Executive summary

Broadband connectivity is not just the backbone of modern economies but also a critical enabler of vibrant
societies. In the rich mosaic of Southeast Asia (SEA), characterised by diverse geography, demographics,
and socio-economic dynamics, robust broadband connectivity transcends a mere technological necessity
and emerges as an imperative for SEA's sustained prosperity amid multifaceted challenges. As many
countries in the region transition from middle to high-income status, high-quality broadband connectivity
has become a pivotal enabler of this transformation. It fuels innovation, streamlines the exchange of goods
and services, and drives economic growth.

The region's vulnerability to climate-related disasters underscores the crucial need for resilient
infrastructures, while demographic shifts towards an ageing population demand innovative solutions and
enhanced connectivity for all. Persisting urban-rural divides pose challenges to ensuring all citizens have
access to reliable connectivity.

Recognising these evolving challenges, this report seeks to support policymakers in SEA by providing
tailored policy recommendations to promote high-quality broadband services in the region. These
recommendations leverage the OECD Council Recommendation on Broadband Connectivity, covering key
issues such as market developments, competition, investment, innovation, digital divides, and the
environmental impact of networks.

The report shows the substantial transformation of SEA’s broadband landscape in the last decade,
reaching 769 million subscriptions in 2022, a tenfold increase from 2010. Mobile broadband subscriptions
constitute over 92% of total subscriptions, indicating a dynamic mobile broadband market with an average
annual growth rate of 25% from 2010-22. However, the landscape is far from uniform, with significant
disparities among countries. Mobile subscriptions range from 56.4 subscriptions per 100 inhabitants in the
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) to 169.6 in Singapore. Fixed broadband subscriptions are
highest in Singapore (27.4 per 100 inhabitants) and Viet Nam (21.7), but significantly lower in countries
like Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, where rates do not exceed 3 per 100 inhabitants.

Coverage of 3G and 4G networks reaches over 90% of the population in most SEA countries, with six
deploying 5G networks by 2022. Fibre-to-the-Home is the dominant fixed broadband technology in the
region. Fibre makes up over half of fixed broadband subscriptions in all SEA countries, ranging from
50.75% in Myanmar to 99.75% in Singapore as of 2021. Singapore is SEA’s international connectivity hub
with the largest installed capacity in the region and is one of the world's leading submarine cable hubs.

Market structures and competitive intensity vary across SEA, with mobile communication markets
generally falling within “moderately concentrated” to “highly concentrated” classifications. Recent mergers
and acquisitions, such as the 2023 True-Dtac merger in Thailand and the 2022 Indosat Ooredoo-Hutchison
merger in Indonesia, have reshaped the market landscape. Government involvement is notable compared
to many OECD countries, with some countries having important stakes in communication operators.

Institutional frameworks for communication regulation in SEA have varying degrees of independence.
Some countries have independent regulators, while others rely on ministerial bodies or statutory boards.
National broadband strategies seek to foster connectivity for digital transformation, often with targeted
goals to expand communication infrastructure and improve service. Overall, SEA's broadband challenges
require adaptive policies and a comprehensive approach to navigate the complexities of the region's digital
landscape.
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Key recommendations

The report uses a methodology that draws on the principles included in the OECD Council
Recommendation on Broadband Connectivity to analyse the state of broadband markets and identify areas
for improvement. Countries are clustered into five groups according to predictors of broadband adoption.
The report provides tailored recommendations for the representative countries of each group: Cambodia,
Indonesia, Thailand, Singapore and Viet Nam. This methodology allows for recommendations that adapt
to regional nuances, providing a comprehensive overview of SEA’s diversity. While some
recommendations may be more relevant for certain SEA countries or clusters, several overarching policy
recommendations apply more broadly and are presented below.

Strengthen the independence of regulatory bodies with transparent appointment processes.
Independent regulators insulated from undue influence are crucial for long-term regulatory effectiveness
and market competitiveness. This is especially important to avoid potential conflicts of interest in cases
where the state has ownership stakes in communication operators, such as in Viet Nam and Indonesia.

Undertake regular competition assessments. Many SEA countries could benefit from conducting
regular assessments of competition in relevant communication markets. Such assessments can help
identify whether there are factors that could hinder market competition and the need for regulatory
measures to foster market competition.

Facilitate private sector participation. Where restrictions on private sector (foreign or national)
participation exist, amending or removing such restrictions can stimulate innovation, diversify services and
contribute to the long-term development of the communication sector.

Streamline administrative processes. Streamlining network construction permits, access to rights of way
and public infrastructure, and improving local coordination mechanisms will significantly facilitate timely
network deployment in many SEA countries.

Promote coordination of civil works and passive infrastructure sharing between networks,
especially communication and electricity networks. This approach ensures cost-effective expansion
and upgrading of both networks in underserved areas and can be particularly relevant in countries such
as Cambodia and Indonesia.

Leverage synergies between programmes to promote the provision and adoption of connectivity
services. Creating synergies between various public policy initiatives to extend coverage and programmes
to promote digital literacy, local content and public access points can significantly maximise their overall
impact.

Ensure transparency and data publication for network quality. Establishing a standardised framework
for open, verifiable and granular data publication on subscription, coverage and quality of service would
empower end-users and stimulate competition. Viet Nam's quality-of-service measurement and publication
tool could inspire other regional countries.

Promote policies to enhance network resilience, including backbone, Internet exchange points and
international connectivity. Applicable across SEA, these measures address challenges in disaster-prone
areas and vulnerabilities, strengthening communication infrastructure for uninterrupted connectivity.

Support and promote smart and sustainable networks and encourage operators to report regularly
on environmental impacts. Singapore's standard for reducing data centre energy consumption could
serve as an inspiration.

Encourage the establishment of a regular assessment procedure for broadband markets. Such a
process ensures a continuous, data-driven evaluation of connectivity metrics, enabling evidence-based
policy adjustments and targeted interventions. Countries like Singapore, with its comprehensive data
publication, showcase the benefits of regular reviews.
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