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Conclusion: Infrastructural 
Citizenship and Uneven 

Connections

Paula Uimonen (2015: 37)has observed with regard to Africa that:

In the absence of other forms of modern infrastructure 
(e.g. educational institutes, health care facilities, roads and transport 
systems), mobile infrastructure offers at least a semblance of 
accomplishment, offering citizens a sense of progress and inclusion. 
(See also Fredericks and Diouf 2014; Wafer 2012)

The arrival of Digicel in Papua New Guinea (PNG) indeed offered many 
citizens ‘a sense of progress and inclusion’. Put differently, Digicel seemed 
poised to realise the dream of ‘coevalness’ (Fabian 1983) implicit in Benedict 
Anderson’s (1991) well-known formulation of the nation as an imagined 
community: one day, all citizens would be connected in an experience 
of national simultaneity. The PNG state had apparently at last delivered 
the desirable kind of modern and inclusive ‘infrastructural citizenship’ 
(Lemanski 2018) that formal Independence in 1975 had anticipated—albeit 
by relinquishing the state’s monopoly on telecommunications and creating 
a competitive market.1 Such infrastructural citizenship would accordingly 
materialise a healthy moral economy in which the PNG state (via the state-
licensed company Digicel) and its citizens (and consumers) all lived up to 
their obligations to each other.

1	  As Lemanski (2022: 936) puts it, ‘the state is materially and visibly represented through everyday 
(in)access to public infrastructure, while the state imagines and plans for citizens primarily as 
infrastructure claimants, consumers and complainers’.
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The years immediately following Digicel’s arrival were a period of increasing 
digital equality and expanding infrastructural citizenship. Inclusion in the 
national space-time was extended to more people than ever before, and the 
possibility of a future in which just about everyone was included seemed 
thinkable. It was during this period that Digicel enjoyed almost universal 
affection among Papua New Guineans, at least by comparison with the 
deep popular disdain for Telikom PNG. Fast forward: 10  years later in 
2017, the national unity that Digicel had gone some way toward realising 
was giving way to new forms of digital division. The promise of coevalness 
was undermined by infrastructural developments that left all people in some 
places and some people in all places ‘out of sync’ (Pype 2021), involuntarily 
disconnected from the synchronicity promised by digital technology in 
general and by Digicel in particular. Whereas for a brief moment it seemed 
like a one-to-one correspondence might emerge between physical space and 
Hertzian space, the two topographies were becoming disjunct from each 
other (see Meese et al. 2019).

In other words, infrastructural citizenship with its attendant claim to 
national belonging was becoming more differentiated in form and degree, 
entrenching an older digital divide between urban and rural areas (see Curry 
et al. 2016) that deferred if not denied the dream of national coevalness 
(Fabian 1983). Infrastructural citizenship was experienced as a function of 
one’s location inside or outside of a network of uneven connections. That 
is, not all citizens enjoyed equal connectivity. For people living in PNG’s 
so-called last places (las ples in Tok Pisin), this condition entails a kind of 
perpetual ‘suspension’, in which the ‘ever-present gap between the start and 
completion of infrastructure projects’ is never closed (Gupta 2015). Instead, 
people occupy ‘the suspension between what was promised and what will 
actually be delivered’ (Gupta 2018: 70).

***

Fifteen years after Digicel launched, the infrastructural assemblage that 
makes mobile communication possible for PNG’s citizens faced changes 
to its composition and challenges to its stability. First, in July 2022, 
Australia’s geopolitical infrastructural intervention (Chapter 1) continued 
when a subsidiary of Telstra Corporation Ltd completed its acquisition 
of Digicel’s  operations in the Pacific Islands (Digicel Pacific Ltd), 
including Digicel’s largest Pacific market in PNG. Telstra, an Australian 
telecommunications company, contributed USD270  million to the 
deal, while the Australian Government contributed USD1.33  billion. 
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The  Financial Review, like many other commentators, noted that the 
Australian taxpayers were effectively assuming the risks involved in the 
purchase, but observed:

this is because of fears that Digicel, which came under immense 
pressure when mobile phone traffic plunged in the tourist-dependent 
Pacific region at the height of the pandemic, may have been used to 
spy on Australia’s neighbours if it fell into Beijing’s hands. (Baird and 
Tillett 2022)

Other commentators similarly pointed out that Telstra benefitted 
handsomely from the Australian Government’s huge subsidy, but also 
wondered whether the deal would prove beneficial for the people of PNG 
(Howes 2021; Sora and Pryke 2021). Would Telstra operate its mobile 
network in PNG in such a way as to include more of the population by 
reducing prices and expanding access to rural areas? Would Telstra, in other 
words, extend full infrastructural citizenship to people excluded by changes 
in the telecommunications network—the shift from telephony to data—​
or to people never included to begin with, and thus restore the promise of 
national connectivity?

