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1. Abstract 
 
An overview of public policy issues relating to roll-out of Internet access to those lacking 
it in the SADC Region, in the short and medium term. Concepts are defined and the 
regional and country situations described; some pointers are given towards the future. 
 
Numbers in brackets refer to readings linked to at the end of the paper. 
 

2. Introduction 

 

2.1 Definition of The Issue: “Internet access”, in the context of public policy, refers to 
affordable, convenient use of adequate connections by the public. 
 

Although various people worldwide have argued that such access is a human right, 
there is no need to go that far. Rather we can agree that in a democracy, where so 
much public business is conducted and reported online, it is the Right of the Citizens to 
access such information. 
 

Affordability, in countries with many poor citizens, implies that a basic amount of access 
is available free or at negligible cost.  
 

Convenience refers to practicality of access. If a Government provides public Internet 
access at schools and libraries, but then closes these facilities outside working hours, 
many citizens are excluded. If socio-cultural factors restrict people's movement (e.g. 
expecting women to be at home much of the time) then it implies Internet connections 
must be suitably extended to compensate. 
 

Adequacy of connections refers mainly to speed and stability of networks. For email 
client software, a slow and unstable network (e.g. dial-up) can be sufficient. For web-
page viewing (which includes the web-mail used by most people), a network of modest 
quality suffices. For multimedia (e.g. video of parliamentary debates), a high-speed 
connection is needed. Each society has to balance what it can afford to guarantee, with 
the rights and expectations of its citizens. 
 

2.2 SADC Region: In world terms, the region has high levels of social inequality. As will 
be detailed later, this is reflected in high variations in Internet access both within and 
between its various countries. Access generally correlates with two variables: economic 
activity and population density. However, to varying extents, Governments intervene to 
promote access even where market demand is low. 
 

An Internet connection is only as good as its weakest link. For example, you may have 
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a good landline connection to your Internet service provider (ISP), but if the national 
infrastructure (“backbone”) connecting ISPs to each other and the world is overloaded, 
you will not get the full benefit of your investment. Due to colonial history, in the SADC 
region we sometimes find that national backbones are better connected via underwater 
cables and satellites to other continents, than to each other. 
 

3. Connecting the Next Millions in SADC 

 

3.1 Historical Overview: As one would expect, by 1990 the Republic of South Africa 
(SA) took an early lead in Internet access in the subcontinent. Not only was its economy 
the largest, but its previous regime had actively disrupted the economies of several 
neighbouring countries, because of their support for exiled “liberation movements”. 
 

At that period of history a strong shift in economic policies was sweeping both the 
former colonial powers, and the former colonies. Neoliberalism involves reducing the 
active role of the state in regulating the economy and in guaranteeing the living 
standards of citizens. The apartheid regime started this process during the 1980s, when 
it was in control of Namibia as well as SA. New parastatals were “unbundled” from the 
Post Office which previously controlled telecommunications. However, Telkom in SA 
and SWATel (later Telecom Namibia) in Namibia still retained legal monopolies over 
most electronic communication technology. They also continued to be (mostly) state-
owned. 
 

In other SADC countries, the Governments frequently relied on foreign investors to 
rebuild telecommunication systems that had been underdeveloped in colonial times, 
and in some cases damaged by war.  
 

The dramatic shift towards digital communications was happening worldwide at that 
time; the most obvious manifestation in everyday life was the appearance of “cellular” 
phones (it's actually the networks that are cellular – the area on the map served by each 
mast or beacon being its cell). For several years such technology was only accessible 
to the well-off, but in the late 1990s prices (both of handsets and of calls) began to drop 
and ordinary people began to acquire mobile phones. 
 

