Mobile Frontier

The growing appetite for internet access and the need to overcome connectivity
problems is shaking up what many view as the last mobile market with growth
potential. Pamela Whitby reports

ot so long age if Muhammad Awswal

Urnar, a 47-year-odd car mechanic

from Jos, a bustling city in Nigeria's

central Flateau State, wamibed tomake
aphone call he would go woa public phone boos,
Theen in 203 thee first cellular metwork arrved In
his part of thie world and by 2005 he owned his
first meobile phone - a simphe handset which he
copld use for telephone calls and Shis

Imbernetcabes then started bospring up anound
thee ciby e, until Cictober kst year, Umarwould
visitone of these ioemail, chat and, more recently,
update his Facebook profile.

Then Glo Mobile, his mobale operator and
with Z5 million subscribers Nigeria's largest
el metwork, bunched Glo Mesen ger, a niw
service which allows emadl and online chat.

ILirmar s first thoaght was that there muastbea
catch. Surely hewould need a subscription and
asmartphuome like an iFhome or Hr.a-a:b:'b-crr}'. As
it turned oul the service is available on a pay-
as-you-go basis and works on even the most
basic handset. As yet there is no competition
o it 1s skl a little ﬂepe-nsiw_r — a user has bo
pay o recerve ermail = buk for Umare, who can
v red and send emails from anywhere or
use instant messenger, it is “a most welcome
technobogy ™.

Others have seen the potential too, Since
I.J.|1I|.|..:r:|.' AWK fve major mabile operators in
four African countries - Lesothao, Kenya, Migeria
and thi Republic of Congo - have launchied
thi s&Ervice,

The technobigy, developed six years ago by
a Hong Kong-based software company, was
made commercially viable in 208 wheninvest-
mént group Lonzim took a 51 per cent stake
ir the bugines. The COmpany, now known as
I'-Lﬂ'gl"!'ifl.":\-ﬂt Africa (FMMNA), is not !-l'-nking
back. It has a further 5 10 60 networks in its
sights, belbeves existimg users will start to use
the service more and expects over a million
people tosign up fo the service this year abone.
= ]hug'ruw!h prospectsare I11.|5{=," =% jfn:rn}r
E:L"ﬂll't[ll.'. FMMN A ;h'u,-i-np:r.'lﬁng officer,

Hi= s not e nn]].' onie whio thinks s, An
incréasing number of companies from ghobal
heavyweights o countless new entrants have
recognised that developing applications for bow-
iend handsets (also known as feasture phones) is
an im|:u.1rt.1n|:.:|n-|:| E;'n'l.r.ing miarket,

Mookia, whose handsets have _r.tmsslt_'-d [T}
i'l:!lmr.ﬂ'ﬂ."-'lﬁiinq the Bkes of the i Phone and the
Blackberryindeveloped markets, responded by
launching the Chi Life tool. This, for example,
enables FArmers b aooess CRp PrCes O WiiTien
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Internet access is possible on the most
basic handsets

healthcare information on the most basic
Peature phons. It launched this firstin China,
then India and Indonesda and most recently
in Migeria, Atrica’s largest mobile market
and & country where only five per cent of
households have a computer.

Erica is beingg seen as & key manet

o gt involved in. Ower 50 peT

cent of the continent’s F-I:-Fll.ﬂnl-

hion b access boa mobile plh:ln:'
and this is m'pu,u.'rﬂ.‘l B rise ko B per cent h'."
2014, Bast, accordings to the Internationa Data
Corporation ${ 110 workd wide mobile pheone
tracker, while smartphone sales may be rising
'\-h‘..'r\.ill:l-'.l"hfh.‘l.'iulu}' i n'h:rrl:dwl-hpi.ﬁ] rmarkists
ik South Africa, thesues il un[}' account for
wix peir ek of inkal handset <ailes

This i because many of the featores of
a smariphone require a data subscription
which most users in Africa simply cannot
afford. This is -l."l.'rl‘.:lil'ﬂ_‘!.' tha: case in{'nnﬁn,
sy Francis Okouele, pmdurt andd services
mlndE;l.'!'-:"l-"ﬂll‘ideﬁ!-_Ihl.‘i.'l'HJl'Ilr_!."F.thl'd
I:Iigg,t-.i-l miodhale 1:I|:|t-r.11'ur and one which s
rolling out FMNA'S technalogy.

“Affordability is probably the biggest
[LEtee F.urinlq 'Flt-rlnph.- here,” i =AY, :-xp-]ain-
in.ﬁlha!lhe:hmpeﬂ internetconnecion in
'C-unEu coel 8270 a month and a }!erkl:rn'}'
upwards of $640. So the charm of FMNA's
I't"i"hl‘lllﬂl:lﬂ':,l'-'!ﬂd simularservioes, ke MNokia's
Orvi Life tool, is that they can run on a basic
mohile = vipdoe I.'ﬂl..lh- SMS = comumection,

A IEd'innll:li.;].- liker ours miy miol e Sy,
but it has teeth,” says FMMNA's 'l'.'l-l.H:-rgvl.',
paraphrasing a line from the Holhrwood
film, Wall Sireef.

