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2RIS The first attempt to tax SIM cards was in 2013. In 2021, 
there were several new attempts. The most recent is a 
SIM card tax as a way to generate revenues. This tax 

ignores the productive function of the ICT sector and may 
lead to declining tax revenues for the state in the medium 

to long term.

■A levy of Tsh 1,000 per month per SIM card  was initially proposed in 2013.  

■ In 2021, the Government of Tanzania proposed an amendment to the Electronic and Postal 
Communication Act to include a SIM card tax.  

■ Several approaches have been proposed, but it is not clear which one will be implemented. This 
overview analyses the various proposals in terms of its impact on the ICT sector, consumers and the 
wider economy. The proposals include:
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Recharge Amount TSh SIM card tax Tsh
Below 1,000 5
1,001 to 2,500 10
2,501 to 5,000 21
5,001 to Sh7,500 40
7,501 to Sh10,000 76
10,001 to Sh25,000 113
25,001 to Sh50,000 153
50,001 to Sh100,000 186
Above 100,000 223

1. A levy of between Tsh 10 shillings to Tsh 200 
per day per SIM card (Budget speech by the 
Minister of Finance, 10 June 2021, page 102).  

2. Levies linked to airtime recharges as 
displayed in the table to the right (https://
www.thecitizen.co.tz/tanzania/news/-phone-
users-brace-for-new-sim-card-levy-in-
august-3477308). 
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3RIS

4TH  
INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION

CONTENT 
Premium rights  

Professional content 
User-generated 

content

ONLINE SERVICES 
e-Retail 

Streaming 
Gaming 

Social media 
Search services 
Cloud services 

CONNECTIVITY 
First Mile, Middle Mile 

Last Mile, 
Invisible Mile

USER INTERFACE 
Access devises  

(smartphones, PCs) 
Operating systems  

& software apps

ENABLING SERVICES 
Web design & hosting 

Payment platforms 
Advertising

USER OF  
DIGITAL SERVICES 

Skills 
Content 

Functionality

Self-reinforcing mechanism of user generated content makes the 
Internet value chain a circle
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■ Data prices and data quality 
are essential to wider 
broadband adoption and the 
potential for efficiency gains 
through digitalisation.  

■ In the past, the data flow was 
from content owners to the 
end-user via radio, TV and the 
public Internet. Today, users 
create content through social 
media applications and other 
ways of uploading data, 
contributing to the content 
segment of the value chain.  

■ The SIM card tax will increase 
the cost of broadband use, in 
particular for the less affluent 
section of the population, and 
will slow down broadband 
adoption. This will also make 
e-government, e-health and e-
school initiatives less effective.



4RIS Tanzania has a significant affordability gap with 
the number of broadband subscribers at less 

than 49%

Data Sources: 3G coverage (ITU Dec 2020), 4G coverage (Vodacom AFS 2020) Internet 
subscribers (TCRA December 2020), Electricity (World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/

indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.ZS?locations=TZ)

                                               
                  Population 

coverage 
(ITU)33% 85%

Current 49% 

Affordability 
Gap

Internet Users (TCRA)

Potential 85% 

4G

3G

■While 85% of Tanzania’s population lives within 3G network coverage, the TCRA estimates the  
number of Internet users to be 49% (TCRA December 2020). The actual number of broadband 
subscribers is likely to be lower than 49% due to multiple SIM card ownership. 

■ The affordability gap is the result of relatively high prices of handsets as well as data prices.  

■ In addition, relatively low penetration of electricity (35% according to the World Bank) is an obstacle 
to smartphone adoption because no electricity means no battery charging. 
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5RIS International studies measuring the impact of a 10% 
increase in mobile broadband penetration on GDP 

growth

Authors Countries GDP growth
Czernich et al. 2009 OECD, 1996-2007 0.9-1.5%
Koutroumpis 2018 OECD, 2002-2016 0.82-1.40%
OECD 2011 EU countries, 1980-2009 1.1%
Qiang et al. 2009 Low income countries 1980-2006 1.4%
Scott 2012 Low income countries 1980-2011 1.35%
Endquist et al. 2018 Global 2000-2015 0.6–2.8 %

ITU 2020
World 1.5%
Africa 2.46%

■ Higher broadband penetration spurs economic growth and job creation.  

