
Aplitec's Local smart card brings banking to all

BusinessDay, 7 FEBRUARY 2005

Finding a way to bring banking services to people in remote areas is a major challenge, not only in this 
country but in many other parts of the world a well. 

John Fraser met NET1’s CE Serge Belamant to discover how his Johannesburg Company has risen to the 
challenge, both in SA and in export markets as well. 

Q          Tell me about your product, and what makes it so unique.  

A          Our product is an alternative banking system based on our own smart-card technology. It’s the software 
in the card that makes us different. It works in a totally different way to traditional banking systems that operate 
through an online account. We said in1089, when we started our company, that this established type of banking 
structure is designed for affluent people. As an example, Visa expects 14% of any population to have a credit 
card, and the figure in Africa is probably 2%. We believe that you can’t just bank people who live in affluent 
areas where there is infrastructure, such as telephony. We wanted there to be no limitation on access so that 
everybody could qualify. We wanted a system that could work in remote rural areas, and it had to be low-cost to 
operate and with a low price for the user. 

So we invented our own system, which does all these things, based on smart-card technology. The cards work 
very simply – people each have a card and the cards connect with each other. You can put money in the card 
and take it out, using fingerprint recognition for security. 

Each card has 255 different pockets, each for a specific need. One can be a savings account that would earn 
interest; you can have another for prepaid untilities, or for transport, or for cellphones. There can be automatic 
debits from the card. All this can happen off-line. People can use the card in the same way as they might 
traditionally have used different boxes under their beds to keep money for different purposes, but with far more 
security.  

Q          How many people now use these cards?  

A          We have 3.5 million clients client in SA, and 6-million customers worldwide. Outside this country we do 
business in Rwanda, Burundi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Ghana, Latvia and the CIS republics. We hope 
to sign up six more countries this year – Africa and South America. We are looking at Lesotho and Namibia, 
Zambia, Kenya, Nigeria, Uganda and the DRC, as well as Brazil, Ecuador, the Dominican Republic, Korea and 
India. Out system can be used for wage payments, pensions and welfare distribution, and we provide a myriad 
of financial services including loans and debit orders – all things the banks offer.  

Q          What advantages have there been to developing this business in SA? 

A             Ironically, one benefit of living in SA in the 1980s, with the sanctions against this country, was that 
South African people were made to use their own intellect and to invent things for themselves. 

Sanctions forced us to look for solution – we had to depend on our own technology, taking the market into 
consideration. By operating here we can first test our concepts here because much of SA is a third-world 
country – we have huge number of poor people, and that’s the kind of market we are in. Another thing that 
helps us is that SA is perceived as one of the few African countries with credibility in the eyes of the rest of the 
world, and a lot of African countries look to SA before they look to the rest of the world. People will see that if 
our technology works in, say rural KwaZulu-Natal, it will work in their country as well, as the market are often 
very similar to one another. Also, the mind-set of the person elsewhere in Africa will be similar to that of our 
South Africa customers. The concept of prepayment makes sense – the prepaid telephone was invented in SA.  



Q          To what extent do the political initiatives in Africa help you as an exporter? I am talking about 
the development of SADC, of Nepad and of the African Union. 

A          They do help. When we deal with the minister of finance in Lesotho, he knows about SA and SADC and 
the Nepad initiative. Nepad has fed a lot of our business, as our African partners would rather work with a South 
African company then a US firm, and that helps the whole continent. One plan is to start our own African Card 
brand – why must we always rely on Visa and MasterCard, which don’t operate widely in the poorer 
environments? You have to provide the right product for the right environment. The idea is to build this across 
Africa, also across South America, and in the Asia-Pacific region. Our card could then be usable around the 
world, serving those who are currently defined as the unbankable. It will be a transaction card that can serve as 
a credit, debit or charge card. 

Q          So what are the growth prospects? 

A          We have about R700m of business in SA and R200m outside. If our plans go ahead this year, it could 
be a 50:50 balance between in SA and elsewhere, with growth both at home and outside. In two or three years 
out non-South African business could dominate, with a 75:25 ratio. And don’t forget we are a South African 
company, directly employing more than 2000 people, with perhaps 10 000 others employed through our 
products.  

Q          Have you sought or received much support from government or any other agency?  

A          We do everything ourselves. We find it difficult to get help from anyone. For a long time there has been 
this view in SA that if something is invented somewhere else it must better than something invented in SA. 
When we started up we attended a lot of conferences to tell people about our product, and that generated 
interest in other countries. About 99% of our customers are people who phone us. I don’t think we phone 
anybody – its word of mouth. What we are selling is not a wishy-washy, airy-fairy story. We can practically 
demonstrate what we do – telling customers the benefits in their own country – and its down to the ground. 

 


