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Abstract  
 

The overall broadband penetration has been quite low in 

majority of the areas in Pakistan but the situation of broadband 

availability is even worse in Federally Administered Tribal Areas 

(FATA). This is mainly because the cost of building infrastructure 

for broadband access in FATA is much higher and the return on 

investment (ROI) is considered to be low, thus telecommunication 

service providers in general avoid rolling out advanced 

technologies in FATA. This has resulted in a digital divide 

between FATA and other parts of the country that speaks for 

hunger for high speed connectivity and sometimes the basic 

telephony for the populace of FATA. This technological divide 

has been an area of concern which needs to be solved through 

government intervention, such as offering subsidies to telecom 

service providers for deployment of advanced telecommunications 

services as well as exploring into alternate technologies for 

providing high speed connectivity.  

 

This paper highlights the challenges in terms of broadband 

connectivity in FATA and emphasizes the need for high speed 

connectivity of the people of FATA, which would result in the 

social and economic development of this strategically important 

part of the country. A model for providing such access has been 

devised demanding all the stakeholders to actively consider the 

serious issue of overcoming the digital divides that exist between 

FATA and the rest of Pakistan.  

                                                 
*
  Zakir Syed is a specialist on regional telecom, ICT policy and 

technology issues and is currently the Head of Market Research at 

the SAMENA Telecommunications Council.  
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As a result of broadband associated services in FATA, the ICT 

sector will evolve at a remarkable pace thus providing a ray of 

opportunities for the people of the region. This dynamism of the 

information and communication technology (ICT) sector will also 

result in ensuring decisive change in all aspects of the lives, 

including knowledge creation and its widespread distribution, 

social networking, economic activities, media and entertainment. 

 

Federally Administered Tribal Areas – FATA 

 
The Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA), located 

between the Pakistan-Afghanistan border and the settled area of 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province has a special administrative and 

political status since 1849.The British colonial rulers administered 

the area through a combination of effective Political Agents and 

tribal elders, while leaving the people with their traditions and 

internal independence. More or less FATA continues with that 

setup even today. Since the independence of Pakistan, FATA has 

not been given the same priority in terms of the development 

process being undertaken in other parts of the country. This 

deprived large part of the population from social uplift, and 

economic empowerment.  

 

FATA is situated between the latitudes of 31° and 35° North, 

and the longitudes of 69° 15' and 71° 50' East, extending for 

maximum length of almost 450 kilometers and spanning more 

than 250 kilometers at its widest point. Spread over a reported area 

of 27,220 square kilometers, it is bounded on the north by the 

district of Lower Dir in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) 

province,, and on the east by the KPK districts of Bannu, 

Charsadda, Dera Ismail Khan, Karak, Kohat, Lakki Marwat, and 

Peshawar. On the south-east, FATA joins the district of Dera 

Ghazi Khan in the Punjab province, while the Musa Khel and 

Zhob districts of Balochistan are situated to the south. Similarly to 

the west lies Afghanistan. 
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Figure 1: FATA as a major Part of Pakistan 

 

The total population of the FATA is estimated to be about 4.4 

million, which is around 2.5 percent of the country’s overall 

population. Consisting of seven agencies and six Frontier Regions 

(FRs), total area of the FATA is 27,220 square kilometers. Total 

area of the 7 agencies is approximately 22,407 square kilometers 

which is almost 82 percent of the entire FATA region, while 

frontier regions cover 4813 square kilometers that is 18 percent of 

the FATA [3]. 

 

The Status of Telecoms and Information Communication 

Technology (ICT) in FATA 

 
FATA’s fixed line penetration is approximately three times 

less than the overall fixed line penetration in the country, and 

roughly two times less than that of the KPK province. In FATA, 

95 people have one phone line.
1
 This situation is comparatively 

better in KPK with 48 people having one phone line.  
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Figure 2: Population to Telephone Ratio 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Declining Trend in Telephone Lines in FATA 

 

FATA Optical Fiber Cable (OFC) Status 

 

The table shows that more than 75 percent of FATA’s Tehsils 

currently do not have any OFC connectivity. This shows a huge 

potential for optical fiber connectivity in FATA to help bridge the 

digital divide by providing high speed connectivity.  
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Table 1: OFC Status is Pakistan 

  Source: USF 

 

Upcomming OFC Areas in Pakistan 

                                   

 
Table 2: Upcoming OFC Areas in Pakistan 
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Educational Broadband Centers in Pakistan 

 

Figure 4: Educational Broadband Centers in Pakistan 

 

Today, broadband is being used in ventures that could 

revolutionize momentous areas like education, health care, and 

public safety while creating massive opportunities in business and 

entertainment. Considered increasingly a necessity today, 

broadband was believed to be a luxury once. Realizing that 

potential, however, has been a perpetual elusive goal. To date, 

broadband availability has been marked by edges. 

