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BROADBAND PRICE FLOOR 
REGULATION IN THE CONTEXT OF 

UNIVERSAL SERVICE IN AFRICA

Universal broadband access is 
a crucial economic and social 

objective 

In Africa, 922 million people 
are covered by 2G signal, 

while only 294 million use the 
Internet. Only a fraction of 

citizens can be reached with 
e-gov, e-health and e-

education services. Wider 
broadband use will contribute 

to economic growth, job 
creation and tax revenues.

Zero-rated services boost 
connectivity and 

affordability 

Zero-rated services can 
provide basic connectivity 

to people that cannot afford 
it. As long as zero-rated 

services are not exclusive to 
one operator, and are 

available on equal terms to 
all operators, they do not 
distort competition and 
should be excluded from 

any price control regulation.

Data price floors should only 
be used as a last resort to 

address specific competitive 
issues and only for short time 

periods.  

Broadband prices vary by 
volume, validity, content, 

application and time of use. A 
fixed minimum price per MB 

severely curtails an operator’s 
ability to design products. 
Less intrusive regulatory 

alternatives exist to establish 
or maintain fair competition.

Executive Summary 

Fair competition will result in the optimal mix of investment in network infrastructure and 
affordable prices for end users. Price controls can be important tools for ICT regulators to 
establish and maintain fair competition. Price ceilings, at cost plus an appropriate profit 
margin, have been used successfully to limit the misuse of market power and are used for 
monopoly services, such as access to national backbone networks and submarine cable 
landing stations. Price floors have been used to prevent predatory pricing and club effects by 
dominant players for the voice market.  

African mobile operators distinguish prices by validity, volume, and content type, and also offer 
fully individualised discounts based on consumption patterns. A fixed minimum price per MB 
would severely curtail an operator’s ability to design products. Broadband price floors can 
potentially distort competition, jeopardise investment and lead to significantly higher 
consumer prices. It also limits a mobile operator’s ability to design products that maximise 
customer value and network utilisation.  

For mobile broadband, price floors should therefore be a measure of last resort and should 
only be used in combination with regulatory impact assessments and after having conducted a 
cost study. Price floors should be temporary, time-limited, and narrowly tailored to address 
competition issues. The only ex-ante regulatory application is to prevent predatory pricing. 
However, less intrusive regulatory alternatives exist to establish or maintain fair competition.

The study was funded by Facebook. The views expressed in the policy brief are those of the authors only.
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Introduction 
Price controls are regulatory tools in response to insufficient competition. Generally, 

price controls are interventions by a government or regulatory body in response to 

market failure. Market failure may occur because there are limited suppliers of a 

service, such as when there are only one or two mobile operators in a market, or there 

are few purchasers of a service, like when the government is the only buyer. The third 

application of price controls is in the prevention of predatory pricing. Predatory 

pricing is when a company sells a good or service below cost to reduce competition 

by squeezing out competitors. This study reviews how price controls are used in the 

ICT sector and under which circumstances price controls are applicable. The way that 

regulators have implemented price controls is illustrated by several case studies. For 

price controls to be effective, they must be applied in the appropriate context. The 

next sections describe the trends that have an impact on regulation in the digital era. 

  

Figure 1: Internet Value Chain as a circle to highlight the self-reinforcing 
mechanism of user-generated content (Stork, 2020) 
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The Internet is driving the fourth industrial revolution (4IR). The term “industrial 

revolution” refers to leaps forward in productivity. The first industrial revolution used 

steam power, the second, electric power, and the third, electronic and information 

technologies to boost productivity. The fourth industrial revolution is an amplification 

of the third one, connecting more people and more objects and utilising advances in 

big data analytics and artificial intelligence to refine business processes and develop 

new products and services. The third and fourth industrial revolutions mark 

productivity gains that lead to the digital economy and digital trade. The Internet is at 

the heart of this global digitalisation. The more people that are connected, the more 

people that can participate in the digital economy. 

Data prices and data quality are essential for wider broadband adoption and offer 

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. Figure 1 displays the 

Internet value chain, not as a traditional set of sequential components, but as a self-

reinforcing circle. The wider the use of the Internet, the wider the scope for 

digitalisation of economic activities. e-Commerce, e-gov, e-health, e-education all rely 

on connectivity of citizens to the Internet. The benefits of universal broadband has 

been emphasised by the COVID-19 pandemic. A digital economy allows greater social 

distances when needed and allows the state to reach its citizens with e-services. 

Table 1: International studies measuring the impact of a 10% increase in 
mobile broadband penetration on GDP growth. 

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 and 

range from 0.8% to 2.46% of additional GDP growth for an increase of 10% in mobile 

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%

3
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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. 

Across Sub-Saharan Africa, a 10% higher broadband penetration would yield USD 43 

billion in additional GDP growth and USD 8 billion in additional tax revenue for states, 

based on the latest ITU data (2020) for Africa. Countries, like Malawi and Rwanda, 

could realise USD 33 million per year in additional tax revenues if they manage to 

boost broadband penetration by 10%. Larger economies would benefit even more in 

absolute terms. The higher the tax to GDP ratio, the stronger the impact that 

broadband penetration has on overall tax revenues.  This is most effectively 1

demonstrated by South Africa (Table 2).  