■ There is a well established link between broadband penetration and GDP growth. The ITU (2013 & 
2020) lists a range of studies that measure the macroeconomic effects of mobile broadband 
penetration.  

■ The effects vary for sets of countries and time periods. For Africa it is 2.46% of additional GDP 
growth for an increase of 10% in mobile broadband penetration.  

■ The additional GDP growth of a 10% higher broadband penetration is not a once-off benefit but 
continues to benefit a country going forward.



6RIS

The ICT Sector is already more heavily taxed compared to other 
sectors. A growth-oriented taxation regime means broadening 

the tax base and eliminating ICT sector-specific taxes.
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Tax type Rate

Value added tax (VAT) 18%

Excise duties  
 Electronic communication services 17%

Interconnect fee on international calls $0.12 per minute (minimum charge)

Money transfer services 10% of transfer and withdrawal fees

Custom Duties
SIM cards and scratch cards 25% on cost, insurance and freight (CIF) value

Handsets and network equipment 0%

Withholding tax: Mobile money agents’ commission 10% of commission amount

Source: GSMA 2021: Tanzania: Driving social and economic value through mobile-sector tax reform 

■ Taxing the ICT sector disproportionally distorts investment in favour of other sectors. 

■ The new tax may raise nominal tax in the short term but will lead to fewer people on the network (fewer SIM 
cards) and will slow down broadband penetration. It forgoes an even larger tax revenue increase through 
productivity growth via higher broadband adoption. 

■ Simplifying the tax regime, widening the tax base and reducing ICT sector specific taxes are more likely to 
increase tax revenues than specific excise duties that penalize increased usage.*  

■Also, taxation on the ICT sector needs to be part of a holistic review of the tax system, considering the trade-
offs involved.# Excise duties, for example, are traditionally used to curb usage but this comes with the trade-
off of decreased broadband usage and lower economic growth.  

■ Tanzania’s government should consider scrapping the 17% excise duty on airtime to accelerate economic 
growth through digitalization and broadband adoption. 

* OECD, Growth-oriented Tax Policy Reform Recommendations, https://www.oecd.org/berlin/46391708.pdf   
# OECD, Tax policies for inclusive growth in a changing world, https://www.oecd.org/g20/Tax-policies-for-inclusive-growth-in-
a-changing-world-OECD.pdf 



7RIS
Additional taxes, to be collected by operators 
from subscribers, will reduce MNO revenues 
given the budget constraints of subscribers 
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Subscribers Tsh 10 per day Tsh 20 per day Tsh 200 per day Tsh 1,000 per month

# Market 
share %

Tsh 
million

USD 
million

Tsh 
million

USD 
million

Tsh 
million

USD 
million

Tsh 
million

USD 
million

Vodacom 15,973,809 30% 58,304 25.2 116,609 50.5 1,166,088 504.9 191,686 83.0

Airtel 13,825,207 26% 50,462 21.9 100,924 43.7 1,009,240 437.0 165,902 71.8

Tigo 13,530,281 26% 49,386 21.4 98,771 42.8 987,711 427.7 162,363 70.3

Halotel 7,402,864 14% 27,020 11.7 54,041 23.4 540,409 234.0 88,834 38.5

TTCL 1,088,452 2% 3,973 1.7 7,946 3.4 79,457 34.4 13,061 5.7

Zantel 1,053,125 2% 3,844 1.7 7,688 3.3 76,878 33.3 12,638 5.5

Total 52,873,738 192,989 83.6 385,978 167.1 3,859,783 1,671 634,485 275

Source TCRA and calculations

■ The government estimated the revenues to be Tsh396,306 million, this implies a tax of Tsh 20 per day. 

■ Assuming that subscribers cannot spend more than they currently do, the new tax means that even at 
just Tsh 10 per SIM card per day, Vodacom’s revenues would be lower by USD 25 million. At Tsh 200, 
Vodacom’s revenues would be lower by more than half a billion USD.



