




Executive Summary 
 
The RBN 509 commodity price service was introduced in November 2003 with a marketing 
campaign.  Since then it has received little attention in assessing effectiveness and 
relevance, or marketing to attract subscribers and users. 
 
A telephonic survey just completed indicates the need to review the commodity lists, 
improve data accuracy gathered by Market Watchers, improve responsiveness to all calls 
to the service, consider multi-network distribution and review the call to service costs in 
light of the sustainability imperative.   
 
The current automation process brings with it an opportunity to refine and improve the 
service to a state of readiness for transfer to a new donor whilst remaining under RBN 
management.  While RBN media products may sustain Market Watch, the component will 
always require finance for the human costs of data gathering.   
 
The following implementation plan has resulted from the findings of monitoring 
undertaken in September 2007 and this report. 
 

Action Item By When 
 

Led by 
 

 
Develop and implement a set of indicators by which to 
monitor the performance of current Market Watchers and 
ensure the delivery of quality information. 
 

 
January 18th 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 
and Ondine 

 
Determine whether to temporarily remove marmot skins 
from the commodity price list. 
 

 
January 18th 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 

 
Develop an updated commodity price list and determine a 
standard measurement for new commodities. 
 

 
January 25th 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 

 
Investigate automation software compatibility for multiple 
distribution networks. 
 

 
January 31st 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 

 
Establish whether service costs will increase, by how much 
and from when. 
 

 
January 31st 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 

 
Develop a nationwide marketing strategy for RBN 509. 
 

 
February 8th 

2008 

 
Batmunkh 

 
Develop and print a credit card sized code list including 
the updated commodity price list for distribution. 

 
February 
15th 2008 

 
Batmunkh 
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Introduction to RBN 509 
RBN 509 is a commodity price information service in which users are able to access pre-
determined 
commodity prices 
through a cell phone 
text message.  
Commodity prices are 
gathered on a daily 
basis in each aimag by 
a network of 
information gatherers, 
known as Market 
Watchers. Each 
commodity and aimag 
is assigned a set code.  
RBN 509 is available 
to all MobiCom 
subscribers who are 
able to input the 
correct codes required 
to request 
information.  The 
commodity price codes are published in each edition of the RBN magazine and were 
distributed in November 2003 in a pamphlet, a copy of which is included above.  There are 
fifty-five commodity codes and twenty-three aimag codes in total.  
  
Background 
In September 2007, Pact undertook monitoring of the RBN 509 service. The data gathered 
highlighted the lack of knowledge about RBN 509 amongst potential users, and the 
subsequent report recommended that, following amendments to the current system, a 
targeted and widespread information campaign outlining the process and benefits of using 
the 509 service should be undertaken.  The report also examined the RBN 509 
commodities that are requested on a regular basis, and suggested that a deeper analysis 
of these commodities and their value to the RBN 509 database be conducted.  
 
Activities addressing these recommendations were carried out in December 2007, and 
included: 

• A tele-monitoring exercise targeting RBN 509 users who had requested commodity 
price information in the last three months. 

• An analysis of the frequency and quantity of commodities and locations requested 
from RBN 509. 

 
The findings of these exercises are presented in this report.  
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A.  RBN 509 Tele-Monitoring Exercise. 
The tele-monitoring exercise aimed to investigate user responses regarding the quality 
and ease of access of the 509 service, and also to determine additional commodity price 
information users would like to access through the service.  
 