Table 2: Effect of 10% higher mobile broadband penetration on selected 
African countries based on the ITU (2020) data for Africa 

The potential economic cost of price floors for data must be taken into account. 

Lower prices lead to higher broadband penetration and thus to increased economic 

growth and, as a result, also tax revenues for the state. The economic cost of a price 

floor may be forgone economic growth and job creation.  

Country GDP 2019 Additional GDP Tax to GDP Ratio Additional Tax

USD million USD million percentage USD million

Angola 94,635 2,328 9.2% 215

Botswana 18,341 451 19.5% 88

Burkina Faso 15,746 387 15.2% 59

Cameroon 38,760 954 12.2% 117

Cote d'Ivoire 58,792 1,446 12.0% 173

Ethiopia 96,108 2,364 7.6% 180

Malawi 7,667 189 17.3% 33

Kenya 95,503 2,349 15.6% 367

Rwanda 10,122 249 13.5% 33

South Africa 351,432 8,645 27.0% 2,330

Tanzania 63,177 1,554 11.8% 184

Uganda 34,387 846 11.6% 98

Zambia 23,065 567 15.2% 86

Sub-Saharan Africa 1,755,011 43,173 18.9% 8,176

 Note that the benefits of higher broadband penetration on GDP growth have been calculated prior to the COVID-19 1

pandemic. Like the rest of the world, Africa’s overall GDP growth has been negatively affected by the pandemic. However, 
the principle of higher broadband penetration linked to higher GDP growth remains true.

4
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Universal Broadband 
The low broadband penetration is both a threat to Africa’s competitiveness and 

also an opportunity for accelerated economic growth. In Africa, 922 million people 

are covered by 2G signal; of those, only 294 million use the Internet The key obstacle 

to wider broadband adoption is affordability. While the price per MB and the price for 

handsets play an important role, a third factor is uncertainty around data charges. 

While a poor person can easily budget for the length of a call or the price of an SMS, 

it is difficult to know how much it will cost to access the Internet for 10 minutes. Being 

unable to afford the Internet means that people are unable to experiment, to test, to 

play with this new technology. In other words, they can’t appreciate the 

transformational value that the Internet can bring. So poor people just accept that 

they can’t use digital government services, that they don’t have access to online 

educational materials, that it will take too long to start a new business. Zero-rated 

services are a response to this problem. 

 

Figure 2: Universal Service Challenge - Internet (ITU data for 2019) 

With 2G network coverage of 76% of Africa’s population and only 25% currently 

using the Internet, strategies are needed to widen broadband adoption. There are 

several tools that governments, regulators and operators can use to improve data 

affordability. Zero-rating is one of those tools. Zero-rating is free, unlimited access to 

selected content. Access to that content does not count towards the users’ data cap. 
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Figure 3: Affordability Gap (ITU data for 2019) 

Mobile broadband prices are expensive in Africa. Mobile broadband, in most African 

countries, is expensive when expressed as a share of Gross National Product (GNI) per 

capita per month. In the DRC, 300 MB per month (10 MB per day) costs USD 4.5 and 

is above 10% of GNI per capita per month. The cost of the 20GB basket exceeds GNI 

per capita per month. It is the same situation in Malawi, where 10 MB per day is 

expensive but possible, but a 20GB basket is out of reach for the large majority of 

Malawians. 

Table 3: Prepaid broadband cost for monthly usage baskets for June 2020 

300 MB 20GB

% of GNI per 
capita per month USD % of GNI per 

capita per month USD

DR Congo 10.4% 4.50 138.5% 60.00

Togo 8.8% 5.03 97.8% 56.21

Malawi 8.1% 2.56 133.0% 42.12

Madagascar 7.8% 3.38 90.3% 39.13

Chad 7.2% 4.19 76.0% 44.34

Niger 7.2% 3.36 57.0% 26.61

Liberia 6.9% 3.33 70.1% 33.88

Burundi 6.8% 1.58 67.8% 15.83
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A comprehensive effort is required for universal broadband services. Apart from 

cost of mobile data prices, other factors, such as broadband coverage, smart phone 

penetration, digital skills and availability of electricity at home, need to be considered 

to achieve universal broadband service. 