8RIS
Tanzania’s largest operator, Vodacom, lost Tsh 30 

billion in 2021. The SIM tax will make it even worse. 
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■ The only operator with publicly available and up-to-date financials is Vodacom. Vodacom ascribes its losses 
to several factors:  

1. The SIM card registration requirement resulted in millions of disconnected customers  

2. Price floor and cap regulations meant that the cost of data was not market-related and some data 
products were sold below the cost  

3. Cost of compliance requires significant investment (e.g. the cost of biometric devices to comply 
with SIM card registration requirements) 

4. Smartphone taxes are high and reduce smartphone penetration  

■ At 200 Tsh per day, the SIM card tax that Vodacom would have to collect from its subscribers would be 
higher than its revenues. 

■ The Tsh 10 SIM cards tax results in USD 25 million to be collected by Vodacom from its subscribers which 
equals 6% of its revenues. The Tsh 20 would equal to 12% of its revenues.

Vodacom Tanzania financials 2020 2021 
Preliminary

Revenue
Tsh million 1,032,667 974,391

USD million 447 422

Profit Tsh million 45,762 -30,106
Assets Tsh million 2,395,889 2,055,941

Liabilities Tsh million 1,140,737 1,225,400

Share holder equity Tsh million 1,255,152 830,541

EBITDA margin % 35.3% 32.4%

Profit Margin % 4.4% -3.1%

Source: AFS  FY Mar 2020

2021 Revenue

10 Tsh per day

20 Tsh per day

200 Tsh per day

1,000 Tsh per month 83

505

51

25

422

Annual SIM card tax to be 
collected by Vodacom 
from its customers in 

million USD 



9RIS SIM card taxes per day or per month will hurt Airtel’s 
revenues and may push it into the red zone again, with a 
financial impact for the state, which owns 49% of Airtel.
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2018 Revenue

2019 Revenue

10 Tsh per day

20 Tsh per day

200 Tsh per day

1,000 Tsh per month 71.8

437

43.7

21.9

212

202

Airtel Tanzania financials 2018 2019

Revenue
Tsh million 466,806 488,655

USD million 202 212

Profit Tsh million -36,734 30,073

Assets Tsh million 488,462 626,416

Liabilities Tsh million 1,442,363 1,580,984

Share holder equity Tsh million -953,901 -954,568

Profit Margin % -7.9% 6.2%

Subscribers December million 11.0 12.7

Implied ARPU per month Tsh 3,551.1 3,200.8

Implied ARPU per month USD 1.5 1.4

Source: AFS  FY Mar 2020

Annual SIM card tax to be collected by 
Airtel from its customers in million USD 

■At Tsh 200 per day SIM card 
tax,  Airtel would have to 
collect twice as much as its 
2019 revenue from its 
subscribers.  

■ At Tsh 10 per day it would be 
above 10% and at Tsh 1,000 
per month it would be nearly 
34% of 2019 revenues. 

■ Tsh 1,000 per month is about 
USD 0.43 or about 30% of 
Airtel average revenue per 
user.  

■While the SIM card tax is to 
be borne by the end user, the 
impact will be lower revenues 
for MNOs and subsequently 
lower investment.



10RIS For the consumer, the SIM card tax translates into 
higher monthly costs. At Tsh 20 per day, the 

increase is between 6% and 30% for the 1GB basket. 
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1GB per month Airtel Tigo Vodacom Zantel TTCL Halotel

Cheapest product for 1GB data 
per month prepaid basket 10,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 2,000 3,000

Price with Tsh 10 per day 10,300 10,300 10,300 10,300 2,300 3,300

Price with Tsh 20 per day 10,600 10,600 10,600 10,600 2,600 3,600

Price with Tsh 200 per day 16,000 16,000 16,000 16,000 8,000 9,000

Increase Tsh 10 per day 3% 3% 3% 3% 15% 10%

Increase Tsh 20 per day 6% 6% 6% 6% 30% 20%

Increase Tsh 200 per day 60% 60% 60% 60% 300% 200%



11RIS The Tsh 20 per day SIM card tax would increase prices 
for the OECD basket (30 calls and 100 SMS per month) 
by between 8.8% and 24%, depending on the operator.
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30 calls, 100 SMS Airtel Tigo Vodacom Zantel TTCL Halotel

