company to exit the market in mid-2019 (Post-Courier 2017c). BIMA
customers paid for their policies with Digicel airtime; small deductions
(ranging from 0.18 to 0.54 kina) from a subscriber’s balance were made
about 20 times each month. Digicel transferred the fees to a third company,
Capital Life Insurance (part of Capital Insurance Group), which then
remitted shares to both Digicel and BIMA. (I was not able to learn the exact
share received by Digicel.) This arrangement often generated complaints
when a subscriber had no airtime credit. Upon topping up, a single deduction
from the new balance would be made for all of the accumulated past due
deductions, causing the subscriber’s credits to disappear and adding another
layer of complication to managing prepaid airtime (Chapter 3).

Digicel’s partnership with BIMA brought symbolic benefits as well,
enhancing Digicel’s brand.” According to the director of BIMA’s operations
in PNG in 2015 (personal communication, 25 May 2015), Digicel ran
focus groups to evaluate its image. Participants were asked what they liked
most about Digicel. The number one answer was the Digicel Foundation.
The number two answer was the insurance policies offered through BIMA
that customers purchased with Digicel airtime. Life insurance policies were
particularly attractive given the high costs in PNG of meeting traditional
obligations for funeral services. Both the mechanism of paying for insurance
policies and the marketing of the products themselves encouraged the
perception of a close association between Digicel and BIMA, not unlike
the close association between Digicel and the Digicel Foundation. But the
first of the terms and conditions listed on BIMA’s brochures for its ‘family
life’ and *hausik insurance’ products clearly states: ‘None of Digicel (PNG)

2 In2018, MiBank, a leading innovator in micro finance and digital financial inclusion in PNG, also

entered into partnership with BIMA.
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Limited, its parent company, its subsidiaries or their related corporate bodies
are liable for any benefits payable under this insurance.” Despite the value
of the partnership for Digicel’s reputation as a good corporate citizen, the
company was legally careful to present itself as only the exclusive facilitator
of premium payments to BIMA.

Digicel PNG, because of its dominance of the mobile market and presence
in rural areas, provided the platform for all mobile money initiatives,
such as the mobile banking services offered by the two main commercial
banks, Bank South Pacific (BSP) and Kina Bank. (Kina Bank absorbed the
operations of Australia and New Zealand Banking Group [ANZ] in 2019;
the proposed sale of Westpac’s operations to Kina was blocked by PNG’s
Independent Consumer and Competition Commission [ICCC] in 2021.)
This arrangement worked to Digicel’s financial advantage. For example,
one manager involved with Westpac’s instore banking program explained
how customers could deposit and withdraw money, using a plastic card and
a store’s EFTPOS machine, without travelling to bank branches. Customers
could keep track of their accounts on a basic mobile phone using simple text
commands, but the bank paid a small fee to Digicel whenever a customer
logged in to the USSD (unstructured supplementary service data) system.
Each time a customer checked their balance at an ATM, a frequent practice
for anxious customers awaiting cash transfers, Westpac paid Digicel a fee of
0.08 kina (personal communications, 2015, 2018). Accordingly, Westpac
reduced the number of times per day that a customer could check their
balance for free from six to three.

Digicel’s arrangements with mobile money operators (MMOs) also
advanced the company’s long-term goal of reducing ‘the cost of operations
on the recharge side of the business by eliminating voucher cards and by
passing [sic] air-time sellers’ (Telepin Software Systems, Inc. n.d.). For
example, an officer of MiBank reported in 2015 that in about four years
of operation, the bank had processed about 846,000 transactions from
the mobile wallets of its customers. Of these transactions, about 655,000
were airtime top-ups; that is, MiBank customers were using their mobile
wallets to debit their accounts in order to purchase phone credit either for
themselves or for others. The average top-ups were 3.80 kina for self and
3.25 kina for others.
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Figure 6.2. Westpac instore banking at urban settlement near Port
Moresby, 2016.

Source: Photo by R Foster.