 

In Pakistan, Broadband is a vital part of the next technology 

wave that will drive growth and improve productivity, expedite 

development and nurture social networking. This is equally 

important for FATA as well for there is a huge potential for high 

speed connectivity which will ultimately provide job 

opportunities. This will leave a positive impact on the overall 

economic activity and the way of life. Applications of broadband 

in education, healthcare, governance, banking, and media across 

FATA will modernize every walk of life. There are evidences that 

course works at universities are regularly recorded and put online 

for students who miss class or for those who are unable to visit the 

campus. 

 

A glance at the telecommunications technologies will reveal 

that Pakistan is no doubt a technology rich market, with service 
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providers with wide range of technologies like DSL, Cable, FTTH, 

EVDO and WiMAX, and BGAN. Even then the overall average 

broadband penetrations and internet penetrations are below the 

Worlds’ average penetrations.  

 

The situation is even worse in FATA where there is no 

broadband connectivity and the telephony penetration is way too 

less when compared to the rest of Pakistan. There are various 

factors behind this scenario; operators are reluctant to move 

towards the rural and remote areas, and low buying power of the 

public in most of the markets of this region- to say a few.  

 

While broadband has begun to be widely deployed across the 

country, there are still vast geographic regions - such as FATA - 

where broadband services have simply not arrived yet. With 

different technologies and modes of deploying a broadband 

network available, and given the fact that proper utilization of the 

available spectrum has also become a global imperative now, how 

can broadband be delivered effectively and more important, cost-

effectively? 

 

Broadband is a major global imperative and proliferation of 

which to masses in FATA is deemed a challenge. Broadband has 

been the subject of much interest in many markets of the South 

Asia – Middle East – North Africa region, and several markets 

have already made major strides toward successfully proliferating 

broadband at national level.  

 

Pakistan is one such country, where adept regulatory focus 

and keen industry participation, especially from industry players 

such as PTCL, have resulted in the cost-effective expansion of 

broadband connectivity to regions deemed a few years ago to be a 

major business challenge. FATA nonetheless is still a broadband 

starved part of the country. As a noticeably major catalyst for 

economic and social change within Pakistan, broadband has 

received much attention and its adoption has been on an 

exponential rise over the past few years, with the country 
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witnessing one of the highest broadband growth rates in the 

region, and quite possibly, in the world. 

 
 

Figure 5: ICTs play a major role in the drive towards a better life 

in ICTs driven economy 

 

This rapid transition, of ICTs infesting the human lives and 

restructuring the governing dynamics, needs to be regulated to 

explicate collective positivity for the entire FATA. It is essential 

that the growth of the ICT is regulated to ensure that there is no 

digital divide or several levels of connectivity. This is to ensure 

FATA’s transition from one disconnected region to one connected 

region rather than constitute several tiers of connectivity and 

hence segregating it.  

 

Traditionally, for making better lives it is also essential to 

make lives safer. Similarly, it is also just as important to address 

issues of digital divide and connectivity at home and work to 

characterize better lives.  
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Figure 6: ICTs play a vital role in achieving social,  

economic, and environment goals on a global scale 

 

With the current information revolution and the ongoing 

convergence, the ICTs sector is evolving at a remarkable pace. 

This dynamism of the sector is resulting in ensuring decisive 

change in all aspects of our lives, including knowledge creation, 

and its widespread distribution, social networking, economic 

activities, media, and entertainment.  

 

The Existing Digital Divide in FATA  
 

Despite the fact that Pakistan has shown remarkable growth in 

the telecom and ICT sectors over the past few years, the overall 

ICT usage and penetration (broadband, internet ) in Pakistan is 

still below international average and shows enough opportunity for 

improvement. The country has internet reaching more than 2000 

towns and villages and the international bandwidth costs dropping 

by many folds. Mobile sector has shown exceptional growth and 

today Pakistan has more than 120 million mobile phone 

subscribers
2
. In terms of broadband, Pakistan in the recent past has 

shown world’s fastest broadband growth.  
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The growth of rural areas’ tele-density in Pakistan has been 

very low compared to the urban Tele-density. Pakistan mainly is 

an agrarian economy with a lot of potential for the telecom 

facilities to grow in the rural areas. To overcome the rural 

disconnect in the country will bring many benefits for the public 

and will contribute to the progress of the country. Connecting the 

vast population living in the rural areas, as well as in the entire 

FATA to the global village through internet is a major challenge 

ahead. This will help in overcoming the digital divide between the 

rural and urban areas and will help masses to avail unrestricted 

opportunities. 

