
Once-prosperous Zambia has suffered economic decline over the past 
10 years due in part to low world prices for copper, which makes up 80 per cent
of its export earnings. GNP per capita is US$330 (World Bank, 2002). The
population of 10.6 million is one of the most urbanised in sub-Saharan Africa,
with 39.8 per cent living in urban areas, mostly in the capital Lusaka and 
the Copperbelt. 

Over the past decade, the telecommunications sector has undergone 
dramatic changes, beginning with the establishment of a regulatory body, 
the Communications Authority of Zambia (CA), in 1994. Two private operators
are already operating GSM communications and a third – government-owned –
is about to launch. The total number of subscribers from the two operators 
is estimated to be around 220,000 and rising. A number of small businesses
selling airtime have also sprung up, and at every street corner there is now 
a makeshift telephone booth. It’s not unusual any longer to see a high school
student or market trader carrying a mobile phone.

Indeed, in a country where resources and opportunities are scarce, staying in
touch through mobiles seems to be a high priority. 

In contrast to these positive developments, the number of fixed lines 
has increased very slowly, from 77,000 in 1995 to about 85,000 in 2002.
Teledensity for fixed lines has actually declined, with overall teledensity 
growth entirely attributable to mobiles. In four major cities, teledensity 
reaches 2.01 per 100 people, whereas in rural areas it is estimated at nine 
per 10,000 people. 

The GSM network has expanded to nearly all provinces, but access is 
hampered by distance and cost. (Data are not available for the proportions 
of urban and rural mobile subscribers.) Many parts of the country are excluded
from the modern infrastructure of roads and electricity, which mainly follow 
rail lines. Less than two per cent of rural homes receive electricity. However, 
30 per cent of the country’s 650 pay phones and 450 smart card-based phones
are situated away from rail lines.

The government’s stated goal is to increase teledensity from the present level
of 0.91 lines to two lines per 100 people. This requires the installation of
131,000 new lines. The government hopes to achieve this by digitisation 
of the transmission network, conversion of earth satellite stations to digital
technology, as well as by further spread of GSM services.

However, at present Zambia has no effective rural telecommunication policy 
in place, although the CA’s mandate is supposed to include providing basic
services to unserved or underserved segments of the Zambian population,
including those in rural areas and economically depressed urban areas. 
The CA has set up a Telecommunications Development Fund, financed by
licence fees. However, the income from licences is not substantial, and some
observers feel that most of it is spent on the CA’s own operating costs – though
information about spending is not publicly available. The CA has undertaken 
a study to determine telecentre requirements in rural areas, and is currently
working out the modalities to fund telecentres. One option is to provide seed
capital to rural-based community telecentres at low interest rates.
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The country is now in the process of formulating an ICT policy and a policy
formulation committee has already produced a draft, with significant
stakeholder involvement. Despite a sluggish start marred by anxiety and
suspicion over the secrecy and exclusiveness of the process, the process has
gained momentum and acceptance by the stakeholders. In its present draft
form, the commitment and targets for rural telephony show that the sector 
is being taken seriously.

The state-run Zambia Telecommunication Company (ZAMTEL), established 
in 1994, continues to enjoy a monopoly over fixed-line telephone services. 
The company also has a monopoly of the local loop and recently launched 
a GSM service – highly contested by the two existing commercial operators 
who say the service has unfair advantages due to ZAMTEL’s control of 
the fixed network. The international gateway for transmission and receiving 
of telephone calls, including VoIP telephony for commercial purposes, 
is also restricted to ZAMTEL. 

The quality of services for fixed lines, however, remains unsatisfactory. 
Among the general complaints are the long waiting time for new connections
(official figures were not made available to this researcher), wrong billing 
and poor quality of connections. ZAMTEL experiences serious financial
difficulties – partly because a third of its customers are the government 
and parastatals who are not prompt with paying their bills. The company 
is entitled to government grants, but these have not been forthcoming, 
mainly due to the government’s budgetary limitations. Rampant vandalism 
of the telecommunication infrastructure also continues to cost ZAMTEL 
millions of dollars. 

ZAMTEL’s current expansion plans are focused on its entry as Zambia’s 
third cellphone operator. A sum of about US$18 million has been allocated 
for network build-up, financed entirely by the equipment supplier. Very 
little financing is available for fixed network upgrading and for expansion 
of the basic infrastructure network in outlying areas. 

The two existing mobile operators are CelTel and TeleCel Zambia. CelTel is 
a subsidiary of MSI International, while TeleCel Zambia, owned 30 per cent
locally, is a subsidiary of TeleCel International Ltd, a US-based cellular
telecommunications group. The third mobile company about to launch is
ZAMTEL’s new GSM, Cell Z. The two private operators have good coverage in 
the towns along the line of rail, but subscribers complain about poor quality 
of service. There is little sharing of capacity, and both networks have their 
own infrastructure, including international satellite connections. Relations 
with ZAMTEL are not very good mainly because of pricing issues; access to 
the fixed network; and ZAMTEL’s new GSM operation, which they argue gives 
it undue advantage. 

There is no entry restriction into the Zambian telecommunications market apart
from the basic licensing requirements. The CA is responsible for regulating
tariffs although operators are free to fix their own local call rates. There are no
government subsidies for private operators but under special circumstances,
the CA is empowered to offer special incentives to operators. Under the present
regulations, operators are free to repatriate 100 per cent of their profits.

Over 90 per cent of mobile phone users are using cash cards. Tariffs are 
very high, considering average incomes in Zambia. Cross-network charges 
are exorbitant at US$0.60 per minute. All operators now provide SMS (Short
Message Service) services, and all offer toll-free numbers for emergencies.
TeleCel has also introduced a public toll-free number for HIV/AIDS counselling.
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