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Telecoms build the networks, but
smartphones still the missing link

Telecom networ k'\l(]\[‘l nearly the \\*IlulvnI‘U;,an(l.l but snuulplmm'msls and digital literacy gaps are slowing Internet adoplion.

lnternat usage. I
DEOGRATIUS WAMALA

The telecommunications sector shows
how infrastructure drives behaviour and
behaviour drives revenue.

Over the past decade, mobile networks
have expanded toreach most ofthe pop-
ulation. Fibre links are gradually con-
necting towns, and smartphones are
steadily spreading into everyday life.

Yet the most revealing aspect of this
transformation is not simply how far
networks reach, but how people are be-
Einning touse them.

The mobile market,dominated by MTN

Airtel has steadily expanded.

June 2025, registered Sim cards had
reached 55.8 million,of which active sub-
seribers within the previous 90 days had
risen from 34.9 million in 2023 to 44.3
million over the same period.

The increase suggests network expan-
sion, which is linked to smartphone us-
er adoption that rose from 13.3 million
112023 to 17.6 million in 2025.

The rise in smartphone usage, on the

other hand, saw mobile internet sub-
scriptions dimb from 12.5 million to 16.5
million, which shows how device owner-
ship is steadily pulling more citizens into
the digital ecosystem. :

Mobile internet traffic

In the same period, mobile inter-
net traffic jumped from 156 million gi-
gabytes to 254 million, while average
monthly data consumption per user
neary tripled from 1.7GB 10 5.1GB.

The surge in digital activity is also feed-

mmlymlomdustryeanungs . Tele-
will sector revenues rose from Shs1.36

trillion to Shs1.78 trillion, illustrating the
cormnmercial logic behind continued net-
work investment.

Broader coverage attracts more us-
ers, higher usage produces heavier data
traffic, and that traffic ultimately drives
Stronger revenues.

Investment has also reshaped connec-
tivity, with mobile towers increasing
from 3,312 in 2020 to 5,327 in 2025, ac-
cording to UCC data, reflecting sustained
efforts by operators to extend reach and

capacity,

Rising smartphone ownership drives internet growth, as more users are able to
access social media, mobile banking and digital services. PHOTO/ FILE i

Basic mohile networks that support
calls, text messages, and simple internet
hrowsing now stand at about 98 percent
of the population.

Faster 4G networks, which enable ser-
vices stich as video streaming, social me-
dia, and mohile applications, cover be-
tween B2 and 96 percent of the country
Early 5G deployments have also begun
appearing in select areas and currently
reach about 15 percent of Ugandans,

GSMA shows that Uganda’s 4G foot-
print ranks among the strongest in East
Africa.
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00.8M

By June 2025 registered sim cards had
reached 55.8 million, of which active
bscribers within the previcus 90 days
had risen from 34.9 million in 2023 to
44.3 milllon over the same period.

16.5m

The rise in smartphone usage saw
mobile internet subscriptions climb
from 12.5 million to 16.5 million, which
suggests that device ownership pulls
more users Into the digital ecosystem.

Yet therapid expansion of networks has
not translated into equivalent growth in
internetusage. Ugandaincreasingly faces
what analysts describe as the“usage gap”,
whereby the share of people who live
within reach of mobile broadband net-
works is high but remain offline.

In Uganda, about 75 percent of citizens
live in areas covered by mobile broad-
band but do not use mobile internet, ac-
cording to GSMA.

As a result, only about 22 percent of
Ugandans, roughly 11 million people, ac-
tively use mobile internet today Milli
therefore, remain excluded from digi-
tal services such as e-commaerce, mobile
banking, online education, and govern-
ment platforms.

“Now, how is it possible that more than
70 percent of the population remains of-

fline?* asks Angela Wamola, the GSMA
head of Africa.“When you look at the sta-
tistics, we see that two out of four peo-
ple who are not online have access to a
device but have never gone online,”she
says, noting that such people, perhaps,
lack relevant content in local languages,
cannot afford continuous data usage, or
face limited digital literacy

Another major barrier is the cost of de-
vices. Entrylevel smartphones in Ugan-
da cost between $38 and $39,equivalent
toabout 39 percent of GDP per capita. For
the powrest 40 percent of households, the
cost rises to roughly 96 percent of annu-
al income, according to Finance Minis-
try data. Taxes account for about 35 per-
cent of the retail price of low-end smart-
phones.

“This is why it’s important to under-
stand the barriers around adoption of
smartphones, of which the biggest con-
tributor comes from the availability of
the device,"Wamola says.

Framing the challenge

Industry leaders frame the challenge in
similar terms. Soumendra Sahu, manag-
ing director of Airtel, argues that expand-
ing smartphone access is essential toun-
locking the digjtal economy

“It's not just about digital access; it
touches everything,”he says.

A similar view comes from Sylvia
Mulinge, chief executive of MTN, who
says smartphone adoption must acceler-
ate significantly

“Expanding coverage without devic-
es in people’s hands risks leaving our
investments underutilised,” Mulinge
warns.

On MTN's network, smartphone pene-
tration rose from 39.1 percent to 44.9 per-
cent in the past year, partly through de-
vice-financing programmes.

But Caroline Mbugua, a GSMA senior
director for public policy, says increasing
smartphone adoption will require “sig-
nificant investment and careful prioriti-
sation of resources actoss the sector”.

Thus, once devices become affordable,
Wamnola says the benefits expand quick-
Iy, from farmers accessing market prices
and agricultural inputs to doctors con-
sulting patients remotely and students
reaching educational resources online.
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