Digicel also offered its own virtual wallet product, Cellmoni, prompting
questions of conflict of interest—that is, whether MMOs partnering with
Digicel can expect that their service will be prioritised (see Kachingwe and
Berthaud 2014). A very brief review of Cellmoni’s history suggests a few of
the challenges involved in promoting mobile money in PNG, which in turn
bring to light tensions in the moral economy of mobile phones. Cellmoni
was introduced in PNG in 2011, including a rollout in Goroka, where
there was an expectation that small coffee farmers would rapidly adopt the
product. (A similar expectation motivated the choice of Goroka as one of
the sites for the Australian Research Council research project on which this
book is based.) Hoping to duplicate the well-known success of M-PESA in
Kenya, Digicel anticipated that Cellmoni users would buy airtime credit,
transfer funds to other Digicel users, pay bills and deposit and withdraw
funds, visiting Digicel agents as needed. The service was promoted with
animated television advertisements that highlighted the convenience of all
these features.’

3 See: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bh5T9IGN2QM, accessed 27 December 2022.
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In March 2015, according to a Digicel executive, Cellmoni had about
95,000 subscribers, but only 8,500 were active (personal communication,
18 March 2015). It was clear that Cellmoni had not gained the traction that
Digicel had expected, especially in rural areas. The most enthusiastic users
of Cellmoni were ‘large companies and organisations that need to make
payments (of royalties, salaries, etc.) to large numbers of people’ (APEC
Policy Support Unit 2016: 8). What happened? The Digicel executive whom
I interviewed offered a few explanations. First, many people who register for
the service fail to use it subsequently because they do not know how. The
issue here, it was claimed, was one of consumer education. Second, many
people who registered—as many as 20 to 30 per cent—Ilost the numbers
they needed to access their accounts. Other people were apparently reluctant
to use Cellmoni because they feared losing their money if they lost their
phone, an exceedingly common occurrence in PNG. Third, liquidity is
a problem for many Cellmoni agents. That is, subscribers cannot always
easily withdraw cash when desired because agents—for example, trade store
owners—have limited amounts of cash on hand and require cash reserves
for other business transactions. Transporting cash to restock agents who
have run out is both costly and dangerous.

The problem of establishing a reliable and accessible network of agents
for deposits and withdrawals has bedevilled almost all attempts to extend
mobile money initiatives into rural areas of PNG. But the problem afflicts
urban areas as well. I was able to witness different elements of this problem
on two trips accompanying managers from different commercial banks in
charge of mobile money projects, one based in Goroka and the other in Port
Moresby. The first trip involved stops at two trade stores in East Goroka
that acted as mobile money agents and where purchases could be made
using a mobile access account. There had been no activity in recent months
at either location. At the first and larger location, it was determined that
the owner had gone abroad on holiday, taking with them the mobile phone
used for the store’s account rather than entrusting the phone to a worker.
At the second location, it took some time to retrieve the phone used for the
store’s account, which was eventually found at the rear of the shop among
other phones brought in by customers to have batteries recharged for a fee.
When the bank manager attempted to test the phone by making a small
purchase using the manager’s own mobile access account, it became clear
that the clerk had forgotten how to process the transaction. The manager
patiently took the clerk through the various steps required. On the second
trip, to a location outside Port Moresby that had not been visited lately,
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the bank manager discovered that the store’s management had changed
hands. The store was no longer providing instore banking services, and the
expensive EFTPOS machine used to process transactions had disappeared
along with the previous store manager.

In different ways, the experiences of these two trips remind us that there
is an irreducible material substratum necessary for the operation of mobile
money systems that proclaim the superiority of virtual or digital money to
hard cash—paper currency and metal coins. Mobile phones and EFTPOS
machines must be present, with charged batteries and in the hands of
knowledgeable operators for the system to work. These experiences also
remind us of the centrality of trust in the operation of mobile money systems
(any money system, really; see Hart 1986; Foster 1999), including the trust
put in agents, or not, to operate both honestly and expertly. One Digicel
financial officer planning in 2016 for a relaunch of Cellmoni acknowledged
that building trust was crucial for the success of the product (personal
communication, 6 April 2016). He acknowledged that if a customer visits
a Cellmoni agent and is told the system is down or there is no cash on hand,
then trust is eroded. That is, the company has not met its moral obligation
to its loyal consumers. According to a 2019 GSMA Intelligence report:

As of August 2018, Digicel was processing more than 1 million
transactions per month, primarily through its bank partners.
However, the operator is looking to leverage its extensive distribution
network to reach the last mile and expand rural financial inclusion.
Digicel has plans to relaunch its mobile money service, leveraging
its agents selling airtime top-ups as mobile money agents. (Highet
etal. 2019: 27)

Digicel Cellmoni agents, it was hoped, would be able to mitigate the
persistent problem of running out of cash by taking in cash through
the sale of airtime.

