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Mission Driven Tech
— Already considered one of Latin America’s tech hubs, Colombia is testing how AI
and blockchain could improve the life of citizens.

P.30 — THE INNOVATOR

cash transfer programs operating
worldwide. In Latin Amercia alone
some 80 million households receive
$8.5 billion in government cash transfer
payments each year, representing
0.3% of the region’s GDP, says Noriega.
These payments cover targeted
programs such as education
scholarships or money to buy food.
Ensuring that the right people receive

the money can have a big
impact.“Improving large-scale social
programs in developing countries is
one of the paramount near-term
oportunities of the AI revolution,
which can swiftly benefit a hundred
million lives, and save billions,” he
says.Separately, the Colombian
government is working with MIT
Media Lab on another program: OPAL,
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Colombia is pioneering
the application of cutting-edge
technologies for the public good. It
is testing the use of artificial intelligence
(AI) for fair and efficient targeting
of candidates for government social
programs and the ethical extraction
of data from private enterprise for
the public good. And, it is examining
how it could use blockchain to fight
corruption.
The government is testing the use of
data collected by AI to more fairly
access who is eligible for government
cash transfer payments to the poor.
Across Latin America 35% of the
people in the program don’t belong
there and more than 35% of the people
who need the stipends aren’t receiving
them. They just don’t know which
35%, says Alejandro Noriega, a PhD
candidate at the MIT Media Lab whose
research focuses on the use of human
and artificial intelligence in social
decision systems. His research lies at
the intersection of decision sciences,
artificial intelligence, causal inference,
policy and economics. In the past few
years he has conducted applied research
projects with the United Nations’ Big
Data initiative (Global Pulse), the
national governments of Colombia,
Mexico, Andorra and Saudi Arabia.
Initial results in Colombia are promising
(see the graphic), says Noriega, who
recently returned to the U.S. after
organizing a four-day workshop for
government officials on the use of AI
for targeting social policies. If
successful, the same technology –
developed at the MIT Media Lab –
could be applied to the 115 national
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Modern statistical methods from AI can substantially improve selecting
candidates for government social programs in countries like Colombia,
cutting exclusion errors (false negatives) by up to 25%, and inclusion
errors (false positives) by up to 20%. The upper curve shows targeting
systems based on traditional models; the lower curve models based on AI.

a not-for-profit project that has found
a novel way to extract private sector
data for the public good from private
enterprises in a variety of sectors,
Other participants in the project include
mobile operator Telefónica Colombia
and the World Economic Forum, among
others, in close cooperation with the
government. Colombia and Senegal
are the first two countries to pilot the
project. Data collected will be used
to help alleviate poverty, aid rescue
efforts during emergencies, and help
improve education and public services.
The hope is that OPAL’s platform can
serve as a model and eventually be
adopted across the globe (See the
story on pages 32 and 33.)
The government is not stopping there.
During the World Economic Forum’s
annual meeting in Davos in January,
the government of Colombia and the
city of Medellin announced they would
collaborate on the first Centre for the
Fourth Industrial Revolution in Latin
America. Based in Medellin, the Centre
will be affiliated with the World
Economic Forum’s global network of
Centres and will focus in part on a
transparency project focused on anticorruption.
“We are planning to look at how do
we use the potential of blockchain
to increase access to immutable
information in a way that reduces
corruption and defines who has access
to what and when,” says Shiela Warren,
the World Economic Forum’s Blockchain
and Distributed Ledger Head. The
Centre in Medellin is also expected
to look at how to apply AI to projects
to optimize bus routes; encourage
the use of public transport by improving
travel times, safety and quality; reduce
pollution by increasing the use of
shared vehicles; generate information
in real time for public transport users
to increase the movement of people;
and optimize the network of local
traffic lights.
J.L.S.

money accounts in Africa. Mowali was built using Mojaloop (building off
the Swahili word “moja,” which means “one”) created by the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation in partnership with fintechs, including Ripple, Dwolla,
ModusBox, Crosslake Technologies and Software Group. Mojaloop uses
technology such as the Interledger Protocol, a solution for settling funds
among multiple providers across their individual systems.
It claims to be the first model that can eventually help extend interoperability
from mobile money providers to any bank, merchant or government
institution that customers do business with in a way that specifically meets
the needs of the poor.

A New Wave of Innovation

Banking On The
Unbanked
— Mobile operators, the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation and startups have teamed up to extend
interoperability of mobile money services in a way that
specifically meets the needs of Africa’s poor.
Could the same model be used to transform
the Internet ?

M-Pesa is a mobile phone-based money transfer, financing and
microfinancing service. Launched in 2007 by Vodafone for Safaricom and
Vodacom, the largest mobile network operators in Kenya and Tanzania,
it famously pioneered mobile money services. Trouble is today there are
more than 200 such services in Africa and they don’t interoperate.
That’s changing thanks to a joint venture called Mowali formed late last
year between two of Africa’s largest mobile operators and mobile money
providers, Orange Group and MTN Group, which together account for
over 100 million mobile money accounts and mobile money operations
in 22 of sub-Saharan Africa’s 46 markets.
Mowali plans to operate as an industry utility, open to any mobile money
provider in Africa, including banks, money transfer operators and other
financial service providers, to support the existing 338 million mobile

“This is proof that there is now in Africa a realization that having real time
payments is possible and that it enables financial inclusion and helps
operators adopt a new business model to earn revenue,” says Kosta Peric,
deputy director, Financial Services for the Poor, at the Gates Foundation.
He says he sees the initiative as a signal that a new wave of innovation,
which can help alleviate poverty, is coming.
The GSMA, the mobile industry trade organization, said it supports the
Mowali initiative. “Mobile money services have become an essential, lifechanging tool across Africa, providing access to safe and secure financial
services but also to energy, health, education and employment opportunities,”
Mats Granryd, director general, GSMA, said in a statement.The creation
of Mowali will help to further transform mobile financial services throughout
the African region, he said. Interoperability of digital payments has been
the toughest hurdle for the financial services industry to overcome, says
Peric. Mowali’s new offering means that money can eventually be sent
and received by anyone, exactly like you can call anyone from any telephone.
This will allow people to rely less on cash and receive their salary on their
mobile wallet, send money to family, pay bills and make purchases with
merchants. “It is a proven poverty alleviation measure,” he says.
And, he says, it is beneficial to operators, who use different methods to
charge for the service: some demand a small percentage of transactions,
others allow money to be sent and received for free, but ask for a percentage
when a user cashs out. The fees are usually a fraction of a percent or one
percent at most, far cheaper than the rates charged by credit card companies
or the 12% to 15% charged by traditional money transfer services such
as Western Union. “But if you have hundreds of millions of these transactions,
you can build profitable services,” says Peric. “Operators know how to
serve poor customers. The more volume there is the better the returns
are.”
Mojaloop and Mowali are likely to have an impact beyond Africa. “Africa
is acting like a cradle for the next generaton of services, we will see
innovation leapfrogging,” says Peric. “If you look further into the future
African mobile money services could serve as a model for micro-payments.
The Internet today is advertising-powered because there is no way to
make micropayments. Now imagine a payment platform that can accept
massive micro payments and allow you to pay for news articles or many
other things there is no way to pay for today. There is nowhere except in
Africa where you can do that efficiently.”
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