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PART I

The Internet Economy in Africa



The Internet ecosystem
v Conceptualising the Internet 

economy as an ecosystem
marked by inter-connection 
emphasises the need for multi-
stakeholder cooperation and 
holistic regulatory and policy 
frameworks to facilitate shared 
prosperity from digital 
dividends.

v This approach places users, 
citizens, and consumers at the 
centre of the ecosystem and 
represents the holistic 
approach required to leverage 
the digital economy.

v Their access to and the 
affordability of the networks, 
services, applications and 
content in the ecosystem will 
determine the degree  of their 
inclusion with or exclusion from, 
the Internet ecosystem.

Source: Gillwald, A. Moyo, M. & Stork, C. (2012). Understanding what is happening in ICT in South Africa: A supply- and demand-side analysis of the ICT sector
:http://www.researchictafrica.net/publications/Evidence_for_ICT_Policy_Action/Policy_Paper_7_-_Understanding_what_is_happening_in_ICT_in_South_Africa.pdf

http://www.researchictafrica.net/publications/Evidence_for_ICT_Policy_Action/Policy_Paper_7_-_Understanding_what_is_happening_in_ICT_in_South_Africa.pdf


v A ‘one-size-fits-all’ Africa strategy and blanket policymaking for connectivity will not be successful. Countries
with collaborative and coherent policy and regulatory frameworks, higher human capital, and appropriate
technological endowments are better equipped to leverage innovation and the emergence of industries linked
to new technologies in the Internet economy.

v The Internet has not fully evolved in the African context, the dysfunctional interplay between states and
markets in Africa has not created the conditions for investment, competition and autonomous regulation that
are necessary conditions for an affordable, consistent and good quality access to the Internet.

v The current industry-led, bottom-up, voluntary, decentralised and consensus-based governance model has
been recognised as one reason why the Internet has been able to expand globally, the efficacy of this model
does not fully apply for African countries precisely because these actors either do not exist, have limited
resources or capabilities or have a smaller role in international forums compared to the influence exerted by
developed countries.

v Low levels of human development prevent harnessing digital technology for personal wellbeing and 
entrepreneurial production.

v Lack of critical mass (20%) to enjoy network effects associated with economic growth—required to improve 
information flows, reduction in transaction costs and  productivity gains from digitalisation. 

The social, political, economic 
and developmental factors at play 
in Africa are complex

Source: Calandro et al, 2013, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2338999

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2338999


Outdated approaches to Internet 
governance
v The Internet economy transcends 

the ICT sector, encompassing 
most sectors of the economy and 
society.

v Yet many governments still 
continue to treat the Internet 
economy as a sector, with 
exclusive emphasis on developing 
ICT infrastructure and creating an 
information technology (IT) 
workforce as opposed to a holistic 
approach across multiple priority 
areas.

Source: World Bank, World Development Report 2016: Digital Dividends



Digital systems no longer operate 
within clearly defined national 
jurisdictions

Internet policy issues

National

Regional

Global

Public policy issues

v However, systems in Africa are unlikely to respond as expected to governance
regimes developed for countries with more developed economies, human and
infrastructural endowments, and democratic systems—Local context is important!

v To enable Africans to participate in and benefit from global Internet economy
equitable access to the Internet is absolutely critical.



PART II

Overview of Internet Access in 
Africa



Internet access ecosystem



Source: ITU Statistics, 2018
Source: RIA After Access Survey, 2018

Individual use of the Internet 
across regions (%)

Limitations of Internet use in Africa

Disparities in Internet use & access

Demand-side challenges such as 
literacy, affordability of services & 
devices, and low awareness of the 
Internet are some of the obstacles to 
internet uptake in Africa.
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At 21% Africa’s has world’s 
lowest percentage of Internet 
usage rates, which is below 
the world average of 50%

Majority of individuals who use the 
Internet access it though Internet 
enabled devices-Mobile phones.

Population grouped by ‘device 
used’ to access the Internet



Mobile phone penetration by 
country

v Mobile penetration is relatively high in Africa, but just owning a mobile phone is not enough. 
v Majority of individuals who use the Internet access it though Internet enabled mobile phone devices (smartphones)
v 30% of respondents in the seven African countries use a basic phone with no Internet connectivity.

Source: RIA After Access Survey, 2018

Smartphone penetration Mobile phone penetration by type



Electricity deficits are a big  
challenge to overcome in many 
parts of Africa
v Access to electricity is essential for 

supporting the electronic devices and 
ICT infrastructure that drive the 
expansion of the Internet economy. 

v While such access is a given in most 
parts of the world, Africa, especially 
the Sub-Saharan region (with South 
Africa as a partial exception), is still 
home to more than half a billion 
people with no electricity.

v Even in those countries with decent 
access to electricity, power supply 
remains limited and unreliable. 

v In Africa, electricity consumption per 
capita represents only 6% of the 
global average.

Source: The e-Conomy Africa 2020 report 

Access to electricity and Internet
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The problem of being unconnected

Source: World Digital Report, 2017

Accessible, affordable, secure and reliable Internet is critical to closing the digital gap and reducing global inequalities.



PART III

Data driven value



The data revolution is not restricted 
to the global North

Source: UNCTAD Digital Economy Report, 2019
Source: PwC Industry 4.0 framework.2016 

The evolving 
digital 
economy
is closely associated 
with technology 
advancements fuelled by 
data

ü Blockchain
ü Data analytics
ü Artificial 

Intelligence
ü 3D printing
ü Internet of Things
ü Automation & 

Robotics
ü Cloud computing

The spread of mobile phone technology into the hands of billions of individuals may be the single most significant 
digital innovation that has affected developing countries in the past decade.

Data itself does not automatically generate value for customers. It is what firms do that leads to value creation both 
internally within the firm and externally across the extended-data network.



Artificial Intelligence (AI) in Africa
v Increased datafication means that artificial intelligence (AI)  could  become the central 

system for social and economic decision-making in a wide variety of industries.

v Deploying AI without the appropriate interventions in a variety of priority areas could 
result in  the levers of control and the extraction of profits captured in the hands of only a 
few, who have the means (human capital, institutions and ICT infrastructure) in place to 
gain rapidly from data driven value creation.

v This can create unprecedented consequences—social biases, transfer of authoritarian 
systems, high income and wealth inequality, and behavioural influence that may hinder 
autonomy, privacy, justice , and freedom of speech.

v Current discourses on AI ethics and governance  are driven by multinational 
corporations, researchers and activists in the global North— but the implementation of 
beneficial and rights-respecting global AI governance must be informed by international 
and continental human rights instruments  that is contextualised into national policy and 
regulation attuned to local contexts.

v While several global governance frameworks are emerging (e.g. the AI & Global 
Governance platform), Africa is largely left out of the debate or participates from a 
position of relative weakness. 
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