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Behind the numbers
The African continent is as diverse in 
terms of telecoms penetration as it is in 
culture. Some countries have less than ten 
per cent telecoms penetration, while others 
have more than 400 per cent. But what’s 
clear, given the difficulties in deploying fixed 
lines, is that mobile penetration is surging 
ahead. According to Informa Telecoms & 
Media, two years ago, mobile penetration in 
Africa was at less than 50 per cent, but at the 
time of writing that number has jumped more 
than 15 per cent.

But what’s really interesting is behind the 
headline numbers. As global mobile penetra-
tion approaches seven billion connections—set 
to exceed 100 per cent in 2013—still less than 
50 per cent of human beings are connected. 

A multi year study, carried out by the 
GSMA, and which claims to be the first of 
its kind, looked at not only the total number 
of mobile connections worldwide but also 
the number of individual mobile subscribers 
connected to mobile networks. It’s a metric 
not many have tried to define, but the GSMA 
reckons this number is 3.2 billion now, grow-
ing to four billion within the next five years. 

Naturally, future growth will be driven by 
currently unconnected populations in rural 
developing regions and Africa currently has 

the lowest penetration of all, with only one 
in three people subscribing to mobile at the 
moment—a figure that is expected to rise to 
40 per cent in 2017.

But rural penetration tends to grow 
slowly and even when coverage has been 
deployed it still takes time for users to adopt 
mobile services. In Malawi for example, 
mobile coverage is close to 95 per cent of 
the population, but connection penetration 
is still only at 29 per cent. 

Globally, the GSMA predicts that the mobile 
industry will reach the five billion actual users 
milestone over the next decade, as many users 
living on less than $2 per day sign up to services. 

With low incomes and little banking 
infrastructure, it’s no surprise that Africa has 
long been regarded as a leader in the field 
of mobile financial services. Many markets 
remain resolutely cash-based with much of 
that money being stored in the home. As 
a result there is plenty of opportunity for 
operators, which already have the brand 
recognition and reach, to deliver secure, reli-
able and easy to use financial services. 

What’s fascinating, according to a study 
from Visa, is that consumers in the region do 
not have an appetite for saving money be-
cause they consider ‘saving’ to be the purview 

of the wealthy rather than of the unbanked. 
It’s a matter of semantics however, as 

consumers in emerging market still save for 
education, healthcare and other develop-
ments, they just don’t call it ‘savings’. Hence 
there is scope here for mobile banking 
services to offer products based on secu-
rity, convenience and assurance rather than 
on the same interest levels consumers in 
developed markets might expect. 

Many of these services will be built on 
HSPA, which is set to be the dominant tech-
nology by 2017, representing nearly 75 per 
cent of total connections. Yet the continent 
still had five commercial LTE networks in 
place by the end of June, in Mauritius, Na-
mibia, South Africa, Tanzania and Angola.

It’s these networks that will ultimately carry 
the next generation of services, with one seem-
ingly unlikely candidate being augmented real-
ity. It’s not what you might expect to find in an 
emerging market like Africa but regional spe-
cialist Etisalat sees potential for virtual overlays 
to real life in fields such as education, medicine, 
engineering, commerce and gaming. 

It’s something that Raimo Van der Klein, co 
founder of AR firm Layar, calls the “democra-
tising of space,” and in some African markets 
this may well be a welcome development. ■
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Telecommunications infrastructure is 
Africa’s new management headache
Managing infrastructure ain’t glamorous; but someone has to do it.

Although cellular telephony has 
grown at an incredible pace in 
Africa during the past decade, 

basic telecommunications infrastructure 
has been minimal – restricted mainly 
to old copper cable systems and, more 
recently, 2G base stations. Now, thanks 
to the installation of the four submarine 
cables and a global market that is increas-
ingly insisting on unified communica-
tions, telcos and operators are building 
new base station and fibre optical cable 
infrastructure at an unprecedented rate. 
And that is creating a massive demand for 
maintenance services.

For many telcos and operators, the 
glamorous part of the business of grab-
bing market share in Africa is the devel-
opment and delivery of content to end 
users. Being first to market with a new 
app or a new pricing model for combined 
voice and data services is what makes 
careers and builds brands. 

Connectivity and communication are 
the fabric of modern society. The more so 
in Africa, where the vast majority of the 
population is under the age of 19 and has, 
therefore, never known a world without 
technology. Connectivity and commu-
nication are the social and commercial 
oxygen they breathe.

However, forgotten in all the rush to 
capture the Gen Z generation – and all 
the others - is the seemingly mundane 
aspect of ensuring that connectivity and 
communications infrastructure is always 
available. Transmission towers and 
optical fibre cables have to be kept op-
erational regardless of extreme weather 
conditions, terrorist activity or faction 
fighting, or, simply, a municipal worker 
accidentally slicing through a cable.

“Uptime is, in fact, more important 
than content and pricing simply because, 

without it, you can’t deliver the content 
and no-one will pay you for a service that 
continuously breaks down,” says Howard 
Earley, COO of Plessey, Africa’s leading 
provider of turnkey infrastructure ser-
vices and solutions.

“Many African telcos and Internet Ser-
vice Providers (ISPs) are therefore trying 
to find affordable ways to manage, main-
tain, and optimise their infrastructure.”

Most established operators have never 
had to manage the amount and range 
of infrastructure becoming available 
on the continent now. And, the man-
aged services offered by their original 
equipment manufacturers (OEMs) has 
been sufficient for the limited amount of 
infrastructure installed.

“However, managed services is not an 
OEM’s core business,” Earley says. “So, 
they don’t have the breadth and depth of 
managed services capabilities to take on 
today’s massively expanding infrastruc-
ture requirements. 

“Also, their managed services are 
focused on their own products and solu-
tions. Most infrastructures are a mix of 
copper or fibre optical cable, satellite, 
base transceiver stations, and digital 
radio relay station technologies. 

“Telcos are therefore being confronted 
with the need not just to manage multiple 
technologies but also multiple suppliers. 
The tactical executive effort involved is 
detracting from the strategic effort that 
should be going into content and service 
development and delivery.