 

Telecom and ICT Infrastructure 
 

During the past several years the government, Pakistan 

Telecommunication Authority (PTA), telecom operators and ISPs 

across the country have made some of the most significant 

decisions for broadband proliferation. This includes some huge 

reductions in tariffs for operators, congenial policies and 

regulations, technology enhancements and introduction of low cost 

infrastructure from equipment manufacturers and vendors, and 

allocation of substantial funds by organizations like Universal 

Service Funds (USF) to provide better connectivity and broadband 

service in the underprivileged areas to overcome the digital divide.  

 

There is a strong correlation between the level of broadband 

use on the one hand and economic, social and political growth on 

the other.
3
 Studies have revealed that, the increase in the income 

enhances the level of potential customers However, operators and 

service providers need to be able to actually provide that service 

through their network. This build-out of networks needs to be 

subsidized by funds like the USF and other developmental funds 

by local and international donor agencies in Pakistan.  

 

In Pakistan, Universal Service Fund was established by the 

government (Ministry of Information Technology) to benefit 

masses and bring telecom revolution all over the country. The 

main functions of the USF include bringing focus of telecom 



Overcoming the Digital Divide: The Need for Modern Telecommunication 

Infrastructure in the FATA of Pakistan 

 

 

 

 

 

161

operators towards rural population, and increasing the level of 

telecom penetration significantly in the rural areas. Through 

effective and fair utilization of the fund, USF aims to improve the 

broadband penetration in the country, and to bring significant 

advances towards enhancement of e-services, both in rural as well 

as urban areas of the country.  

 

The USF has been providing transparent bidding and has 

encouraged competition among telecom service providers. Though 

such funds exist in many countries, Pakistan’s USF program is 

being hailed as very successful. Therefore USF has been invited to 

share its experiences at various international events like WCIT 

2008 Kuala Lumpur, ASEAN Conference on Connected 

Communities Hanoi, e-India 2008 New Delhi, and GSM 

Association’s 3GSM Asia Macau etc. 

 

Overcoming the Digital Divide in FATA 

 

The lack of broadband availability in FATA and low-

population-density areas of the country implies that operators and 

service providers find the anticipated return on investment less 

fruitful in these areas. It is therefore direly needed that alternative 

approaches and cost effective means be used for connecting such 

remote communities to the internet.  

 

This is where the role of services funds like USF counts. All 

stakeholders need to seriously focus on issues like infrastructure 

sharing, unified licensing, and conducive policies. Operators and 

service providers are looking for revenue streams, and are trying 

to reduce CAPEX and OPEX
4
 to have some positive impacts on 

their balance sheets.  

 

Though moving towards the broadband starved areas can 

prove to be an increase in the revenue, network rollouts and 

infrastructure upgrades in such areas need huge investments, 

which operators generally avoid or have it low on priority. 

Infrastructure sharing and new Broadband Wireless Access 
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technologies like WiMAX, EVDO, and WiFi among others can 

prove to establish a win-win situation. 

 

In order to streamline FATA’s current connectivity status in 

accordance with the national commitments, a prioritization plan of 

direct and indirect development on prioritized indicators and sub-

indicators of the international standards may be taken in line to the 

country’s ground realities. Consequently, there is a need to 

penetrate broadband to the masses in FATA so that its advantages 

may be availed.  

 

The USF policy has already declared a goal of 1 percent 

overall national coverage of broadband connections in the country, 

but the question arises if the target of 1 percent broadband is 

achieved in FATA or not [4].  

 

Studies reveal that with an increase in the income level of 

potential customers, the broadband proliferation increases; 

however operators and service providers need to be able to 

actually provide that service through their network. This build-out 

of networks needs to be subsidized by funds like the USF and 

other developmental funds including those by international donor 

agencies operating in Pakistan.  

 

The lack of broadband access in FATA and other low-

population-density regions strongly suggests that commercial 

network operators find the anticipated return on investment in 

insufficiently attractive areas. The role of USF is no doubt 

noteworthy in such scenarios for subsidizing rollouts and 

infrastructure upgrades. 

 

In most cases, wireless access technologies are the lowest cost 

option for connecting remote areas to the global information super 

highway. The success of “wireless local loop” technologies in 

sparsely populated areas shows that wireless is a cost-effective 

solution for the broadband access and hence for overcoming the 

digital divides.  
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The world's developed regions reached broadband saturation 

during 2008, while emerging markets like Pakistan and other 

countries in the region continued to grow at comparatively very 

low rate due to some hurdles. There are various factors behind this 

scenario including operators’ hesitancy to move towards the rural 

and remote areas, and low buying power of the public in most of 

the markets of the South Asian region especially in Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Afghanistan, and Nepal. Nevertheless, Pakistan 

telecom market has proved to be a target for foreign investors, Wi-

Tribe (WiMAX) and China Mobile (Cellular) being the recent 

examples. Still, there exist gaps between rural areas such as FATA 

and urban areas such as the metropolitans, particularly in terms of 

broadband availability. 

