Ethiopia’s Cell Phone Industry

When it comes to all kinds of telecommunications needs in Ethiopia, one can only turn to a single service provider; namely the Ethiopian Telecommunications Corporation (ETC). This corporation provides everything from home telephone services (landlines) and mobile/cell phone services to internet and fax services. While internet services were introduced in Ethiopia in 1997 through Ethio Internet, it was not until 1999 that Ethiopians could enjoy cell telephone services through Ethio Mobile, all under ETC. From 1999 to 2006, a lot has changed in cell phone services here in Ethiopia. When cell phones were first introduced in Ethiopia, all subscribers had to visit the ETC main office to register, where they received their sim card and their apparatus (the handset/phone). During this time, all subscribers had identical handsets because there was no choice; everyone had the same Erickson handset because ETC only provided its subscribers with one kind of handset. Because of this, there was no demand to have cell phone stores selling handsets because ETC’s mobile phone service could only be obtained through the handsets they provided. As soon as they allowed customers to buy their own handsets, a number of cell phone service centres mushroomed and continue to mushroom in many urban parts of Ethiopia. 
	From 1999 – 2003, all subscribers only received postpaid mobile services, meaning that at the end of each month, they received a monthly bill. This service was only limited to the people that could prove they can afford to pay a phone bill; not everyone was approved to register and obtain the postpaid service. The option of prepaid mobile services was introduced in 2003, allowing customers to register and buy prepaid cards and use it according to his/her capacity and need; this opened doors to all kinds of customers. This prepaid service is commonly used in all parts of Africa as it allows the customers to control their spending. 
For many years, customers could only obtain their cell phone services by visiting an ETC branch to get connected (the sim card and the handset) but that is not the case anymore. When I walking down one of the main streets in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, called Africa Avenue/Bole Road, I could not help but notice the numerous mobile phone shops that sell everything from sim cards to handsets to chargers and all kinds of fancy cell-phone accessories. I visited a number of stores on this one street only to find that they are all very pleased with their businesses. Most of these stores opened in 2003 when the prepaid service got introduced into the market. “A lot of people have been buying cell phones ever since,” said a seller at the New Technology Mobile Centre, “because with prepaid, you can control your usage so it is easier to have a mobile phone for many people.” Nowadays, customers can chose between postpaid and prepaid mobile services; with postpaid, there are some regulations that need to be followed. The customer needs to prove their ability to support their monthly bill. Quite commonly, a service request letter from an employer (organizations/offices) and a guarantee letter of subscription are needed for the postpaid service to be provided. Usually, these kinds of subscribers are from government organizations, embassies and international organizations as well as personal guarantors who prove that they can support their monthly bills. It is said, however, that most people use the prepaid service. 


There is one factor that stood out the most to me, especially after having seen how the cell-phone industry works in Egypt and Sudan. In these two countries, sim cards are relatively cheap; you can buy one for as little as $13 CND. In Ethiopia, sim cards cost 368.10 Ethiopian Birr, approximately $47 CND, which is quite expensive in comparison to other countries. When there is no competition in service providers, this is what happens. No matter how much mobile phone services cost in this country, people will still subscribe because there is only one service provider in the entire country. Nobody knows if other service providers such as Vodaphone or Mobile or Areeba will be allowed into the Ethiopian market but until they are, ETC has a monopoly over this industry. 
After having spoken with some people, they told me that ETC has some advertising for their cell phone services but not a lot. I think this has a lot to do with the lack of competition in this industry. People are aware that if they want cell phone services, they can only turn to ETC; therefore, ETC does not need to advertise itself much because it is the only service provider. I have only seen quite a few of cell phone advertisements on the streets of Addis Ababa. 
Through out the world, all cell phone customers can enjoy all kinds of services, such as short text messaging (SMS). This service allows the customer to send written messages of different lengths to other cell phone users, which is cheaper than making a phone call. In developing countries especially, it is common to find that a lot of the cell phone users use their phones to send messages and to receive calls, rather than making calls as this is costly. In Ethiopia, the SMS service is currently unavailable. It lasted for a few years, however, ETC decided to remove this service because of an incident that occurred a few months ago when some students from the Addis Ababa University held demonstrations and riots. It is believed that these students used their SMS services on their cell phones to plan and execute their demonstrations/strikes; therefore, the government ordered the ETC to halt any kind of SMS services. It is for this reason that no one can send or receive short text messages on their cell phones. At this point, it is hard to predict the future direction of the cell phone industry in Ethiopia; will other service providers come into the country and provide competition to ETC? Will the SMS service be activated? Will ETC reduce its prices of the sim cards? Only time will tell. 
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-Video:

· Interview with Zion Getachew about Sami Mobile Center
· Interview with Sosina Girma; a cell phone customer

-Pictures:

· CellPhone (1) – A cell-phone store on Bole Road, Addis Ababa
· CellPhone (2) – Inside a cell-phone store; all kinds of accessories
· CellPhone (3) – Display of handsets in a cell-phone store
· CellPhone (4) – Nokia handsets for sale in a cell-phone store