“The simplest option is to outsource 
the infrastructure management head-
ache to an independent managed services 
organisation that has the vendor relation-
ships as well as on the ground, in-country 
skill and experience to be able to identify 
an infrastructure problem as it arises, fix 

it, and get the operator’s network back up 
in the shortest possible time.”

In fact, as Earley points out, the ability 
to differentiate oneself on network avail-
ability and quality of service starts well 
before managed services kick in.

“How you build your infrastructure 
has a direct impact on the amount of 
maintenance and management needed 
once you light it up. Everything from your 
choice of a base transceiver station site, 
for instance, to the quality of the civil 
works, power provision, and security play 
a role in how robust and sustainable your 
infrastructure will be.

“Unglamorous as it sounds, the quality 
of the project management of your infra-
structure build is key to your ability to 
deliver fabulous content and trail-blazing 
services to your end users.

“Everyone recognises the need for 
capacity building in Africa. However, 
it takes specialised skills to make your 
infrastructure build relevant not just to 
your immediate but to your evolving con-
tent and service delivery strategies.

“Site audits, site evaluation, contractor 
selection and contract administration, 
health, safety, and environmental assess-
ments, and quality control can’t be left to 
novices. That doesn’t mean, however, that 
your project manager shouldn’t trans-
fer knowledge to local contractors and 
labourers and build relevant, experienced 
capacity in that way.

“In other words, effective, appropriate 
infrastructure management is a continu-
um, from infrastructure design to equip-
ment and property purchase negotiations 
– all the way through to the ability of a 
repair technician to safely climb a tower. 
Complex as it sounds, it’s actually the 
shortest route to market leading content 
and service delivery.” n

Howard Earley
Chief Operating Officer  
for Plessey
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A statistical snapshot of the fi xed and mobile telecoms sectors

 across the range of African markets. 

Crunching 
the numbers
The African continent is hugely diverse in 
terms of telecoms service penetration and 
availability. Mobile penetration runs from 
less than ten per cent in one market to 
more than 400 per cent in another. Using 
a selection of data from Informa Telecoms 
and Media’s exhaustive statistical analy-
sis, African Market Review takes a look at 
some of the key numbers.

Mobile penetration in Africa continues to 
surge ahead. Two years ago less than 50 
per cent of people across the region had a 
mobile device. At the end of September this 
year, according to data from Informa’s World 
Cellular Information Service, the figure had 
risen to more than 67 per cent, with 722.5 
million subscriptions in the region. 

From the end of this year, though, growth 
is set to slow down, with WCIS forecasting 
that Africa will still not have broken the 100 
per cent barrier by the end of 2017, when 
penetration will sit at 93.3 per cent. 

  Of course there is huge diversity across 
the continent. At the end of September this 
year 14 African markets had exceeded 100 
per cent penetration, while 15 were still sub-
50 per cent.

At the end of the first half of 2012, GSM re-
mained by far the dominant network technol-

ogy in Africa, with more than  90 per cent of 
the regional market, and over 636 million sub-
scribers. Six African operators in five markets 
(Mauritius, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania 
and Angola) launched LTE during 2012 but, 
unsurprisingly, take-up has been minimal, with 

just 2,580 LTE subscribers across the region 
recorded at the end of the half year. 

At mid-year there were still 12 million 
CDMA subscribers across the region, 
although that number is in decline as the 
technology reaches the end of its evolution-

Top 20 markets by % growth in the year to end 2Q12
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ary journey. WCDMA-based technologies 
accounted for 46.6 million subscribers at the 
end of June this year.

GSM is set to peak at the end of 2014, 
at just short of 718 million subscribers. 
WCDMA, meanwhile, is forecast to surpass 
500 million users during 2017, hitting 522.5 
million by the end of that year. At this point 
LTE subscriptions are expected to have bro-
ken 40 million and, by the end of this year, 
should be nudging 350,000. 

On the fixed side the African sector is 
an order of magnitude less developed. 
There were 24.14 million fixed voice sub-
scriptions across the region at the middle 
of 2012, which translates into household 
penetration of just 12.56 per cent. At the 
same point there were 17.7 million fixed 
access lines, giving a household penetra-
tion of 9.21 per cent. 

Fixed broadband, unsurprisingly, is even 
less widely available. There were 8.2 million 
broadband lines at the midpoint of 2012, 
representing household penetration of just 
4.29 per cent. Informa’s World Broadband 
Information Service forecasts that there will 
be 18.69 million lines by the end of 2017, 
giving penetration of just 8.44 per cent. 

Strong growth in the African mobile 
market is helping to shape the fortunes of 
the region’s leading operators. In Octo-
ber Bharti Airtel announced that it had 
become the fourth largest operator in the 
world in terms of subscriber numbers, 

judged by the GSMA’s Wireless Intelli-
gence statistical analysis. 

The firm was the fastest growing of the 
top five operators by subscriber numbers, 
enjoying 13 per cent growth year on year 
to the end of the second quarter. Airtel 
displaced Spain’s Telefónica for fourth 
place with 250.04 million connections 
across its entire portfolio and was closing 
on another Latin American powerhouse, 
America Movil, which had 251.83 per cent 
at the same point, according to Wireless 
Intelligence. 

Africa accounted for 52 million of Airtel’s 
proportionate subscriber base at the end of 
the first quarter of this year, according to In-
forma’s World Cellular Investor Service. This 
put it behind MTN (100.83 million) and Voda-
fone (56.24 million) in the regional league 
table, followed by Orange and Vodacom. 