Also during the 1990s, Internet use via landlines had been spreading slowly, as 
computers were also owned only by the well-off, including businesses and Government 
offices. One by one, SADC countries connected to the global Internet either via 
undersea cables reaching their shores or via neighbouring countries connected to such 
cables. 
During the early 2000s, cellular networks began offering Internet as well as voice calls. 
Again, this was initially only for the well-off, but data prices have fallen and are 
continuing to do so. Given that landlines are hardly spreading, and in some areas 
retreating, it seems that for many people, their first Internet access will continue to be 
mobile. Worldwide more people are now accessing the Internet via mobile devices, and 
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growth in mobile use in Africa is among the fastest (1). 
 

3.2 Policy Issues: Our countries are in the process of becoming more democratic, 
even if sometimes too slowly for the liking of some citizens. Since communication is so 
central to democracy, we all have to pay attention to who controls it and how, especially 
the Internet. What follows is an overview of the connections between Internet access 
and some related issues, which are collectively called “Internet Governance”. 
 

3.2.1 Privatisation: This is a feature of neoliberal economics, as mentioned above. On 
the grounds that private enterprise is said to be more efficient, state-owned assets or 
market niches are sold to private for-profit operators. In the context of 
telecommunications, such assets are of two kinds: 

 Infrastructure: The physical network equipment and facilities, along with the 
organisation which services it. This may be partial, as with SA's Telkom where 
the state retains a controlling shareholding, or – as when cellular networks 
appeared - privately funded from scratch. The need to pay dividends to 
shareholders can actually increase the cost to users, hence hindering the roll-out 
of Internet access to new users. On the other hand, by making the granting of 
licences conditional on the operators rolling out service in areas of low demand 
(but high need), Governments can create access for new users at no cost to 
itself.  

 Spectrum: The use of different frequencies of radio waves for transmission of 
data (whether voice, multimedia or Internet) is controlled by Governments 
because it's a finite resource. Some bands of spectrum are unlicensed (e.g. 
Bluetooth, WiFi) but most require licences – which come in various forms, e.g. 
unrestricted, where the licence-holder has exclusive use; open-access, where 
the licence-holder must share. Since licences are usually obtained at high cost, 
large corporations dominate. In terms of Internet access, unlicensed and open-
access spectrum are more conducive to connecting new users as they keep 
costs down. 

 

3.2.2 Multistakeholderism: This refers to a model of policy-making and oversight in 
which participants do so in terms of their “stake” - the relationship they have with the 
system being governed. Since we are concerned here with Internet access, the relevant 
stakeholders are users (citizens) and their representatives (both Government and civil 
society). Citizens need to understand their rights, and representatives need to fulfil their 
mandates. Whereas Governments claim a general mandate to promote the interests of 
citizens, civil society claims specific mandates from specific groups of citizens - very 
often, to act as watchdog over the performance of Government. For example, if 
politicians offer to (or claim to) provide a certain level of Internet access, civil society 
can hold them to that promise. 
 

3.2.2 Net Neutrality: This refers to network policy where all data is handled equally. Its 
proponents point out that if certain traffic can be prioritised by higher payment, the 
dominance of large players is reinforced. In the SADC region as in many parts of the 
“developing” world, zero-rating (making certain data free to users, because its cost to 
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the network is paid by corporations such as Facebook) is a hot issue. On one hand it 
helps new low-income users get online; on the other their online experience is limited 
and controlled by sponsors. 
 
Various alternatives to zero-rating are proposed, ranging from unrestricted free Internet 
access funded by advertising, to requiring all mobile networks to provide free Internet at 
low speed, and charge for fast connections (2). 
 
3.2.3 Price Regulation: In most countries, Government has established agencies 
which regulate the telecommunications market. These are supposed to promote the 
public interest, with a secondary function being to arbitrate between corporations whose 
interests conflict. Such agencies can fix prices at which corporations do business with 
each other, as well as those paid by consumers. 
 
3.2.4 Computer Literacy: Access to technology is useless unless the user knows what 
to do. Stories abound of computers standing unused in schools because training was 
not supplied. Fortunately the trend towards mobile access mitigates this problem as 
mobile devices are more intuitive. 
 