Second, a hopeful future of greater connectivity was resuscitated by the 
debut in April 2022 of a credible potential competitor to Digicel in PNG: 
Digitec Communications Ltd, trading as Vodafone PNG.2 CEO Pradeep 
Lal spoke the corporate language of projected growth:

According to GSMA reports, market penetration here is about 
37  per cent of the population  …  Fiji is at 130  per cent mobile 
penetration—the same as Australia and New Zealand. Vanuatu 
and Samoa are at 100 per cent. PNG can very easily reach between 
80 and 90 per cent mobile penetration in the next couple of years. 
(Business Advantage PNG 2022)

From this point of view, Pradeep could interpret the absence of his product 
in the market as an opportunity rather than a liability. Making that 
product available will require the construction by Vodafone PNG of its own 
network of towers, given the lack of provisions for tower sharing in PNG.

2	  Vodafone PNG (Digitec Communications Limited) is a subsidiary of Amalgamated Telecom 
Holdings (ATH) and Austel Investment Pty Limited. ‘ATH has delegated the operation and management 
of the business to its subsidiary Vodafone Fiji Pte Limited, the largest mobile telecommunications 
provider in Fiji’ (vodafone.com.pg/about, accessed 14 September 2022).

http://vodafone.com.pg/about
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Vodafone PNG’s promotion of its rollout in 2022 recalled Digicel’s 2007 
strategy of tracking its step-by-step expansion across the national territory in 
newspaper advertisements. Vodafone PNG documented its premiere in Port 
Moresby and then its roadshow teams working in other parts of the country, 
although Vodafone PNG’s promotion unfolded on Facebook rather than 
in printed media. The same social media platform, however, afforded users 
the opportunity to question the reality of a slowly growing area of even 
coverage implied in Vodafone PNG’s promotions. A message announcing 
a  new tower and welcoming Vodafone’s service to villages in the Aroma 
Coast area south of the national capital was recirculated with a complaint 
about blackspots in Vodafone’s coverage of Port Moresby. Some commenters 
complained about slow internet speeds or lack of reception in particular 
locations, and one commenter joked that the Aroma villagers only need 
the tower for voice calls not data calls, thus deeming obsolete technology 
appropriate for rural areas (see Foster 2023). These complaints highlight the 
experience of uneven connections and suggest that infrastructure is indeed 
an incomplete process, but not quite in the same way that Pradeep Lal, 
thinking of penetration rates, might have in mind.

***

The question of infrastructural citizenship bears consideration in light of 
the 2016 United Nations declaration that access to the internet is a human 
right (Howell and West 2016). This declaration focused on governmental 
responsibility for ensuring that citizens are not denied access to the internet 
as a means for free political expression; but it did not obligate governments 
to provide access to all citizens, especially the poorest. Despite efforts like 
that of the Mexican Government to make good on its 2013 constitutional 
amendment defining access to the internet as a human right (Barry 2020), 
approximately one third of the world’s population in 2022 did not use the 
internet (ITU n.d.).

In PNG, according to the report of Highet et al. (2019), access to the 
internet and more generally to basic telecommunications services was 
highly uneven in 2018. In a population conservatively estimated by the 
report at 7.6 million, there were 2,525,643 unique subscribers—a market 
penetration rate of almost 30 per cent. Almost 1 million mobile internet 
unique subscribers yield a market penetration rate of 11.75 per cent. But 
the majority of connections by mobile technology were 2G (55.54 per cent), 
with 3G connections at 22.91 per cent and 4G connections at 21.55 per 
cent. In 2022, 2G connections had declined to 26 per cent, while both 3G 
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and 4G connections increased to 31 per cent and 43 per cent, respectively, 
although the subscriber penetration rate of 41 per cent suggested that the 
majority of the population remained unconnected (GSMA 2023). These 
statistics, to repeat, reflect digital divides between urban and rural areas 
and between data users and voice users; in 2018, 70 per cent of internet 
users resided in the two major cities of Port Moresby and Lae (Highet et al. 
2019: 24). It is primarily in urban areas, moreover, where mobile users enjoy 
bmobile/Telikom and Vodafone’s relatively cheaper data plans (Chapter 1, 
footnote 18). The situation in both 2018 and 2022 was thus one of highly 
varying forms and degrees of connectivity across PNG, especially broadband 
connectivity.