Indeed Africa accounted for half of the 
top twenty cellular markets by percentage 
growth in the year to end-June 2012. Ethio-
pia, coming from a low starting point, was 
the clear world leader, growing almost 100 
per cent over the twelve-month period. ■

African markets above 100 per cent penetration 
(September 2012) 

Market Penetration

Mauritania 100.48%

Egypt 103.31%

Algeria 104.70%

Mauritius 112.80%

Namibia 114.83%

Tunisia 124.58%

Morocco 126.41%

Botswana 132.76%

South Africa 133.55%

Mayotte 163.34%

Gabon 183.33%

Renunion 212.09%

Libya 64.23%

Seychelles 410.94%

African markets below 50 per cent penetration 
(September 2012)

Market Penetration

Eritrea 5.28%

Ethiopia 22.45%

Central African Republic 25.48%

Democratic Republic of Congo 26.92%

Malawi 27.44%

Madagascar 28.06%

Chad 29.50%

Djibouti 29.91%

Burundi 31.34%

Niger 31.39%

Mozambique 40.81%

Comoros Islands 43.48%

Rwanda 44.65%

Somalia 45.98%

Uganda 46.91%

Key Stats

• By end-2Q12, Africa had 694.7 million mobile subscribers and a penetration 
 rate of 64.86 per cent.  

• Nigeria maintained the market lead in the Africa’s mobile market surpassing
 the 100 million subscriptions mark in 2Q12. The country’s penetration rate
 was 60.97 per cent in the same period

• MTN Nigeria is the largest operator by subscriptions with 43.18 million as 
 at end 2Q12.

• Ethiopia  is projected to be the fastest growing mobile market in terms of 
 subscription by end-2017

• Africa’s mobile broadband subscriptions reached 21.84 million in 2Q12 with
 South Africa leading with 6.89 million.  

• HSPA to dominate Africa’s mobile subscription by 2017 representing 74.2 per
 cent of the total.

• Africa  had fi ve commercial LTE networks by end 2Q12

• Madagascar’s Madamobil and Burundi’s Hits Telecoms and Comium are the
 latest operators to have their operating licences revoked for non-compliance

Source: Informa’s World Cellular Information Service

www.wcisplus.com
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ExEcutivE interview

Optimising insight
As the African market continues to mature, the importance of optimising and monitoring 
network activity is growing in line, with Astellia providing such solutions to the region ever 
since the firm was established in 2000.

Jean-Philippe Larvol, managing 
director for the Africa region at 
Astellia has seen the usage and 

application of network optimisation 
and customer experience solutions 
evolve. In the firm’s early days, the 
demand from African operators was 
for rudimentary insights into the 
performance of their networks, but 
today operators are using such tech-
nology in a far more sophisticated 
manner.

Larvol explains that the sheer size 
and diversity of the African region 
means that operators are able to 
benefit from network optimisation 
in a variety of ways. In the more 
mature markets, such as Morocco, 
Tunisia, Algeria and South Africa, 
operators are no longer focused on 
extending their customer base but 
are investing in network optimisa-
tion tools that are helping them re-
tain their customers,. In less mature 
markets though, such as Eastern 
Africa, customer acquisition is still 
the name of the game, with great 
opportunity to provide basic mobile 
services to consumers in these 
countries.

Network optimisation and moni-
toring tools are relevant and useful 
throughout an operator’s entire 
organisation, he argues. A single 
network optimisation tool can be 
harnessed by different teams. For 

example, engineers can use it to 
troubleshoot the infrastructure and 
forecast the capacity needed in the 
future, based on the evolution of 
the operator’s traffic. Performance 
engineers can use these tools not 
only to monitor QoS KPIs but also 
to evaluate independently managed 
services providers. In addition, 
customer care agents can use the 
data that such solutions provide to 
investigate customer complaints 
more quickly and reduce the mean 
time to repair. 

“One of the main issues for an 
operator’s customer care team is to 
identify what is a valid complaint 
and what is not,” explains Larvol. 
“From the first level of the customer 
care organisation, it is important to 
try to eliminate all the complaints 
that are not tier one. CEM tools allow 
customer care teams to identify the 
reasons of a complaint and then ad-
dress the issue by pointing the cus-
tomer towards the right team within 
the organisation.”

Furthermore, marketing depart-
ments can use such tools to ana-
lyse the browsing habits and data 
and voice and SMS usage of their 
customer base in order to segment 
customers based on their consump-
tion and design compelling pack-
ages for them. And even top-level 
management is interested in some 

of the data that monitoring solu-
tions can provide to compare how 
well the network is performing 
against expectations and financial 
investments.

The approach taken by many 
operators and vendors to the market 
is that Africa, along with most other 
emerging markets, will follow a simi-
lar trend in terms of what is happen-
ing in more mature markets, such as 
Western Europe and North America. 
There are exceptions to the rule 
though, with mobile money being an 
interesting example of a trend that 
first took off in Africa, which more 
economically developed markets are 
now following. 

In terms of network optimisation 
though, African mobile network 
operators are very much following in 
the footsteps of more mature mar-
kets, according to Larvol, where the 
key focus is now on accelerated adop-
tion of data services and on customer 
experience management (CEM). 

“African operators have the same 
needs as those in other regions and 
CTOs need 360 degree visibility 
of the network efficiency, handset 
performance and subscriber usage 
and see how these three domains 
correlate with each other,” says Lar-
vol. “However, what is complex with 
CEM is that it can become a huge 
‘machine’, and that is the danger. 
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Customer experience management 
can be very powerful but if you put 
too much into it then it can come 
inefficient.”

He says that Astellia is taking such 
concerns into account and seeking 
to offer streamlined solutions giving 
access to key metrics for operators to 
manage their network efficiently.

Another huge issue in Africa is the 
prevalence of “grey market” devices. 
Grey market products are legitimate 
goods that are originally intended to 
be sold into a different market to the 
ones they end up in. Smartphones, 
dongles and other such devices are 
configured to run efficiently on the 
spectrum that is used in a particular 
country, on a particular operator’s 
network.

“Smartphones are often coming 
from neighbouring countries or 
European countries and are config-
ured for the first network on which 
they were used. If you don’t change 
those settings, you will not be able to 
benefit from another network,” says 
Larvol.

“Astellia is able to detect when a 
device has the wrong settings and 
inform the operator that they need 
to reconfigure those terminals, 
which they can do by sending new 
settings over the air. In this way, we 
can support operators in helping 
their customers use the service  to 

its fullest potential and increase the 
overall user experience.”