3.2.5 Power Supply: Electricity is not always available in much of the region, but again, 
the trend towards mobile is mitigating, as is the dropping price of solar photovoltaic 
panels etc. Cellular networks have their own backup power supplies so mobile internet 
is less affected by power-grid problems. 
 
 

3.3 Current Conditions in SADC Countries: The region contains some of the world's 
least-connected countries in internet terms, but others are in the medium range (3): 
 
[To assist comparison, each country's ICT Development Index (I.D.I.) status is given. 
The International Telecommunications Union compiles this from measurements of (a) 
availability of technology (b) actual use thereof, and (c) skills levels. In some cases the 
I.D.I. is compared to the Human Development Index (H.D.I.)(4). Although some figures 
are slightly dated, in most cases the degree and direction of change still prevails.] 
 
3.3.1 Angola: 2012 I.D.I.: 2.06 (139); 2013: 2.17 (139) 
Although improving its index slightly, Angola remained at the same position in world 
ranks. It ranked ninth in SADC; however by now it has probably risen, due to rapid 
construction of optic fibre and improvement of mobile networks. Plans for a national 
satellite are well advanced. Its ICT Development ranking is better than its ranking on 
social indices such as life expectancy and infant mortality. These reflect its history of 
war for independence followed by civil war. 
 
3.3.2 Botswana: 2012 I.D.I.: 3.94 (100); 2013: 4.01 (104) 
Despite a slight improvement in its index, Botswana dropped four places in world 
ranking. Nonetheless it held fourth position in SADC. One one hand it is both landlocked 
and sparsely populated, hindering ICT development, but on the other its economy is 
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strong and its Human Development Index is the highest in sub-Saharan Africa.  
 
3.3.3 Democratic Republic of Congo: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.47 (157); 2013: 1.56 (157) 
DRC achieved a proportionally significant improvement in index without changing its 
world ranking. It ranks twelfth in the SADC. However this is relatively better than its 
social-index ranking, no doubt partly due to ongoing conflict in parts of the country. The 
relative strength of ICT development perhaps reflects massive concentration of 
population in the capital city and mining centres. Hence, improvement in the I.D.I. could 
well speed up in future. 
 
3.3.4 Lesotho: 2012 I.D.I.: 2.22 (131); 2013: 2.36 (132) 
With only a small improvement in index, Lesotho slipped down one position in world 
ranking. Although landlocked it is surrounded by South Africa's relatively advanced 
infrastructure, so the possibility of connectivity improvement exists. It is eighth in the 
SADC.  
 
3.3.5 Madagascar: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.43 (158); 2013:1.42 (160) 
This is the only SADC country whose index actually dropped, as well as its world 
ranking. It also ranks worst in the SADC. It is in a transit zone for undersea cables so 
connectivity improvement is possible, but unlikely without a decrease in poverty and an 
improvement in education.  
 
3.3.6 Malawi: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.50 (156); 2013: 1.52 (158) 
Although Malawi improved its index slightly, it dropped two positions in world ranks. It is 
landlocked and without economically strong neighbours so it faces a serious challenge. 
It ranks fourteenth in the SADC. However its H.D.I. ranking is slightly better, so 
improvement in infrastructure/connectivity would not be in vain. 
 
3.3.7 Mauritius: 2012 I.D.I: 4.92 (72); 2013: 5.22 (70) 
This is the top ranking in the SADC; furthermore, it improved slightly in world ranks. No 
doubt influenced to some extent by being a crossroads for undersea cables, and also by 
having a relatively good education system (which provides skills) and strong tourist 
industry (which boosts demand). Mauritius has the highest H.D.I. in the SADC bloc. 
 