This particular financial officer also worried about the expression of mistrust
on the Digicel Complaints Group Facebook page (see Chapter 4) and the
widespread perception that Digicel does not accurately calculate one’s data
balance. He noted the obsessive way in which some subscribers continually
checked their balances (for which a tiny fee was charged by Digicel) and
proposed that subscribers should not have to do this, even when waiting
for a money transfer. Instead, the subscriber should receive an SMS (text
message) confirming both the transfer and the amount transferred. Making
fees more transparent, he claimed, would build trust and perforce strengthen
the moral economy of mobile money services.



6. CONNECTING THE UNCONNECTED

Digicel relaunched its mobile money (electronic wallet) service as CellMoni
in January 2020. The opportunity to sign up for a CellMoni wallet was
provided as part of the process for SIM card registration, perfectly illustrating
how attaching unique identities to unique numbers (see Chapter 5)
furthered the mission of ‘financial inclusion’. Advertisements in newspapers
and on Facebook encouraged consumers to use CellMoni to buy PNG
Power Easipay and transfer money to other CellMoni users (peer to peer
[P2P] transactions) without paying a fee as well as to buy Digicel airtime or
a Digicel TV plan. A bonus of 25 per cent was offered for top-ups between
1 kina and 100 kina made with CellMoni. (A January 2020 newspaper
report suggested that cash withdrawals were not yet available but that this
important feature would be added later [Post-Courier 2020].)

In October 2020, Digicel partnered with Coca-Cola Amatil Ltd in a familiar
style of promotion that gave consumers a chance to win between 2 kina
and 1,000 kina of CellMoni. Consumers were called upon to purchase a
500 mL plastic bottle of Coca-Cola, peel back the label, find a 12-digit
number, and text the number to 444 in order to determine if it is a winner.
(It is unclear from the promotional advertisement if winners were able to
cash out their prizes.)

Digicel PNG chief executive Colin Stone said the promotion,
through its product CellMoni, was a continuation of the work
they do.

‘For us, CellMoni is a continuation of what Digicel started when
we launched here in Papua New Guinea in 2007, and that’s around
connecting the unconnected,” he said.

‘CellMoni is a way of helping the unbanked (population) become
banked, helping them access financial services and improve financial
literacy across the country’. (National 2020e)

Stone’s comments suggest no reservations about the ‘unconnected” becoming
‘connected’ by means of the purchase of a non-nutritious drink of sugary
carbonated water. His comments, moreover, betray no awareness, ironic or
otherwise, of theway in which a foreign-owned telecommunications company
was representing itself as an agent of national development, extending
to the people financial services that the state on its own was incapable of
providing. In PNG, the state—in the form of the Central Bank—instead
creates a regulatory environment in which telecommunications companies,
partnered with banks and supported by grants and aid from the Asian
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Development Bank, European Union, World Bank group and so forth, do
‘social good’ convincing people to improve their lives by entering the formal
financial sector (see Taylor and Horst 2018).

*k*k

The discourse of financial inclusion is, like all developmentalist discourse,
a moral one. Entering the formal financial sector is the first step toward
enhanced wellbeing, not only for particular individuals but also for
the nation as a whole. By signing up for banking services, the horde is
rehabilitated by making its tiny hoards available as savings in the form of
capital holdings (Peebles 2014). Refusal or inability to take that first step
is understood as a deficiency, whether technical or ethical. In any case, the
remedy is always better pedagogy—more effective programs of financial
literacy and consumer education. The failure of mobile money initiatives
in PNG, including the initial launch of Digicel’s Cellmoni in 2011, is thus
commonly attributed to lack of consumer awareness.

While there is undoubtedly truth in the claim that many consumers need
better instruction and support in their use of mobile money, there are also
other constraints on the success of mobile money initiatives. For example,
many of these initiatives—including the microinsurance program run by
BIMA and Digicel in PNG—have been underwritten with the resources
of development agencies and NGOs, most notably the Pacific Financial
Inclusion Programme launched in 2008 and jointly administered by the
United Nations Capital Development Fund and the United Nations
Development Programme. One commercial bank manager pointed out that
his bank’s interest in projects such as instore banking waxes and wanes with
the availability of external funding. The bank is conservative, he claimed,
willing to take risks with other people’s money but not its own (personal
communication, 26 June 2018).

