
Burkina Faso’s population of 12.3 million is 80 per cent rural, and has 
a literacy rate of 24.8 per cent (2001). The country is one of the poorest in the
world, ranking 173 out of 175 in the 2003 UNDP Human Development Index, 
with 85.8 per cent of the population living on incomes of US$2 or less per day.

Eighty-one per cent of telephone lines are in the capital Ouagadougou, 
and only 170 of the 300 districts in the country are covered by a fixed telephone
connection. Mobile connections reach a few fortunate villages and the costs
are exorbitant. 

Three actors make up the telecommunications sector: ONATEL (the National
Telecommunications Office), with its mobile subsidiary Telmob, and two private
mobile services, CelTel and TeleCel. 

ONATEL was partially privatised in 1998, following an ITU study which 
judged that a traditional monopoly operator would not be able to keep up with
developments in this complex and dynamic sector, especially with the advent 
of new ICTs. ONATEL’s monopoly of fixed lines, fax, telex, telegram, international
links and satellite access lasts until December 2005. This is to give it time to
adapt to competing with private operators who are generally more experienced,
as they are subsidiaries of major continental and international companies. 

Telmob, the mobile subsidiary of ONATEL, was established in 1996 – at the
same time as the country gained internet connection – and has approximately
37 per cent of the mobile market. Of the two private operators, CelTel is 
a subsidiary of MSI Cellular Investments Holdings BV, a Netherlands-based
holding and finance company operating in 10 African countries. It launched
operations in Burkina Faso in January 2001 and covers 24 regions, with 
40 per cent of the market share.

TeleCel, originally a subsidiary of Telecom International (the first mobile
operator in Africa), began its operations in Burkina Faso in December 2000 
and now has 22 per cent of the market share. Since August 2003 it has been
part of the Atlantic Telecom group of Cote d’Ivoire. 

The majority of capital in these companies is private. The investment policy 
of Burkina Faso was designed to attract foreign investment – companies 
get tax exemption for the first five years and can repatriate profits. 

The arrival of mobile telephones produced a boom in the telecoms sector.
ONATEL limited its opening of lines saying it wanted to allow the new operators
time to get established. But at the same time it constrained them in several
ways: public services were only allowed to subscribe to TelMob, public 
phone lines could only call TelMob numbers and private operators had 
to pay more for access to international lines. 

A national regulator, ARTEL (Regulatory Agency for Telecommunications), 
was established in December 1998. It has granted two operating licences 
and resolved several legal cases – in favour of private operators. ARTEL 
ruled that private operators should get the same benefits as other providers,
such as reduced international tariffs at certain times of day, and that all the
services should be accessible from public phone booths. 
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The government made attempts to end rural isolation in the 1960s, offering 
to connect villages if they contributed labour and wooden telegraph poles – 
and many villages were connected in this way. But the system declined for
various reasons, according to Mousbila Sankara, president of the Sodeptel
association (Solidarity, Development through Telecommunications in Burkina
Faso). Deforestation made it difficult for villagers to provide poles; ONATEL’s 
old systems reached the limits of expansion; and real costs of installation
increased while the amount the villages were paying remained negligible.

Universal access strategy 

A policy commitment to developing rural telephony is mentioned in most 
of Burkina Faso’s general policy documents – such as the poverty reduction
framework and the national strategy for development of new technologies. 
A strategy for universal access to telecommunications was adopted in 
March 2003, defining universal access as “a minimal supply over the whole
country of affordable telecommunication services in line with principles 
of equality, continuity and universality”. 

The 2001–05 plan for development of national information and communication
infrastructure aimed to increase teledensity to one line per 100 people 
by 2003, bringing it up to 1.66 by 2005; and to equip five per cent of Burkina
Faso’s 8,000 villages with at least one line by 2005. Due to lack of financial
resources, however, Burkina Faso is unlikely to achieve four lines per 1,000
inhabitants in rural areas before 2013. One alternative would be to deploy 
GSM mobile phones in rural areas. 