 

Governments in the region and beyond have shown proclivity 

for ICT for development and for broadband proliferation to masses 

via universal services obligations and some markets, such as 

Pakistan, have been fairly successful in doing so. It is important 

that an inter-market dialogue be initiated to help with experience-

sharing among regulatory bodies and operators, so that greater 

broadband proliferation may be realized through direct 

government-supported machinery.  

 

It is essential to constantly evaluate the national ICT policies 

in modern times as a result of continually evolving technology. 

Monitoring and implementing the current policy and the economic 

implications is the key to ensuring a competitive business oriented 

environment in the industry. Operators in Pakistan and other 

markets across the globe have been in search of innovation, 

resource management and recycling, and business modeling and 

strategies. Thus it has become a challenge to be able to answer 

tough questions on multiple dimensions of the telecom business. 

The operators need to make decisions on network capacity, 

services, coverage extension, as well as infrastructure-sharing both 

within their own network and with competitors.  

 

The worldwide ICT market continues to experience 

extraordinary growth. A major reason for such growth is that ICT 
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is representative of the opportunity for economic expansion and 

revival. For instance, the internet based communications systems 

are vastly improving the efficiency of the supply chain for the 

largest 5000 companies worldwide. Emerging economies are using 

ICTs to achieve trading and exchange of goods, resulting directly 

in the growth of population and public facilities. 

 

As more technological advancements and market openness 

occur, the emergence of major changes in the ICT industry 

becomes obvious. As new business models develop and 

companies create new niche or benefits from those created by 

others, more activity emerges and market capitalization increases. 

Consequently, major industry evolution is underway and it is 

likely that many organizations would move into new business 

spheres and thus will create more room for competition and new 

market entries.  

 

Two pronged strategy toward establishing ICTs driven FATA 

 

 
 

With the increasing significance of ICTs in driving a nation on 

the path toward a better livelihood for a better life, much is 

expected from ICT stakeholders in Pakistan to bridge digital 

divide. This is because in today’s world, the availability and 

utilization of ICT play a major role in the overall socio-economic 

development as well as cultural aspects of a nation. With this 

arises the need of a well connected FATA for smart ICT services 

such as ubiquitous high speed broadband and telephony services. 

Seamless, error free, and secure flow of information also needs to 
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be ensured for a better life, because ICTs help great deal in 

fostering good governance [2].  

 

The public as well as the private sector needs to actively look 

for ways to support and promote investment in infrastructure. Civil 

costs are considered to be among the major entry and investment 

barriers faced by operators and service providers. Governments 

must take steps to improve access to existing infrastructure and 

help deploy new infrastructure to encourage further investments in 

the ICT sector.  It must also facilitate the new network designs and 

connectivity plans as a way to support the rollout of state-of-the-

art networks in FATA. This will help expedite the roll out of new 

advanced networks thereby benefiting masses at the bottom of the 

pyramid, thus overcoming the digital divide.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Even with tremendous growth in the information technology 

sector over the past several years with the internet reaching almost 

2000 towns and villages and the international bandwidth rates 

dropping by almost 90 percent, the overall ICT usage and 

penetration in FATA is far below as compared to the same 

statistics for the rest of Pakistan.  Although the proliferation of 

broadband and development of the necessary infrastructure in 

itself will not essentially result in the growth in the usage of 

broadband services in FATA, the price of broadband access 

appears to be one of the major factors for it will play a decisive 

role.  

 

It can be clearly concluded that there are very tangible 

national wellbeing in the development of the ICT sector in general 

and the world of broadband in particular all across FATA.  This is 

because in today’s world, high speed connectivity to the 

information super highway can be rightly considered as a national 

imperative. Therefore the significance of the adoption of modern 

ICTs in FATA cannot and must not be disdained for it has to play 

a major role in the lives of the masses in FATA. All the 

stakeholders need to convene and setup a program for the 
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proliferation of broadband which should be in-line with the 

national ICT strategy and initiatives to be able to overcome the 

digital divide that exist between FATA and the rest of Pakistan.  

 

Notes & References  

                                                 
1
  Fixed line/PSTN Phone 

2
  This number is generalized from statistics available through different 

news, and online sources. The actual number is 121 million, 

according to PTA’s website. 
3
  Broadband Internet as a Powerful Catalyst for Growth, Prof. 

Edvins Karnitis, Public Utilities Commission, Latvia, Feb 2009 
4
  There has been an increasing pressure on service providers in terms 

of optimally reducing expenditures (both capital and operational) so 

as to gain more profits and expand their coverage in a cost effective 

manner.  
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