Far A I'I|:|!|' Hicks, telecommunrications
research ma nager at the TEEL, ane of the
Eneat sk of African mobileinmovation iz
the r-mphm.ix M ST ;'th.'l'il_'I'Il:t. It works

with the limited connectivity and what a
basic handset canactually do. “When you'ne
d-:s-ilqninlq an .:.'Pplin:a.l.'il.m fioor h1'.|1..'ll.'|l:||'ll.1l'l.ll.'h
anad 35 I11.'|."¢'|.'I:II'IL'|-}'I:IIJ can Ell.'l |.1.-::|.'.1|:I-|.1|.1I! task
designand effisenteonde.” Thisissomething
that canmat hagpen in Afnca.

Whatoperatorsare also recognising s that
i thvey want to ap rapidly growing emenging
markets they cannot apply a one-size-fits-all
approach. Take Vodafome's mobile momey
product, M-Pesa, wiich was first launched
in Kenya and allows people without a bank
account by send and recenve money viaa
motile hancsed.

A version of this is now available in most
courdrie whens Vodalone has a Frl'r.*.:-ru.'i_'.lh
strabegy has been bo either take a stake ina
magaroperator like South Africa’s Vedacom,
or form service partners
hl‘llp'h with local nefwiorks,
such .l'ﬂ-lhl-ﬂ'hjl‘.llﬁl“l‘li]’.! with
i.'il:!:,.'a'ﬂ al Madar

But instead of Erying to
control IZ.th.'nurr technol= OW=-enda
oy chain it has taken a

more flexible approach. It Mamdsets 1§ 3

has done this h:,-' di'lin:inl.;

"Developing
dpplicanocns 1or

achieved " Wand i".il.mw':ng-l_'r'n.'ill L-a-il:..'l;-n,'nk
e S0 - users barrier”

What Okouele is clear about is that the
appetite fortechnology inCongois huge and
growing. “Young people boday want sooess
o technology = email, instant messenger,
Facebook and soon —wherever they are,” he
says, FMMA's George agrees. “Facebook is
growing Hlee wildfire in Kenya and Migerta,”
bt sanys

I'm fact, FMM A recently held focus groups
in Kenya and Migeniawith 60 people and of
I!l'u--q.-":l'?pun.":'n! uzeh thesocial netwarking
phl'lmmi'nn:m. In Augml |rll1r:|'t".ﬂr Imternet
World Statistics showed there were 17.6
miillin Facebook wsers in Africa, of which
ower a millssn were in K;:nyﬂ.

MM A believes that this tremd will comBnoe
by o, Back in Jos, Umar
is .ﬂlrmd:..' Fln:l::.l;inpr upd;il::_'-s
b his Facebook page using
software provided by his
oiperator and this is an area
that ¥Yard Conggois working
on too. “Many people only
want oo onbo the intermet
for Facetsook so having it on

M=Pesa’s main feabunes bul r:‘!lr';:]-._.-'._.-i['“;&g MaT k_r_‘_v[ " their phone would be great

then albowing hical (peTi=
tiors the fresdom bo choose what sofbwane
beirst sanits thie bocal IT enwirommeeni
Thereare anumber of factors toconssder,
r.:lnHinl.; ftrom levels of 1T infrastrocture
andd investmaent, which vary wu‘l.‘:l}- fFrovm
country-to-country, to GOP per capita,
education and literacy levels, These factors
sometimes hinder tha: lakoe up of ey bechinol -
ogpy s Warkd Congo has discovered, Todabe
it has just 12,0000 of its 500,000 subscribers
usng its FMMNA Warid Messenger service,
"I'h-l.-w:r'.'irrihn:rn'm]:.'n it i._-cm'uplu,'h SO W
are working on making it casier,” explains
Okouele. He s confident that omoe this is

—

Phisne software developers
are hoping o match the
siccess of M-Peia

for thern and for us as well,”
says Chouede,

For Adricam oonsumers, wiho have some of
the higheest connectiviby costs in the world,
it will be better still when prices start o fall.
This may happen as new fibre-optic cables
are laid and intermel-based services start bo
supplant more basic ones.

Butone thing scertain, e rarket for -
emvd handsets, and applications that work
on them, will be around for the foreseeable
Fuabuarie

Pomels Whitky is o freelance joormalist ond the
sub-gdicor of BEL Focwt o Affica mopazine
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