Other limitations suggest that the challenge of launching mobile money
networks in rural and peri-urban areas is not so much a matter of changing
mindsets as it is establishing a stable network of agents for making deposits
and withdrawals. One microfinance bank manager who several years earlier
had identified consumer education as a real problem claimed in 2018
(personal communication, 25 June 2018) that one can talk about digital
financial literacy all one wants, but getting an agent network in place is the
key to making DFS work. This claim echoes the opinion expressed in 2013
by Tony Westaway, then a manager at Nationwide Microbank (subsequently
CEO of MiBank):
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I think the regulator will need to step in and promote inter-operability
between the wallets in order that everyone can participate and all
Papua New Guineans whether they have got a Digicel phone or a
Bmobile phone or a BSP WantokMoney or Nationwide Microbank
Micash that they can send money to each other and share agents.
(Islands Business 2013)

In other words, the state still has an important role to play in creating
the regulatory environment—which in PNG is regarded as favourable for
innovation (Telepin Software Systems Inc. n.d.)—for the expansion of
mobile money. Both telecoms and banks, whose interests do not always
align (see Mas and Staley 2014), thus stand on the moral grounds of greater
financial inclusion in order to place claims on the state.

The same bank manager who acknowledged the prime importance of a
stable agent network also candidly wondered about the premises of not
only teaching poor people digital financial literacy but also aiming DFS at
poor people. He confided that a well-respected politician once asked him
whether poor people ought to instead be taught how to create wealth: They
have no money—what is the point of learning how to budget? Perhaps,
then, the providers of DFS were targeting the wrong group at the bottom
of the pyramid. He wondered if these efforts ought to be aimed instead at
people with some resources and assets, people who have something financial
to be included in the first place.

The Moral Economy of Natural Disaster

The Pacific Islands region has since 2011 experienced several devastating
natural disasters, including droughts, cyclones, tsunami and earthquakes.
Climate change promises more frequent occurrences of extreme weather
events. These precarious circumstances have offered further justification
for expanding mobile money initiatives. For example, in Vanuatu, ‘the
most at-risk country on earth to natural disasters’ (McGarry 2020), Oxfam
has pioneered a digital project in order to shift the mode of delivering
humanitarian assistance from goods to cash. The project, called UnBlocked
Cash, established a decentralised cashless payment system, powered by
blockchain technology. Money loaded on to plastic cards can be used
by registered participants for purchases at local stores by tapping on the
Android mobile phones given to registered vendors. Participants do not
need a bank account, although vendors do, and are free to spend their funds
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as they see fit. This approach aligns well with Prahalad’s (2010) vision of
improving the quality of life for people at the bottom of the pyramid by
empowering them as consumers. According to Oxfam’s head of Pacific cash
and livelihoods in Vanuatu, the approach ‘is more market-friendly, [and]
gives people more dignity and flexibility’ (McGarry 2020).

Disasters can also afford opportunities to advance corporate agendas
(see Klein 2007). The COVID-19 disaster that hit the Pacific Islands region
in 2020 offered an opportunity for Digicel both to highlight its role in
emergency response and to link this role to the regulatory terms of the
company’s relationship with the state. In September 2020, Digicel Group
Chairman Denis O’Brien authored a case study issued by the Broadband
Commission for Sustainable Development, an organisation:

established in 2010 by ITU and UNESCO with the aim of boosting
the importance of broadband on the international policy agenda, and
expanding broadband access in every country as key to accelerating
progress towards national and international development targets.
(Genéve Internationale n.d.)

The case study noted Digicel’s philanthropic efforts, made through the
Digicel Foundation, to distribute personal protective equipment and
sanitary equipment. It also noted the efforts undertaken as an employer
to introduce safety measures at work and to facilitate working from home.
But the case study mainly focuses on the collaboration of the company with
government agencies in responding to COVID-19, and on the company’s
assistance in disseminating messages and expanding connectivity. This
assistance, O’Brien argued, makes the case for a particular vision of how

development ought to unfold in places like PNG.

With respect to communications, O’Brien (2020) observed: ‘A number
of Governments sought our support in ensuring that messages could be
quickly disseminated to citizens and that reliable information from trusted
sources could be readily accessed.” In PNG, Digicel set up a toll-free number
to broadcast COVID-19 messages from the Department of Health. It also
changed the network identifier displayed on mobile devices to ‘wasim han
gut Digicel’ (‘wash your hands good Digicel’) to reinforce the department’s
messages about practising basic hygiene. In other markets, according
to O’Brien, the company repurposed its SMS and online marketing
platform to communicate information about practising basic hygiene. It is
unclear whether this service was provided free of charge, as Digicel PNG
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has previously been accused of declining to transmit tsunami warning

messages unless compensated at commercial rates (Chamberlain 2019; see
Watson 2012).

