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While urban centres such 
as Kampala bonst of in- 
creasing smartphono 
ponetration and mobile 
money usage, rural and 
low-income communities 
continue to face structur- 
al barriers that limit inter- 
netaccess. 

Accomding ton Global System for Mobile Communications Aseociation (GSMA) 
report, Uganda could connect 4 mil 
Tlon more citizens o the internet, cre- 
ate 1.79 million new jobs, and penerate 
Sh14 6 tillion in additional economic 
value by 2000 if comect steps are taken 
toincrease connectivity GSMAs aglob- 

ndustry organiation that brings to- 
gether over 750 mobile operators and 
400+ companies i the mobile cosys- 
em. 
The report, released in November 

2025, outlines how policy action can ac 
celerate inclusive growth and ensure 
‘every Ugandan benefis from the digi- 
taleconomy envisioned in the National 
Development Plan IV (NDP V) and the 
Digital Uganda Vision 2040 (DUV). 
According 1o Ugandas Digital Trans- 

formation Roadmap,the IGT industry 
contributes 9 percent to the national 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) employs 
over2.3 million Ugandans. 
GSMA analysis thows that Uganda 

has 96 percent 4G population coverage 
and 12.46 million unique mobile inter: 
het users, equivalent {0 22 percent of 
the total population and 45 percent of 
adults. 
Despite great progress witnessed, 

threein four Ugandans wholive with- 
inmobile broadband coverage still do 
notuseil This s duetothe high cost of 
entrylevel smartphones,an unreliable 
energy supplysector taxes that affect 
affordabilit,and limited digital skills. 
‘The report shows over 70 per cent of 
Ugandans arestill offinc. 
‘Gurrently an entrylevel smartphone 

costsbetween £35(shs132,000)and $30 
(Shs136,000),accounting for about 39 
percent of GDP per capita and nearly 96 
percent of the income of the poorest 40 
percent of Ugandans. About 35 percent 
ofthat price s due to taxes, making de- 
vices unaffordable for many. 
Over the past five years, smartphone 

penetration more than doubled, S 
connections surged,and national data 
treffic nearly quadrupled, which would 
‘mean an economy fully shifting to the 
new media. But while urban centres 
such as Kampala boast of increasing 
smartphone penetration and mobile 
money usage, rural and low-income 
communities continueto fce structur- 
al barriers that imit internet access. 
For many Ugandans,the internet re- 

‘mains expensive relative to average in- 
comes. The cost of smartphones, data 
bundles and reliable electricity create 
alayered affordability challenge.Even 
‘when network coverage exists, the cost 
of staying connected daily or monthly 
is prohibitiveformany households that 
prioritise food, school fees and health- 
care. 
Electricity access also plays a crucial 

role. In areas without reliable power, 
charging devices become an obstacle, 
Farther discouraging comsistent inter. 
netuse 

ure and cost, 
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Why Uganda is offline 
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Over70 por cent of Ugandans are st ofline. Many Ugandans, ospecially older adults and those in rural communities, lack 

tal skills remain a major barrier. Many 
‘Ugandans, especially older adults and 
those in rural communities, lack the 

training to navigate online platforms. 
safelyand elfectively. 
Uganda has also experienced peri- 

ods of internet shutdowns and social 
‘media restrictions, particularly dur- 
ing election cycles. Such disruptions 
not only reduce trust in digital plat- 
forms but also affect businesses that 
rely on online communication and 

ecommerce. 
Temporary restrictions can have 

lasting effects, especially for small en- 
terprises attempting to build digital 

customer bases. 
Youth unemployment also influenc- 

‘es connectivity levels. Without stable 
income, many young people struggle 
to afford smartphones or consistent 
data subscriptions,even though they 
are often the most digitally inclined 
demographic. 
Over the past five years, the cost per 
GB fell from above Shs5;,000 around 
2020t0 about $hs2,000 currently The 
price of entry Jevel smartphones al- 
So fell to under Shs150,000, support- 
ed by more budget-friendly flexible 

‘payment options, which led to an in- 
crease in smartphone adoption in re- 
centyears. 
Coverageversususage 
Although 96 percent of Uganda's 