3.3.8 Mozambique: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.40 (159); 2013: 1.52 (159) 
Again, a proportionally strong improvement in index still only maintained the world 
ranking. Mozambique ranks thirteenth in the SADC. Its H.D.I. rank within SADC is also 
thirteenth. Although economic growth figures appear good, this is from a very low base, 
given a history of independence struggle and civil war. 
 
3.3.9 Namibia: 2012 I.D.I.: 3.08 (118); 2013: 3.24 (117) 
A modest improvement in index raised Namibia's world ranking by one position. It now 
ranks fifth in the SADC. Its sparse population has not prevented roll-out of 
telecommunications; its economy is good and its H.D.I. medium by world standards, 
high by SADC standards. 
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3.3.10 Seychelles: 2012 I.D.I.: 4.07 (76); 2013: 4.97 (75) 
A significant index improvement gained Seychelles one position in world rankings. It 
also holds the second-best position in SADC. It not only has a high H.D.I. but a 
proportionally large IT sector, with a history of satellite tracking and with computers 
being its second-largest export after seafood. 
 
3.3.11 South Africa: 2012 I.D.I.: 4.19 (89); 2013: 4.42 (90) 
A sluggish growth in index allowed SA to drop a position in world ranks, although it still 
holds position three in SADC. For a country with its GNP per capita, its H.D.I. (medium 
by world standards) is low; one contributing factor is that its basic education system is in 
the doldrums. Its telecommunications market is less competitive than it should be, with 
high consumer costs leading to relatively low usage (5).  
 
3.3.12 Swaziland: 2012 I.D.I.: 2.13 (128); 2013: 2.60 (128) 
A modest improvement in index only enabled world ranking to stay the same, and to 
hold seventh position in SADC. The high proportion of rural poor is a challenge to roll-
out of internet access. H.D.I. is low by world standards. 
 
3.3.13 Tanzania: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.72 (152); 2013: 1.76 (152) 
Despite feeble growth in index, Tanzania maintained its position in world rankings. It is 
eleventh in SADC. It does have optic fibre access and its telecommunication sector is 
growing faster than the economy as a whole. Its H.D.I. is 159th in the world, so human 
capacity-building and poverty alleviation will be as important as infrastructural roll-out.  
 
3.3.14 Zambia: 2012 I.D.I.: 1.97 (143); 2013: 2.02 (144) 
Improvement in index was so slight that Zambia lost a position in world rankings. It is 
tenth in the SADC. However its H.D.I. is slightly higher at 141, which is medium by 
world standards, giving potential for uptake of whatever new internet access is 
available. 
 
 
3.3.15 Zimbabwe: 2012 I.D.I.: 2.68 (123); 2013: 2.89 (121) 
Alphabetic last is definitely not least when it comes to ICT development - a respectable 
improvement enabled Zimbabwe to move up two positions in the world; it held position 
six in the SADC but may well have improved since these measurements – not only is it 
home to a backbone operator with a continental footprint, but recent bilateral deals with 
China will enable further growth. However, despite its historically sound education 
system, its H.D.I. is low by world standards, meaning the effectiveness of further 
internet roll-out will be limited. 
 

3.4 Regional Co-operation: It is obvious that market forces alone cannot overcome 
the internet connectivity challenges facing the countries of SADC. Both governments 
and civil societies need coherent visions for the region. Some progress has already 
been made in this regard but it is mainly focussed on infrastructure, such as making 
direct connections between the backbones of member countries (6). SADC also 
collaborates with Africa-wide initiatives such as NEPAD (7). 
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3.5 The Road Ahead: Due to its colonial history, the SADC region is characterised by 
a greater imbalance of power between citizens and the large corporations which control 
telecommunications, than is the world as a whole. Often governments and regulators 
lack capacity to engage critically with businesspeople with global expertise. 
Nonetheless both governments and civil society should consciously seek to foster a 
diverse and flourishing telecommunications ecosystem with full citizen participation. The 
following points may be of assistance in this regard. 
 