However, the cost of a single call on a mobile phone is half the daily wage of an
agricultural worker in Burkina Faso. Only the well-off can benefit from mobiles,
and once their needs were met, there would be little by way of profits to interest
other operators. The extension of mobiles in rural areas could reduce the
incentive to provide fixed lines (which are expensive to install but cheaper for
users) or wireless systems. 

At present CelTel is proposing a mobile public phone service, but has not 
yet rolled it out in rural areas. The post would run from a rechargeable 
battery, its reach would be large and the costs of installation relatively low. 
One disadvantage is that it would not be able to handle transmission 
of internet-type data. 

The few fortunate villages that are within the footprint of the mobile phone
service – mostly around towns or along the main roads – are often unaware 
of the fact that they have this service. It’s only when someone happens 
to visit the village with their mobile switched on and receives a call that such
information spreads. Under these circumstances, it may be difficult to convince
people living in rural areas to take out a subscription.

However, the costs of mobile calls could be brought down if the government
offered subsidies for operators in rural areas. ARTEL documents consulted for
this case study do not make any mention of positive price discrimination, which
may mean that mobile operators at present are focusing on urban centres. 

The government, in order to promote universal access, requires operators 
to facilitate access in villages that are not connected. In addition operators 
are required to contribute two per cent of their turnover to a universal service
fund. The contract with ARTEL also requires each operator to serve 50
localities, but they find it unprofitable and hard to satisfy this requirement: 
the investments needed are very high, and many areas do not have an
electricity supply. 



Cost remains an inhibiting factor. To achieve a teledensity of four per 
1,000 by 2013, which requires installation of 46,336 lines, an investment 
of US$73.9 million is needed over 10 years. The contribution from the universal
service fund would be US$1.14 million. For a teledensity of five per 1,000, 
the investment needed would be US$87.5 million. In this context, there are
some NGO initiatives worth mentioning. 

The CSDPTT experiment 

CSDPTT (Cooperation, Solidarity, Development Posts and Telecommunications)
is a non-governmental organisation that has set up telecentres in six villages.
Its experience shows that there can be a profitable demand, and ONATEL is
starting to look at the initiative seriously. 

The initiative consists of installing a public call-box run on solar energy. 
The equipment is brought by members of the NGO, who are specialists and
workers from France Telecom. The average distance between the village 
and the nearest ONATEL line being 15 km, ONATEL donates a wireless 
line, which is then operated by a host organisation in the village. ONATEL
maintains the equipment and someone in the village is trained for daily tasks.
Supervised by the Sodeptel association, CSDPTT sends over the equipment
which is installed by local technicians. The initiative started with second-hand
equipment brought over from France but the NGO is now considering using 
new equipment. Calls from these telecentres are cheaper than from mobiles
(US$0.46 per minute, as compared with mobiles’ US$0.65). Internet connection
was successfully introduced in February 2004. 

Rural telephony

There is no doubt that rural telephony can help solve many problems related 
to distance – transporting the sick, public health information, bush fire alerts,
etc. But inter-village communication is rare: many villagers, it seems, prefer 
to travel 5–15 km in order to communicate. “The telephone doesn’t seem to be 
a tool for internal communication. People use if for calling the capital or outside
the country,” says activist André Nyamba. 

One of the reasons given for their lack of popularity is that mobile phones 
are primarily designed for urban users: they are fragile and small in size (getting
smaller), which makes them unsuitable for the rigours of a rural environment.
Besides, they come with many features and functions that are of little use
because the operators do not provide those particular services. 

Nevertheless, the CSDPTT experiment shows that a basic telecoms service 
can be profitable in rural areas if the operator has certain concessions for
users, such as longer periods for payment of bills – whereas ONATEL has set 
the same conditions for both rural and urban subscribers. For example, ONATEL
requires all payments to be made every 15 days, but keeps call charges for
rural areas higher than in urban centres. 

A strategy for achieving universal service must take such factors 
into consideration. 

Another difficulty is the rapid growth of technologies, which means 
equipment can quickly become obsolete. Operators either do not want to 
invest in technologies or, if they do, attempts to recoup investments often 
mean high tariffs.
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