‘population has broadband access, in- 
teret usage remains low, but uneven 
between urban residents and the ru- 
ral population, who form the majori- 
ty of lowincome groups. Considera- 
ble internet access s still a monopo- 
Iyofonly a handful of urban dwellers 
who are the heavy users,and are re- 
sponsible for the rise in internet traf- 
fic, from just 71.5 million GBst0 2688 
‘million GBS by September 2025. But 
‘many households still struggle to af- 
ford consistent data usage due to the 
highcosts 

the training to navigata onlina platforms safoly. PHOTOMICHAEL KAKUMIRZ! 
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Stable income 

Rising usag, rising spend, but who 
Isoniine? 
Elijah Junior Lubangakene,a pharma- 

cy student at Kampala International 
University in Ishaka, Bushenyi,says he 
only buys data when it is vital, He says 
itis too expensive to stay online using 
‘mobile data,especially when there are 
competing demands. 
“I'buy data only when I have online 

lectures and cannot make it to the uni- 
versityand when Iwant o check on im- 
portant information while away from 
the university.I rarely use the internet 
during the holidays, only a couple of 
times aweektokeep updated,"he says. 

Taments that while itis 
‘hard to study without the Internet,itis 
still too expensive to stay online. 

*“Youneed to check online sources for 
‘more information, collaborate with 

fellow students, and watch.tutorials, 
which is very expensive on mobile in- 
temetheadds. 
‘The Uganda Communications Com- 

‘mission executive director Mr Nyombi 
‘Thembo, has previously said the high 

‘Without stable income, 
many young people struggle 
to afford smartphones or 
consistent data subscriptions, 
even though they are often 
the most digitally inclined 
demographic. 
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s o September 2025, the cort ) 
ofdata went dowm fromm (e S 
n 2m0 to approximately 5 
erags monthly data usaee per o, 
P from S00MP in 2020110 5.AC ) 
average monthty spend on mob,. 
ta rose from an estimated 5 o, 
20t e Shs10,000 by 2025 ey 
gromwth i driven b an emerzing 
“dvantage in the digital econom, 
"Fhe 2029/24 Mational Labion 

Survey reported that nearly g, 
cent of rural workers earn le || 
She2nn,000, which makes ther, " 
i ential expenses such aq7," 

tion, and school fees 4. | 
st many ration bundles, it o 
motions, restrict usage to mess,)” 
andsocial media, postpone o igni. 
ternet expenses. This is exacerbate, | 
limited digital sills and iznorn, . 
the rural population, leaint the by 
etinternet undenised. This is hee 
bundles appear cheaper bt ror, 
‘costly relative to household ineor . 

" 

Active subscriptions and the 4, 
nition problom 
Accordingto the Uganda Cornrry - 

tions Commission, the regulatrr, . 
internet subscriptions peaked a1 
million in 2022 under the 30 .1 
tion ofactive users,with monthiy 
averaging Shs4,177, before drop; 
sharply under the stricter 90y 
definitions to 16 million in 2027, | 
erroset0 195 million in 2024 ur 
same definition. By 2025,0mty 2 
‘million subscribers qualified 
internet users under the 30-dar 
tion, despite widespread device . 
shi ip. 
However,Michael Niyitegeka,the o, 

utive director of Refactory Ugan(, 
changes in how active"is defined ) 

ber of people using the in 
Iy which may be far lower. The uz... 
lying issue remains affordabilit; 

holdincomes. 

factors, which includs the nus 
intenet subscribers using data 
asserts that there s low pen 
smartphones and data d: 
affects the unit cost of data. 
the smartphones, the m 
andthe lover the cost of data. 
Niyitegeka says tele 

cover their investments, and 
pends on the buying ability of 
He further adds that the m 
the populationin Uganda s jou 
are either in school or categoriscd 
der Not in Employment, Educat 
Training (NEET), which furthe; 
ens the gap between intemet s 
thoseoftline. 
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Remove taxes, make devices . 
fordable 

tal Economy report, proposed 
cigned system that determ: fity thi it 
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