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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Planet of the Apps!

Cornelius and Lucius 
are characters from the 
1968 hit movie ‘Planet of 
the Apes.’  In that movie 
the news would spread 
through the simian net-
works. It didn’t matter 
whether it was in the town 
or country. The word 
could be refashioned, re-
worked and reconfi gured 
but the community was 
kept in the loop. These 
days things are different. 
The news travel with the 
speed of lightning. There 
are touch-tones, video 
links, laser displays, sat-
ellite conferencing, ro-
botic doctors performing 
complicated surgeries 
and of course the most 
breath-taking of them all, 
the smart phone.

The information is 
at our fi ngertips and it is 
driven by the ubiquitous 
and unpretentious appli-
cations or apps. There are 
several networks that in-
stall apps with remarkable 
fi nesse to keep us connect-
ed. We are overwhelmed 
and saturated by choices 
and whether we accept it 
or not we are living on the 
planet of the apps. In 2007 
Steve Jobs had a vision 
and he revealed to us that 
the smartphone would 
change the world. He has 
been proven correct mil-

lions of times over.
The smart phone 

has invaded our lives. 
It has taken over pri-
vacy and is shap-
ing society in a way 
that few would have 
imagined ten years 
ago. The statistics 
are worrying. The 
average smart phone 
has over 40 apps and 
‘each day new mobile 
devices are activated 
than there are children 
born into the world.’ Re-
searchers have found that 
over 1.3 million Android 
devices are activated each 
day. What this means is 
that in the space of 24 
hours four times as many 
smart phones are set up 
than babies are born.

Once a smart phone 
is activated it keeps us 
busy. The average person 
checks his or her smart 
phone at least 150 times a 
day. The apps are checked 
daily for around 130 min-
utes while surfi ng the 
web, checking and send-
ing emails take up a big 
chunk of time. The smart 
phone has around 45 apps 
that are used regularly but 
how many apps are in ex-
istence?

According the latest 
fi gures the number of 
apps that are in the Unit-

ed States, including Ap-
ple and Google versions, 
amount to a staggering 1.5 
million. There are 750,000 
of these in the Apple App 
Store and about 450,000 
of them have never been 
downloaded. The life of 
an app can be short and 
swift as one in every four 
is discarded after its fi rst 
use.

While the use of apps 
in social media is wide-
spread it is in the gaming 
industry that that the apps 
have made their presence 
felt. In the last year apps 
in the gaming industry 
have accounted for near-
ly 50 per cent of usage. 
The fi gures for social 

media are not as high as 
one might think. The apps 
that are used in social 
media are around 26 per 
cent. We live in an age in 
which health and wellness 
matter. One would have 
thought then that there 
would be an explosion of 
apps that relate to health 
issues but surprisingly 
these apps account for 
only 1 per cent of the me-
dia content.

It is estimated that by 
the end of 2015 there will 
be about 2 billion smart-
phones that are connected 
and around 2 billion apps 
would be downloaded. 
This means that there will 
be an app for almost ev-
erything. This abundance 
of technology may not 
be the panacea to cure all 
ills. One of the drawbacks 
is that the apps have creat-
ed a sense of dependency. 
We feel lost without them. 
The telephone kiosks with 
the slots for coins will 
quickly fade away as the 
latest smartphones hit 
the market. But there are 

questions of privacy. How 
safe are we with voice re-
corders, cameras and in-
stant messaging?

Despite the drawbacks 
studies have found that 
the smartphone and its 
apps are benefi cial to soci-
ety. One study states that, 
‘ in developing countries 
every ten extra mobile 
phone per 100 people in-
crease the rate of growth 
of GDP-per-person by 
more than more percent-
age point-by say, drawing 
people into the banking 
system.’ We are told that a 
new industrial revolution 
will occur with the smart-
phone and the thousand 
of apps that are part of 

the package. WhatsApp, 
for instance, is handling 
around 10 billion messag-
es daily and this is likely 
to increase.

Nowhere has the dig-
ital divide been more ap-
parent than between Afri-
ca and Asia. In 2000 only 
4 percent of Africa was 
connected to the internet 
and this was mostly in the 
cities. Asian countries, 
on the other hand, were 
running away with the 
technology and the result 
was felt in the booming 
economies of the region. 
These included countries 
such as Taiwan, Japan and 
South Korea with China 
not far behind. But Africa 
has played ‘catch up’ with 
remarkable speed and it 
is rapidly expanding its 
smartphone capability.

