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1. SUMMARY  

Africa’s second-most populous country is open for business with efforts to liberalise the 

telecommunication sector. In this second part of our three-part series on Ethiopia’s path 

to liberalisation, we delve deeper into Ethiopia’s readiness and options for regulating the 

telecoms sector.  

2. INTRODUCTION 

Ras Mekonnen, the cousin of the Ethiopian Emperor Menelik II, brought the first telephone 

apparatus to Ethiopia in 1889 – just 13 years following Alexander Graham Bell’s patent - 

following a trip to Europe. Telecommunications and telegraph lines were later introduced 

in 1894 and in the beginning of the twentieth century, the government took control of the 

telecommunications company, which operated under the Ministry of Post and 

Communications1. In 1996, a single telecoms operator was established through the 

enactment of the Telecommunication Proclamation No49/1996. This law made Ethio-

Telecom the sole telecommunications service provider in Ethiopia. Prior to 1996, the 

Ethiopian Telecommunications Authority served as both the operator and the regulator. 

This authority was abolished by the Proclamation and the Ethiopian Telecommunications 

Agency was established as a separate entity to regulate Ethio-Telecom.  

In 2010, Proclamation No.691 established the Ministry of Communication and Information 

Technology (MCIT) by merging three agencies, the Ethiopian Information and 

Communications Technology Agency (EICTDA), the Ethiopian Telecommunications 

Agency (ETA) and the Communication department of the former ministry of Transport and 

Communications. The Communications and IT Standardisation and Regulation 

Directorate was established within the ministry to develop standards for 

telecommunications, IT and postal services and for setting base fees for services2.  

3. OVERVIEW OF THE NEW REGULATORY FRAMEWORK  

Following the 2018 decision to open up Ethiopia’s economy, the country enacted 

Proclamation No. 1148/2019 – A Proclamation for the Communications Service 

(“Proclamation”)3 - opening up telecommunications services and ownership to private 

investors and establishing the Ethiopian Communication Authority (ECA) as a regulator.  

The proclamation established the ECA as an independent authority accountable to the 

Prime Minister with the objectives of promoting the development of high quality, efficient, 

reliable and affordable communications service, to promote a competitive market and to 

 
 
1 Kenaw, Setargew. "Cultural Translation of Technologies in Ethiopia." Ethiopian Journal of the Social Sciences and 
Humanities 13.2 (2017): 109-142. 
2 https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/PublicationFiles/review_of_the_legal_and_regulatory_framework.pdf 
3 https://eca.et/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Communications-Service-Proclamation-No.-1148-2019.pdf  

https://www.uneca.org/sites/default/files/PublicationFiles/review_of_the_legal_and_regulatory_framework.pdf
https://eca.et/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Communications-Service-Proclamation-No.-1148-2019.pdf
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promote accessibility and interests of consumers. The duties of the ECA include, but not 

limited to:  

• License telecommunications, postal and broadcasting operators and to renew, 

modify and revoke licences; 

• Regulate tariffs related to communications services;  

• Regulate the types of telecommunication equipment that may be connected to a 

telecommunications network;  

• Authorise and supervise the use of radio frequency spectrum in consultation with 

relevant stakeholders;  

• Establish the national telecommunications numbering plan, allocate, administer 

and supervise the efficient use of numbers; 

• Regulate interconnection between telecommunication networks of different 

service providers; 

• Manage Internet Protocol addresses and domain names; 

• Investigate complaints and resolving disputes between operators and consumers;  

• Promoting information security, data privacy and protection 

4. LICENSING REGIME  

4.1. Telecommunications Licensing  

Part Three of the Proclamation for the Communication Service opens up the 

telecommunications market by allowing both domestic and foreign investment towards 

the ownership of telecommunications operators and networks, the number of which will 

be determined by the government. The licensing regime allows for the ECA to issue 

individual or class licences and associated procedures for the operation and provision of 

communications services, such procedures for licensing to be established following public 

consultations, which were initiated in October 2019.  

4.2. Type approval 

In terms of Article 23, the establishment and operation of radio communication and 

telecommunication equipment is subject to Type Approval and manufacturing, importation 

and distribution of equipment without the prior approval of the Authority is prohibited.  

