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Report – Eyes on the Enterprise
A new report from industry analyst ovum reveals 
that the enterprise services market in Africa is 
growing thanks to economic expansion. competition 
at the moment is slight, but the opportunity is 
attracting international players into the region. 

InterVIew

Tom Allen, Chief Operating Officer,  
Smile Communications
African newcomer smile has launched in three 
markets this year with a pure Lte play. the firm 
believes that new technology can only be properly 
exploited by new players and has pledged to shake 
up markets across the region. 

FeAtures

Expanding Horizons
the mobile broadband revolution is underway in 
Africa as wcDMA gathers momentum and Lte 
establishes an early foothold. competition in many 
markets is intense but new players are not deterred 
from pursuing fresh opportunities afforded by the 
next wave of growth in the region. 

Spectrum: Reaping the dividend
the details for global digital dividend spectrum 
allocation won’t be finalised until 2015 but Africa 
is the first region to cohesively earmark 700MHz 
bandwidth freed up by the transition to digital for 
future telecoms services. 

Devices: Africa gets smart
Africa’s mobile market has largely been characterised 
by demand for low-cost, prepaid feature phones. 
However, this is beginning to change as the cost 
of technology gradually declines and handset 
manufacturers operating in Africa are now preparing 
for a smartphone revolution. 

Pay-TV: One to watch
the pay tV market is starting to gather momentum 
in parts of Africa and the companies involved are 
working to create consumption and business models 
that reflect the region’s unique infrastructure 
footprint. 
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The pace of change

Speak to the executives responsible for 
the African businesses of network equip-
ment providers and they’ll tell you how 

great it is to be working in a region where 
growth is still a dominant narrative. With 
72 per cent cellular penetration Africa has a 
long way to go before it catches up with other 
parts of the world. And with only 12 per cent 
of the market forecast to be WCDMA subscrip-
tions by the end of this year, that growth is 
as much about technology migration as it is 
about acquisition. 

But this is not a straightforward matter of 
targeting people who are queuing up to pay 
for access to service. Much of the population 
across the continent remains in great poverty 
and products, services and business models 
that can cater to this market are not always 
easy to develop and sustain. 

Nonetheless there is a clear momentum 
among the players driving mobile broadband 
uptake, with WCDMA penetration expected 
to grow by more than 600 per cent over the 
fi ve years to end 2018, reaching more than 
700 million subscriptions by the end of the 
forecast period. 

The device sector is forcing more technol-
ogy down to the most affordable devices, with 
much  innovation focused on segments like 
the “fi rst device”, a distant memory for today’s 
mature market smartphone generation, as 
well as sub-segments like feature phone and 
“smarter phone”. This dynamic means that 
the African device market is somewhat dif-
ferent from other parts of the world. Nokia 
and Blackberry still have reasonable heft, 

for example, although how long this will last 
in the face of competition from Far Eastern 
vendors remains to be seen.

And it is not just on the handset side that 
establishment names are being forced to defend 
their territory. The arrival of LTE is being seen 
in some markets as an opportunity to introduce 
greater competition among operators. And 
while a relatively small number of international 
players hold a signifi cant share of the overall 
African mobile market, a handful of aspiring 
pan-regional players are looking to disrupt the 
status quo, starting with pure data offerings. 
The chief operating offi cer of one of them, Tom 
Allen at Smile, features in this issue’s interview 
on page four. 

Low ARPU markets will always be crucibles 
for innovation and Africa will continue to fasci-
nate as it develops unique solutions to its own 
challenges, bringing mobile broadband—and its 
many attendant benefi ts—to the mass market. 
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Enterprise services growth 
driven by economic expansion
The African enterprise and global ser-

vices market presents an attractive 
opportunity for service providers. In 

many instances, it can be viewed as an al-
most new or untapped market with little in 
the way of significant competition currently. 
However, global service providers are starting 
to enter, following their existing clients, and 
increasing competition.

A key challenge is selecting the partners 
that offer service providers the right quality 
of service and reach across their respective 
operations. Service providers seeking to tap 
into these markets will also need to be able to 
exhibit a long-term commitment to the region 
and the growth of the business. This will have 
an associated impact on the investment required 
to enter the market. Generally, the costs of entry 
and operations in Africa are high.

Other key challenges in the African market 
include the lack of infrastructure, the low pool 
of technical skills, lack of clarity in the regula-
tory environment, and political uncertainty. 
However, some of these challenges are being met 
by service providers via ongoing investment in 
infrastructure and skills. On the political front, 
a wave of democracy has swept across the con-
tinent, due in part to the increased penetration 
of technology and services.

The average size of deals is currently be-
tween $5m and $10m, which is significantly 
lower than the deals found in more developed 
or larger developing markets. However, Ovum 
expects that as services become more sophis-
ticated and demand increases, the size of the 
deals will begin to track other developing 
economies, with the average deal at between 
$20m and $30m by 2015.

Key messages
• Suppliers expect the African enterprise 

global deals market to grow between 25 
per cent and 30 per cent CAGR over the 
next five years.

• Services across Africa are becoming more 
sophisticated as MNCs and emerging mar-
ket logos seek the same level of service as 
that enjoyed in the more developed markets.

• Infrastructure investment will continue 

at a healthy pace. Service providers have 
indicated that they will continue to invest 
in basic infrastructure such as fibre and da-
tacentre facilities to cater for the uptake of 
basic services and prepare for the arrival of 
more sophisticated services, such as cloud.

• Undersea cable investment and the rise 
in international capacity, together with 
the uptake of mobile services and ongo-
ing economic growth, have provided the 
foundations for growth in the enterprise 
telecoms market.

• The emergence of new enterprise logos rep-
resents an opportunity to develop revenue 
streams for both A- and B-end customers 
as service providers begin to increase their 
presence across the continent.

• A mixed approach of direct and partnership 
prevails. Service providers have realized 
that they cannot be everywhere and have 
opted for partnerships for those territories 
that they are unable to reach.

Macro-economic trends and hubs  
provide catalyst 
Service providers in the region have indicated 
that the most significant trend across the Africa 
global deals spectrum has been the structure of 
the deals. There is an increasing trend to look at 
the regional opportunity centred on the concept 
of hubs—of West Africa, East Africa, and South-
ern Africa. An important driving force has been 
the increase in economic activity, with some 
countries with a GDP growth exceeding that 
of population growth. The average GDP growth 
for Africa forecast by the World Bank is five per 
cent over the period 2011 to 2015, with foreign 
direct investment reaching $54bn per year by 
2015. Some service providers expect the African 
enterprise networking, communications, and 
related telco ICT services market to approach 
the size of the Indian market over the next three 
years. Global service providers are seeing an in-
crease in customers enquiring about the African 
market and the ability to deliver services in the 
region, and have projected revenue growth of 
50 per cent during 2013.

The enterprise market in Africa is currently 
valued at $603m for IP VPN services and 

$83m for Ethernet services. IP VPN services 
are expected to rise to $973m by 2017 and 
Ethernet services will be more than $150m 
by the same year. Revenues in the fixed line 
market will decline by five per cent as the 
number of fixed line connections in the African 
enterprise dwindles by a similar percentage. 
Mobile enterprise revenues will rise by 12 
per cent over the same period, driven by the 
increased uptake of mobile services in both 
the consumer and enterprise segments.

The driving force behind this has been the 
rapid economic growth experienced across the 
continent coupled with a rise in the middle class 
in some countries. Foreign direct investment 
(FDI) and local investment are also increasing, 
creating further confidence in the markets. The 
African enterprise market is gaining traction, 
but the challenge is that often these enterprises 
emanate from unbalanced economies, with a high 
dependency on commodities and often with a 
large informal sector, which presents a distorted 
picture of the economic climate and activity.

Service providers have cited four main fac-
tors that are driving the uptake of enterprise 
global services: 

• Operational efficiency—due to pressures on 
resources such as skills and infrastructure 

• Security—driven by compliance 
• Outsourcing—resulting in a rise in data 

centre investments 
• The rise of bring-your-own-device (BYOD) and 

the resulting interest in enterprise mobility
 

Service providers have indicated that their 
strategy in the African enterprise market 
has been based on following their existing 
clients, and targeting large accounts in these 
new markets. There is also the end to “limit-
less” infrastructure and bandwidth, forcing 
service providers to deliver more for less, 
adding features and offering improved SLAs. 
In the African context this is all the more felt 
with issues such as the shortage of skills and 
lack of infrastructure. Service providers have 
needed to place the right skills at the right 
place at the right time, shifting as and when 
the needs change across their markets.

REPORT OVUM
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Enterprises are also looking at new ser-
vices, most notably cloud. However, uptake 
of cloud services has been mixed. Service 
providers that participated in this study 
reported that the total addressable market 
for cloud services across Africa is estimated 
to be $30bn over the next five years. However, 
Ovum would remain more conservative as ser-
vice providers noted that this figure includes 
revenues derived from similar services such 
as datacentres and hosting.

Sophistication creeps in 
Request for proposal (RFP) processes in Africa 
have become more sophisticated, with the 
request for services often similar to those in 
the more developed markets. This sophistica-
tion in the structure of services required has 
been driven by the arrival of the multinational 
corporations (MNCs) that seek to enter the 
market with expectations of the same level of 
service as experienced in home markets. Mobile 
usage and uptake is also having a huge impact 
on the economy and the uptake of enterprise 
services. Ovum has forecast that the number 
of mobile connections across Africa will reach 
800 million by 2017, with a market penetration 
of 68 per cent.

Service providers are also seeing strong 
uptake of voice and security services, par-
ticularly in the customer care and contact 
centre environments.

The rise of democracy has also seen an 
increase in uptake of social media, with Fa-
cebook users in the region rising to 51 million 
by the end of 2012 according to Internet World 
Stats. The vast majority of these users are 
accessing the service via their mobile device.

Social media and mobile banking are prov-
ing to be popular methods of connecting and 
transacting with customers. Branding exer-
cises are becoming increasingly important, 
with mobile applications enabling companies 
to overcome issues such as language barriers.

Infrastructure investment grows
Service providers, both international and lo-
cal, have sought to invest in infrastructure. 
International submarine capacity increased 
from less than 50Gbps in 2005 to over 13Tbps 
in 2013, with the West African Cable Systems 
(WACS) the latest cable to go live. International 
bandwidth is fast being commoditised; band-
width pricing has dropped by 91 per cent over 
the past five years.

Ovum forecasts that investment in subma-
rine cable infrastructure will ease slightly as 
service providers and partners focus on the 

next facet of delivering the capacity to busi-
nesses operating in the hinterland.

From an enterprise and global services point 
of view, satellite maintains its pivotal role in 
reaching customers in remote sites across the 
continent. Satellite services have also retained 
relevance as a redundancy for the current fibre 
and submarine systems in place.

Investment in mobile network infrastruc-
ture is expected to continue at a healthy rate, 
with mobile network operators also looking to 
wifi as a means of offloading voice and data 
services to maintain service and capacity 
levels in the wake of increased uptake.

Partnerships 
In those markets where the service providers 
have limited or no reach, the only viable option 
is to seek a partnership to deliver services. 
Service providers will need to evaluate their 
potential partners based on: 

• Reputation in the local market – the local 
market perception of the partner 

• Reliability – the level of uptime and qual-
ity of service that is being delivered in the 
specified market 

• Sustainability – the ability of the local 
partner to sustain their business over the 
anticipated period of the partnership.

Commitment 
Service providers entering the market will 
need to be able to demonstrate commitment to 
the region and the local carriers and partners. 
They have also cited the ability to tailor solu-
tions for vertical sectors operating in Africa 
as a key differentiator.

A long-term view of the market and the op-
portunity will be needed. There have been a 
number of instances where SPs have entered 
the African market expecting high returns over 
a short period without the necessary commit-
ment to the region or the country. The result has 
been a costly exercise of entering the market 
and exiting without any real benefit to the 
service providers in the region over the long 
run. In line with this, SPs will need to have a 
clearly defined exit strategy that will mitigate 
and minimize risk.

Product design and pricing strategies 
Some service providers have opted to examine 
the issue of product design on a dynamic basis, 
tailoring services and solutions to the market 
and the verticals they are serving in Africa. 
The challenge that this brings is delivering a 
consistent service to customers in the region.

Other service providers have sought to 
maintain parity with existing products and 
services from their home or developed markets.

The pricing strategies embarked on by 
service providers have revolved around opex, 
providing flexibility for cost-conscious en-
terprises operating in the region. However, 
service providers have needed to be innovative 
in their approach, offering services through 
pay-per-use models, which are already avail-
able in more developed markets. While this 
type of billing is currently limited across the 
region, it is only expected to gain traction over 
the next two years in the African enterprise 
market. Cloud services are central to service 
providers’ strategies of offering greater flex-
ibility in terms of pricing.

Global and local reach 
An important factor in securing and maintaining 
global contracts and service across Africa is the 
existing footprint or physical presence of net-
work and services across the region. Central to 
this is the need to have the proper infrastructure 
in place to serve existing and new customers. In 
terms of local presence, many operators have 
sought to opt for a direct presence where it is 
possible based on the regulatory environment, 
while others have sought to enter markets via 
partnerships.

The need for local presence means significant 
investment is required, and will be required for 
future basic infrastructure. In parallel, global 
service providers are also responding to the 
need to offer access to a global network that 
gives customers reach beyond Africa. n

OVUM REPORT

The diverse African enterprise market means there 

are a number of key factors that will lead to success 

in the region:

• Global reach – the ability to take local enterprises 

to international destinations 

• Local presence and reach – the ability to take MNCs 

and others to the African markets 

• Reliability – the ability to offer a consistent and 

reliable service 

• Selective approach – the need to choose markets 

and opportunities based on resources and the size 

of the opportunity. 

