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Telecoms build the networks, but 
smartphones still the missing link 

Telecom nenvorks cover nearly th~ whole of Uganda, but smartphone costs ~d digital literacy gaps are slowing Internet adoption. 

Internet usage. I 
DEOGRATIUS WAMALA 

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

Over the past decade, mobile networks 
have expanded to reach most of the 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
giru;ring to use them. . 

The mobile rnarket,dominated by MIN 
and Airtel,has steadily expanded. 

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

The inirease suggests network expan­
sion, which is linked to smartphone us­
er adoption that rose from 13.3 million 
in 2023 to 17.6 million in 2025. 

The rise in smartphone usage;on the 
other hand, saw mobile internet sub­
scriptioris climb from 12.5 million to 16.5 
million, which shows how device owner­
Ship is steadily pulling more otizens into 
the digital ecosystem. 

Mobile intemet 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 
neariytripled from 1.7GB to 5. 1GB. . 

The surge in digital activity is also feed-
, ing directly into industry earnings. Tele­

com sector revenues rose from ShSl.36 
trillion to Shsl.78 trillion, illustrating the 
commercial 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 ill 2020 to 5,327 iIl2025, ac­
cording to UCC data, reflecting sustained 
efforts by operators.to extend reach and 
capacity. 

Mining. I 
TOM BRIAN ANGURINI 

Uganda's vast mineral potential remains 
largely untapped, with experts warning 
that a shortage of skilled human resourc­
es is holding back the sector's contribu­
tion to the economy. 

According to industry stakeholders, 
despite the country having at least 53 
known mineral tYPes, their combined 
contribution to the national ecoJ1,omy 
drops tojust 0.6 percent ofGDPwhen gold 
is excluded,highlighting the underdevel­
opment of most mineral resources. 

Data from Uganda Bureau of Statis­
tics shows that the mining sector con­
tributed 2.2 percent to,Uganda's GDP in 
the 2022123 financial year, equivalent to 

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

Basic mobile networks that support 
cans, text messages, and simple internet 
browsing now stand at about 98 ~rcent 
of the population. 
. Faster 4G networks, which enable-ser­
vices such as video streaming, social me­
dia, and mobile applications, cover be­
tween 82 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. 

Key figures 

By June 2025 registered sim cards had 
reached 55.8 million. of which active 
subscribers within the previous 90 days 
had risen from 34.9 million in 2023 to 
44.3 million 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 the rapid expansion of networKs has 
not translated into equivalent growth in 
internet usage. Uganda increasinglyfuces 
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. Millions, 
therefore, remain excluded from digi­
tal services such as e-tommerce, 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 9SMA 
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 
sce limited digital literacy. 

Another major barrier is the cost of de­
vices. Entry-level smartphones in Ugan­
da cost between $38 and $39, equivalent 
to about 39 percent of GDP per capita. For 
the poorest 40 percent of house holds, 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 oflow-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 to un­
locking the digital 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 (loverag~.without devic­
es in people's hands risks leaving our 
investments tmderutilised: Mulinge 
warns. 
. On MIN'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 across the sector". 

Thus, once devices become affordable, 
Wamola says the benefits expand quick­
ly, from farmers accessing marKet prices 
and agricultural inputs to doctors con­
sulting patients remotely and students 
reaching educational resources onliile. 

73% "of tnining sector contrib~tion to GDP is from gold 
·about $1.1b. Ofthis,data indicated that at 
least 73 percent came from gold. 

Speaking on the sidelines of a miner­
als conference, Humphrey Assimwe, the 
Uganda Chamber of Energy and Miner­
als.chief executive officer, said the sector's 
heavy dependence on gold masks the 
weak development of other minerals. 

"Out of the 53 minerals Uganda has, if 
you remove gold and a few high-value 
miIierals, the contribution tp GDP drops 
to around 0.6 percent. Many of theSe min­
erals remain undeveloped largely be-

. cause of a lack of skilled human resOurc­
es," Assimwe said. 

He noted· that Uganda lacks sufficient 
~etallurgists, mining economists and 

? 

sPecialised engineers,forcing companies 
establishing mineral processing fuciJities 
tQ import expensive foreign expertise. 

Rising operational costs 
"This increases operational costs for 

investors and slows down the develop­
ment of the sector,"he added, urging uni­
versities offering mining-related cours­
es to update their curricula to match.cur­
rent industry needs, such as in countries 
like Sweden, where strong technical skills 
have helped drive the growth of the min­
erals sector. 

Meanwhile, Lynn Gitu, an extra:ctives, 
minerals, 'oil, and gas governance ex­
pert, said government targets aim to sig-

nificantly expand the sector through in- Employment in the extractives sector is 
creased investment and better govern- also projected to rise from 1.6 million to 
ance by increasing investment in miner- two million Ugandans, with emphasi,s on 
al value addition from Shs200b to Shsl.85 gender and regional equity. 
trillion, while mineral revenues are pro- Experts say reforms under the Min-
jectedtogrowfromShs180btoShs750b. ing and Minerals Act (2022) are expect-

The country also aims to increase the ed to strengthen sector oversight by curb­
number ofmmeral prospects evaluated ing tax evasion and underreporting of 
annually across key commodities,includ- mineral quantities and improving value 
ing gold, iron ore, graphite, copper, cobalt, and quality during processing and trade, 
uranium,rare earth elements, phosphate, while establishing stricter tax obligations 
and lithium. . and penalties for offenders: . 

Other targets include expanding geo- However, stakeholders maintain that 
thermal resource development to 60 meg- building a strong pool of skilled profes­
awatts and improving the extractives in- sionals will be critical if Uganda is to un­
dustry governance effectiveness index lock the full economic potential of itS 
from 78.5 percent to90 percent. • mineralssector. _ J 
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