4.3. Radio Frequency Spectrum, IP Addresses and Numbering  

Article 24 empowers the Authority with the control, planning, administration, management 

and licensing of radio frequency spectrum in Ethiopia in compliance with applicable 

standards and requirements of the International Telecommunication Union (ITU). The 

Authority also has the duty to maintain and periodically update the National Table of 

Frequency Allocation and to assign frequencies for telecommunications services, radio 

and television broadcasting. Frequencies may be assigned to different persons on a time-

sharing basis or, in the event of mutual exclusivity, the Authority shall adopt a method it 
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deems appropriate for the assignment, including competitive bidding, random selection 

or comparative hearings, among others. Article 27 empowers the Authority to manage 

and regulate the use of numbering and addressing resources for the provision of 

telecommunications and information services, including the national Telecommunication 

Numbering Plan and the Internet Protocol Address Internet domain registration. Subject 

to public consultations and in accordance with the Authority’s decision-making framework 

as outlined in Articles 35 to 38 of the Proclamation, the Authority is vested with the powers 

to prescribe Directives for spectrum fees, Internet Domain Registration and the usage of 

numbers.  

4.4. Interconnection and competition  

Part Seven of the Proclamation obligates telecom operators to enter into interconnection 

agreements at technically feasible locations and confers the Authority with the power to 

intervene in such agreements and make binding rulings to ensure public interest and 

compliance with the Proclamation. Article 46 confers the Authority with the power to 

review and control tariffs of licensed Telecommunication Operators and to develop 

Directives for the setting of tariffs. In support to the aims of liberalising the sector, the 

Proclamation incorporates rules for the prevention and controlling of anti-competitive acts 

in the telecom markets, with Article 48 prohibiting telecom operators from engaging in 

acts of abuse of significant market power – the ability to materially affect the price or 

supply in the relevant market for Communications Services as a result of either control 

over essential facilities or use of a Person’s position in the market. The Authority is 

empowered to enforce Ethiopia’s competition law on the participants in the sector.  

4.5. Universal Access Service  

Universal Access Service is addressed in Article 49, empowering the Authority to develop 

annual objectives for Universal Access to communication services in Ethiopia, to give 

access to the largest number of users possible, particularly in rural and remote areas of 

Ethiopia, in which 79% of the population live4. The Universal Access Fund is established 

by Article 49(3) to support universal access, the amount and sources of which shall be 

determined by the Regulation to be issued by the Council of Ministers (cabinet).   

4.6. Where the Proclamation Falls Short  

The Proclamation provides a general framework and mandates the ECA to implement 

additional Directives and Guidelines following stakeholder consultations and Regulations 

such as the Universal Access Fund with are still to be determined by the Council of 

Ministers. Although Stakeholder Consultations are considered the best-practice approach 

towards regulations, the lack of clarity on issues such as the licensing framework, 

licensing fees (if applicable), spectrum fees or Universal Service Fund fees could make 

investment commitments difficult.   

 
 
4 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?locations=ET  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.RUR.TOTL.ZS?locations=ET
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The Proclamation also does not contain provisions on the regulation of internet service 

providers or over-the-top services, which play a significant role within the ICT ecosystem.  

 

The Proclamation fails to split the anti-competitive behaviours responsibilities between 

the ECA and the already existing Trade Competition and Consumer Protection Authority. 

Conferring the newly appointed Communications Authority of regulating competition and 

communications services may lead to inefficiency of the ECA, as both fields require highly 

professional and technical skills which the ECA has yet to acquire. Mandating a body 

which already has the capacity to deal with competition issues will be a more effective 

approach. 

 

The ECA is accountable to the Prime Minister, and the fact that government will still 

maintain a majority stake in the incumbent Ethio-Telecom after its planned privatisation 

may create a conflicting situation. Observers have suggested that since the government 

will retain majority stakes, it may be more appropriate for the ECA to be accountable to 

the Federal parliament. 

5. LICENSING PLANS  

The Ethiopian Finance Ministry plans to award telecommunications licenses to two new 

operators and to sell a minority stake in the state-owned monopoly, Ethio-Telecom, by 

the first quarter of 20205. The third and final instalment of the Ethiopia series will delve 

deeper into what is on the cards for the privatisation of Ethio-Telecom. In this section, we 

outline what the ECA is considering for the licensing of new operators and what the 

response from the international market has been.  

5.1. ECA Public Consultations Towards A Licensing Framework  

In October 2019, the ECA invited stakeholder consultation (Public Notice Stakeholder 

Consultation No.001-2019) towards the development of a regulatory framework and 

opening of the market6. The stakeholder consultation process closed on the 22 November 

2019. The proposed licensing framework aims to issue full-service licences, one for the 

incumbent operator (Ethio-Telecom) and two for new entrants on a national and 

technology-neutral basis, enabling operators to provide any telecommunications services 

anywhere within the country, and to send and receive communications services outside 

of Ethiopia. The licences will also be accompanied by spectrum licences and will allow 

each licensee the right to numbering and addressing resources for a renewable licensing 

term of fifteen years. Stakeholders were invited to comment on the spectrum licensing 

process, between a comparative hearing (or beauty contest) and an auction.  