1.  Scope and Methodology  

Gender of respondents

58%

42% Female

Male

Phone-based monitoring activities for RBN 509 were undertaken between the 17th and 27th 

of December 2007. A call sheet and tool containing six questions were designed to ensure 
consistency for all contacts.  Phone numbers which had requested and received 
commodity price information from the RBN 
509 Service in the last three months were 
contacted by members of the monitoring 
team. Of the 219 phone numbers listed, 123 
were reachable.  The remaining ninety-six 
service recipients were unavailable for one of 
the following reasons: 

• Respondent’s phone switched off  
• Incoming calls temporarily banned  
• Relevant respondent not available 

 
2.  Location of RBN 509 users 
Although it was possible to identify which phone numbers were bought in areas other than 
Ulaanbaatar, there was no way, at a glance, to determine if the numbers bought in 
Ulaanbaatar were in fact being utilized in Ulaanbaatar or in the countryside.   MobiCom 
assigns a specific prefix to each number that identifies the location in which that number 
was bought.  A phone number bought in Selenge aimag, for example, will begin with 
9949, while a number bought in Dorngobi will begin with 9952.  Numerous prefixes are 
assigned to numbers bought in Ulaanbaatar.   
 
Regardless of where the phone number is bought, it may be used anywhere in the 
country.  Therefore t is difficult to accurately locate the RBN 509 users from the phone 
numbers alone.  The monitoring team asked each of the respondents where they were 
actually based and from where they regularly utilized RBN 509. 
 
Of the 123 calls made, sixty-four were to Ulaanbaatar phone numbers and fifty-nine to 
non-Ulaanbaatar phone numbers. However, of the sixty-four calls made to Ulaanbaatar 
phone numbers, thirty-three were in fact based in the countryside.  The total number of 
calls to non-Ulaanbaatar based respondents thus totals ninety-two, or seventy-five percent 
of the total calls made.  Non-Ulaanbaatar based calls included soums and aimag centers in 
seventeen aimags, as well as Erdenet and Darkhan.  For the purposes of this report, 
Baganuur has been included in Ulaanbaatar. 
 
Of the non-Ulaanbaatar based calls made, thirty-eight percent of those interviewed were 
based in the six aimags in which the Gobi Initiative is active.  That over one third of all 
calls had originated from users based in these aimags is indicative of greater exposure to 
RBN products in the Gobi region. 
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3.  Findings 

Where did you learn about RBN 509 from?

16%

63%

12% 7%1% 1% RBN products

People

Mobicom publications

Mass media 

Internet

Other

When asked where the respondents had learned about RBN 509 services from, almost two 
thirds replied that they had heard 
about RBN 509 from MobiCom 
marketing publications such as 
brochures and product update inserts 
produced by the cell phone operator.   
 
The second biggest information 
source was word of mouth. The third 
largest source of information cited 
was the national press and 
magazines, which may include the 

quarterly RBN magazine.   
 
A number of respondents raised concerns about their limited knowledge regarding the 
RBN 509 service. Respondents also stated that rural communities would like to receive 
market sensitive and "living" commodity price information through their mobile phones.  
During the conversation, participants suggested that publicity in the local and mass media 
would serve as an informative delivery approach about the RBN 509 service system to the 
rural communities.        
 
Respondents were asked whether the RBN 509 service 
was user friendly.  Eighty-nine percent of respondents 
described the RBN-509 service as user friendly, nine 
percent responded negatively, and the remaining two 
percent did not provide an answer. Thirty-six percent of 
respondents who stated that the RBN 509 system was 
not user friendly were not satisfied with the delays in 
reply, and seventy-three percent identified the code as 
their main concern.  A sturdy, compact code list that 
could be easily stored and transported, such as a credit 
card sized list that could be tucked away in a purse or a 
wallet,  would go a long way to supporting ease of use 
for RBN 509 patrons.  

Quotes from respondents 
 

'Sometimes I forget to bring a 
MobiCom bulletin listing all the 

codes with me, which means that I 
can't access the RBN-509 system in 

times of need.' 
 

'I always carry the code-list in my 
pocket, which damages the list 

relatively quickly, making it more 
difficult for me to use RBN 509.' 

 
'There are too many codes.  It's 

confusing to use.'  
MobiCom has three rates for information and 
entertainment services - 250 tugrugs, 350 tugrugs and 
450 tugrugs.  RBN 509 remains comparatively cheap at 80 tugrugs for a text message of 
up to 160 characters, regardless of how many commodities are requested.  
 