• Commitment – the need for service providers 

to demonstrate a long-term commitment to the 

region 

• A clear exit strategy.

Success factors

For more information and the full report,  
go to www.ovum.com
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Disruptive Data
African newcomer Smile has launched in three markets this year with a pure LTE play. The firm 
believes that new technology can only be properly exploited by new players and has pledged 
to shake up markets across the region. Tom Allen, Smile’s COO, talks to Mike Hibberd.

Smile offers its users a data calculator to better understand their consumption

LTE has been developed and sold 
to the global operator commu-
nity as a means of migration—a 

technology that resets the mobile 
network for the challenges of a data-
driven world. The ‘E’ stands for Evo-
lution and for most operators LTE is 
just the latest step in a long journey 
of mobile network technology, as they 
transition away from legacy networks 
at the end of their lives. 

But not for all. African operator 
Smile Communications, which this 
year has launched LTE networks in 
Nigeria, Tanzania and Uganda, is a 
newcomer to the cellular industry. And 
with none of the legacies or histories 
of its traditional mobile competitors, 
the firm has a distinct take on the mar-
ket and the opportunity it provides. 

Smile started life as a WiMAX 
player in 2007, launching in Uganda 
two years later with a brief to bring 
mobile data and voice services to the 
underserved. But the limitations of 
the WiMAX device ecosystem forced 
a rethink and the firm negotiated the 
migration of its licences to interna-
tionally harmonised LTE spectrum, 
a process that was completed in 2011. 

While Smile is now an LTE player, 
and part of the global cellular com-
munity, it’s origins as a challenger and 
technology outsider still influence its 
thinking. Chief operating officer Tom 
Allen refers to his incumbent competi-
tors as “the mobiles”, clearly putting 
some distance between the newcomer 
and the establishment. 

With no legacy network and VoLTE 
handsets not yet available, Smile is 
promoting data services in the first 
phase of its launch but the firm’s ap-
proach to voice is an illustration of 
its disruptive mindset. While many 
operators view OTT voice applications 
like Skype and Viber with suspicion 
that can border on hostility, Smile is 
prepared to embrace all types of usage. 

“We’re happy with OTT voice ser-
vices and our customers are already 
using OTT solutions on our network,” 
says Allen. “We don’t have a market 

to protect and we don’t have a 3G 
network investment to protect so 
we’re happy for the market to tell us 
what it wants to do and to go with 
it. We sell megabytes and you can 
do what you want with your allow-
ance,” he says. 

Nonetheless the operator is already 
testing Voice over LTE (VoLTE) on 
its network and will begin trialling 
devices in the first quarter of 2014. 
Allen says the firm will introduce 
VoLTE capable handsets at some point 
but stresses that Smile is open to a 
range of approaches for a service that 
it views as just another use of data.  

“We could priorisise Skype traffic 
on our network and make sure it gets 
a better grade of service,” he says, 
“which is the complete opposite to 
what a mobile operator would do. 
We’re not saying we’ll do that but we 
would look at it seriously, we’ll see 
what the market demands. Maybe 
regulators would come under perssure 
from mobile operators to intervene 
but would that really be in the public 
interest?”

In any case while Smile doesn’t have 
“problems like circuit switched fallback,” 
Allen says, it also lacks interconnection 
deals, nationally and internationally, so 
is restricted in terms of voice offerings. 
These deals will be struck in the next 
three to six months, he says. 

When VoLTE-capable smartphones 
do become available they will be 
expensive by global standards and 
especially so in African markets. Allen 
concedes that device cost is a barrier 
to uptake, with LTE dongles currently 
retailing for around $70. But prices 
are falling, he says, with each batch 
the firm orders being 15 – 20 per cent 
cheaper than the last, because of 
falling silicon costs. In a year’s time, 
he predicts, price will be comparable 
with 3G dongles, which are priced in 
the $30 range today. 

Smile prices data “exactly par to the 
market,” Allen says. The firm will not 
match the lowest price in the market 
but will price without a premium, 
“at a level the market is bearing,” he 
says. Simplicity of pricing is essential, 
according to Allen, and while much »  
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Career history
of the rest of the mobile broadband 
operator community is looking at 
sophisticated new ways to price and 
sell data, Smile wants to keep the focus 
simply on volume. 

Application- or time-specific pricing 
are among the concepts that Smile is 
trying to avoid, he says. “From our 
persecptive data is just data; we don’t 
care when you use it or what you do 
with it. For us it’s just a flat rate per 
megabyte and maybe that’s where the 
world will go,” he says. “We’re abso-
lutely committed to simplicity and 
as customers move to a data world 
we want them to get what they’re 
paying for. 

Smile has taken the unusual step, 
by today’s standards, of developing 
an entirely proprietary BSS environ-
ment system with no third-party 
development. This gives it maximum 
flexibility, Allen says, and removes 
any need for external consultancy 
when new products are required. 

User numbers are understandably 
low at this early stage, with estimates 
from Informa’s WCIS+ for end Q3 
this year putting Smile’s Nigerian 
subscriber base at 25,000, Tanzania at 
2,270 and Uganda at 1,357. But among 
these early adopters, consumption is 
high, Allen says. 

Subscribers are using three to 
five times more data than they were 
as WCDMA users, Allen says and 
mifi devices are proving particu-
larly popular. “Our base stations are  

running at around 60Mbps per sec-
tor in the downlink and 20Mbps per 
sector in the uplink and I’ve got four 
base stations in Tanzania that are 
already at around 40 per cent of 
capacity, with roughly 300 users 
per base station.”

LTE connections are driving file 
transfer and streaming TV services, 
Allen says, as well as a lot of YouTube 
content as users search for “how-to” 
solutions surrounding common PC 
applications like Microsoft Office. But 
customers—Smile is targeting enter-
prise and educational institutions as 
well as individual consumers and the 
domestic market—need educating 
on the impact of their usage on their 
consumption, he says. 

One corporate customer called up 
to complain that he’d been cut off, 
not having realised that live stream-
ing an entire three-day cricket 
match to his office would drain his 
data allowance very quickly. One 
downside of a fast connection, Al-
len points out, is that certain web 
services—Skype and YouTube in-
cluded—upgrade performance when 
they detect one, which accelerates 
consumption. “We have to help 
educate our customers to become 
sophisticated users,” he says. 

Smile’s mission statement is to 
provide service to “everyone across 
Africa”, so expansion is on the 
agenda. But acquisition is not the 

firm’s preferred route. Instead Smile 
is banking on being able to convince 
regulators that LTE licences should 
be used to introduce new play-
ers. The firm is already lobbying 
the South African regulator along 
these lines and having less formal 
conversations with other regualtors 
in the region. 

“We’re looking for new markets and 
what we’re hoping is that the regula-
tors will see the sense in bringing in 
a new entrant with a track record 
[in LTE]. There aren’t many of those 
around,” Allen says. “We don’t know 
yet what the regulators are going 
to do but you need a new entrant to 
stimulate and break the market and 
force the pace.” 

The firm is keen to strike wholesale 
deals with incumbent operators as a 
means of spreading the LTE advan-
tage, Allen says, but it is not prepared 
to share any of its spectrum assets. As 
well as enabling existing international 
players like Vodafone and Orange to 
reach new markets without having 
to invest in infrastructure, he says, 
this will offer an evolutionary path to 
Africa’s WiMAX and CDMA operators, 
which are reaching the end of their 
technological roads.

Allen acknowledges that there 
are plenty of players in the African 
mobile market who doubt that Smile 
can deliver LTE at a price point that 
will create a sustainable business. 
But he says the firm has absolute 
conviction that it will be proven 
right and that it will change the 
African market as a result. Central 
to its chances, he says, is the firm’s 
willingness to approach the oppor-
tunity unencumbered by legacy of 
infrastructure or operation. 

“I know a lot of people are watching 
what we’re doing and there are some 
who think it’s a recipe for disaster,” he 
says. “But we have the opportunity to 
change the model and when we prove 
we’re right I think it will open the 
doors to lots of new entrants for LTE 
in Africa.”  n

"We don't have a market to protect 
and we don't have a 3G network 
investment to protect so we're 
happy for the market to tell us what 
it wants and to go with it. We sell 
megabytes and you can do  
whatever you want with your  
allowance." 
Tom Allen, Smile

Tom Allen, Smile’s Chief Operations Officer, is an electrical 

and electronic engineer with over 30 years’ experience in 

the telecommunications industry. He was previously a Senior 

Director leading the technology division at one of the largest 

global infrastructure consulting companies,  Mott MacDonald. 

He has rolled out major technology-based projects for key 

international business and telecoms operators in very  

challenging environments across Africa and the Middle East.  
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The story of mobile communications in 
Africa has always been one of growth. 
Ten years ago, when three quarters of 

Western Europeans were already using mo-
bile telephony, cellular penetration in Africa 
was less than six per cent. The industry had 
yet to develop the low-cost devices and low-
ARPU business models that would help to 
kickstart uptake in the region. In 2013 things 
have improved enormously but, despite Afri-
can penetration having now hit 72 per cent, 
the potential for ongoing growth remains 
enormous. Today, however, the growth story 
centres on mobile broadband. 

GSM subscriptions on the continent are 
forecast to decline from 2015, after reach-
ing more than 750 million at the end of next 
year, according to projections from Informa’s 
WCIS+. Within five years the total number of 
African GSM subscriptions will have fallen 
beneath 400 million, as mobile broadband 
services gather momentum. 

WCIS+ forecasts for the end of this year 
put African WCDMA subscriptions at 100.6 
million, around 12 per cent of the continent’s 
total subscriptions. But while the market as 
a whole is expected to grow by almost 44 per 
cent over the five years to the end of 2018, 
WCDMA is expected to surge by more than 
600 per cent over the same period, to reach 
708.1 million subscriptions—almost 59 per 
cent of the total African user base.

During the next five years LTE, which 
will have yet to exceed two million African 
subscriptions by the end of 2013, will grow 
to reach 72.8 million subscriptions. 

For this growth in mobile broadband to 
be achieved much needs to happen on the 
African continent. Regulation, consolidation, 

device availability, spectrum allocation and 
continued innovation in both operational 
and business models will all play their part 
in advancing the African mobile communica-
tions sector.

What qualifies as mobile broadband in Af-
rica may well be different from what qualifies 
in other markets. Igor Leprince, senior vice 
president for Middle East and Africa at Nokia 
Solutions and Networks, in a thinly veiled 
reference to the Shift plan recently introduced 
by Alcatel Lucent, which sees it moving away 
from legacy network technologies, suggests 
that definitions are contextual. 

“Some of our competition have abandoned 
certain technologies but that’s not what we’re 
doing,” Leprince says. “To me WCDMA is 
mobile broadband, and this is the technology 
most African mobile broadband users are 
currently using. For us even GPRS could be 
called mobile broadband in some countries 
in Africa.”

Indeed there are still seven markets on 
the continent— Algeria, Cameroon, Chad, 
the Comoros Islands, Eritrea, Guinea-Bassau 
and Yemen—that have yet to launch WCDMA, 
almost ten years after the technology was first 
deployed in Africa.  Cameroon in particular 
offers some interesting insights into the 
kind of issues affecting the African market 
as a whole. 

A long-term duopoly, Cameroon’s two in-
cumbent operators, MTN and Orange, have 
been held back from 3G deployments by a 
regulator keen to introduce a third player 
to the market. Vietnamese operator Viettel 
won the third licence in December 2012, 
and has pledged to launch with 81 per cent 
geographical coverage with a GSM/WCDMA 

network next year.  
While the absence of 3G in the market 

made the licence an attractive one (rival 
bidders included pan-African operator Airtel, 
Monaco Telecom and Korea Telecom), the 
regulator’s decision to focus on the appeal 
of the third licence rather than the needs of 
the market illustrates how regulation can be 
problematic in Africa, says Thecla Mbongue, 
a senior analyst for Informa who covers 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 

“The authorities wanted to make the mar-
ket more attractive to Viettel but the other 
operators have been there for years and their 
networks have been 3G-ready for a very long 
time. So I don’t understand why the authori-
ties would want to deprive the population of a 
3G service,” says Mgbongue. “And they’re still 
delaying. Viettel won the licence in 2012 but 
was given a launch deadline of early 2014.” 

Levels of competition across Africa vary 
wildly. Of the 55 markets tracked by WCIS+, 
six are monopolies and nine are duopolies. 
There are eleven markets, meanwhile, that 
have five or more operators—with Uganda 
home to eight players and Nigeria to 11. And 
this doesn’t take into account operators of 
non-cellular technologies like WiMAX. MTN 
Cameroon, frustrated at the restrictions af-
fecting its plans for 3G deployment, launched 
a WiMAX offering in June this year. 

Some governments in countries with mod-
est numbers of operators can look to other 
African markets where the market is more 
crowded and identify a revenue opportunity 
associated with introducing further com-
petition—both in terms of licence fees and 
taxation. But some specialists in the region 
warn that competition might not necessarily 

Expanding horizons
The mobile broadband revolution is underway in Africa as WCDMA gathers momentum 
and LTE establishes an early foothold. Competition in many markets is intense but new 
players are not deterred from pursuing fresh opportunities afforded by the next wave 
of growth in the region. 
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be enhanced by introducing new players and 
that high operator numbers could cause prob-
lems as “In the smaller markets the first two 
operators make money but the third strug-
gles,” says Igor Leprince. “In bigger markets 
there may be space for four operators in the 
long term. But if you look at Nigeria, how is 
[a market of] that many operators going to 
be sustainable given that they all have to go 
to 3G and LTE? That will involve significant 
investment in backhaul and network technol-
ogy; so how do all of these operators have 
prospects? That’s where we have a different 
view from the ministers who see that the 
maximum number of players in the market 
is the best thing for that market.”

