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A payment card is a piece of plastic issued by a bank that sits in customers’ wallets. Right? 

Wrong – or at least, wrong in Kenya. In that fast-growing African economy, a payment card can be a SIM card – the one that sits, not in your wallet, but in your mobile phone. And here’s another difference: many of the people who use it to make payments don’t have a bank account at all.

The system is called M-PESA, and it’s proving a big hit with Kenyans who can’t rely on having an ATM or a bank branch just around the corner. Instead, M-PESA customers turn to filling stations, corner shops or a fast growing network of retail outlets who verify the customer’s identity and then credit or debit the account as needed.

And the part that banks play in the M-PESA initiative? None at all – except holding the float. 
Backed by heavyweights like telecoms giant Vodafone and Safaricom, a Kenyan mobile operator, and endorsed by the UK’s Department for International Development, M-PESA has already enrolled around 150,000 customers and some 500 service points. 

Wondering about security on mobile payments? Well, M-PESA has its own safeguards in place, but over in the US, VoicePay has developed technology that allows it reliably to recognise and authenticate a user’s voice print. Forgery, apparently, is effectively impossible, as it relies on the physical characteristics which produce a particular voice. Sounds like a natural for the world of m-commerce.

Is this the face of payments systems to come? It may be, if the European Commission has its way: in a couple of years, it envisages the emergence of “Non-bank payment institutions” to compete with today’s players for the card business.

Finally, just a couple of facts to consider when thinking about the future of payment systems: 

· The World Bank estimates that the sub-Saharan middle class will be 43 million strong by 2030, up from 12.8 million in 2000. Though the bulk of the continent's middle-class consumers are in South Africa, growing markets in such countries as Zambia, Nigeria, Kenya and Ghana are attracting attention from investors around the world. 

· McKinsey research suggests that, by 2011, China should have a lower middle class of 290 million people; by 2025, the upper middle class will be 520 million strong, with staggering disposable wealth.