The profit generated by RBN 509 is shared between Pact (and offset against Mercy Corps 
income) and Mongol Content, the RBN 509 service provider. Additional income is also 
generated from private companies requiring commodity price information.  However, the 
income derived from both these sources is minimal.  In 2007, a total of 690 USD, or 58 
USD per month, was generated by RBN 509.  With the planned sustainability process for 
the new RBN NGO, profit derived from the RBN 509 system could serve as a vital source 
of income.  In order for this to happen, the current cost of each message needs to be 
increased and brought in line with current information service charges.   
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A few respondents were concerned that although they sent requests to the system, they 
received no responses, although units were deducted, and four percent of respondents 
complained that they did not receive replies to their requests.  
 
The table below documents respondents replies about service improvement. 
 

Suggestions for improvements

37%

23%

83%

57%

9% 9%9%

3%
3%

3%

seasonal price service

receiving information via
the internet

presenting information
more clearly

more product prices

quicker replies to
requests

more accurate prices

better marketing

adjusting the message
language

ease of function

 receive one reply w ith
many answ ers

pre-installing codes in
mobile phones

netw ork ease

 
 
Of the eighty-three percent that suggested increased price accuracy, specifics included  

• Current market prices 
• Noting small price fluctuations at local markets on a daily basis 
• Being more price sensitive 
• Price differentiation 

 
Over half of the respondents called for increased and improved marketing and information 
activities, again reinforcing both the need for a concerted marketing campaign as well as 
the need for information services, such as RBN 509, across the country.  Over one third of 
those participating in the exercises stated that they would like to see an expansion of 
commodity price information available.  
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All participants were asked whether they would like to see any additional commodity 
prices made available through the RBN 509 system.  Forty-nine percent replied that they 
would like to be able to access additional commodity price information through 509, and 
suggested the following commodities:         
    

 
Additional commodity 

requested 
 

 
Percentage of 

requests 
 

Flour 78% 
Dairy products 45% 
Rice 30% 
Vegetables 28% 
Agricultural equipment 13% 
Cars 12% 
Copper & Aluminum 5% 
Daily necessities such as soap 5% 
Land 2% 
Hunted hides 2% 
Gold & Silver 2% 

 
Respondents requesting an expanded commodity list have highlighted prices for daily food 
products, such as flour, dairy, rice and vegetables. This may be indicative of the sharp rise 
in basic commodity prices in the last quarter of 2007.   
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B.  RBN 509 commodity price analysis 
There are fifty-five commodities, seven of which are collected seasonally, that constitute 
the RBN 509 commodity price information base. Between January 1st and December 31st 
2007, 3,574 messages were received from users of the RBN 509 service. Each message 
may contain more than one commodity price request.  A total of 4,530 commodity prices 
were requested.  Please see Appendix 1 for a complete list of commodity prices requested 
in 2007. 
 
November and April saw the most requests, with 678 and 633 respectively.  Seventy-nine 
percent of all commodity price requests in April were for cashmere, reflective of the 
cashmere combing season.  February was the quietest month with 124 requests. The 
following seven seasonal commodities are collected between September and March: 

• Hay (code OVS) 
• Fodder (code HEV) 
• Oats (code OWS) 
• Fodder and grains (code OT) 
• Fodder rice (code TEB) 
• Salt Licks (code HUJ) 
• Mixed pellet feed (code HOR) 

 
RBN 509 product requests - CY 2007 

Seasonally collected commodities - total monthly percentage of all commodity requests 
Quarter 1 Quarter 3 Quarter 4 