 

For competitive and economic regulation, the Authority proposes an economic analysis 

to determine significant market power (SMP) in any market, presuming that the incumbent 

 
 
5https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-telecoms-exclusive/exclusive-ethiopia-plans-to-issue-telco-licenses-by-year-end-
idUSKCN1TD1NH  
6https://eca.et/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ECA-Ethiopia-Public-Notice-for-Stakeholder-Consultation-October-22-2019.pdf 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-telecoms-exclusive/exclusive-ethiopia-plans-to-issue-telco-licenses-by-year-end-idUSKCN1TD1NH
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ethiopia-telecoms-exclusive/exclusive-ethiopia-plans-to-issue-telco-licenses-by-year-end-idUSKCN1TD1NH
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has SMP. The Public Notice proposes an 18-month roaming period for the new licensees, 

with the expectation that roaming will not be used to evade coverage obligations.  

 

An operator with SMP is obliged to share both passive and active infrastructure upon 

reasonable request and telecom operators are given the right to access land for the 

construction, maintenance and operation of telecommunications facility. A Directive will 

be issued to clarify the rights and responsibilities of operators and of lessees and 

possessors of land following the consultation process.  

 

The Public Notice included annexures detailing out the proposed full-service licence, 

spectrum license, coverage obligations and spectrum band allocation in which 

stakeholders were invited to comment.  

6. PROSPECTIVE ENTRANTS 

6.1. Telecoms  

Vodacom has expressed interest and gauging if Ethiopia’s telecoms market will fit its 

investment parameters. Safaricom, Vodacom’s Kenyan subsidiary, is also preparing to 

enter Ethiopia’s telecom market, which would be its first operation outside Kenya. In 2017, 

Safaricom acquired a 260 km stretch of fibre cable on the Kenyan side of the border with 

Ethiopia from a tech firm. Safaricom and Vodacom intend to vie for one of the two licences 

by forming a consortium with two financial institutions7.  

 

In 2018, telecoms operator MTN dubbed Ethiopia “a natural fit”, be ideal for its pan-African 

footprint and has recognised the opportunities it is presented with. With operations in 22 

African countries, the South African operator has a wealth of experience in entering 

previously under-penetrated markets. Entering the Ethiopian market presents MTN with 

the opportunity to position itself as a market leader, fitting in with MTN’s strategy and 

ambitions to focus on markets in which it can sustain its position as a major player, and 

where there are consumer-driven opportunities such as the shift from voice services to 

mobile banking and other data services8. 

 

In addition to Vodacom and MTN, Operators such as Orange SA and Econet Global, the 

Zimbabwean operator with operations also in Lesotho and Burundi, are also keen to 

acquire licences in Ethiopia because of the opportunities such licensing will provide.  

6.2. Mobile Money 

Ethiopia has also been pinned as an expansion target for mobile money services by 

operators. Over the past year, the Kenyan operator is said to have engaged in advanced 

negotiations with the Ethiopian government in order to obtain permission for the provision 

 
 
7 https://techcentral.co.za/vodacom-safaricom-ethiopia/93754/  
8 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-05-30/mtn-eyes-ethiopia-entry-in-search-for-high-potential-markets  

https://techcentral.co.za/vodacom-safaricom-ethiopia/93754/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-05-30/mtn-eyes-ethiopia-entry-in-search-for-high-potential-markets
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and expansion of its mobile money services, M-Pesa. Vodacom and Safaricom are 

considering a deal under which the Vodafone Group would license the M-Pesa brand 

name to an Ethiopia-based bank. While the services are expected to be offered through 

Ethio-Telecom, Safaricom would supply the back-end technology9. 

 

Although Safaricom’s M-PESA currently has 31.6 million active users, it is not the only 

Mobile Network Operator (MNO) eyeing the Ethiopian market: MTN Mobile Money has 

24.1 million active users in 14 countries, while Vodacom has 13.4 million active users of 

M-PESA in Tanzania, DR Congo, Mozambique and Lesotho markets. Orange Money is 

also one of the leading growth drivers for Orange and has 39 million users across Africa 

and the Middle East, with active users around 39%10.  

ABOUT PYGMA CONSULTING  

Pygma Consulting is a Johannesburg-based firm that specialises in ICT policy, regulatory, 

strategy advisory and compliance across Africa. Pygma Consulting also has extensive 

experience in the broadcasting and postal policy.   

 

Contact us on: info@pygmaconsulting.com  

 

 
 
9 https://www.itweb.co.za/content/Pero37ZgwQyMQb6m 
10 https://addisfortune.news/a-lost-opportunity-for-ethio-telecom/ 
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