Another challenge that African 
operators have faced is that some 
countries’ regulators have taken the 
curious move of offering 3G spec-
trum licences to new entrant opera-
tors, rather than offering them to 
operators that are already offering 2G 
services to the market.

We can find an example for this in 
Tunisia where the operator Tunisiana 
was severely impacted by the govern-
ment’s decision to provide the coun-
try’s first 3G licence to new entrant 
Orange Tunisie in 2009. Tunisiana did 
not gain its 3G licence until early 2012. 

“At the arrival of Orange in Tunisia, 
Astellia helped Tunisiana boost its 
2.5G network to counteract this new 
entrant. Our consulting team per-
formed several network audits for Tu-
nisiana to make sure that their 2.5G 
network was optimised to provide 
data speeds comparable to those of 
the new 3G network and to help them 
prevent customer churn.

Larvol says that one of Astellia’s 
key strengths is that it has a consult-
ing team of more than 60 telecom 
experts who carried out more than 
4,000 audits for operators worldwide 
to help them boost their data and 
voice revenues, improve user experi-
ence, optimise network performance 
and reduce expenditures.

And while in Europe, LTE adoption 
is picking up apace, some African 
countries are not so far behind.

Morocco has recently launched a 
study for the licence of 4G; in South 
Africa some carriers have made pre-
commercial deployments already. In 
Namibia, there has already been a 
small-scale launch, limited in terms 
of coverage; while Kenya’s regulator 
has begun private partnerships with 
operators to build one single infra-
structure that will be used serve all 
of the current service providers.

“LTE is coming to Africa,” says 
Larvol. “Astellia is already a player 
in more than 20 pre- and live com-
mercial networks around the world 
and we are able to help operators 
benchmark network infrastructure 
vendors for when they conduct pre-
commercial tests.”

He adds that the firm is able to help 
operators by providing them with 
an independent view of the quality 
of services of their network, whether 
it is a live network or a network in a 
pre-commercial state.

“We are not only able to bench-
mark vendors but also better under-
stand the behaviour of new technolo-
gies. LTE networks are a totally new 
type of architecture, different from 
a 2G or 3G architecture. Astellia is 
helping operators in every step of 
their LTE deployment.” n

Smartphones are often coming from  
neighbouring countries or European  
countries and are configured for the first 
network on which they were used. If you 
don’t change those settings, you will not be 
able to benefit from another network

Jean-Philippe Larvol
managing director 
Africa, Astellia
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Studies published recently by Visa and Ericsson have shone light

 on the behaviour of African users of mobile fi nancial services,

 revealing the elements of the services that are most important to

 them as well as the drivers for usage. 

Economies 
of scale
Africa has long been regarded as a leader 
in the field of mobile financial services 
but there is still huge potential remaining 
to be tapped. Many African economies 
remain resolutely cash-based and there 
are opportunities for service providers that 
can deliver reliable, secure and easy to use 
mobile financial services to populations 
hungry for progress—as studies from Visa 
and Ericsson confirm. 

Financial services firm Visa undertook a 
study of mobile money deployments in six 
emerging markets across Asia and Africa, 
including Ghana and Nigeria, in a bid to 
find out how service providers can gener-
ate high registration rates as well as high 
active usage in their target markets. Visa 
analysed the financial services needs and 
expectations of mobile money consum-
ers, mobile money agents, and merchants 
with Fundamo, its mobile financial services 
subsidiary.

Meanwhile Ericsson’s end-user research 
division, ConsumerLab, conducted face to 
face interviews with consumers of these 
services in the sub-Saharan markets of 
Ghana, Tanzania and South Africa. The 
Swedish vendor was looking to gain an 
understanding of how services might evolve 

to meet emerging consumer demand. 
While some African markets have a de-

served reputation for being well advanced 
in the mobile financial services sphere, 
Ericsson found that the number of people 
without service was far larger than the 
served population. Across the three mar-
kets covered by its report, Ericsson found 
that there were twice as many unbanked 
people as banked. Some 40 million users 
have a mobile phone and a bank account, 
the firm reports, while 50 million have a 
phone but remain unbanked and a further 
30 million have neither phone nor bank 
account. 

Visa found that awareness of mobile 
banking services was high, with average 
awareness across the six markets surveyed 
at 56 per cent. But awareness was highest 
of all in Ghana, where it was an impressive 
93 per cent. In Ghana, MTN was identified 
as the most recognised brand for mobile 
money provision. 

There were some clear parallels in the 
findings of the two reports, with both finding 
that consumers were attracted to mobile 
money services for peer to peer money 
transfer and bill payment. Ericsson also 
found an increasing enthusiasm for wage 

payment and in-store purchasing and both 
studies identified growth in demand for 
savings products, even if these products 
were not generally perceived as savings 
accounts. 

“Interestingly, what the research told us is 
that across all of the six markets, consum-
ers do not save and do not have an appetite 
for saving money,” says Gavin Krugel, head 
of emerging market customer strategy and 
market activation at Visa, who led the finan-
cial firm’s research project. >

30 Million
Unbanked without
mobile phones

40 Million
Banked mobile
phone users

50 Million
Unbanked

mobile phone users

Consumer overview: 
Tanzania, Ghana and South Africa

Source: Finscope, Gallup, CIA World Facebook, Africa Mobile 
Observatory 2011 (GSMA/A.T.Kearney)
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“However, when we went into detail, it 
was fascinating to find that the consumers 
do actually have sophisticated behaviour 
when it comes to savings, they just don’t call 
them ‘savings’.”

Krugel explains that consumers in emerg-
ing markets perceive the idea of saving 
money as being for the wealthy, rather 
than for the unbanked. However, these 
consumers do store money for various 
purposes, such as their children’s educa-
tion, healthcare or simply for unspecified 
developments. They often have multiple fund 
storage places hidden in their houses, each 
for its own purpose and usually know the 
amount they have stored in each of those 
“accounts”.

Ericsson’s research project reached a 
similar conclusion. “Although a common 
response among the interviewed is that they 
are not good at budgeting,” the firm says in 
its report ‘M-Commerce in sub-Saharan Af-
rica’, “everybody plans for the future to some 
extent. One of the most common ways of 
saving is to keep money at home, in a purse, 
jar, or under a mattress.”