Furthermore much of the subscription 
growth created by the entry of new players in 
competitive markets is likely to be accounted 
for in part by multiple SIM ownership. This 
might help paint a positive picture for the 
government in terms of national penetration, 
and for the operators in terms of subscrip-
tion figures, but overall user numbers and 
revenues do not necessarily grow accordingly. 

Thecla Mbongue argues that a thirst for 
subscriptions is causing operators to focus 
their competitive efforts purely on price 
when they could, and should, be looking to 
differentiate on other parameters, such as 
quality of service. QoS is a topic of constant 
discussion in the African mobile market, 
with complaints from operators about their 
access to reliable power sources a staple of 
the debate at the region’s industry events. 
But Mbongue suggests that some operators’ 
relentless acqusition strategies are directly 
and negatively impacting service quality. 

“To improve QoS operators need to invest 

faster than they acquire subscribers,” she 
says. “But that will mean that they have to 
sacrifice their margins, which they don’t 
want to do—especially when they belong 
to the big groups. They might not say it in 
public but they are all just trying to acquire 
as many subscribers as possible so they can 
say they’re among the largest players on the 
continent.”

Any operator brave enough to put QoS at 
the heart of their strategy could stand to reap 
rewards, she suggests. Given the widespread 
problems with QoS there are enough users 
who would pay a premium for permanently 
higher grade quality for a profit to be made. 
Price cuts, especially for on-net minutes, have 
such a deleterious effect on service quality 
that users are often unable to take advantage 
of the changes in price because their calls do 
not connect, Mbongue says. 

And yet the advent of LTE in the region 
could increase the number of operators still 
further. Daniel Jaeger VP for Africa at Alcatel 
Lucent says that one of the emerging trends 
worth watching is the decision by African 
regulators to use LTE to bring newcomers 
into the market. Instead of focusing on voice 
(given that VoLTE is not yet commercially 
available), some early LTE operators in Af-
rica are moving towards a pure data play. 
Jaeger namechecks two of Alcatel Lucent’s 
own customers, Smile which has launched 
pure LTE networks in Uganda and Tanzania, 
and Ghana’s Surfline, which will launch 
in 2014. He adds that Alcatel Lucent is in 
negotiations with “several other operators” 
that are looking at similar models. 

Smile’s chief operating officer, Tom Allen, 
takes an opposing view to Igor Leprince on » 

Levels of competition across 
Africa vary wildly. Of the 55 
markets tracked by WCIS+, 
six are monopolies and nine 
are duopolies

08-11_MCI181_introduction.indd   9 26/10/2013   15:55



the competitive benefits of greenfield licences 
for LTE, which is perhaps not surprising as 
this is core to the firm’s operational model. 

“We don’t see ourselves as the fifth opera-
tor coming into a market, we see ourselves as 
the first LTE operator,” he says. “There may 
be some people who think it’s never going 
to work but when we break the model and 
prove we’re right then I think it will open the 
doors to lots of new entrants in LTE in Africa.” 

Incumbent operators may not be sufficiently 
motivated to fully exploit the potential of LTE, 
he says. “If you give LTE licences to the incum-
bents they’re likely to only do bits and pieces 
with it because they’ve got a lot to protect,” he 
says. “You need a new entrant to stimulate and 
break the market and force the pace.”

Any player considering a pure LTE model 
might also look to provide wholesale cover-
age to traditional mobile operators to bolster 
their retail connectivity play. In Rwanda the 
government signed a deal earlier this year 
with South Korean operator KT Corporation 
that will see a JV created to build and oper-
ate an LTE network that will cover 95 per 
cent of the population within three years. 
But the JV’s licence will be wholesale only 
and the market’s existing mobile operators 
were “invited to invest in the project” at its 
inception on the undesrtanding that they will 
resell LTE connectivity. 

“This kind of model could help Africa to 
avoid what is happening in Europe where, due 
to marketing reasons, too many networks are 
being built in parallel,” says Daniel Jaeger. 

A similar model was being considered by 
the previous government of Kenya, although 
the government elected in March this year is 
reconsidering the plan, according to NSN’s 
Igor Leprince. “It is being considered, but I 
have my doubts. When I talk to operators in 
Kenya about this, they always have a smile on 
their face,” he says, suggesting that discussion 
might be as far as the project gets. 

Certainly early LTE operators with an ISP-
like model could be challenged by the cost 
of PCs and laptops in Africa, which remain 
too expensive for many in the region. African 
mobile broadband will be almost overwhelm-
ingly smartphone-based and even smart-
phones have yet to drop to the price point 
that will stimulate growth on a grand scale.

Irrespective of whether or not the creation 
of new licences and new operators is right or 
wrong for the region, the presence of KT in 
Rwanda and Viettel in Cameroon illustrates 
that there is still enthusiasm for investment 
opportunities in the African communica-

tions sector. Viettel also has an operation in 
Mozambique, where it focused on providing 
coverage in rural areas, rather than the cities 
which were already hotly contested. 

Greenfield opportunities may not be the 
only driver for continued investment as Africa 
is a market dominated by a small number 
of international players whose appetite for 
further expansion remains. WCIS+ tracks 
191 mobile operators in Africa, more than 80 
of which are accounted for by nine interna-
tional operators; Airtel, Africell, Econet, MTN, 
Orange, Orascom, Ooreedoo, MTE, Vodacom 
and Vodafone.  

“There is hardly a month without some 
kind of consolidation,” says Igor Leprince. 
“Bharti [Airtel] is still looking, MTN is still 
looking. There’s more M&A activity in Africa 
than in the rest of the world put together.” It 
is also conceivable that any greenfield LTE 
entrants will find themselves the targets 
of acqusition once their businesses are 
established. 

The large international players are very 
effective at leveraging their scale for purchas-
ing, says Clementine Fournier, regional vice 
president for Africa at Belgacom’s interna-
tional carrier services arm BICS. She observes 
also that they tend to want to limit as much 
as possible the number of suppliers that they 
use, and are very open to outsourcing func-
tions for which they lack specfic expertise. 

Roaming is one such example, she says, 
and is a healthy market on the continent. 
Some of the smaller operators can generate 
as much as 40 per cent of their revenues from 
international termination. But in a highly 
competitive market the large operators are 
able to exploit on-net roaming tariffs that 
place the smaller players at even more of a 
disadvantage. 

This is the sort of proactivity that someone 
like Neelie Kroes would be very happy to see 
in Europe and Fournier remakrs that African 
operators are “lucky not to be regulated like 
operators in Europe.” But she adds that Afri-
can regulators are looking at roaming traffic 
as a potential source of tax revenues, with 
several introducing surtaxes on international 
termination. “For the mobile operators this 
is not good news,” she says. 

 Informa’s Thecla Mbongue agrees that 
regualtors and governments—which can be 
much more closely linked in Africa than is 
perhaps the case elsewhere—have tended to 
focus too much on the revenue opportunity 
that mobile affords the state coffers. But this, 
she says, is changing. 

10 Mobile Communications International | First for news, best for business

FEATURE INTRODUCTION

If there is a common  
regulatory problem it is 
that telecoms ministers 
and heads of regulatory 
bodies are politicians,  
often with no background 
in communications and 
often, due to turnover in 
goverments, not in the 
position for long enough 
to establish and realise 
a vision
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“Governments started to redefine the rules 
in order to make more money by creating new 
taxes,” she says. “And because of this there 
hasn’t always been enough collaboration 
between the regulators and the operators. 
But regulators now undersstand that, as 
well as being a tax payer, telecom networks 
contribute to the welfare of the population 
nad we’re now seeing more collaboration.” 

If there is a common regulatory problem 
it is that telecoms ministers and heads of 
regulatory bodies are politicians, often 
with no background in communications 
and often, due to turnover in goverments, 
not in the position for long enough to es-
tablish and realise a vision. This is exactly 
what happened with Kenya’s plans for a 
wholesale LTE network. 

Broadly, she says, English-speaking Af-
rica has managed to evolve its regulatory 
environment more successfully than French-
speaking Africa. “Markets in English-speaking 
Africa have a lot more flexibility in their 
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approach to regulating business,” she says. 
“In French-speaking Africa things are much 
more centralised, all the way to the Minister 
of Telecommunications who has the final say 
on most decisions.”

A recent example of the varying approaches 
of different markets towards regulation is 
the shift to technology-neutral or converged 
operating licences. This was treated with a 
great deal more flexibility in English-speaking 
markets than it was in French-speaking 
Africa, Mbongue says. 

It is perhaps the international African 
operators themselves that have the greatest 
potential to influence regional harmony in 
terms of communications services, however. 
These players, while not “making things the 
same in every country,” says Daniel Jaeger, 
are nonetheless “bringing it together and 
making the differences smaller.”

The mobile communications industry 
is used to growth; it has never known 
anything else. And Africa, which is behind 
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many markets in the world in terms of the 
development of its mobile sector, is where 
all the growth is happening now. Network 
suppliers in the region joke that their col-
leagues elsewhere in the world are envious 
of the potential they have for expansion in 
their business. 

And it would be a mistake to assume that 
lagging developments in other markets will 
be to Africa’s detriment in the long term. 
Models that are not possible in advanced 
western markets are being tried in Af-
rica—where in Europe would a pure play, 
greenfield LTE opportunity come about? 
Regulators in the region are increasingly 
attuned to the wider benefits that the com-
munications sector can deliver and are work-
ing to introduce flexibility and opportunity 
for the region’s many operators. 

It is certainly unlikely that those op-
erators will remain so great in number, 
but for the winners the rewards will be 
substantial. n

The mobile communications 
industry is used to growth; 
it has never known anything 
else. And Africa, which is 
behind many markets in the 
world in terms of the devel-
opment of its mobile sector, 
is where all the growth is 
happening now
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The details for global digital dividend spectrum allocation won’t be finalised until 
2015 but Africa is the first region to cohesively earmark 700MHz bandwidth 
freed up by the transition to digital for future telecoms services.

By James Middleton

Designing  
the digital dividend
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Because the  
propagation  

characteristics of 
700MHz are ideal for 
rural coverage as well 

as indoor urban  
penetration, it’s 

particularly attractive 
in terms of business 
case for broadscale 
deployment of LTE 

service coverage, 
especially in remote 

and rural regions  
like Africa

SPECTRUM FEATURE

September was a busy month for the telecom-
munications industry in Africa, bookended as 
it was by two major conferences focusing on 

future spectrum allocation and ICT development 
opportunities in the region. 

The month opened with a meeting of the Inter-
national Telecommunications Union (ITU) and the 
African Telecommunications Union (ATU), hosted by 
the Communications Commission of Kenya, which 
attracted 124 participants from 35 Member States. 
The outcome saw Africa become the first region in 
the world to be in a position in 2015 to cohesively 
and harmoniously allocate bandwidth freed up by the 
transition to digital television—the so-called ‘digital 
dividend’—to mobile services in both the 700MHz 
and 800MHz bands.

The decision was something of a landmark move, 
given that the final details for digital dividend 
spectrum allocation won’t be hammered out until 
the World Radiocommunication Conference in 2015 
(WRC-15) and regional allocation of 800MHz and 
700MHz spectrum to date has been fragmented and 
inconsistent. Nevertheless, frequency coordination 
negotiations at the meeting succeeded in setting up 
the mechanism to deploy digital television in 47 Sub-
Saharan African countries. 

The consolidation of national plans to implement 
the digital switchover in the African region conforms 
with the regulations originally set out in 2006 at the 
ITU’s Regional Radiocommunication Conference 
(RRC-06). The plan abides by switchover deadlines 
of June 2015 (for UHF) and June 2020 (for VHF in 33 
countries), yet those involved acknowledge that some 
technical refinements will still need to be made im-
mediately after WRC-15.

Over the last several years, digital dividend spec-
trum in the 700MHz and 800MHz bands has been 
made available around the world through the tran-
sition to digital TV, as frequencies previously used 
for UHF television broadcasts were re-farmed and 
re-auctioned. And while much of the world has moved 
ahead with 800MHz reallocation, 700MHz plans are 
still waiting to be finalised. In recent times there 
have been high hopes for the harmonisation of the 
700MHz band on an international roaming level for 
LTE, with plans afoot to make use of the same 700MHz 
spectrum in the US, Asia Pacific and Europe because 
700MHz is the third most widely used band for LTE 
deployments after 2.6GHz and 1800MHz (currently 
the clear leader). 

But as regional plans have developed and the local 
demarcation of frequencies in the 600MHz to 800MHz  
range have been established, it’s become clear that any 
hopes of using 700MHz for roaming internationally 
have already been scuppered by regional fragmenta-
tion and disjointed strategies.

The USA has effectively taken itself out of the global 
picture entirely. As the first region to move on the 

700MHz frequency (actually consisting of spectrum 
in the 698 to 806MHz bands) for cellular networking it 
carved its own path in terms of frequency demarcation 
before global agreements could be reached. Mean-
while, subsequent in-fighting and lobbying among 
some of the country’s larger operators has resulted 
in proprietary allocation of digital dividend spectrum 
that is incompatible with the rest of the world. 