OECD basket of 30 calls, 100 SMS 2,820 6,543 6,846 6,340 2,500 6,029

Price with Tsh 10 per day 3,120 6,843 7,146 6,640 2,800 6,329

Price with Tsh 20 per day 3,420 7,143 7,446 6,940 3,100 6,629

Price with Tsh 200 per day 8,820 12,543 12,846 12,340 8,500 12,029

Increase Tsh 10 per day 10.6% 4.6% 4.4% 4.7% 12.0% 5.0%

Increase Tsh 20 per day 21.3% 9.2% 8.8% 9.5% 24.0% 10.0%

Increase Tsh 200 per day 212.8% 91.7% 87.6% 94.6% 240.0% 99.5%



12RIS The proposed SIM card tax based on recharge 
amounts will, on average, increase prices by 0.6%. 

At the same time, it represents 0.055% of tax 
revenues. The tax lacks an economic or regulatory 

rationale.
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Recharge Amount 
TSh

SIM card 
tax (Tsh)

Mid-
point

% Price increase 
based on mid-point

Below 1,000 5 500 1%

1,001 to 2,500 10 1751 0.6%

2,501 to 5,000 21 3751 0.6%

5,001 to 7,500 40 6251 0.6%

7,501 to 10,000 76 8751 0.9%

10,001 to 25,000 113 17501 1.2%

25,001 to 50,000 153 37501 0.4%

50,001 to 100,000 186 75001 0.2%

Above 100,000 223 100001 0.2%

Average 0.64%

Calculations

Average SIM card tax 0.64%

Airtel Revenue in 2019 Tsh million 488,655

Vodacom Revenue in 2020 TSh million 1,032,667

Tax based on Vodacom and Airtel 
revenue in TSh million

9,736

Tax based on Vodacom and Airtel 
revenue in USD million

4.2

Tax revenues for 2020 (Tsh million) 17,622,822

% of tax revenues for 2020 0.055%



13RIS

10% higher broadband penetration would yield 
USD 178.5 million, more than the tax revenues 

from the SIM card tax

https://researchictsolutions.com/ict-evidence-portal-africa/ict_evidence_portal_africa.php



14RIS Additional taxes in USD million

10% higher broadband penetration

TSh 10 per day

TSh 20 per day

Recharge tax 4.2

167.1

83.6

178.5

■ 10% higher broadband penetration would yield USD 178.5 million, more than the tax revenues from 
the SIM card tax. 

■ The daily SIM card tax of either TSh 10 or TSh 20 will add a massive burden to an already over-
taxed sector. The result will be slower growth of data subscribers and, ultimately, forgone tax 
revenues as consumers spend less money on mobile broadband.  

■ The tax, based on recharge values, will cost between TSh 5 and  TSh 223 per recharge, depending 
on the recharge value. It will only have a small impact on prices and raise a small amount of taxes. 
The costs of such a tax outweigh the relatively insignificant benefits.
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■ Simplifying the tax regime, widening the tax base and reducing ICT sector specific taxes are 
more likely to increase tax revenues than ICT sector-specific excise duties that penalize 
broadband adoption and usage. 

■ The global COVID-19  pandemic amplified the need to close the digital infrastructure gap and 
highlighted the importance of digital services to ensure a continuous availability of vital services. 
In the context of various forms of lockdowns imposed at different times over 2020-2021 around 
the world, digital technologies have allowed governments, enterprises and individuals to limit 
service disruptions while adhering to social distancing guidelines. The ongoing pandemic puts 
further pressure on the country’s digital infrastructure.  

■ The Tanzanian government should focus on reducing the tax burden on consumers in order to 
encourage broadband adoption. Tanzania could then benefit from the increased economic 
growth that is the result of higher broadband penetration.  

■ The SIM card tax will take money out of the sector, potentially threatening the viability of smaller 
operators and potentially lead to a reduction in competition and investment. 

■ Tanzania’s government announced in June 2021 that it will remove VAT on smartphones, tablets, 
and modems. The rationale for setting aside VAT is to increase broadband penetration to over 
80% by 2025. This is a step in the right direction. 

■ Tanzania’s government should consider scrapping the 17% excise duty on airtime as well to 
achieve that objective. 

RIS The ICT sector should be seen as a tool to increase 
economic growth and job creation and not as a 

cash cow for additional taxation revenues. 
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