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You think I’m writing about a non-profit 
organization now, right? I’m not.
 
You think I’m writing about a company 
that is eschewing big profits for small 
profits right? Well, I’m not.
  You think I’m writing about a com-
pany that has a plan but no way of mon-
etizing it, right? Nope.
  This is Datawind (TSX:DW,  
Forum), and it’s legit. So legit, in fact, 
that MIT has called it one of the top 
50 most innovative companies. Forbes 
called the CEO one of the ‘most impact-
ful’ entrepreneurs of the year.
  Datawind is currently doing big 
business in India, signing up 80,000 
subscribers per month, to its low cost 

internet service. How low cost? Sub $5 
per year.
  Not ‘per month’. Not ‘per week’. No 
missing zeroes. $6 per year. And that 
figure is profitable for them.
  I know, none of this makes any sense 
to us folks who supposedly get ‘the most 
advanced cell network in the world’, and 
yet pay $1200 per year (2000% more 
than Datawind customers do) for sup-
posedly competitive connectivity. But 
Datawind has some secret sauce that, 
really, is so simple I can’t believe anyone 
hadn’t thought of it before them.
  Their system goes out to the website 
you want to visit, snaps an image of the 
site, figures out where the links are on 
that shot, and sends it to you as a bit-

map, thereby getting you connected to 
a facsimile of the site you wanted, but 
with just 3% of the bandwidth you’d use 
traditionally.
  

To test this, I looked at a few websites 
to measure what sort of file size each 
sent to my browser. DHL Couriers’ 
homepage came down in 3.3mb. CNN 
sent me almost 5mb (and would maybe 
send more if I wasn’t already caching 
from previous visits). Nike Canada: 
6.5mb. Kickstarter: 8.8mb. Facebook 
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sent 10mb, with more coming every 
time I move downpage.
  Datawind sends a single 50kb im-
age. That’s just 0.5% of the file size 
Facebook sends.
  

You won’t get video with that, nor ban-
ner ads, nor will your browser send your 
private info ahead to the owners of the 
page you’re visiting but, for many of us, 
that would really appeal.
  So… a bitmap?
  Yes, a bitmap, that web 0.9 tech-
nology that made such fancy shmancy 
HTML pages back in the mid-90’s, 
when everyone’s modems (modems 
were a thing that you used to connect 
to the internet, kids) made noises like 
“WHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE 
SHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH 
CRUNCH KKKKKKKKKKKK 
PFFFFFFFFFFFFT.”
  Bitmaps all but disappeared as our 
websites were overrun by Flash and 
cookie readers and PHP and ad net-
works and embeds and video and audio 
and whateverthehellio is coming nextio. 
Bandwidth grew, so web designers grew 
what was going to be shoved through it 
accordingly. Now, our first world web is 
so huge that 70.7% of it is taken up by 
spam, 99.9% of which we never see be-
cause it goes straight to the trash.
  Think about that for a second – 70% 
of this massive pipe we pay so much for 
is jacked full of trash we never see, and 

somehow that’s okay.
  But over in India, few people give a 
crap about being able to watch the Ca-
nucks while on the bus to Whistler as 
you primp your Spotify profile and up-

loads pictures of quinoa to Instagram. 
They just want to know whether it’ll 
rain this week, or if there’s a bus com-
ing by, or where they might be able to 
sell their crops today. They need the 
net when they need it, while we play 
with the net because we’re bored. And 
even if they wanted to Netflix/Insta-
gram/Farmville up a storm, their local 
networks are old, falling apart, and not 
likely to be upgraded any time soon so 
Breaking Bad will have to wait.
  Datawind is on the case. They’re us-
ing their bitmap tech to strip the web of 
everything it doesn’t need, and deliver 
information and links – period – for sub 
$5 a year. The cellphone you use to con-
nect to it? They’re doing that for $30 
today and $15 by spring.
  This makes internet coverage af-
fordable for some 5 billion who current-
ly don’t have it.
 BILLION.
  How do they do this? Well, they buy 
bandwidth, use it to serve their own data, 
and sell it for a profit. Datawind pays 
about 8c per month, per user, for their 
bandwidth, selling it for 50c or less  to 
each of those users. That’s great margin, 
and is fueling fast growth across India.

  Why aren’t they selling sub $5 per 
year bandwidth to us North American 
folk? Well, they don’t have to. There 
are literally billions of disconnected us-
ers currently that they can wade into 
and service without competition, so why 
chest bump Verizon and Rogers if you 
don’t have to?
  And when India is done (or even 
before that) there’s Africa, Asia, Latin 
America… frankly, we may not get our 
bite at low cost annual internet until the 
rest of the world is clogging our Tumblr 
blogs.
  This is true democratization of the 
internet in a sense that has never been 
possible previously.
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