For Region 1, incorporating Europe, Russia, the 
Middle East and Africa, a decision at WRC-12 created 
the possibility to allocate the 694–790MHz frequency 
band (the European/Region 1 ‘700MHz’ band) after 
WRC-15 in 2015 for mobile service. And despite the 
agreement not yet being set in stone, adoption is going 
ahead early in Africa because it has proved difficult 
in this region to free up the 800MHz band that is 
already widely used for cellular services in Europe. 
Whereas most of the world has already gone ahead 
with analogue television switch off in order to release 
digital dividend spectrum, Africa has not, so come 2015 
the region will be implementing two sets of spectrum 
proposals (700MHz and 800MHz), one of which has 
already been put in place elsewhere in the world.

But in a slight twist to the WRC proposals, industry 
body the GSM Association, in partnership with the 
Global mobile Suppliers Association (GSA), has been 
lobbying for Europe, the Middle East and Africa to 
adopt an alternative 2x30MHz band plan for the 
700MHz band, consisting of 703–733MHz (uplink) 
paired with 758–788MHz (downlink). This band plan 
is based on re-use of the lower duplexer of the APT 
band plan (2x30MHz from the APT 2x45MHz) and 
is intended to promote greater interoperability. It’s 
largely compatible with the APT700 band plan adopted 
in Asia Pacific, which is why Australian carrier Telstra 
has been picked to spearhead a major promotion of the 
APT700 spectrum band for LTE networks in Region 1. 

The Asia Pacific implementation of the digital divi-
dend frequency has already been identified for use in 
markets covering more than two billion people and 
the industry bodies are pushing for global adoption 
in order to facilitate LTE roaming. 

Because the propagation characteristics of 700MHz 
are ideal for rural coverage as well as indoor urban pen-
etration, it’s particularly attractive in terms of business 
case for broadscale deployment of LTE service coverage, 
especially in remote and rural regions like Africa.

The proposal paves the way for what the GSMA 
calls “a virtually global band with the APT band plan,” 
which “will offer the greatest benefit for consumers 
and mobile operators.” In its plan, the GSMA recom-
mends that the regulatory and technical conditions 
for the 700MHz band in EMEA be harmonised with 
the Asia Pacific band plan, “maximising economies of 
scale in device manufacturing and enabling interoper-
ability and roaming.”

This point is absolutely essential, according to 
Wladimir Bocquet, senior director of Spectrum Policy » 
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Widescale separation of 
operating licenses from 
spectrum licenses has only 
been adopted in the past 
several years and if you look 
back ten or 15 years, har-
monisation was effectively 
limited to using the same 
frequency range

at the GSMA. “We learned from past experience 
that harmonisation doesn’t just mean the same 
spectrum allocations and band plan but also 
requires the same technical and regulatory 
conditions and this is very important,” he says. 

“If you have two identical band plans but 
the technical and regulatory conditions are 
different, then you lose some or all of the 
ability to harmonise with other countries 
and regions. So we are working hard with 
all stakeholders to harmonise with the APT 
band plan not just on spectrum but also on 
regulatory and technical conditions,” he said. 

According to Bocquet, the industry only 
learned this recently. Indeed, widescale sepa-
ration of operating licenses from spectrum 
licenses has only been adopted in the past 
several years and if you look back ten or 15 
years, harmonisation was effectively limited 
to using the same frequency range. “Then we 
learned that we needed technical and regulatory 
harmony in order to make it possible to main-
tain harmony in device implementations,” says 
Bocquet. “This is where we are now working 
hard because although the frequency bands are 
largely accepted we still need to work out the 
technical and regulatory conditions.“

But the GSMA/GSA spectrum allocation 
proposal does rather differ to what has been 
proposed at the WRC. On the flip side, as well 
as less cross-border interference and, more 
options for roaming, the GSMA plan would 
drive availability of a wider portfolio of de-
vices, driven by a larger, international market, 
as device manufacturers can mass-produce 
less-complex devices that function in multiple 
countries on a single band.

“What’s nice about this plan is that it’s 
a little bit wider than the last digital divi-
dend for the 800MHZ band, which only had 
2x30MHz, so possibly depending on the guard 
bands used you might get 2x40MHz out of 
that 700MHz allocation,” says Stefan Zehle, 
CEO of spectrum specialist Coleago Consult-
ing. “The benefit is being able to give four 
operators 2x10MHz each or have a slightly 
wider allocation. It’s good for competition 
in markets where there are more than three 
operators, which makes it important in Africa 
but also it’s in the lower band, which is good 
for coverage of areas with a lower popula-
tion density, while still providing capacity 
in suburban areas because the allocation is 
quite chunky.” Essentially, it gives the benefit 
of a cheap build out of geographic coverage 
and better in building penetration, which is 
key to the mobile broadband market. 

But does that mean harmony in terms of 

interoperability and roaming facilitation is 
ensured throughout the region? The answer, 
unfortunately, is probably not. 

“If you look at the whole sub-1GHz band, all 
the spectrum here is key from this perspective – 
700, 800 and 900MHz are all essential for mobile 
broadband,” says Bocquet. “Although having a 
mix of bands across the different regions does 
not help the ecosystem or reduce costs from the 
consumer perspective on a global scale, you do 
have to make sure all devices in a region follow 
maximum commonality in order to make sure 
cost is as low as possible.” 

Bocquet says the USA is a good case in point 
here. Although its spectrum strategy is largely 
at odds with the rest of the world, it is a large 
and mature enough market that the strategy 
affords economies of scale for device manu-
facturers and sufficient interoperability and 
roaming conditions for operators. “We have 
something like 44 bands to cater for, which is 
enormous compared to the physical possibili-
ties of implementation in device,” Bocquet says. 

Wilgon Berthold Tsibo, CTO of Equateur 
Telecom in the Republic of Congo, argues that 
the establishment of a 700MHz band plan is a 
good idea for Africa because it will help to solve 
the problem of explosion of data services that 
are on the horizon. “The emergence of an LTE 
frequency plan dedicated to data services will 
be a major asset in the development of the ser-
vice, and also in the management of interference 
that may exist in existing bands with multiple 
operators and data access providers,” he says.

Nevertheless, he concedes that 700MHz 
alone will not be a solution for mobile broad-
band going forward and he is still looking to 
expand his company’s 1800MHz portfolio. 
The company owns licenses for 900 and 
1800MHz frequencies but  “going forward, in 
order to migrate to LTE, we need to increase 
our spectrum in 1800 frequencies,” he says. 

Indeed, while many African carriers are 
keen to get their hands on digital dividend 
spectrum, they only see it as part of the solu-
tion for regional coverage. Dov Bar-Gera, CEO of 
YooMee Africa (previously known as 4G Africa), 
is one of those. “There are too many invest-
ments in other frequencies like 2.3GHz and 
2.5GHz, so no, the 700MHz digital dividend in 
Africa will not help achieve global spectrum 
harmony,” he says. 

YooMee Africa is one of those companies 
with extensive investments in the 2.3GHz and 
2.5GHz bands. The carrier, which focuses on 
delivering wireless data services, started its 
operations in Cameroon and is in the process 
of expanding to Ivory Coast and additional 
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sub-Saharan countries. Despite the fact that 
YooMee will participate in any forthcoming 
auctions for 700MHz spectrum, Bar-Gera ex-
pects that “wifi will have a large part to play 
in connecting Africa, alongside extensive use 
of white space spectrum.” 

The first such wireless broadband trials 
using TV white spaces in the region took 
place in South Africa and Kenya in the first 
quarter of this year. In one pilot, US white 
space specialist Carlson Wireless teamed 
up with Google to launch a test case focus-
ing on offering wireless connectivity to ten 
schools across the Cape Town area in an at-
tempt to show that broadband can be offered 
over white spaces without interfering with 
licensed spectrum holders.

To prevent interference with other chan-
nels, the network uses Google’s spectrum 
database to determine white space availability, 
while the hardware—Carlson’s RuralConnect 
Broadband Solution, featuring the Neul Hori-
zon software—provides the communications 
backbone for the trial.

The other major initiative was introduced 
as part of the 4Afrika program, which saw 
Microsoft, somewhat unusually, getting in-
volved in an infrastructure project. The 
company helped establish a trial wireless 
broadband network in Kenya’s Rift Valley 
using white space spectrum and solar power 
to bring internet connectivity to people living 
in remote, rural areas. 

Microsoft is working alongside the Kenyan 
government and local ISP Indigo on the Rift 

Valley broadband project and Google has 
had an interest in white spaces since around 
2009. For both companies, rolling out wireless 
broadband technology into the unoccupied 
radio waves used as buffers between TV 
channels could enhance broadband access 
in rural areas. Compared with cellular, 
Bluetooth and wifi, white space devices use 
lower frequencies that have greater reach 
and in-building penetration.

But regulators have acknowledged that 
white space proponents must first prove that 
devices can operate without interfering with 
TV broadcasts and other wireless technologies 
that share these frequencies. The most likely 
solution to this problem seems to be that 
adopted in the US already – a requirement that 
such devices include geolocation capabilities 
and provisions to access an internet database 
of the incumbent services, allowing for the 
white space device to be told what spectrum 
may be used at that location. »

Given the intense  
competition in many African 

mobile markets, especially 
for voice services, lots of 

new entrants are focusing  
exclusively on data services

SPECTRUM FEATURE
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FEATURE SPECTRUM

This is something that the GSMA’s Bocquet 
expects to remain problematic in Africa for some 
time, because the transition from analogue to 
digital is not done in one simple switchover. “So 
you will have a period of time when you have 
both analogue and digital services operating 
alongside one another.  This makes collaboration 
across the region and between countries more 
important because another difficulty is cross 
border interference. Radio waves don’t stop at 
the geographical border, so you must consider 
what happens when you have too many spectrum 
variations in a region.”

But in terms of regional harmonisation it 
is interesting that some of the local spectrum 
licensees don’t see roaming as an important 
consideration. Given the intense competition 
in many African mobile markets, especially 
for voice services, lots of new entrants are 
focusing exclusively on data services. 

“Right now roaming is not important and 
we don’t see any need for international col-
laboration to make it so,” says YooMee’s Bar-
Gera. “We’re not interested in (traditional) voice 
because it’s too competitive in most markets 
and you have intense usage of Skype,” he says.

Earlier this year Skype claimed it was trans-
porting over one third of all global telephone 
traffic. This amounts to over two billion min-
utes per day on a year on year growth curve of 
five per cent. There is no regional breakdown of 
statistics but Bar-Gera said he believes Skype 
accounts for 55 to 58 per cent of international 
voice traffic in and out of the region. 

Not all stakeholders share Bar-Gera’s lack of 
concern for regional spectral harmony, in fact 
the GSMA’s Bocquet says that, after WRC-12: 
“We are quite surprised at how much Africa has 
succeeded with going ahead on adopting a plan. 
Especially since it is a region with 47 countries, 
that requires some good organisation,” he says. 
“Overall, it’s a very strong statement that the 
African countries can make their own achieve-
ments with a clear and transparent framework 
for investment. And we see that all the condi-
tions have been set up to get priority and ap-
propriate conditions for mobile broadband.” 

This may well be because regional investment 
in ICT goes well beyond simple communication 
and wireless services are an essential catalyst. 
The African region has experienced remark-
able growth in mobile networks and services 
development since 2008, allowing an increasing 
number of the almost 850 million people in the 
region to get connected and join the information 
society. Within five years, the region’s mobile 
penetration rate has doubled from 32 to 64 per 
cent, according to the ITU, and active mobile 
broadband penetration, which was practically 

non-existent in 2008, has grown to almost 11 
per cent, stimulating ICT uptake.

Towards the end of September the Regional 
Preparatory Meeting for Africa, ahead of 
ITU’s World Telecommunication Development 
Conference 2014, opened in Ghana to identify 
priority areas for ICT development strategies 
in the African region, examining innovative 
ways and initiatives to bring broadband ap-
plications and services to users, especially 
in the areas of governance, healthcare, com-
merce, agriculture and education. 

“Credit goes to governments for their political 
will, to the private sector for investing in the ICT 
sector, and to the citizens for a high uptake of 
these new technologies,” said Brahima Sanou, 
Director of ITU’s Telecommunication Develop-
ment Bureau, at the opening of the conference. 
“More than 20 per cent of the population in 
Africa consists of young people within the 15-
24 age range—as compared to 12.4 per cent 
in Europe. As the future is in the hands of the 
youth, the prospects for Africa are very good.”

Indeed they are. 2015 will be a key turning 
point for the region in terms of finalising an 
appropriate spectrum solution to unlock op-
portunities afforded by the digital dividend 
bands and many African nations will be ready 
to switchover to digital within two or three 
years from now. In the meantime there are 
innovative stepping stone solutions making 
an appearance to bridge the gap between early 
generation wireless and LTE. These include 
the white spaces trials and Somcable’s efforts 
to bring ‘fibre-through-the-air’ (FTTA) to So-
maliland, using Bluwan’s technology for the 
last mile of connectivity, providing download 
speeds of up to 100Mbps in the 700MHz band, 
in some cases for less than $10 monthly ARPU. 

There are also more high capacity cables 
landing in Africa. Equateur Telecom recently 
joined the WACS consortium and brought 
fibre to the Republic of Congo, yet in mostly 
remote an rural regions with little established 
infrastructure, completing the last mile, or 
last few miles, is the prevalent problem. To 
this end Africa has seen many opportunists 
pop up in its market with data only solu-
tions and we go into greater detail on this 
on page 08, but there is also a surprising 
level of international organisation with a 
view to harmonising spectrum in the region 
and increasing interoperability with the rest 
of the world.