Jan Feb March Sep Oct Nov Dec Commodity 
total 
hits 

total   
% 

total 
hits 

total  
% 

total 
hits 

total  
% 

total 
hits 

total   
% 

total 
hits 

total  
% 

total 
hits 

total  
% 

total 
hits 

total   
% 

Hay 1 0.4 0 0.0 0 0 8 2.3 0 0.0 11 1.6 0 0 
Fodder 1 0.4 3 2.4 0 0 0 0.0 3 1.0 3 0.4 2 0 
Fodder and 
grains 0 0.0 3 2.4 0 0 3 0.9 1 0.3 0 0.0 0 0 
Fodder rice 1 0.4 5 4.0 0 0 2 0.6 1 0.3 0 0.0 0 0 
Oats 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0 1 0.3 0 0.0 1 0.1 5 0 
Salt licks 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0 
Mixed 
pellet feed 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0 
                              
Total 3 1.3 11 8.9 0 0 14 4.0 5 1.7 15 2.2 7 0 
 
From the above table, it may be seen that the seasonal commodity prices requested 
averaged approximately 2.3 percent of all commodity price requests in the months during 
which they were collected.  In 2007, a total of ninety seasonal commodity price requests 
were received, two percent of total prices sought.   
 
Thirty-nine percent of the total requests for seasonal commodities were received during 
the period in which the commodity prices were not collected, i.e. between April and 
August.    In these cases, no message is sent back to the user informing them that the 
information is not available.  This may account for some of the feedback received from 
users in which they stated that they received no replies to messages they sent to the 
service. 
 
Cashmere (code NL) accounted for twenty-eight percent of all commodity price requests in 
2007.  All four cashmere categories combined - cashmere, white cashmere, brown 
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cashmere and 40% cashmere - totaled over one third of all requests for the year. The 
most requested commodities in 2007 were: 

RBN 509 product requests - CY 2007 
Ten most requested commodities 

  
Code Commodity Total % of product 

requests 
1 NL Cashmere 27.6 
2 MHB Meat (bulk) 11.6 
3 MH Meat 10.1 
4 YAR Goat skin 5.4 
5 NLC Light/white cashmere 4.9 
6 NEO Sheep with casing 4.9 
7 UMHB Beef (bulk) 3.7 
8 HMHB Mutton (bulk) 3.5 
9 NE Sheep skin 2.7 

10 BS Petrol 2.2 
 
Thirty-eight commodities, or sixty-nine percent all commodities listed, received less than 
one percent of total requests over the twelve month period.  Of these thirty-eight, five 
commodities received two or less requests over the course of the year, and one 
commodity, 'big animal wool', received no requests at all.   
 
Marmot skins proved to be the seventeenth most requested commodity price in 2007, 
even though the hunting of marmots and the subsequent selling of marmot products 
remains illegal. The number of hits received is indicative of an active trade in marmot 
skins.  However, it needs to be borne in mind that the buying and selling of the product 
remains banned, and Pact and Mercy Corps should consider whether this commodity 
should be temporarily removed from the collection list. 
 
The ten least requested commodities were: 

RBN 509 product requests - CY 2007 
Ten least requested commodities 

  
Code Commodity Total % of product 

requests 

46 HUJ Salt licks 0.1 
47 SSH Yak skin 0.1 
48 HMHJ Mutton (non-bulk) 0.1 
49 YMHJ Goat meat (non-bulk) 0.1 
50 TSH Camel skin 0.1 
51 SAH Yak wool 0.0 
52 HOR Mixed pellet feed 0.0 
53 OY Goat casing 0.0 
54 AMHJ Horse meat  (non-bulk) 0.0 
55 BOH Big animal wool 0.0 

 
Callers involved in the tele-monitoring exercise that stated that they would like to see 
additional commodities added to the data base, included staple daily products such as 
flour, dairy products, rice and vegetables, amongst others.  Currently, monitoring activities 
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are being conducted in ten soums in ten aimags, and the results, expected before the end 
of January, will inform the list of potential new commodities.  With the current process of 
automation underway, and the training workshop that is to be held for Market Watchers in 
February, a perfect opportunity exists to revise the current commodity database and 
support the Market Watchers through the changes.  
 