As Logan and Forsyth (2018: 18) note, access to the internet—largely via 
mobile phones—is crucial in countries such as PNG for development-
related projects ‘in diverse areas such as maternal health, microfinance, 
and teacher education’. Availability and affordability of mobile phones 
are thus increasingly prerequisites of full infrastructural citizenship. 
In PNG, however, it is the corporation and not the state whose actions 
bear upon the lived reality of infrastructural citizenship when it comes to 
telecommunications:

In a country like PNG where the state does not have the capacity 
or the will to address infrastructure deficiencies, corporate interests 
have been able to insert themselves into citizens’ lives, for good or 
bad, introducing great change but also precariousness. (Logan and 
Forsyth 2018: 20)

Digicel PNG (now Telstra), which controlled upwards of 90 per cent of 
the mobile market and owned its towers and terminals, rather than the 
PNG state, determined the terms and conditions on which infrastructural 
citizenship and the promise of national coevalness and being in sync 
were offered. And despite its nontrivial investment in corporate social 
responsibility through the activities of the Digicel Foundation in building 
schoolrooms and promoting gender equity (Chapter  6), the company 
always remained a for-profit business. It was guided in the last instance 
by its commercial interests, which of course prompted the sale of Digicel 
Pacific Ltd to Telstra.
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The acquisition of Digicel Pacific by Telstra reset the infrastructural clock. 
Telstra International CEO Oliver Camplin-Warner affirmed his company’s 
commitment to ‘building a strong and sustainable PNG’ by announcing 
that an additional new 115 towers would be constructed across the country 
in the next two years (Post-Courier 2022b). He said:

This investment will mean continued improvements to 4G coverage, 
particularly in rural areas, which will bring with it opportunities 
to improve health, education, agricultural, commerce and cultural 
outcomes through the use of technology.

Colin Stone, CEO of Digicel PNG, noted that ‘Telstra has experience 
connecting regional and remote customers in challenging geographies across 
mountains, deserts, rainforests and coastlines’ (Post-Courier 2022b). The 
dream of national coevalness was thus revived and its realisation projected 
into a near future.

***

The comments of Camplin-Warner and Stone also suggest something 
about  the infrastructure for mobile telecommunications, specifically, in 
PNG and elsewhere—namely, the frequency with which upgrading is 
required. Maintenance of trunk infrastructure is always necessary, of course, 
even if less visible than initial construction (Gupta 2018). But once sewer 
or electrical lines are laid, they usually do not require constant upgrading 
that threatens to exclude some users from access to full service. This threat 
looms not only in PNG, but also in countries of the Global North such 
as the US, where the imminent shutdown of 3G wireless networks is 
anticipated to affect older and low-income Americans disproportionately 
(Zakrzewski 2021).

Constant upgrading puts infrastructural citizenship at risk. Moreover, 
telecommunications infrastructure is unlike other kinds of infrastructure 
inasmuch as it is difficult to hack. That is, it is one thing to jerry-rig 
connections to water pipes or electrical lines (see e.g. von Schnitzler 2008), 
or to build makeshift housing or squat on state-owned land—all creative 
forms of popular protest against limitations on infrastructural citizenship. 
It is another thing to build one’s own telecommunications network or 
even to erect a cell tower: not impossible (see González 2020), but usually 
beyond the means of even the most insurgent of citizens. The infrastructural 
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precariousness that Logan and Forsyth (2018) duly note is therefore not 
only a function of corporate control, but also a consequence of the material 
specificities of mobile telecommunications networks.

How can this precariousness be alleviated? Answers to this question 
highlight  the formidable challenges that both ordinary Papua New 
Guineans and the PNG state face in negotiating the moral economy of 
mobile phones. On the one hand, Logan and Forsyth (2018) call for a 
reduction in the influence of corporations like Digicel in determining the 
shape of telecommunications networks. Digicel has over the years of its 
operation  in PNG benefitted from low-cost loans offered by the World 
Bank’s International Finance Corporation (IFC) (Chapter 1). But this type 
of loan is not available to governments, only to private sector–led projects. 
The latest state-led projects in PNG to upgrade the undersea fibre optic 
network have been made possible by dubious loans from China or—like 
the sale of Digicel Pacific Ltd to Telstra—by the largesse of Australian 
taxpayers. What remains to be seen is whether the price of such financial aid 
for extending infrastructural citizenship has been to render the PNG state 
and the people of PNG pawns in a game of geopolitical chess.

Logan and Forsyth wish for more state regulation rather than less, but worry 
that ‘Papua New Guineans are at the mercy of a corporation, over which 
their own government appears to have limited control’ (Logan and Forsyth 
2018: 20; see Chapter 4). On the other hand, billionaire Denis O’Brien, 
Digicel Group Ltd’s founder and chairman, has called on governments 
to lower the barriers to private investment, such as high spectrum licence 
fees (ITU News 2015). In his role as a member of the UN Broadband 
Commission for Sustainable Development, moreover, O’Brien strenuously 
championed the idea that access to the internet is a human right. But 
O’Brien represented Digicel as a victim of other corporations in realising 
this goal. He demanded that over-the-top (OTT) players such as Google 
and Facebook (now Meta), who free ride on the rails laid down by mobile 
network operators, pay their fair share (see Chapter  4). It is difficult to 
decide whether Logan and Forsyth’s vision of effective regulation by the 
PNG state or O’Brien’s proposal for Google and Facebook to subsidise 
telecom companies is less likely to be realised.
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