For a region that was for a long time lagging 
behind in terms of spectrum governance, Africa 
is now leading the way, putting into play for-
ward thinking strategies that it can share with 
the rest of the industry at WRC-15. n

There are more high  
capacity cables landing in 
Africa. Equateur Telecom 
recently joined the WACS 
consortium and brought 
fibre to the Republic of 
Congo, yet in mostly remote 
an rural regions with little 
established infrastructure, 
completing the last mile, or 
last few miles, is the  
prevalent problem
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Employer Engagement Award 2011

The Postgraduate Certificate in Advanced Telecoms
Management is an internationally recognised University
qualification that demonstrates your expertise in the
technical and commercial operation of a modern
telecoms organisation. All of the programme elements will
equip you with the skill, knowledge and competencies to
excel in a telecoms organisation.

The Postgraduate Certificate in Advanced Telecoms
Management is awarded on successful completion of
three major programme elements. In order to qualify you
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one other Advanced Telecoms Management programme
(including the accompanying Competency Development
Journals) in addition you must complete a final work
based project.

Distance Learning www.telecomsacademy.com/dl

Our Distance Learning courses rapidly build your competency, knowledge and confidence – and are
designed to fit in with your work schedule

Our Distance Learning courses for the telecoms industry provide
you with the opportunity to enjoy the full benefits of studying,
whilst still in employment using the freedom and flexibility of
distance learning to your advantage. Courses run over three or nine
months, depending on whether you opt for the University Certificate or
standard programmes. Mandatory modules and specialist modules of
your choice provide comprehensive coverage of the subject. The
flexible options include both technology and business modules,
enabling you to select a programme that is right for you.

Foundation in Telecoms Starts 23 January 2014
For those new to the industry or those needing a good grounding in
modern communications – covering technology and business.

Diploma in Modern Telecommunications
Starts 20 February 2014
For those who need a more thorough understanding of
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Diploma in LTE and Advanced Communications
Starts 24 March 2014
For those who would benefit from a thorough grounding in LTE and the
many supporting technologies – with a technical focus.
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communications business environment.
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Telecoms Mini MBA
16-20 February 2014, Dubai
24-28 March 2014, Istanbul
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12-16 May 2014, Cape Town

Element 2
Choose ONE additional Advanced
Business Diploma (ABD) programme:

1. Effective Telecoms Strategies
16-20 February 2014, Dubai
5-9 May 2014, Cape Town
7-11 July 2014, London

2. Customer Focus in
Telecoms 
27-31 January 2014, Cape Town
17-21 March 2014, London
15-19 June 2014, Dubai

3. Business Implementation
of Mobile Broadband
7-11 April 2014, Dubai
7-11 July 2014, London

Element 3
A Work Based Project
12 weeks, self-paced

Early Bird and 
Group Discounts

available

Our fully accredited Telecoms Management and Distance Learning programmes offer you the opportunity to gain university credit points
with the option of a recognised University Certificate on successful completion. Contact us for more information: 

Tel +44 (0)20 7017 4144 Email training@telecomsacademy.com Web www.telecomsacademy.com

THESE PROGRAMMES ARE FULLY ENDORSED BY THE GSA
Discounts are available for GSA members. Please call us on +44(0)20 7017 4144 for details. Quote reference: MCI1013

For more information please visit: www.telecomsacademy.com/postgrad
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Africa is one of the few regions in the 
world where growth in both mobile 
connections and service revenue is 

expected over the next five years, according 
to recent research published by Ovum. This 
reflects the comparatively low penetration 
and revenue levels, the economic hardship the 
region has faced in recent years and also the 
fact that many African markets are somewhat 
behind the technology adoption curve when 
it comes to mobile. 

Disposable income in most African na-
tions is a fraction of levels seen in mar-
kets in Western Europe, North America 
and certain parts of Asia; 16 counties in 
Africa had a GDP per capita of $1,000 or 
less in 2012, according to the CIA World 
Factbook, and the next 15 wealthiest 
countries in the region have a GDP per 
capita of less than $2,000. The 2012 
world average GDP per capita stands at 
$12,700, putting Africa’s economic situa-
tion into context. 

It is for these reasons that Africa is 
predominantly a prepaid environment, 
where most consumers opt for low-
priced feature phones. African opera-
tors rarely offer handset subsidies, only 

doing so in the comparatively mature 
markets of Morocco and South Africa, 
where there are higher proportions of 
postpaid users.

Much of the rest of the world has 
firmly embraced the move to smartphones; 
around one in every four people worldwide 
is now a smartphone user, according to 
figures for July this year from Informa’s 
WCIS+. By contrast Africa has just 112 
million smartphone connections in a 930 
million total handset base, putting African 

smartphone penetration at just 12 per 
cent—the lowest penetration rate of all the 
regions in the world. Existing smartphone 
users are concentrated in the wealthier 
markets and urban areas; if these are dis-
counted the overall penetration rate would 
drop further. Meanwhile there are still 100 
million Africans who do not have a mobile 
device at all. 

This makes the “first phone” market 
an important sector in Africa and it is a 
handset category that has helped Finnish 

African smartphone connections

Africa  
Gets Smart
Africa’s mobile market has largely been characterised 
by demand for low-cost prepaid feature phones.  
However, this is beginning to change as the cost of 
technology gradually declines and handset  
manufacturers operating in Africa are now preparing 
for a smartphone revolution in the coming years.

By Dawinderpal Sahota
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vendor Nokia—which has suffered ca-
lamitous market share declines in more 
advanced markets—climb to a dominant 
position in the region. 

 “In Africa, the first mobile phone is 
likely to be even more basic than today’s 
average feature phone,” explains Nokia’s 
head of mobile phones for India, Middle 
East and Africa (IMEA) Calin Turcanu. 
“Price is a big factor: African consumers 
want to get the most value for money they 
can. This ‘first phone’ category is some-
thing we have invested in heavily at Nokia, 
recognising that it’s a growing market.”

He adds that Nokia’s best-sellers in 
Africa include the Nokia 105, which 
retails for e15 and the firm has recently 
added to its portfolio with the Nokia 
106 and Nokia 107 Dual SIM, and the 
Nokia 108 and Nokia 108 Dual SIM. All 
of the phones feature colour, both in 
the hardware and screens; expandable 
memory; and in the case of the Nokia 
108, multimedia capabilities through the 
VGA camera and content-sharing with 
Bluetooth technology. “We’ve completely 
re-imagined what you could expect from 
phones priced under $30,” Turcanuo says.

Despite such a modest smartphone 
user base, mobile usage habits in Africa 
are on the whole relatively mature. Hav-
ing been excluded from the PC revolu-
tion by price and lack of fixed connectiv-
ity, many African nations are not only 
mobile first, but essentially mobile only 
markets. From Somalia to Kenya, mobile 
phone users are able to pay for petrol, 
bills and groceries using their mobile 
handsets, and m-learning is emerging 
as an affordable option for education in 
many regions—a scenario that leading 
operators and handset manufacturers 
are striving to now recreate in mature 
markets. 

So while the growth of the first phone 
category has been an important trend, 
attention is now turning to more ad-
vanced feature phones and smartphones 
which are reaching new levels of afford-
ability, and driving huge adoption.

In August 2012, the region’s top selling 
handsets included the Nokia XPressMu-
sic 5130 and Samsung’s E250 handset. 
Both are 2G devices, which support 
GPRS and EDGE data connectivity. Such 
feature phones have formed the bulk of 
handset sales since 2011; Nokia’s Asha 
range is one example of this “smarter-

phone” range, as the firm calls it. These 
handsets come in QWERTY or touch-
screen form factors and the majority are 
restricted to GPRS and EDGE, although 
the 300 series also supports 3G network 
connectivity. 

“Nokia Asha was developed for young, 
aspirational consumers in fast-growth 
markets,” explains Turcanu. “They re-
sponded very well to the Asha family’s 
design, ease of use, and apps. Regionally, 
the Nokia Asha 305 was the top-selling 
smartphone in IMEA for seven straight 
months, and the Asha 200 was the top-
selling QWERTY device of all time.” 

However, rival handset manufacturers 
have become aware of the opportunities 
offered by the African market and have 
eroded Nokia’s market dominance. Ca-
nadian manufacturer BlackBerry, whose 
travails in the rest of the world have been 
even worse than Nokia’s, has been able to 
drive popularity in key African markets, 
such as South Africa and Nigeria. Voda-
fone’s African subsidiary Vodacom said 
recently that it had 3.1 million BlackBerry 
devices on its network in South Africa 
in May 2013, compared with one million 
Android, 600,000 iOS devices and 165,000 
Windows devices. As a result, BlackBerry 
has been paying more and more attention 
to Africa lately. 

“In September 2012 BlackBerry opened 
its first Nigerian office and branded 
store. BlackBerry has also set up three 
Apps Lab app-development centres in 
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South Africa,” explains Matthew Reed, 
principal analyst, Middle East and 
Africa, in a research note published by 
Informa Telecoms & Media.

Korea’s Samsung, which dominates 
the global smartphone market, is also 
addressing the opportunity in Africa. 
The firm has a number of initiatives for 
the African market that extend beyond 
devices, such as a partnership with Uni-
versal Music to develop a Pan-African 
mobile-music-streaming service.

“Steady sales of Samsung’s low- and 
mid-tier devices to emerging markets 
appear to have validated the vendor’s 
decision to increase the proportion of 
those devices in its portfolio,” says Reed. 
“Smaller players are also targeting Africa. 
Mauritius-based handset brand Mi-Fone, 
which was set up in 2008 by entrepre-
neur Alpesh Patel, has established itself 
as a provider of low-cost, data-oriented 
devices in Africa, aimed at the continent’s 
aspirational, fashion-conscious youth 
market. The devices are manufactured in 
China, though Mi-Fone reportedly plans 
to build a factory in Nigeria.”

Chinese vendors, such as ZTE and 
Huawei, are also gaining traction in the 
region, due in part to the close rela-
tionships they have with operators as 
infrastructure suppliers and their focus 
on low-cost handsets.

Huawei has teamed up with Microsoft 
to bring the 4Afrika smartphone to mar-
ket, which is based on Huawei’s » 
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Ascend W1 model. The device was un-
veiled in February 2013 and according to 
Microsoft, is targeted toward univer-
sity students, developers and first-time 
smartphone users. The project aims to 
ensure they have affordable access to 
technology to enable them to “connect, 
collaborate, and access markets and op-
portunities online”.

The pricing of handsets is clearly vital 
to uptake in Africa and, according to Lv 
Qianhao, global marketing director of 
Chinese manufacturer ZTE's handset di-
vision, the price point for an entry level 
smartphones is gradually descending. 

“Last year, the price of entry level 
smartphones was about $120. This year 
the price of a 3G smartphone is under 
$100 but, despite the drop in price, 
the hardware is much more powerful 
compared to the old model. So we think 
that when the price of the entry level 
device reaches $90, or perhaps $60, then 
the smartphone will replace the feature 
phone in Africa.” He adds that the com-
ing three years are likely to change the 
dynamics of the region significantly.

A key reason for the drop in smart-
phone prices is the decline in the cost 
of the components used to create them. 
Silicon vendor Qualcomm says that it 
is actively trying to drive down the cost 
and price of its components for emerg-
ing markets and is working with local 
handset makers to help them bring high 
quality and low cost devices to market.

“Qualcomm’s Reference Design Project 
has been implemented to help address 
primarily the critical needs of emerg-
ing markets,” explains James Munn, VP 
South Africa at Qualcomm. “It involves a 
mixture of local investment and creating 
low-cost platforms for low-cost devices.”

He adds that through creating the ref-
erence design platform, Qualcomm helps 
OEMs lower the time spent bringing new 
models to market, citing African handset 
manufacturer Techno, which is promi-
nent in West and East Africa, using a 
number of Qualcomm reference designs 
for its devices. 

“This will move into tablets as well, 
because tablets as well as smartphones 
have been an important development in 
3G adoption. By using our reference de-
sign manufacturers can significantly re-
duce the development costs of devices.” 

Jean-Marc Polga is director for Orange’s 

device portfolio and oversees the original 
device manufacture (ODM) unit selling 
into EMEA. He agrees that the falling cost 
of components, which he argues has been 
driven by Chinese vendors, will create 
a turning point for Africa’s smartphone 
market penetration. He explains that 
Orange’s ODM portfolio for Africa is cur-
rently around 75 per cent feature phones, 
many priced at less than $30.

“Smartphone prices are will soon fall 
to around $60. For customers in this re-
gion price is a very important element—
so over the next three or four years when 
the prices get cheaper to $50 to $60 for 
an entry level smartphone we’ll see an 
uptake in smartphone usage.”

However, price is not the only factor. 
As in any other region, African consum-
ers want a stylish, well designed device 
that is also affordable.

“I think that the combination of form, 
functionality and affordability is a 
recipe that will win in Africa,” comments 
Graham Braum, GM for Africa at handset 
maker Lenovo, which is looking to launch 
smartphones in Africa in 2014. “If you 
look at where the analysts are expecting 
the number of smartphones in Africa to 
be by 2016, they’re talking about almost 
doubling the smartphone market in three 
years—that is huge growth and huge 
penetration and it shows you the appetite 
for technology in Africa.

“There has always been a hunger for 
technology in Africa—it was only ever 
an affordability issue, coupled with 
the lack of connectivity or affordable 
connectivity. Both of those have been 
addressed. Tablet and smartphones ad-
dress a piece of technology that allows 
you to have an affordable technology 
which can access the internet and I 
think the telecommunications compa-
nies have worked really hard to get the 
cost of data down.”

He adds that not only are prices of 
smartphones, components and connec-
tivity falling in Africa, many markets 
are growing economically as well, which 
will accelerate the rate of smartphone 
adoption further.