The continent sees it-
self as the fastest grow-
ing market for mobile 
phones. During the years 
2000 to 2010 smartphones 
grew by 30 percent when 
compared to the previ-
ous ten years. The rise 

of the smartphone poses 
questions about the de-
velopment of apps to run 
them. One view is that the 
efforts to develop apps 
should be made relevant 
to the needs of the con-
tinent. Some of the key 
providers such as Nokia, 
Samsung, Blackberry and 
Tecno are taking account 
of this view.

South Africa is the 
largest smartphone mar-
ket, followed by Tanza-
nia, Nigeria and Kenya. 
The launch of Uber in 
South Africa is seen as an 
exciting innovation. This 
app puts transportation at 
one’s fi ngertips. As far as 
the future is concerned it 

is expected that the rising 
consumer class in Africa 
will create the market that 
will defi ne role of app de-
velopers.

Asia has had the lead 
in smartphone technology. 
The major online retailers 
say that more than 60 per 
cent of their purchases are 
from Asia, especially Ja-
pan.

The messaging app 
LINE has more than 100 
million users in Asia and 
more than 10 per cent are 
Japanese. When the mo-
bile carrier Domeco en-
tered the market custom-
ers had to pay about $3 
per month to use it. Why 
was Domeco so popular? 
The answer is that most 
Japanese access the in-
ternet using their phones 
rather than their personal 
computers.

Since most Japanese 
use trains to go to work it 
affords them the time to 
do business on the web, to 
play games and network.

One of the biggest us-
ers of smartphones is Chi-

na with a market of 240 
million and this is expect-
ed to reach half a billion 
by the end of 2015. The 
US has a user population 
of 120 million. Once the 
Great Firewall is lifted 
the apps competition will 
burst at the seams for the 
Chinese market. India 
boasts the ‘big bang’ in 
smartphone use and was 

Asia’s fastest growing 
smartphone market in 
the fi rst quarter of 2014. 
One cannot discount 
usage in Singapore and 
Hong Kong where over 
60 percent of the popu-
lation has smartphones. 
One of the drawbacks 
to this technology is ad-
diction. The addiction 
to social media and vid-
eo downloading is seen 
as a disorder and psy-
chiatrists are working 
to have them listed in 
the manuals. Treatment 
centers have been set up 
in South Korea, China, 
Taiwan and Singapore.

There are a number 
of apps that are deemed 
to be unsafe for children 
and parents are asked to 
be wary of them. They 
include ‘Yik Yak’ that is 

used for personal attacks 
and schools are known to 
block it. 

The ‘SnapChat’ app 
sends pictures that will 
disappear in ten seconds 
and is open to abuse while 
‘KiK Messenger’ allows 
private messages that par-
ents can’t see. The other 
apps such as ‘ Poof’ and 
‘Omeagle’ and ‘Whisper’ 
encourage personal infor-
mation to be posted and 
you don’t really know 
who is at the other end of 
the computer.

The app ‘Down’ prom-
ises fun ‘and a way to fi nd 
friends who are down for 
the night.’ This is as scary 
as it gets and parents will 
do well to discuss with 
their children the dangers 
of some of these apps. 

The planet of the apps 
is expanding and Corne-
lius and friends may begin 
to see that the missing link 
lies in homo appiticus!

Cornelius: What did you fi nd?
Lucius: The usual as in any wreckage.
Cornelius: Humans are the same. 
They destroy whatever they touch, un-
like us simians.
Lucius: But, but I found something…
Cornelius: What is it?
Lucius: An iDevice of some sort. It’s 
in different sizes and shapes, with little 
square boxes on a screen.
Cornelius: (sniffs, menaces, turns 
up his nose). Oh wow, it plays music, 
sends messages, takes pictures, show 
movies, has maps, and you can text. 
How totally unsimian!
Lucius: There are millions of them 
and humans are addicted. They’re 
suffering from an ailment called 
iNeck!
Cornelius: Come let’s send a text to 
Dr. Maximus.
Lucius: What shall we say?
Cornelius: (smiling) We’re on the 
Planet of the Apps!

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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“Dr Maximus, we’re on the Planet of the apps!”

It is estimated that by the end of 2015 
there will be about 2 billion smartphones 
that are connected and around 2 billion 

apps would be downloaded.