While this makes money readily acces-
sible, essential in economies that are still 
dominated by cash transactions, it carries 
with it obvious security risks. There is an 
opportunity for mobile banking service 
providers to offer savings products based 
around security and assurance rather than 
the kind of interest levels that banks in more 
developed markets offer consumers to 
secure their business. 

Visa found that there are subtle distinc-
tions in how end users perceive the way 
they handle their money. Much as some 

consumers are saving without necessarily 
naming the behaviour as such, they are pay-
ing their bills without perceiving the action 
as bill payment. 

 “When we spoke to consumers about 
the ability to make bill payments, the 
response was that they didn’t really do bill 
payments, because they weren’t wealthy 
enough to have bills to pay,” explains Gavin 
Krugel. “But then they’d say that they do 
pay for electricity and they do pay for water 
that comes to the house and they do pay 
the council a specific amount and they do 
pay rent and school fees—so the vernacu-
lar is not about ‘bill payments’, it is around 
paying certain ‘fees’.”

Ericsson’s research found that bill 
payment and electricity purchases were 
“important fields of use” for mobile financial 
services in the three African markets cov-
ered. The most frequent users of this kind of 
solution were in South Africa, with electric-
ity and satellite television the most likely 
services for which mobile solutions are used 
to pay bills. But Ericsson also concluded 
that the opportunities for consumers to use 
mobile financial services to this end “often 
remain limited”.

This could be set to change as the only 
truly widespread alternative to mobile pay-
ment is cash. “Current infrastructure for han-
dling money cannot compete with many of 
the features of m-commerce,” Ericsson says 
in its report. “M-commerce solutions save 
consumers queuing and sticking to service 
hours. Compared to carrying cash, having a 
virtual account is an attractive alternative to 
travellers and shopkeepers running the risk 
of robbery or theft.” >

Consumers do 
actually have 
sophisticated 
behaviour 
when it comes 
to savings, they 
just don’t call 
them ‘savings’
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Source: Ericsson ConsumerLab Analytical Platform 2012, Base: User or interested in mobile wallet
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Mobile payment is also felt by consumers 
in South Africa, Ghana and Tanzania to be 
quicker than regular bank transfers, where 
available, and is felt to be attractive because it 
lessens dependence on limited ATM networks. 

For all the opportunity for mobile financial 
services in African markets, barriers to 
adoption remain. Chief among these are 
trust, education and transparency. M-com-
merce services might have relatively high 
levels of awareness but that does not mean 
they are universally trusted. Indeed, while 
the lack of security associated with cash is a 
potential driver for mobile financial services, 
consumers have similar, serious concerns 
about digital money. 

When asked why they were not banking 
using their mobile phone, respondents to 
the Ericsson study cited a lack of security 
as the top reason, with concerns that a lost 
phone would equate to lost money running 
second. “Many consumers harbour miscon-
ceptions about aspects [of mobile financial 
services] such as safety,” says Ericsson in 
its report. 

“Consumers unused to virtual accounts 
tend to worry about the integrity of their 
account in case of loss of a phone. Trust 
lies at the core of expanding m-commerce 
into more fields of use, and more consum-
ers. Many m-commerce users are likely to 
grow more trusting to the service with time, 
just as personal access to a bank leads to a 
higher acceptance of more abstracted bank 
services, such as online banking.”

Trust is not only a security issue. Con-
sumers need to feel that they are getting 
good value for money from their services 
and, for this reason, transparency is essen-
tial, Visa found. Gavin Krugel says that the 
continent should look to the pioneers from 
East African markets, who have already 
adapted to market conditions that threaten 
scale and increased activation. 

“They have fast agent networks providing 
consumers with immediate access to funds. 
They have established trust and established 
brands and they are transparent in their 
pricing,” he says. “It’s very clear to consum-
ers what the user is paying for the service 

and—importantly—they have promoted the 
services in line with the vernacular that is 
used in those markets. They talk specifically 
about the need that is being met, rather 
than the overarching product.”

And, of course, services need to be easy 
to use. Education is essential and Ericsson 
found that consumers would much prefer 
their introductions to new mobile financial 
services to be done in person. This places 
even greater emphasis on the strength of 
the agent network, something both Ericsson 
and Visa found to be vital, as responsibility 
for uptake as well as transaction manage-
ment can be pushed out to that network. 

Mobile financial services have a long way to 
go in Africa. Ericsson’s study concluded that, 
despite growth in uptake, m-commerce has, 
as yet, only established itself as an intermedi-
ary step, and is still primarily used to facilitate 
access to cash. Looking to the future, the 
firm says, users must be encouraged to keep 
money within the system, with the payment of 
interest on stored balance one key area that 
service providers ought to consider. ■

Mobile Money
Servies
Mobile payments
Airtime top-up
Merchant payments
Bill payments
Salary payments

Mobile money
transfers
Domestic
International
Peer-to-peer

Mobile banking
Balance enquiry
Withdrawals
Deposits
Credit services
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M-commerce usage across the markets

Why are you not interested in banking via your via mobile phone?

Source: Ericsson ConsumerLab Analytical Platform 2012, Base: mobile phone users

Source: Ericsson ConsumerLab Analytical Platform 2012
 Base: THOSE WHO DON’T BANK or WOULD NOT LIKE TO BANK VIA MOBILE
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A new survey released by Telecoms.com Intelligence has 

uncovered a striking disparity between the number of mobile 

operators that believe real-time data to be necessary for their 

billing strategies and the number that actually have it.

Survey: Real-time data 
essential for future billing
More than three quarters of mobile opera-
tors do not have real-time data available 
in their billing systems even though 88 
per cent of operators believe it to be es-
sential to the future of mobile data billing. 
The discrepancy emerged from an industry 
survey of more than 200 mobile operators 
carried out by Telecoms.com Intelligence, in 
association with Openet.