3.5.1 Open-Access Infrastructure & Spectrum: this refers to forms of licencing which 
specify that network infrastructure and/or the spectrum it handles must be available to 
be shared. Sometimes this involves separating ownership or operation of backbones 
from consumer-facing networks. Not only does sharing prevent wasteful (and 
expensive) duplication, but it also establishes lower entry barriers for new enterprises, 
which can be small and community-owned. For example, suitable regulatory conditions 
can allow a telecommunications co-operative to do business with large companies on 
the same basis (e.g. call termination rates) as they do business with each other (8). 
 
3.5.2 Regulatory Transparency: Because of the danger of “capture” of regulatory 
agencies by big business and/or political parties (which can take the form of a “revolving 
door” where the same individuals are first employed in one, then the other), it is 
important that decision-making (selection of board members as well as formulation of 
policies and granting of licences) be transparent. Public hearings allow civil society to 
fulfil its role as watchdog of citizen rights. 
 
3.5.3 Capacity Building: Worldwide, the trend towards multi-stakeholderism has been 
accompanied by initiatives to empower stakeholders to participate in processes; in 
Africa, an example of this is the convening of annual Schools of Internet Governance 
(9). Another example is the granting of Fellowships by AfriNIC (10). In a region of former 
colonies like SADC, the issue of access is particularly crucial to participation in internet 
governance. Perhaps we need national schools of internet governance. 
 

In the absence of sufficient public investment in rolling out internet access to the 
masses in poor countries, multinational corporations such as Facebook and Google are 
experimenting with innovative means of doing so such as balloons and drones (11), but 
these projects are not purely philanthropic; they are profit-driven. Hence both 
governments and civil society in those countries need the capacity to engage critically 
with such corporate agendas. 
 

3.5.4 Users' Rights: In using the internet, a person should understand when they can 
and can't expect privacy, and should be able to be safe from abuse such as cybercrime 
and censorship. This is related to capacity-building but also to duties of network 
operators and regulators. For example, Facebook's project “internet.org” (since re-
launched as Free Basics) (12) initially disallowed the use of secure, encrypted links (i.e. 
https: as opposed to http:) which, especially considering that the project is aimed at new 
(naive) internet users, showed disregard for their rights. Whether Facebook's later 
decision to allow https: protocol was in response to the chorus of protest that went up 
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(13), or just to enable e-commerce, is unclear. 
 

4. Concluding Statements 

 

4.1 The Promise of “Leap-Frogging”: It is a cliché that a crisis is also an opportunity. 
In the case of Africa's serious lag in the digital revolution, this takes the form of being 
able to avoid investing in earlier stages of technology, and directly adopting the most 
advanced; ironically, this is cheaper and uses less energy. Already, East Africa leads 
the world both in the creation of, and the widespread adoption of, mobile payment 
systems (14). 
 

In the context of internet roll-out, leapfrogging occurs at multiple levels. Mobile devices 
are cheaper than desktop computers and need less electricity; optic fibre is cheaper and 
more efficient than copper cable, and less vulnerable to threat. Adoption of best 
practices such as open-access licencing increases social return on investment in 
infrastructure. 
 

However, mere technical competence without critical capacity leads to vulnerability of 
citizens, and also exacerbates social inequality. Hence the need for capacity-building, 
as well as promotion of rallying documents such as the African Declaration on Internet 
Rights & Freedoms (15). 
 

4.2 Partnerships: SADC already engages in partnerships with other regional and 
global blocs (e.g. the A.U., COMESA, ECOWAS, BRICS), but these have emphasised 
political, financial and infrastructural cooperation. For the next millions of SADC Citizens 
(and current ones) to benefit fully from internet connections, these partnerships must be 
made to maximise capacity-building and citizens' empowerment. 
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zuckerberg-regarding-internetorg and http://www.r2k.org.za/2015/05/15/facebooks-

internet-org-platform/ 
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