“Some seven African countries are in 
the top 10 fastest growing economies in 
the world. If you look at countries like 
Mozambique, Angola, Ethiopia, Zambia, 
Togo – all of those markets have shown 
exceptional growth and real stability and 

Huawei 4Afrika 

The falling cost of 
components will create a 
turning point for Africa's 
smartphone market 
penetration
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with that you almost get a new invest-
ment climate for these countries. This al-
lows you to have a new emerging middle 
class and with that comes a very vibrant 
entrepreneurship culture; businessmen 
or ladies who want access to technology 
and to innovate.”

In October this year, the World Bank 
also raised its economic outlook for sub-
Saharan Africa, forecasting that “strong 
domestic demand” coupled with higher 
production of commodities will lift the re-
gion’s growth above five per cent in 2014. 
It added that growth in sub-Saharan Af-
rica was set to “strengthen” to 4.9 per cent 
in 2013 and would rise to 5.3 per cent in 
2014—up from its 5.1 per cent projection.

Although smartphones are getting 
cheaper and African consumers are get-
ting richer, there are still many hurdles 
facing Africa’s handset market. One 
issue is the prevalence of grey and black 
market goods. It has become common-
place in recent years in Africa for con-
sumers deterred by the cost of devices 
or their lack of availability in certain 
markets to buy consumer electronic 
devices from nearby countries and im-
port them into their home country. This 
activity means phones are sold through 
unlicensed resellers, on the  grey market.

In the case of smartphones, not only 
are there issues regarding lack of war-
ranties by purchasing through these 
means, but mobile handsets sold in 
different countries often use different 
spectrum for voice and data connectiv-
ity. This can result in consumers buying 
a handset that is not compatible on any 
operator’s network in their home market.

This is a major problem throughout Af-
rica and around 30 per cent of handsets in 
use in Africa are bought via the grey mar-
ket, according to Gustavo Fuchs, business 
group lead for Windows Phone in MEA.

“There is a lack of local players across 
value chain so logistics is one of the 
biggest challenges in Africa and the grey 
markets that exists,” he explains. “These 
devices which often don’t work and have 
no warranty which decreases the speed 
of adoption of smartphones and the 
overall user experience and perception 
of smartphones.”

He adds that there is still a substan-
tial volume of counterfeit, or black 
market, handsets causing major issues 
in Africa, particularly in markets such 

as Egypt and Nigeria. However, Fuchs 
notes that those firms that historically 
produced fake smartphones are now 
moving towards producing their own 
brand smartphones, which is a step in 
the right direction.

And there are other fundamental issues. 
Smartphones are only marginally more 
useful than feature phones if they do not 
have access to reliable networks.  Data 
plans need to be priced in a way that 
attracts customers and, given that the re-
gion sidestepped the PC revolution, many 
African consumers still need education on 
the benefits that data connectivity and the 
internet can bring to them.

A number of African countries (see 
feature, p08) do not have an operator 
offering 3G services and as Lenovo’s 
Braum explains, smartphones are no 
good offline. But African governments 
in particular are aware of what data 
services could do to help their econo-
mies and societies and have been driving 
efforts in this space.

“You need to be online to really take ad-
vantage of smartphones, and that’s where 
I’ve seen a lot of work over the last 36 
months by a lot of governments of African 
countries in order to get the cost of con-
nectivity down with the telcos,” he says.

“I don’t think we can put a tick in the box 
yet, because there’s still work to be done, 
but there’s a massive amount of work that 
has been done in a lot of countries.”

Another opportunity for handset mak-
ers in Africa, perhaps more than any-
where else in the world, is the 50-plus 
age demographic, or “silver surfers”. This 
demographic has not had exposure to 
technology through the rise of PC penetra-
tion and, as a result, there is demand for 
handsets designed specifically for the 
older population.

“We’ve seen a huge adoption from the 
above 50 age group; they are really em-
bracing technology,” says Lenovo’s Braum. 
“I think the touch interface is natural and 
makes sense [to this demographic] and 
I think technology has just become that 
much easier to use.  We’ve seen a huge 
emerging group of customers in this age 
group.”

ZTE’s Qianhao agrees and says the 
vendor is developing handsets specifi-
cally for this market segment in Africa, 
with large icons, large text and simple 
OS navigation. 

He goes on to claim that the culmi-
nation of factors; a population with 
an appetite for new technologies, the 
construction of 3G networks, the decline 
in smartphone costs and a growing 
economy, could make Africa ZTE’s most 
important region before long.

“Currently our share of global mobile 
revenue from Africa is around five per 
cent,” he says. “However, we think that 
after three years, the revenue from 
Africa for ZTE [devices] will increase 
three-fold. It’s going to generate a lot 
of demand and ZTE believes that Africa 
could become the most important mar-
ket for ZTE.”

It is clear why handset manufactur-
ers and other stakeholders in Africa’s 
mobile sector are optimistic about the 
future. However, despite the expected 
rise of smartphones over the next three 
years, the industry needs to keep its 
feet on the ground and not forget about 
serving the mass market and non-mobile 
users. Feature phones are still expected 
to dominate in Africa for the foresee-
able future, and as Microsoft’s Fuchs 
says:”The ten per cent is important, but 
more important is the 90 per cent.” n

Nokia Asha 305

Although smartphones 
are getting cheaper and 
African consumers are 
getting richer, there are still 
many hurdles facing Africa’s 
handset market
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The pay TV market is starting to gather momentum in parts of Africa and the 
companies involved are working to create consumption and business models that 
reflect the region’s unique infrastructure footprint. 

By Stuart Thomson

One to watch

The pay TV environment across sub-
Saharan Africa has evolved rapidly over 
the past year or so, with new entrants 

emerging to confront the hitherto unimpeded 
dominance of South Africa’s MultiChoice and 
its DStv platform. The expansion in content 
supply, distribution networks and operators 
appears to be accelerating, even if the pay 
TV environment remains challenging. New 
entrants face an established and powerful 
incumbent as well as a lack of established 
distribution infrastructure and an extremely 
price-sensitive market—with consumption 
of pirated content widely seen as a viable 
substitute for legitimate services.

With these challenges in mind, new en-
trants are taking a variety of forms, ranging 

from relatively straightforward DTH chal-
lengers to DStv and operators hoping to 
ride the much-delayed wave of digitisation 
of terrestrial infrastructure, to small, agile 
companies attempting to take advantage of 
new distribution channels such as mobile.

Africa is of course not one market but many, 
with widely different conditions between 
and within individual countries. While South 
Africa and Nigeria present large, relatively 
rich, if diverse, territories with established 
production bases for TV, a growing number 
of industry participants increasingly see East 
Africa as a particularly dynamic market for 
pay TV services, with a significant number 
of competitors emerging to challenge Multi-
Choice. One of these, Wananchi Programming-

backed Zuku TV, has expanded out of its 
Kenyan base to launch low-cost DTH services 
in adjacent countries including Tanzania and 
is now looking to expand further.

According to Wananchi Programming man-
aging director Hannelie Bekker, Zuku plans to 
follow a Ugandan launch this year with a launch 
in Malawi before the end of the year, and may 
launch in Ethiopia next year, with Rwanda 
identified as another potential target market.

“There are both geography and language 
factors underpinning the plans,” says Bekker, 
who identifies Wananchi’s target market as 
‘greater East Africa’. “There are linguistic dif-
ferences but we are able to stick with series 
that are available in English,” she says. She 
says the company has, for the moment, ruled 

FEATURE PAY-TV
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out launches in Portuguese or French-speaking 
Africa—although Rwanda straddles the bound-
ary between Anglophone and Francophone 
Africa—while Ethiopia is a highly diverse 
territory with multiple language groups. Zuku 
recently moved from the NSS-12 satellite to 
SES-5, which Bekker says give it access to all 
of sub-Saharan Africa via a single footprint.

Zuku TV is not exclusively Anglophone—the 
service includes a raft of Hindi channels and 
also launched a Swahili-language movie chan-
nel earlier this year, which Bekker says has 
been received “exceptionally well” in Kenya 
and Tanzania.

“We were worried about sustaining it in 
terms of content but we have an outlet that is 
stimulating supply,” she says. Zuku acquires 
movie rights for the service and commissions 
some ‘behind the scenes’ and other content 
to complement it.

The service offered by Zuku is similar 
across territories with the exception of local 
free-to-air channels that have rights that are 
geographically restricted. Access to these is 
limited by the set-top box.

In addition to third-party channels Zuku 
offers a suite of its own services, and the op-
erator plans to launch a new channel aimed 
at 6-12 year old children on November 1st. 
“The kids market is underserved by free-to-air 
channels. There is excellent content available 
that has never been seen except by traditional 
pay TV homes,” says Bekker. Most of the con-
tent for the channel will be licensed. “We have 
been lucky to get our hands on some strong 
African properties and we are just finalising 
three sets of interstitial programmes which 
is the only commissioning we have done.”

Bekker says she believes the pay TV market—
certainly in eastern Africa—has experienced a 
transformation over the past couple of years, 
with new players such as Zuku and China’s 
StarTimes challenging the dominance of DStv, 
which has responded by launching its own 
low-cost digital-terrestrial-based pay TV offer-
ing GOtv. This has in turn stimulated the local 
content market and lifted the value of rights.

“There has never been a better time to be in 
production in East Africa. I also think we are 
all trying to raise the bar, and so interest in 
local content is becoming greater. We are all 
moving forwards cautiously but the market 
is very lively,” says Bekker. She says operators 
are currently only “scratching the surface” of 
potential users, with an expanding middle class 
meaning all players can grow without specifi-
cally targeting each other’s existing subscribers.

Uptake of DTH pay TV is also being driven 
by confusion about digital switchover—a 

process that has been subject to numerous 
deadline changes and lack of clarity about 
how and when the process will be completed 
in a number of territories.

In addition to DTH, Wananchi operates its 
own cable network in Nairobi, and the com-
pany has plans to develop its infrastructure 
play by investing in HFC-based networks—
which enable it to market a triple-play of 
voice, data and video as well as advanced 
services such as VoD—in Mombasa and Dar 
Es Salaam next year.

 Zuku TV remains a relatively straightfor-
ward pay TV operator in the territories in 
which it offers DTH, while it has established 
a classic fixed-line triple-play business in 
Nairobi. But one area in which Wananchi 
has not yet staked a claim is mobile—one 
of the biggest growth stories in Africa over 
the past decade. Mobile penetration —in-
cluding 3G services—far exceeds pay TV or 
digital-terrestrial TV across Africa, and it 
is no surprise that a number of new media 
players have focused on this area rather than 
on traditional pay TV.

George Twumasi, CEO of South Africa-based 
ABN, believes that mobile offers an untapped 
opportunity for content providers. While pay 
TV has been dominated by DStv, which ben-
efits from its strong South African subscriber 
base, free-to-air broadcasting has until now 
largely been the province of state monopoly 
broadcasters, leaving a gap in the market for 
innovative new entrants, he says.

“Telcos have created a model based on voice 
and they want value-added services. They have 
money and infrastructure and have cash to 
burn,” says Twumasi.

Broadband access in Africa is likely to be 
dominated by mobile and LTE in particular, he 
says, while triple-play bundling will likely be 
based on a combination of satellite with mobile 
infrastructure. But he is skeptical about the 
prospects for digital-terrestrial infrastructure 
and the timing of digital switchover.

Twumasi believes there is an appetite for 
homegrown African content that remains 
unsatisfied. “Until now, Nigeria has shaped the 
market with a high-volume production base,” 
he says. However, the output has largely been 
dominated by Nigeria’s ‘Nollywood’ drama 
content, leaving genres including kids content 
and factual programming under-supplied.

Above all, says Twumasi, there is a need to 
build a functioning distribution network for 
African content to deliver content both to the 
diaspora and to Africans in Africa. He says 
that an installed base of 600 million mobile 
phones and 100 million TVs is crying out for 
content, with mobile content to date largely 
dominated by games and music. “The price 
of mobile data is artificially high, and video 
is a powerful facilitator in bringing price 
points down,” he says. “That model has not 
been effectively configured because content 
is in short supply. The next step is to create 
an enabling environment that will trigger the 
creation of a new industry.”

A number of new entrants including iRoko 
TV—which focuses on Nollywood content—
Afrikan Dust Media and Buni TV have already 
attempted to create businesses based on OTT 
and mobile distribution. Afrikan Dust Media, 
a production outfit that has an eye both on 
the African diaspora market and on content-
to-mobile distribution across Africa, is devel-
oping an OTT service targeted at the African 
overseas diaspora, offering a range of content 
for US$5.99 (€4.38) a month. In parallel, it is 
also rolling out mobile distribution of content 
across Africa itself, launching an Android app 
and linking its content with popular social 
media networks including Mixit.

“We are looking at third-party content from 
Africa, focusing on all sub-Saharan Africa, 
initially the English-language markets and 
then the Portuguese and French-speaking 
markets,” says Simbarashe Mabasha, director 
of Afrikan Dust Media. 

The African service is free-to-view and 
essentially comprises four-minute micro-
episodes of content from 500KB to 4MB in 
size. While the Android app and a launch 
on the Blackberry platform will address the 
growing smartphone market, Mabasha says 
Afrikan Dust Media also intends to build on 
the wider penetration of feature phones » 

Mobile penetration far 
exceeds pay TV and it is 

no surprise that a number 
of new media players have 
focused on this area rather 
than on traditional pay TV
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in the market. The company’s content is also 
available via Mixit’s Cinemo app. The com-
pany currently has about 400,000 users on 
mobile, according to Mabasha.