How to price and bill for data services 
is perhaps the most pressing commercial 
issue facing mobile operators today. It is a 
legacy of the 3G era, in which the industry’s 
key goal was the creation of demand for 
smartphones, mobile data services and the 
longer, post-paid contracts with which they 
tend to be sold. 

Pricing, in particular the use of unlimited 
data plans, was structured to stimulate that 

demand—but there has been a significant 
downside. Growth in revenue from mobile 
data did not compensate for the decline in 
voice and text revenues and networks were 
pushed to breaking point. 

As the industry moves to LTE—and 
networks designed for data services and de-
vices rather than voice services and people—
there is an urgent need for a new approach 
to charging and billing for mobile data.

Much has been made of the fact that LTE 
is a more efficient technology than its pre-
decessors, offering a lower transport cost 
per bit. But revenue per bit is not likely to 
exceed the level achieved on 3G networks. 
Mobile operators, the players funding the 
deployment of this new technology, must 
find new ways of making it pay. 

In a report—The Future of Mobile Data 

Billing—based on a survey of 200 mobile 
operators, Telecoms.com Intelligence re-
ported the following headline findings:
• Mobile operators believe their pricing and 

billing strategies for mobile data services 
must become more sophisticated and di-
verse in the immediate term if they are to 
maximise revenues from these services. 

• Certain network controls—and a wider 
range than are currently in widespread 
use—are essential to increasing that 
sophistication and creating new charging 
opportunities around mobile data services.

• Greater diversity in network controls and 
pricing and billing strategies cannot be 
achieved without the availability of real 
time data to the billing system and the in-
tegration of that real time data with policy 
infrastructure.
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the billing system in real-time?
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• Almost 80 per cent of operators surveyed 
said their existing post-paid billing system 
did not currently provide real time data 
collection and rating. Almost 90 per cent 
said they thought that it should.

• Almost 80 per cent of operators believe 
that bills should be delivered to an inter-
active smartphone-based application or 
portal.
It is accepted industry-wide that mobile 

data billing needs to evolve from its current 
form. While there are a number of early 
moves and movers in this regard, billing 
by volume of traffic is by far the dominant 
approach in mid-2012. Almost 90 per cent 
of respondents to the survey reported that 
data transactions are rated and charged by 
volume in their businesses.

Unlimited data plans are still very much 
in effect, with 38 per cent of operators con-
tinuing to offer them. These plans are part of 
the charge-by-volume mass as, despite the 
name, they almost all feature usage caps. 

Operators are experimenting with differ-
ent parameters. Charging structures that 
price by event, by duration of usage and by 
speed tier are all in use by roughly one quar-
ter of the operators surveyed in mid 2012.

Asked to forecast their mix of charg-
ing models 12 – 24 months into the future, 
operators offered a fair diversity of opinion, 
reflecting the reality that data charging will 
never be addressed by a one-size-fits-all 
solution. 

They are clearly keen to phase out unlim-
ited transaction plans, with just over half of 
all respondents believing these plans will be 
either obsolete or in use by only a minor-
ity of operators come mid-2014. But this 
might be wishful thinking. More than 30 per 
cent of respondents felt that unlimited data 
plans would still be in widespread use in two 
years’ time. 

Volume is expected to remain by far the 
most favoured parameter for data billing, 
with 43.7 per cent of respondents believ-
ing it will be used by a majority of operators 
in the near future and almost 30 per cent 
expecting it to still be the industry norm. Of 
the emerging models, charging by speed 
is a clear front runner, with 32.1 per cent of 
respondents expecting it to be used by the 
majority of operators. 

Operators are less universally convinced 
by charging based on event or duration. 
These models were rated as being most 

likely to be in use by only a minority of op-
erators in 2014, although opinion was split. 
Around one quarter of respondents believed 
that 50 per cent of operators will be using 
these models in two years’ time. 

Many new and future mobile data billing 
models depend on network controls for 
effective implementation. Fair usage limits 
can’t be applied without some kind of action 
when the limit is reached and no kind of 
tiered service, be it by application or by user 
segment, can function without controls. 

Today the network control most in use—
by 61.5 per cent of operators—is throttling, 
where throughput available to customers 
who have exceeded their usage limit is 
restricted. Related, and offered by 28 per 
cent of respondents, is service cessation in 
response to the same user behaviour. Bill 
shock monitoring is the next most wide-
spread, offered by 47 per cent of operator 
respondents, with speed tier by customer 
segment, network congestion control and 
service prioritisation for high value custom-
ers all moderately popular.

Looking forward two years, operators 
expect these early indicators to be borne 
out. Throttling will remain widespread and 
respondents expect a surge in the use of 
the moderately popular network controls 
mentioned above. More than half of opera-
tors surveyed believe speed tier by cus-
tomer segment will be in widespread use. 

The message is clear: as the types and 
volume of traffic continue to grow, operators 
are looking to introduce a system of relative 
values that will enable more appropriate 
pricing, as well as helping them to manage 
network resource. 

Just as new billing models depend on 
network controls, so those controls them-
selves require input. The availability of real 
time data in B/OSS is perhaps the most im-
portant enabler of these controls; something 
reflected emphatically in the survey. While 
real time data is a routine element of prepaid 
billing, it has been viewed as less important 
in the post-paid environment, which has 
always adhered to monthly billing cycles. 

The survey found that 94 per cent of 
operators believe the availability of real time 
data to be important or very important for 
operators looking to apply network controls 
and notifications.

Almost three quarters of operators agreed 
that they need real-time visibility of data us-
age to drive marketing offers and more than 

three quarters agreed that customers need 
real time visibility of data usage to put them 
in control of their consumption.

In order to make truly effective time-
sensitive offers to consumers, however, the 
method of bill delivery needs to evolve along 
with the charging model. While many opera-
tors have successfully reduced their reliance 
on paper billing, persuading customers to 
visit their desktop internet sites to manage 
bills, respondents to the survey felt that they 
haven’t gone far enough. 

Almost 80 per cent of operators said that 
they believed that the ideal way to deliver a 
bill to the end user is to the smartphone, via 
a portal or application. By delivering the bill 
right to the device, operators are more likely 
to be able encourage upgrades and exten-
sion spending from their customers base. 