When requesting commodity price information, the user needs to enter the geographical 
code for the area in which he/she is requesting the information, for example, camel meat 
prices in Zavkhan aimag.  Most of the requests were for commodity price information in 
Ulaanbaatar. If Ulaanbaatar and the satellite districts of Emeelt and Nalaikh are combined, 
then 63.3 percent of requests were for the greater Ulaanbaatar area. The majority of RBN 
509 users are based in the countryside.  The high number of Ulaanbaatar price requests 
could reflect the practice of price comparisons in the seller's local area against prices in 
Ulaanbaatar in order to determine where to sell commodities.     
 
Requests for aimags in which the Gobi Initiative is active and which may have had greater 
exposure to RBN products, account for twenty percent of total requests for the year. The 
remaining fourteen aimags account for the outstanding seventeen percent of requests.  
These aimags have seen minimal, if any, RBN marketing in recent years, and residents 
may be unaware of the benefits of accessing RBN 509.  A targeted information and 
awareness raising campaign is necessary if the number of users is to increase.  
 

RBN 509 product requests - CY 2007 
Total number of phone requests received for  

each aimag code              
 

Aimag % of total requests 
received 

Ulaanbaatar 41.5 
Emeelt 13.0 
Omnogobi 9.2 
Ovorkhangai 4.1 
Arkhangai 3.9 
Nalaikh 3.8 
Hovd 3.3 
Hentii 3.2 
Darkhan 2.8 
Dundgobi 2.6 
Gobi-Altai 2.5 
Hovsgol 1.7 
Zavkhan 1.2 
Dornod 1.0 
Orkhon 1.0 
Dorngobi 0.8 
Sukhbaatar 0.8 
Selenge 0.8 
Bayankhongor 0.8 
Uvs 0.6 
Bulgan 0.5 
Gobi-Sumber 0.5 
Bayan-Olgii 0.4 
Total 100.0 
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Conclusions and Recommendations for RBN 509 
 

1. The majority of RBN 509 users are from rural areas. There are now three additional 
cellular network providers, SkyTel, UniTel and G-Mobile. SkyTel and Unitel are 
active in every aimag, with SkyTel available in eighty-four locations, and G-Mobile 
available in fifty-eight locations, excluding in and around Ulaanbaatar. Some of 
these locations are not covered by MobiCom service. Given the rapid expansion of 
cellular network providers, Pact should investigate the possibility of expanding the 
RBN 509 service to include additional cell phone providers. This will create more 
opportunities to expand the breadth of coverage and the RBN 509 client base, 
thereby increasing access to information for the population. It would need to be 
determined if the software would support multiple distribution networks. 

 
2. Interviews with current RBN 509 users supported the findings of the monitoring 

survey conducted in September 2007 regarding the lack of awareness about the 
RBN 509 Service. Targeted advertising and marketing campaigns through various 
mass media channels may significantly increase the number of potential clients. 
Such activities are particularly important in the non-Gobi Initiative aimags as these 
areas are likely to have had far less exposure to RBN products. With the move to 
sustainability, increasing the RBN 509 user base is essential in securing a vital 
source of additional income for the new NGO. 

 
3. Price accuracy emerged as the main concern for clients.  The existing system of 

data collection needs to be revisited, and a system of checking the validity and 
accuracy of data submitted by the Market Watchers at predetermined intervals 
should be examined. The performance based pay system for the Market Watchers 
that will come into effect with the automation process will support the timely arrival 
of information.  However, the quality of the information needs to be closely 
monitored.   

 
4. Ease of access to the RBN 509 service is critical for clients. Printing and distributing 

a sturdy, credit-card sized list of commodity price and aimag codes that can easily 
be used will help users to access the information more easily.  Such cards could 
form part of a marketing campaign for a revamped RBN 509 service. 

 
5. A new commodity price list must be created.  The amendments to the commodity 

price list will completed before the training workshop for the Market Watchers in 
February, and will form part of the automation pilot process with the two selected 
Market Watchers.   