Mabasha says the infrastructure necessary 
to support OTT services is now emerging 
across Africa, with large CDN providers 
building out networks and the launch of LTE 
and HSPA+ mobile networks that can support 
high-quality streaming. While mobile is Af-
rikan Media Dust’s core play, Mabasha also 
says that the company is “very open-minded” 
about HbbTV-based hybrid platforms and 
fibre networks. He says that “plans are afoot” 
for non-mobile launches outside South Africa 
over the next six months.

Regarding mobile distribution, says Ma-
basha, data costs remain the biggest chal-
lenge. There are notable differences in rates 
across the continent, he says, with South 
Africa more expensive than East Africa. He 
says that Afrikan Dust Media has elicited 
some interest in partnerships from telcos, 
although voice remains the most significant 
driver of revenue for service providers. Tie-ins 
with social media companies may therefore 
represent a better way to drive usage and 
build the platform.

  Another company looking to benefit from 
the massive growth in mobile across African 
is Buni TV, which launched a free-to-view 
service in April last year, complementing an 
online offering.

Marie Lora-Mungai, founder and CEO of 
Buni TV, says that the company’s experience 
to date has shown that “Africans are ready to 
discover and watch content on their mobile 
devices”. She says that about 60 per cent of 
Buni TV’s total traffic comes from Africa, 
with about 43 per cent of that traffic cur-
rently coming from mobile phones. “We are 
now getting ready to launch our premium 
subscription service which will give our us-
ers access to full length films and TV shows,” 
says Lora-Mungai. “Buni TV’s distribution 
strategy includes our website, mobile site, 
Android app, and various strategic partner-
ships. We’re also looking at branded channels 
opportunities on other platforms.”

Coming next for the platform is the launch 
of a subscription service, and Lora-Mungai 
says that the company will work hard to grow 
its catalogue of pan-African content as well 
as to “transform free users into subscrib-
ers”. She is confident that OTT services can 
play a major role in the emerging African TV 
environment. “OTT content providers might 
ultimately very well become the first real com-

petitors to DStv in Africa. The infrastructure 
still needs to improve before we can see any 
real explosion of these services, but there’s 
been a very strong market demand for more 
high-quality African content for a while 
now,” she says.

Buni TV’s proposition is based on the 
streaming of full-length videos to smart-
phones rather than bite-sized downloads 
to feature phones. “In our case we are ad-
dressing the middle and upper middle class, 
people who own smartphones or computers 
and are in general familiar with technology,” 
says Lora-Mungai. “There is an assumption 
that mobile video consumers will gravitate 
towards short form content, but we have 
found that it is not necessarily the case. The 
mobile video market is still in its very early 
stages, and tastes and behaviours haven’t 
been fully established yet.”

For now, Lora-Mungai concedes, mobile 
distribution remains a complement rather 
than a substitute for other video distribu-
tion channels. “There are many challenges, 
the first one being that we are developing an 
ecosystem from scratch,” she says. “Obvious 
challenges also include accessibility, internet 
speed, bandwidth and data costs and low 
smartphone penetration. Those will all sort 
themselves out in time as mobile operators 
respond to market pressure.”

Finding secure payment mechanisms that 
subscribers are comfortable with is another 
challenge, but creative use of mechanisms that 
mobile users are already familiar and comfort-
able with could point the way forwards. “I’m 
particularly interested in the potential of air-
time as universal currency,” says Lora-Mungai. 
“Ninety per cent of mobile users in Africa are on 
pre-paid, which means that they have to regu-
larly load their phones with airtime. In Kenya, 
mobile users have been using their airtime to 
purchase music, wallpapers, or games, and to 
subscribe to news or jokes services for several 
years. Airtime payments might be the easiest 
way to drive massive adoption of premium 
video services across the continent.”

The various players looking to tap into a 
boom in African Pay TV may disagree on the 
current state of available infrastructure and 
how realistic it currently is to build a business 
based on mobile video—and it is certainly 
not yet clear exactly what kind of business 
model is likely to work. But there is at least an 
emerging consensus that Africa’s huge base 
of mobile users is there for the taking if it is 
presented with a compelling, affordable and 
distinctive product. n

Finding secure payment 
mechanisms that 
subscribers are comfortable 
with is another challenge, 
but creative use of 
mechanisms that mobile 
users are already familiar 
and comfortable with could 
point the way forward

A longer version of this feature appears in our sister 

publication Digital TV Europe's Middle East & Africa 
2013 supplement
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In the densely populated urban areas of many 

markets, mature and emerging, cellular telephony 

has reached or is nearing saturation. Competition 

in these metropolitan markets is fierce and mobile 

operators are now intent on expanding their reach 

into remote and rural areas in a bid to drive further 

growth in subscriptions and revenues. 

Historically many of these territories have been 

under-served by both fixed and mobile communica-

tions networks—a discrepancy that has caught the 

attention of national and international regulators and 

non-governmental development agencies. These 

groups are keen to see improvements in rural con-

nectivity for the benefits that it brings to citizens and 

they are adding momentum to operator activities in 

outlying regions. 

Meanwhile in emerging markets where penetra-

tion is low overall, service availability is most scarce 

in remote and rural areas, restricting communication 

and economic improvement for the communities 

most in need. 

Mobile operators therefore have two compelling 

reasons—the drive for further growth and the need 

to help bridge the digital divide—to expand cover-

age into rural and remote locations. 

Unfortunately this is not a straightforward pro-

cess. Remote locations can often be difficult to 

access and costly to service. A macro NodeB with 

a tower high enough to provide wide coverage 

requires considerable construction work as well as 

a continuous power source; both of which are dif-

ficult to provision away from built-up areas. 

This increases the cost for a deployment where 

operators may already be facing challenges in terms 

of the site’s profitability.  

Compounding this is the problem of backhaul; 

the cell site must be linked back to the rest of the 

network. Fibre is not always an option for backhaul 

in dense urban areas, let alone outlying regions, 

while microwave is limited by distance and factors 

such as line of sight. 

So a solution is required that can keep deploy-

ment costs down, restrict the need for extensive 

civil works, limit the cell site’s power requirement 

and guarantee high quality backhaul connectivity, 

all in the most remote of locations. 

Small cells in combination with satellite backhaul 

offer just such a solution—one that can make these 

deployments profitable and yet one that many 

operators will perhaps not have considered.  

Synopsis
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Market Penetration at 1Q13 (%)
Burundi 33.58
Central African Republic 25.80
Comoros Islands 47.74
Cook Islands 44.86
Cuba 14.65
Democratic Republic of Congo 30.91
Djibouti 34.66
Eritrea 5.71
Ethiopia 24.63
Federated States of Micronesia 35.80
Madagascar 26.41
Malawi 31.39
Marshall Islands 29.19
Montserrat 45.24
Mozambique 44.48
Myanmar 6.30
Nauru 26.38
Niger 32.28
North Korea 8.20
Papua New Guinea 46.15
Somalia 48.10
South Sudan 26.03
Tonga 42.26
Turkmenistan 47.13
Tuvalu 45.00

Source: Informa Telecoms & Media World Cellular Information Service Plus

Remote and rural: Demand is high

MOBILE MARKETS WITH SUB50 PER CENT PENETRATION AT 1Q13
Deployment of mobile networks has, from the 

industry’s outset, begun in densely populated 

urban areas. It was true with analogue systems 

and it has been true with every upgrade and 

improvement through to today’s LTE networks. 

The reason is simple, these areas are centres of 

wealth and the density of the population af-

fords the operators scale in their deployments. 

Service uptake has accelerated dramati-

cally in a relatively short space of time. It took 

more than 20 years for the fi rst billion mobile 

subscriptions to be taken up but only a little 

over three years to add the second billion. 

Less than two years were needed to add the 

third billion and 18 months to add the fourth. 

Growth has more or less levelled out since then 

and Informa’s WCIS Plus puts the global mobile 

subscriber base at 6.73 billion at June 2013. 

This is close to the current world population 

but by no means does it refl ect the true penetra-

tion of cellular service. There are some 25 mar-

kets—predominantly in Africa and Asia Pacifi c—

where penetration is still less than 50 per cent, for 

example; the global penetration fi gure is heavily 

skewed by saturation in advanced markets. 

Informa is predicting that, by the end of 2016 

global mobile subscriptions will be nudging 

eight billion—and a good portion of this future 

growth will be achieved by connecting end 

users in remote and rural locations. 

29

26-36_MCI181_iDirect.indd   29 26/10/2013   16:03



SMALLCELLS AND SATELLITE – MAKING RURAL COVERAGE PAY

Operators have traditionally approached 

remote and rural deployments with caution, 

wary of both the economic and technical 

challenges. Today, advances in technology 

are enabling solutions that address both 

sets of concerns. This is fortunate indeed, as 

governments and regulators are concerned 

with the end goal of connectivity rather than 

the means of its delivery, in both mature and 

emerging markets. And they are driving op-

erators to make that connectivity a reality. 

In Germany and the UK, two of Europe’s 

most advanced markets, certain LTE licences 

came with strict coverage obligations de-

signed to improve rural connectivity. Winners 

of the German digital dividend spectrum were 

required to deploy in underserved rural areas 

before they were allowed to build out LTE in 

the more profi table urban centres.   

In developing and emerging markets 

the correlation between improvements in 

telecom service availability and improve-

ments in key economic indicators has 

been well documented—and employed by 

the ITU, as well as national regulators and 

development agencies, to highlight the 

importance of improving remote and rural 

connectivity. 

In a 2005 paper exploring the impact of mo-

bile telephony in Africa published by Vodafone, 

the authors asserted that a developing country 

with a ten per cent mobile penetration advan-

tage over its neighbour between 1996 and 

2003 would have enjoyed growth in GDP per 

capita that was 0.59 per cent higher as a result. 

In research conducted with Deloitte, the 

GSMA sought in 2012 to assess the impact 

of 3G data services in 14 markets, develop-

ing and mature, concluding that a doubling 

of mobile data use would increase GDP per 

 Fixed telephony Mobile telephony Mobile B’band Fixed B’band Households Individuals using
      the Internet

Africa 1.4  59.8 7.1 0.3 5.3 14.3

Arab States 9.4 101.6 14.3 2.6 29.6 33.7

APAC 13.2 83.1 15.8 6.9 28.6 28.8

CIS 25.9 158.9 36.0 11.3 42.1 46.4

Europe 40.2 123.3 50.5 25.8 74.0 71.2

Americas 28.6 105.3 39.8 16.0 56.0 57.2

Developing world 13.3 84.3 13.3 5.0 24.0 27.5
Source: ITU

The benefi ts of connectivity

PENETRATION OF ICT SERVICES BY REGION, ITU 2012 PER 100 INHABITANTS

A 10% increase 
in mobile 

penetration can 
bring about a 4.2% 

increase in 
productivity in 

developing 
markets

Source: Deloitte/GSMA
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capita growth by 0.5 per cent. The study also 

concluded that a ten per cent increase in 

mobile penetration brought about a 4.2 per 

cent increase in productivity in developing 

markets. 

And research is not limited to the mobile 

industry trying to prove its own worth. 

The Banco Central de Reserva Del Perú, pub-

lished a paper in 2012 entitled The Effects of 

Mobile Phone Infrastructure: Evidence from 

Rural Peru. The paper’s authors charted the 

effects on Peru’s rural population of a dra-

matic expansion of rural coverage between 

2001 and 2007. Summarising their findings, 

the authors noted:

“The results suggest that coverage has a 

strong positive impact on cell phone owner-

ship, hosehold wage income, assets and ex-

penditures. The magnitude of these eff ects are 

large, with wage income increasing by 57 per 

cent and total expenditures by 61 per cent… 

We fi nd evidence that mobile phone coverage 

increases the income, assets and expenditures 

of rural customers.”

Operators are either being pulled into rural 

areas by their need to grow revenues or being 

pushed by state agencies keen to improve the 

lives of rural dwelling citizens. The question 

is no longer one of ‘if ’, it is one of ‘how’, and 

operators must fi nd ways to overcome the 

challenges associated with remote deploy-

ments—and they must derive a profi t. 

Wage income 
in rural Peru 
increased by 
57% as mobile 
population 
coverage 
increased by
15 percentage 
points between 
2001 and 2007
Source: Banco Central de Reserva 
Del Perú
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A November 2010 survey conducted by 

Informa Telecoms & Media found that cost 

was felt to be the biggest barrier to operators’ 

expansion of rural coverage, followed by con-

cern over the business case, the absence of an 

existing power source and security problems. 

Responding to a subsequent survey ques-

tion, in which the costs of rural coverage provi-

sion were broken out, 52 per cent of respon-

dents cited the cost of building backhaul as the 

greatest challenge involved in providing rural 

connectivity. Just under a third opted for prob-

lems with the business model, while just six per 

cent cited the cost of the base station itself. 

Backhaul is chief among operators’ economic 

concerns in these scenarios and one might 

well ask why. The problem lies in the distances 

that must be covered. Fiber is the clear leader 

among backhaul solutions in terms of technical 

performance but it is not a realistic option for 

rural areas. The cost of provision for fiber has 

meant that it is still to be universally deployed 

for backhaul even in advanced, relatively 

compact and densely populated metropoli-

tan markets, let alone in the remote and rural 

regions of emerging markets. 

In coastal areas of African markets, the ar-

rival of submarine cables has brought fiber to 

the shores, says Steve Good, vice president for 

network services at satellite operator Intelsat, 

but inland buildouts have been slow and 

generally unreliable. Fiber cuts, accidental and 

intentional, have further slowed progress.