The Telecoms.com Future of Mobile Data 
Billing survey showed that operators see 
the need for change in their data charging 
practices and believe that change will occur 
in the short term. ■

For more information, and to download 
the full report, please visit www.telecoms.
com or scan the QR code on this page. 

Telecoms.com Intelligence is the industry 
research offering from the leading news 
and analysis portal for the global telecoms 
industry.

With over 80,000 unique monthly visitors 
and more than 70,000 registrations to our 
webinar platform, Telecoms.com has access 
to executive opinion of unrivalled breadth and 
depth. That opinion needs context and our 
editorial team excels at transforming raw data 
into insight and analysis. And with a variety 
of print and digital channels, including Mobile 
Communications International magazine, 
we can drive unbeatable awareness of our 
findings. 
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As global mobile penetration approaches seven billion

connections, a GSMA report reveals that less than 50 per cent of

human beings are actually connected. 

Global unique mobile 
subscriber penetration 
at only 45%
A multi-year study recently completed by 
industry organisation the GSMA estimates 
that unique global mobile subscriber pen-
etration will stand at only 45 per cent by the 
end of 2012, although global penetration 
based on total connections is set to exceed 
100 per cent in 2013.

The GSMA claims this is the first study of 
its kind to examine not only the total number 
of mobile connections, but also the number 
of individual mobile subscribers, defined 
as the unique users subscribed to mobile 
services. 

The research took over three years across 
39 developed and developing markets and 
found that, by the end of 2012, total mobile 
connections, including those from M2M, will 
stand at 6.8 billion, or 5.9 billion excluding 
M2M and inactive SIMs. 

With consumers worldwide using an 
average of 1.85 SIMs each, the total number 
of mobile subscribers globally will stand at 
3.2 billion by year end, growing to four billion 
within the next five years.

The study found that future mobile 
subscriber growth will be driven by demand 
among currently ‘unconnected’ populations 
in developing countries, particularly those 
in rural areas, which the research estimates 

to be 1.8 billion people throughout the next 
five years. 

By 2017, subscriber penetration in 
developed countries is set to have passed 
80 per cent and growth in these markets 
is expected to slow. In contrast, subscriber 
penetration across developing economies 
is forecast to increase from 39 per cent in 
2012 to 47 per cent in 2017, and will be the 
largest factor spurring the global growth of 
mobile over the next five years. 

Europe has the highest mobile penetra-
tion in the world, with countries such as 
Denmark, Finland, Germany and the UK 
already averaging close to 90 per cent 

subscriber penetration. Africa currently has 
the lowest penetration, with only one out 
of three people in the region subscribing to 
mobile services in 2012, a figure that is ex-
pected to increase to 40 per cent by 2017. In 
Asia, subscriber penetration stands 40 per 
cent, and is expected to grow to 49 per cent 
by 2017. While in China, the world’s largest 
mobile market, subscriber penetration will 
grow from 43 per cent to 52 per cent over 
the next five years.

But in India, according to figures from the 
World Bank and Telecommunications Regu-
latory Authority of India (TRAI), approximate-
ly half a billion people in the country’s rural 

Gross demographic subscriber assessment 

(units in billion)  2012 2017
Global population*  7.0 7.4

Global mobile unique subscribers  3.2 3.9

Global unique subscriber penetration  46% 53%

Population potentially unable to subscribe**  2.3 2.4

Addressable population  4.7 5.0

of which, unconnected due to  1.5 1.1
network coverage***

Adjusted global unique subscriber penetration 68% 78%

Source: GSMA
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areas are unconnected to mobile networks, 
with rural mobile penetration of 39 per cent. 
Rural penetration tends to grow slowly and, 
even when coverage has been deployed on 
a nationwide basis, it takes time for users to 
adopt mobile services. For example, in sev-
eral African markets, such as Malawi, even 
though mobile coverage is close to 95 per 
cent of the population, connections penetra-
tion still stands at only 29 per cent as of the 
second quarter of 2012. 

“This research, for the first time, highlights 
the difference between mobile connec-
tions and individual mobile subscribers, and 
points to a significant growth opportunity 
for the mobile industry as we continue to 
connect the world’s population,” said Anne 
Bouverot, Director General at the GSMA. 
“By identifying inactive SIMs and multiple 
SIM ownership, we have developed the 
most accurate measurement of the global 
mobile subscriber base, which shows that 
only 45 per cent of the world’s population 
has subscribed to mobile services.

“In developing markets, where there is 
clearly an opportunity for growth for the 
mobile industry, SIM per user patterns are 
influenced by cost-conscious, low-usage 
consumers who tend to accumulate prepaid 

SIM cards depending on the latest and most 
affordable prepaid tariffs. While in developed 
markets, SIM per user patterns are influ-
enced by the ownership of smartphones, 
tablets and other devices connected to 
mobile broadband networks and through 
the wider availability of shared data plans.”

According to the research, though, ap-
proximately a third of the world’s population 
of seven billion are unlikely to be able to 
subscribe to mobile services for a variety 
of reasons, resulting in an ‘addressable’ 
mobile subscriber base of around five 
billion. Globally there remains a share of 
the population without access to a mobile 
network who are connectable but uncon-
nected, but in addition, there will always be 
a share of the population within an area of 
coverage who are not mobile subscribers 
for other reasons: for example, within the 
youth, elderly, disabled, incarcerated or 
unemployed demographics.

