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INTERNET USAGE
MARIE PATRICIA
NATAKWA

Without widening the
base of internet-capable
devices, the economics of
cheaper data will remain
constrained

On paper, Uganda's digital transforma-
tion looks almost complete. According
to the latest GSMA Digital Economy re-
port,96 percent of Uganda's population
now lives within reach of a 4G signal —
outperforming the East African aver-
age of 78 percent and the continental
average of 81 percent.

Telecom operators have rolled out
hundreds of new 4G and 5G sites, ex-
panded fibre backbones and upgraded
towers across towns once considered
commercially unviable. Yet, three out
of every four Ugandans who live within
broadband coverage are not using the
internet. The GSMA assessment places
Uganda’s internet usage gap at 75 per-
cent.In practical terms, coverage does
not equal connection.

According to Fred Otunnu, director
for corporate affairs at Uganda Com-
munications Commission (UCC), 3G
network, which is the most dominant,
serves about 98 percent of the popula-
tion, while 4G coverage serves about 82
percent of Ugandans. Yet, as of Decem-
ber 2025, mobile internet subscriptions
active within g¢ days stood at 18.5 mil-
lion, representing just 39.3 percent of
the country’s 47.1 million active mobile
subscriptions.

Ofthe 58.3 million devices connected
to mobile networks, only about 20 mil-
lion are smartphones. This means the
majority of subscribers remain locked
out of broadband services regardless of
how affordable data bundles become.

In effect, Uganda's adoption ceiling is
defined less by signal reach than by de-
vice capability.

This analysis exposes a paradox at
the heart of Uganda's digital future,
Infrastructure is advancing rapidly,
but adoption is lagging. For a country
whose Natipnal Develnmment Plan TV
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100 t0 365 sites » while adding 219 new
4G sites targeting rural districts includ-
ing Wakiso, Jinja, Mbale; Lira, Gulu, Mit-
yana,Mbarara and Fort Portal.

“Infrastructure gaps are concentrat-
ed in sparsely populated regions where
the cost of building towers, extending fi-
bre and supplying power outweighs ex-
pected returns.Only 25 percent of Ugan-
da has access to the national grid, mak-
ing it costly to keep networks running,”
says Otunnu.

Crucially, signal strength does not de-
termine digital inclusion. Household
economics can help explain this.

With nearly half of rural workers
earning approximately or less than
$hs200,000 per month,according to the
2023/2024 National Labour Force Sur-
vey,Arinaitwe emphasizes data afforda-
bility as one of the biggest challenges.

“For many households, data bundles
compete with essential expenses such
as food, rent and school fees. When in-
comes are constrained, internet usage
may not be prioritised,”says Otunnu.

This often leads the average Ugandan
to ration connectivity, buying bundles
only when necessary.As average month-
ly datausage per person has climbed to-
ward 5.4GB, average monthly spending
on mobile data has also risen, exceed-
ing Shs10,000. As such, the increase in
traffic is driven dlspmpomonately by
heavy urban users consuming more gi-
gabytes, masking a vast offline majority.

Thebusiness ofdata
If the high cost of internet limits us-
age, a natural question follows: is there
a business opportunity in making data
cheaper?
In theory the answer is yes.
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of 2025,MTN Uganda reported tofa] r,
enue of Shs1.7 trillion, a 13.3 perc:
year on year increase. Of that, Shs
billion came from data services a
representing a 31.3 percent inc
compared to the previous yea te
revenue, by contrast, grew by just ¢ .
percent,reaching Shs629 billion

MTN also reported a profit of Shsoe-
billion after tax settlement of Shs
billion for the period, despite a on
tax settlement affecting results Fucl2
ing that settlement, underlying pro
growth was nearly 28 percent.

On the other hand, Airtel's firs:
2025 performance shows a simi
jectory. Total revenue reached S
trillion, up around 12 percent y
year. While it does not disaggreg:
ta revenue in the same detail, in
try disclosures indicate data inc
growing close to 30 percent
age monthly data usage per y
approaching 6GB. These figures no:
Iy reveal data is no longer a suppl=:
tary service, they seem to point to:
nificant trend. Even as the nomina
per gigabyte has declined ¢
years, total data revenue continu
rise driven by increased consumptio;

This reflects a classic econ
namic - volume can offset 1o
es. However, industry exper
against drawing simple conclu

Revenue growth,they empi
not automatically translate in
profit. A substantial portion i
ed into network growth and r
Telecom operators argue that
ta prices reflect structural costs bey
their control. Arinaitwe br
Shs1,000data bundle this w: f

“When a customer purcha
Shs1,000 data bundle. Shs153 i
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