The next most popular solution is micro-

wave—but this is not without its own issues 

in remote areas. Microwave towers are large, 

and expensive to deploy and maintain. Over 

long distances operators will need to use mul-

tihop microwave and the installation of towers 

and sourcing reliable power in the intervening 

locations magnifies these issues.

Intelsat’s Good reports that mobile opera-

tors will generally opt to use microwave in sit-

uations where up to three hops are required. 

Only where four or more hops would be 

needed have operators tended to find it more 

economically beneficial to use traditional 

satellite backhaul; itself a costly option.  

Base station costs might not have scored 

highly in Informa’s survey of challenges to ru-

ral deployment but the capex outlay involved 

in deploying a macro cell site is non-trivial. 

When leading infrastructure vendor Ericsson 

deployed a cell site in the small riverside town 

of Belterra in Brazil’s Amazon rainforest in 2009 

it did so at a cost of $300,000, because the na-

tion’s operators did not want to take the risk. 

Traffic levels when the site had been connect-

ed to the Vivo network and activated led Ericsson 

to calculate that ROI would have come inside six 

months had Vivo made the investment itself. 

To illustrate the size of the rural connectivity 

problem in a market like Brazil, Sergio Quiroga da 

Cunha, who leads Ericsson’s operations in Latin 

America, told Telecoms.com that the country 

would need to double its existing number of cell 

sites—which was in the region of 60,000 at the 

end of 2012—in order to provide coverage to all 

of its remote and rural citizens.  

Understanding the challenges

Cost of network expansion

Lack of electricity

Security

Other

Concern over potential
return on investment

Survey respondents (%) Source: Informa Telecoms & Media
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What is the biggest barrier to infrastructure expansion into rural areas?
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“The main technical challenge we face in 

terms of rural connectivity is to establish 

the connection between two very distant 

localities that cannot be covered by a trans-

mission link. Sometimes we are required to 

install a relay site in a deserted area, just to 

interconnect these two communities, un-

necessarily increasing network Opex. 

Then there is a problem in the supply of 

building materials; roads are a real obstacle 

here. There are also diffi  culties regarding site 

power supply, because African communities 

do not all have reliable sources of energy. 

Commercially, the rural sites are general-

ly considered sites where costs are offset by 

urban sites with high potential. Sometimes 

it can be almost impossible to monetize 

these rural sites, where often people are un-

able to read or write. The purchasing power 

is very low in rural areas, so the ARPU in 

these areas is very low.”

Sub-Saharan African operator

OPERATOR’S VIEW

Expanding coverage on a geographical basis 

like this requires a full size Node B and a very tall 

tower that maximises the reach of the site. This 

in turn requires signifi cant earthworks, concrete 

and construction activity. Additional facilities are 

required to house the generator, which in turn 

needs feeding with fuel on a constant basis. Fuel is 

a valuable resource in remote and rural areas and 

generators are often targeted by diesel thieves. So 

security staff  have to be employed and their eff ec-

tiveness is often unpredictable at best. 

If the costs for the Belterra deployment are 

typical then the investment associated with 

the kind of expansion that Quiroga da Cunha 

was talking about would run into many billions 

of dollars—if Brazilian operators were to use 

macrocells to provide coverage. 

But macrocells are not the only option avail-

able to operators looking to provide coverage to 

remote and rural areas. And fi ber, microwave and 

traditional satellite are not the limit of choice for 

backhaul. 

Small cells backhauled over new, High 

Throughput Satellite connections that can be 

dimensioned in real time to meet demand, 

represent a cost-eff ective and fresh approach 

to a well-established and hitherto expensive 

problem. 

5%
6%

52%6%

31%

Lack of demand/user base

Cost of base station/Node B

Cost of building backhaul

Availability of affordable
handsets and devices

Challenging business
model due to low ARPU

 Which of the following do you think represents the 
greatest challenge in providing rural connectivity?

Source: Informa Telecoms & Media

HIGH THROUGHPUT SATELLITES

High Throughput Satellite solutions exploit frequency reuse 

technologies similar to those used in cellular networks, along with 

tightly focused spot beams, to derive greatly improved spectral 

effi  ciency. Whereas traditional satellite systems use a very wide 

single beam to cover vast terrestrial areas, HTS systems continu-

ously recycle frequency on the remote side, connecting to a feeder 

link through a hub infrastructure. 

The most advanced satellites that are currently in deploy-

ment promise to be able to off er the key benefi t of higher data 

speeds at lower cost. According to Northern Sky Research, High 

Throughput Satellites will supply at least 2.3Tbps of capacity 

by 2022, while COMSYS has forecast that Ka- and Ku-band High 

Throughput Satellites will account for 90 per cent of all available 

bandwidth by 2015. 
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Small cells and satellite: alternative solutions
Much of the focus on small cells in recent 

years has been on the domestic femtocell 

market. But public access small cells offer a 

convenient alternative to the significant struc-

tural and installation work required to deploy 

a macrocell in remote or rural positions, the 

problems associated with powering the cell 

site and the concerns around the business 

model that operators must face. 

The use of small cells in remote and rural 

deployments could enable operators to look 

at their coverage requirements and obliga-

tions from a different angle; focusing on on 

the provision of connectivity to people rather 

than geographies. 

“If you look at most rural communities 

they’re usually pretty compact,” says Richard 

Deasington, director of market develop-

ment at iDirect. “A small village might be one 

kilometre square, with a couple of hundred 

houses and there will be a big gap between 

that village and the next one. A big macrocell 

will consume a lot of energy in providing 

coverage for livestock and not much else. The 

alternative is to place a small public access cell 

at the heart of each of these villages and back-

haul using satellite from each location.”

Obviously small cells are a great deal 

cheaper than their macro counterparts. They 

can be bolted to walls or poles and innovation 

around power consumption means that a 

solar panel is all that is required to keep them 

running. They also allow operators to judge 

deployment business cases on very specific 

locations and revenue opportunities. 

Small cell specialist ip.access has made 

efficiency gains in its products such that a 

small cell with a 1 – 2 Watt transmitter can be 

powered by a solar cell, according to Dr. Nick 

Johnson, founder and chief technical officer. 

Such a cell could have a radius of one kilome-

ter. A 32-user 3G cell deployed along these 

lines could support between two and three 

hundred subscribers, Johnson says. 

“With that you have something that is free 

standing, has relatively low capex and near zero 

opex,” he says. “It’s very easy to deploy and also 

not vulnerable to the infrastructure issues that 

are inherent in these kind of rural deployments, 

where anything that has possible resale value 

can get stolen. If you can make it secure and 

reduce its vulnerability to the interruption of 

supply so that it is self sufficient in power, then 

that’s a really powerful proposition.”  

It is not an entirely new idea. Japanese opera-

tor Softbank, one of the most committed small 

cell operators in the world, was recognised by 

the (then) Femto Forum in 2009 for its Niimi proj-

ect which saw the operator deploy 3,000 small 

cells in rural locations throughout Japan.  

Meanwhile, satellite has long been in use 

as a backhaul solution for remote cell sites, 

and economies of scale have brought capex 

costs well under control. Satellite coverage 

cannot be matched by other technologies 

and capacity can be provisioned extremely 

quickly. Historically the problem with satellite 

has been opex; the monthly cost of access has 

been off-putting for operators. 

But the advent of High Throughput Satellite 

technology and innovation in the terrestrial 

infrastructure that controls the satellites them-

selves are changing the economics of satellite 

backhaul. Steve Good says that these new 

technologies have brought the point at which 

satellite becomes attractive relative to multihop 

microwave down towards two hops. 
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Combined benefi ts
Small cells are an attrative alternative to 

macrocells for remote and rural deployments, 

and High Throughput Satellites off ers great im-

provement on legacy satellite technologies in 

terms of effi  ciency and cost. But it is only when 

the two solutions are deployed in combination 

that their potential can be truly exploited. 

Previously satellite backhaul for macro cells 

relied on Single Channel Per Carrier (SCPC), an 

architecture that keeps a satellite link open, con-

suming bandwidth, regardless of the volume of 

traffi  c being backhauled. This suited large cellsites 

where traffi  c volumes were high and traffi  c 

profi les comparatively uniform because backhaul 

was allocated to accommodate peak traffi  c. 

But SCPC is ineffi  cient where an operator 

is looking to backhaul a higher number of 

smaller sites with varying traffi  c, as it would be 

with a small cell deployment. 

A large portfolio of small cells, deployed to 

cover the specifi c locations of the addressable 

population, would generate very diff erent traffi  c 

patterns than would a smaller number of macro-

cells. With far fewer users, each site is likely to be 

peakier, because a single call would represent a 

larger relative shift in traffi  c. For a deployment of 

small cells, a dynamic control system that off ers 

immediate response to demand can drive ef-

fi ciencies and cost savings. 

Much as the current trend in advanced 

markets is towards data sharing plans that 

allow subscribers to apportion their data allo-

cation to a range of devices, dynamic satellite 

control systems can deliver the bandwidth 

only where it is needed, making more effi  cient 

usage of a high value, high cost resource. 

The iDirect satellite platform is one such 

system, explains Richard Deasington. “Our 

system sends a burst time plan to all satellite 

remotes, which tells them when to send their 

traffi  c so that they don’t overlap,” he says. 

“The system communicates this burst plan to 

each remote site eight to ten times each second 

and that’s the essence of this kind of network; it 

works on a bandwidth on demand basis.”

But architectural elegance and bandwidth 

effi  ciency are not the only benefi ts to such 

an approach. Public access small cells are 

extremely aff ordable, with a single unit likely 

to cost as little as $3,000—in some cases less. 

As we have seen, a single macro NodeB de-

ployment can run to hundreds of thousands 

of dollars and will generate substantial costs 

associated with installation and maintenance. 

In remote and rural areas such a cell will be 

providing coverage over large, unpopulated 

expanses. A small cell can be installed and func-

tioning inside a day, powered by sunlight and re-

quiring no ongoing maintenance. And it provides 

coverage exactly and only where it is needed.
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In combination with the reduction in satellite 

backhaul costs that will result from the in-

creased availability of High Throughput Satellite 

systems, small cells could offer a significant cost 

advantage, as Richard Deasington explains: “With 

bandwidth being allocated ten times a second 

you can make a saving of between a factor of 

three and five on your bandwidth requirement. It 

makes a huge difference to be able to pool that 

bandwidth and you’re then looking at a situation 

where the cost is a third of traditional satellite 

backhaul costs.” 

In such a scenario, mobile operators are only 

paying for the satellite bandwidth that they are 

using, and only providing the backhaul where it 

is needed, in real time, using infrastructure that is 

likely to pay for itself in days or weeks rather than 

months or years. 

The use of small cells in remote location, in 

combination with satellite backhaul, could help 

to reduce deployment costs associated with 

macro cell deployment.

The expansion of small cells is very low 

capex because of lower hardware costs and 

lower power requirements. Also, the opex for 

satellite backhaul could be shared between the 

small cells and macro cells because rural sites 

can easily operate with a capacity of 1Mbps, 

sometimes up to 2Mbps. Sometimes we launch 

sites with a capacity of 512Kbps, when the 

population and targeted traffic is low.

The use of satellite in rural backhaul has 

advantages because, for a point-to-point 

connection, the installation is very fast and the 

site can quickly be functional without adding 

unnecessary sites along the route. 

Bandwidth prices are still high in Africa which 

can be a challenge. They can be around US$3000 

bidirectional, depending on availability and the 

band which is a real drag in the expansion of VSAT 

in Africa. Halving the price would really benefit 

MNOs in Africa, in particular, that are using VSAT in 

their backhauling.

Sub-Saharan African operator

OPERATOR’S VIEW
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Conclusion
The provision of communications services 
to people in remote and rural areas—data 
as well as voice—has become a political 
imperative across the globe. And satura-
tion in dense urban environments is driving 
operators to look further afi eld for growth 
opportunities. 

But operators face signifi cant challenges 
to their business cases in remote and rural ar-
eas, particularly in emerging markets, where 
purchasing power is low. 

Traditional macro cell site installations 
are diffi  cult to justify in sparsely populated 
regions and diffi  cult to achieve in areas that 
are beyond the reach of key road and power 
infrastructure. 

Backhauling sites in these areas is another 
diffi  cult challenge. Physical links are impracti-
cal and even microwave over long distance 
becomes expensive and awkward to deploy. 
Historically satellite connectivity has been 
viewed as too high-cost by operators for 
many deployments. 

The use of small cells in combination with 
advanced satellite technology that allows 
for the dynamic allocation of bandwidth 
enables operators to provide coverage only 
when and where it is needed. In a survey 
carried out in 2012, Informa uncovered 
signifi cant support for just such a model, 
despite it being a new concept to many of 
those surveyed. 

Such solutions off er marked
 improvements in:

• Effi  cient use of satellite bandwidth;

• Cost of deployment for rural/remote 
cell sites;

• Power management and security for 
rural/remote cell sites;

• Cost of backhaul provision; and

• Speed of deployment

Satellite backhaul should no longer be 
dismissed out of hand as too expensive; in 
combination with small cells it represents an 
important tool for operators driven to provide 
coverage in sparsely populated remote and 
rural locations. 

 Would you consider 
evaluating a solution that 
utilized outdoor femtocell/
small cell technology and 
all IP based satellite 
backhaul for remote and 
rural coverage? 
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Source: Satellite backhaul for rural coverage survey, 2012, Informa Telecoms & Media

Breaking down the 230 respondents that answered the question 69 respondents used satellite in 
their network while 161 did not. For those using satellite 90% of respondents stated they would be 
interested in evaluating a satellite and small cells solution, along with 78% of non-satellite users.
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