The GSMA predicts that the mobile indus-
try will reach the five billion users milestone 
over the next decade as network expan-
sion continues to progress in developing 
markets and as people in rural areas, many 
of whom currently live on less than $2 a day, 
subscribe to mobile services. ■ 

The GSMA 
predicts that 
the mobile 
industry will 
reach the fi ve 
billion users 
milestone over 
the next decade

 2012 2017 2012 2017

World 93% 114% 45% 53%

Africa  68% 88% 33% 40%

Americas 112% 132% 59% 64%

Northern America  108% 117% 69% 70%

Southern America  128% 156% 57% 65%

Asia  87% 110% 40% 49%

Japan  113% 132% 88% 92%

Israel  135% 152% 67% 71%

Europe 138% 152% 76% 80%

UK 123% 128% 87% 89%

Spain 119% 129% 81% 84%

Oceania  108% 119% 74% 76%

Developing  87% 110% 39% 47%

Brazil  140% 177% 58% 68%

Russia  164% 183% 73% 79%

India  76% 100% 26% 40%

China  82% 107% 43% 52%

South Africa  138% 171% 66% 79%

Developed  122% 133% 79% 81%

The below table provides global mobile subscriber penetration data in 
2012 and 2017, and highlights the ‘addressable’ growth opportunity for 
the mobile industry.

Source: GSMA
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Augmented reality is a futuristic technology not many people

would expect to see in Africa, yet some see promising

applications in the region.

Eye of the beholder
On the whole, augmented reality (AR) as a 
true computer-mediated, interactive layer 
still exists largely in the sphere of science 
fiction. It’s quite likely that that’s where the 
idea came from in the first place. One of 
the co-founders of early AR startup Layar 
openly acknowledges that his team got the 
idea for their business from the 2006 novel, 
Rainbow’s End, written by Vernor Vinge, in 
which humans interact with virtual overlays 
of reality almost all of the time by wearing 
smart clothing and contact lenses that can 
replace what the eye would normally see.

One of the first mainstream examples of 
AR in South Africa—admittedly the region’s 
most mature market—arrived on magazine 
shelves with the September edition of Rolling 
Stone magazine. The cover photo of local 
singer-songwriter Arno Carstens is ac-
companied by a small hint to download the 
Layar app in order to launch Carstens’ music 
video, Two Dogs, in the virtual space on the 
magazine’s cover.

Given its somewhat futuristic bent, AR 
isn’t something the average user would 
expect to see in some of the region’s more 
emerging markets. Yet late last month, 
Etisalat Group, the telecommunications firm 

with operations in 15 markets across the 
Middle East, Africa and Asia, showcased its 
own augmented reality technology, which 
enhances the view of real life by overlaying 
computer-generated content, whether video, 
3D models, or interactive and dynamic web 
content, triggered by an image, a location or 
a combination of the two.

During the recent showcase in Dubai, 
Ahmad Abdulkarim Julfar, chief executive of-
ficer of Etisalat, said: “The rapid development 
of new technologies such as mobile phone 
cameras, more powerful computing proces-
sors, touch screens, GPS devices and more, 
are driving the development of the digital ap-
plications, including Augmented Reality.”

Julfar said that governments need to 
encourage investment in ICT as technology 
will be involved in every aspect our daily life, 
including health, e-commerce, cloud com-
puting, video services and M2M, and will 
contribute to economic growth and social 
development.

“In addition to Augmented Reality applica-
tions that are currently available in education, 
commerce and gaming, we see a promising 
future in digital advertising, medicine, engi-
neering and other future sciences,” >
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AR creates 
tension 
between 
people, 
organisations 
and objects.  
What it gives 
you access to 
is space

he said. “There are an increasing number of 
these applications available on tablets and 
smartphones, and they have enabled us to 
make use of all of our senses, including the 
sense of touch and hearing. For example, 
imagine a virtual friend who is always near to 
give information and data around the clock.”

Augmented reality is somewhat more 
established in the gaming arena, where 
Sony recently unveiled the Wonderbook 
to a South African audience. The physical 
device looks and acts like a book, but each 
page is covered in patterns that spring to 
life when combined with the PlayStation 3, 
motion-sensing Move wand and Eye camera. 
The first Wonderbook game is, perhaps 
appropriately, a Harry Potter title called the 
Book of Spells that sees the player interact-
ing with a computer mediated environment 
all around them. 

But Sony is treading a path that Nintendo 
first began carving nearly two years ago 
with the launch of the handheld 3DS con-
sole, that featured encoded cards the player 
could use to launch AR-enabled games and 
environments. 

Outside of gaming however, develop-
ment of AR has been slow, and this is for 
two reasons. The first was technological 

evolution. Raimo Van der Klein, creative 
director and co founder of Amsterdam-
based Layar, said that the problem the 
industry faced was that early versions of 
‘augmented reality’ were all about location, 
“and location is a lousy piece of information 
to work with because you can’t understand 
the context the user is working in. 

“Location alone really doesn’t tell you 
anything about the kind of information you 
want to see because there’s so much infor-
mation that can be applied to any coordi-
nates,” he said. 

Van der Klein surmised the issue as “a 
discovery problem, or a matching problem, 
or a filtering problem in some sense,” and 
explains that what happened to solve the is-
sue was computer vision the point at which 
the computer and camera was actually able 
to recognise what the user can see. 

“At this time we were just using coordi-
nates, we didn’t have any intelligence that 
could recognise what you were looking at,” 
he said. “So what we created was like the 
very first version of an eye, able to recognise 
the unique signature of something it was 
looking at.” 

But then there was a second issue, and 
one that still persists in many respects: 

AR is a technology that has captured the 
industry’s attention but has yet to find a 
strong business model. In the immediate 
future, Van der Klein said his company 
is looking to print publishing as a “very 
fertile” land of opportunity. Although 
acknowledging that newspapers are 
struggling, he believes that magazines are 
still in a strong position, especially those 
catering to niche subjects and fan bases, 
and sees room for what he calls a hybrid 
solution or interactive print offering. 

“We now see AR as more of an X-ray tool 
to help users see more information about 
what they are looking at. AR creates tension 
between people, organisations and objects,” 
he said, “what it gives you access to is space.” 

Layar sees most opportunity for freeing 
up this space in going direct to publishers 
and helping them sell content or advertis-
ing. Van der Klein said his company is 
very cautious about talking to the operator 
and handset OEM communities, which he 
jokingly described as “predators,” at the 
same time as suggesting Layar’s technol-
ogy be used as a subversive tool. “What 
we are doing is democratising space and 
giving people access to opinions and 
voice,” he said. ■
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