O’Brien (2020) drew a pointed lesson from the fact that ‘Governments
want to use traditional telecoms channels to communicate important
information’: that these channels are more trustworthy than information
that circulates though online social media. In other words, telecoms channels
offered an antidote to ‘fake news’ and misinformation such as the anti-
vaccination rhetoric that coincided with an outbreak of measles in Samoa in
2019. Although reports of misinformation related to COVID-19 on social
media have appeared—some reports linking symptoms of COVID-19 to
5G (see Horst and Foster 2024)—at least one study by anthropologists
suggests how a Facebook group ‘played an important and positive role in
the ways in which many people engaged with what could have emerged
as a health disaster’ (Dwyer and Minegal 2020: 233). O’Brien’s larger
concern, however, was less with COVID misinformation and more with the
platforms on which such misinformation circulated, a concern that again
raises the question of who pays for telecommunications infrastructure and
thus the means of connecting the unconnected in developing countries like

PNG (Chapter 4).

O’Brien’s invidious comparison between online fake news and trustworthy
text messages reflects his view that not all communication is of equal value.
COVID-related lockdowns that entailed working and schooling remotely
increased the demand for capacity on mobile networks. In order to meet this
demand, O’Brien noted, governments not only made additional spectrum
available but also waived the associated fees. MNOs, in turn, ‘put in place
traffic management measures to protect limited capacity from the upswing
in “entertainment” content’ (O’Brien 2020). In some instances, Digicel
‘worked with Governments to zero-rate the data associated with on-line
education and Government information websites’, thus expanding online
connectivity to people otherwise excluded due to economic hardship. These
initiatives, O’Brien (2020) concluded, demonstrated that while some data
directly contributes to the wellbeing of a country and its citizens, other data
is of ‘dubious provenance that enriches only overseas platforms’.

The response by Digicel and governments to COVID-19 thus bolstered
O’Brien’s arguments against net neutrality and his protests against
so-called over-the-top (OTT) players such as Google, Facebook and Skype
(Chapter 4). O’Brien has asserted that ‘net neutrality is great for those living
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in the United States but not for those living in Africa’ because OTT players
can use a developing country’s networks without making any financial
contribution. Whereas, according to O’Brien, MNOs invest 25 per cent
of their revenues in capital expenditure on infrastructure, ‘OTT players
and content providers generally have a free ride’ (ITU News 2015: 16).
Governments, moreover, need to support MNOs by abandoning the
practice of selling spectrum and new licences ‘for vast amounts of money’
(ITU News 2015: 17). In O’Brien’s view, governments and regulators
‘see telecom operators as profitable businesses’ and organise spectrum
auctions accordingly. But in developing countries, spectrum fees take money
out of the industry. Instead of levying charges, O’Brien would prefer:

contractual obligations on operators to roll out the networks quickly,
and if operators fail to deliver. Then by all means, penalize the
operators for not fulfilling the contractual obligations they signed
up to. (ITU News 2015: 17)

*k*

In sum, COVID-19 allowed Digicel not only to articulate but also
to implement O’Brien’s vision of post-political governance: an ever-
expanding broadband ecosystem based on public—private partnerships and
‘philanthrocapitalism’ of the sort represented by the Digicel Foundation.
‘Mobile money solutions’ are very much part of that vision, and their value
was particularly salient during lockdowns in which people could make
payments and purchase electricity remotely. Government must play its part
here, too, if connecting the unconnected is to happen: ‘Regulatory obstacles
to the introduction of mobile money solutions have the effect of excluding
the most disadvantaged persons, who are without bank accounts or credit
cards’ (O’Brien 2020). Companies grow their business and profits, states
improve the lives of citizens, and consumers enjoy the multiple benefits of
connectivity—convenience, security and savings. O’Brien’s vision is nothing
less than a twenty-first-century version of the moral economy conjured up
by Adam Smith’s enduring image of the invisible hand.



This text is taken from Uneven Connections: A Partial History of the Mobile
Phone in Papua New Guinea, by Robert ]. Foster, published 2024 by
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