 
6. The commodity prices suggested in this report by respondents, as well as those 

that emerge from the monitoring exercise currently underway, will be included in 
the updated commodity price list.  A standard measurement needs to be set for 
each of the commodities to ensure uniformity. 

   
7. Marmot hunting is currently illegal in Mongolia, as is the buying and selling of 

marmot skins.  Although the demand for marmot skin price information is evidence 
of an existing market, Pact needs to consider whether continuing to collect price 
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information for a commodity that is currently illegal to buy and sell is in keeping 
with Pact's ethos.  A temporary removal of the commodity should be considered. 

 
8. The current cost (eighty tugrugs) to send a message to RBN 509 is relatively cheap 

when considering that other MobiCom information services charge three to five 
times more than RBN 509.  However, should changes to the costs incurred by users 
be changed, this should be included in marketing activities, and relative to the 
improvements that need to be made to the system.  It should also be borne in 
mind that users of the 509 service and RBN magazine are likely to be faced with 
price increases for both products in 2008. 
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Appendix 1 
 

RBN 509 product requests - CY 2007 
Sorted by most-requested commodity prices 

     

  
Commodity Code 

Total 
requests

Total % of 
product 
requests 

1 Cashmere NL 1251 27.6 
2 Meat (bulk) MHB 525 11.6 
3 Meat MH 458 10.1 
4 Goat skin YAR 244 5.4 
5 Light/white cashmere NLC 220 4.9 
6 Sheep with casing NEO 221 4.9 
7 Beef (bulk) UMHB 166 3.7 
8 Mutton (bulk) HMHB 159 3.5 
9 Sheep skin NE 122 2.7 

10 Petrol BS 98 2.2 
11 Skins and hides - 1 ARSH-1 91 2.0 
12 Cow skin USH 84 1.9 
13 Brown Cashmere NLB 79 1.7 
14 Horse meat (bulk) AMHB 70 1.5 
15 American Dollar USD 70 1.5 
16 Horse skin ASH 67 1.5 
17 Marmot skin TA 64 1.4 
18 Currency exchange VAL 52 1.1 
19 Sheep wool HON 37 0.8 
20 Chinese Yuan CNY 34 0.8 
21 Camel meat (bulk) TMHB 34 0.8 
22 Hay OVS 30 0.7 
23 Meat (non-bulk) MHJ 28 0.6 
24 Soft camel wool TNM 27 0.6 
25 Goat meat (bulk) YMHB 33 0.7 
26 Wool NOS 22 0.5 
27 Diesel DT 19 0.4 
28 Fodder OT 18 0.4 
29 Horse mane ADD 16 0.4 
30 a-76, a -80 A-80 16 0.4 
31 Skins and hides - 2 ARSH-2 20 0.4 
32 Russian Ruble RUB 14 0.3 
33 Fodder and grains OT 13 0.3 
34 Hard camel wool TNR 13 0.3 
35 Fodder rice TEB 12 0.3 
36 Beef (non-bulk) UMHJ 12 0.3 
37 Oats OWS 12 0.3 
38 ai - 93 AI-93 9 0.2 
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39 Horse tails ADS 9 0.2 
40 ai -95 AI-95 7 0.2 
41 Sheep casing OH 8 0.2 
42 By-products DB 8 0.2 
43 40% cashmere NLE 6 0.1 
44 Camel meat (non-bulk) TMHJ 4 0.1 
45 Euro EUR 6 0.1 
46 Salt licks HUJ 3 0.1 
47 Yak skin SSH 3 0.1 
48 Mutton (non-bulk) HMHJ 3 0.1 
49 Goat meat (non-bulk) YMHJ 3 0.1 
50 Camel skin TSH 3 0.1 
51 Yak wool SAH 2 0.0 
52 Mixed pellet feed HOR 2 0.0 
53 Goat casing OY 2 0.0 
55 Horse meat  (non-bulk) AMHJ 1 0.0 
54 Big animal wool BOH 0 0.0 
          

Total product requests   4530 100 
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