Tanzania 6.5% 5.84 24.0% 21.62

Guinea 5.7% 4.49 46.3% 36.63

Guinea-Bissau 5.3% 3.60 61.4% 41.95

Mozambique 4.7% 1.88 62.1% 24.83

Mauritania 3.8% 5.31 38.4% 53.06

Burkina Faso 3.8% 2.52 76.5% 50.33

Mali 3.5% 2.60 45.8% 33.56

Gambia 3.4% 2.12 82.2% 50.67

Benin 3.2% 3.36 38.7% 40.27

Lesotho 3.0% 3.35 25.4% 28.75

Sierra Leone 3.0% 1.23 135.6% 56.49

Ivory Coast 2.6% 5.03 17.6% 33.56

Congo 2.5% 3.60 46.0% 67.11

Ethiopia 2.3% 1.64 54.6% 38.66

Zambia 2.3% 2.72 13.5% 16.34

Uganda 2.2% 1.46 35.0% 22.75

Senegal 2.1% 2.52 15.0% 18.07

Sudan 1.8% 0.90 19.3% 9.51

Rwanda 1.5% 1.05 30.8% 21.04

Nigeria 1.5% 2.59 9.2% 15.52

Cameroon 1.5% 1.90 13.4% 16.78

Namibia 1.5% 6.18 5.6% 23.67

Kenya 1.4% 2.01 19.1% 27.89

Eswatini 1.1% 3.35 18.7% 55.87

Angola 0.9% 2.30 12.1% 30.68

Botswana 0.8% 5.01 7.1% 45.13

Gabon 0.7% 4.19 8.4% 50.33

South Africa 0.6% 3.06 7.7% 38.95

Ghana 0.3% 0.52 12.4% 22.87

Source: Research ICT Solutions

300 MB 20GB

% of GNI per 
capita per month USD % of GNI per 

capita per month USD
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Complexities of Broadband Pricing  
African mobile operators distinguish prices by validity, volume, and content type, 

and also offer fully individualised discounts based on consumption patterns. This 

allows them to offer products for a wide range of customer preferences and to 

optimise network capacity. Some of the permutations for broadband prices are: 

• Validity: Operators may offer 1 GB for 1 hour at a fraction of the price of 1GB for the 

month. 

• Volume: The higher the MBs of a top-up product, the lower the price per MB. The 

price per MB for 300MB is higher than the price of a 5GB top-up, for the same 

validity. 

• Time of day: Some operators offer night-time bundles where the per MB price is 

lower compared to unconditional data packages. 

• Application: The per MB price for top-ups dedicated to specific applications, such as 

Twitter, WhatsApp and Facebook, is usually lower than the per MB price of 

unconditional data packages. 

• Content: The cost of providing cached content (Google, Akamai, Facebook) is lower 

for the mobile operator than content that has to be fetched internationally. Mobile 

operators can therefore provide cached content more cheaply to the end user. 

• Speed: Operators may price discriminate according to the technology used by a 

subscriber. In some countries, 3G data packages are cheaper compared to 4G 

packages, while in other countries, the reverse applies. 

Another complication is the pricing of bundles. A bundle may contain voice, SMS 

and data and offer variations of on-net and off-net voice and SMS, peak and off-peak 

voice and SMS, and unconditional vs. application-specific vs. time-limited data. It is 

also difficult to determine the price allocation ratio of the different services included in 

a bundle. For example, how much of the price is allocated to data vs. SMS and voice?  

Prices per GB varies greatly in Namibia between bundles and data-only top-ups. 

Figure 4 demonstrates the variation in unrestricted per GB prices across bundles and 

data top-ups and across different data volumes and validities for Namibia. It displays 

the price per GB, ignoring any other benefits that a bundle may include (voice or 

SMS). It shows that bundles provide better value to customers compared to data-only 

top-ups, even when ignoring all other benefits and dividing the bundle price by the 

unrestricted data allocation of the bundle. 

8
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Figure 4: Price per GB in USD in Namibia Q2 2020 

The price for one GB per day for WhatsApp costs only a fraction of 1GB 

unrestricted data for a month at Vodacom South Africa. Table 4 displays two top-

ups for Vodacom South Africa, one where 1GB costs R11 and the other where it costs 

R99. These top-ups demonstrate the complexities across validity and restricted vs. 

unrestricted content top-ups. 

Table 4: Price difference for restricted vs unrestricted content top-ups for 
Vodacom South Africa 

The complexity of mobile broadband pricing makes it difficult for regulators to 

intervene in the market with price floors. A price floor would need to be cost-based, 

but at the same time allow for volume pricing and validity pricing. This balancing act 

can easily lead to ineffectual interventions. A fixed minimum price per MB would 

severely curtail an operator’s ability to design products. 
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Regulatory application of data price floors 
The ultimate goal of price controls is to establish or maintain fair competition. 

Competition is the best mechanism to deliver high-quality, affordable services to the 

largest number of people. In the long term, price controls must result in increased 

levels of competition, measured in terms of quality, access and price. Price controls are 

interventions by a government or regulatory body in response to market failure. 

Market failure may occur because there are few suppliers for a service, such as in the 

telecommunication sector, or there are few purchasers of a service or a good, like 

when the government is the only buyer of a service. Market failure occurs because the 

equilibrium between supply or demand is not possible. Market failure results in a loss 

for the economy in general and disadvantaged segments of society in particular. 

Price ceilings are used when the supply side has more bargaining power than the 

demand side. Price ceilings are used to prevent abuse by public monopolies like 

residential water and electricity suppliers and for situations where there are only 

limited suppliers, like in the pharmacological industry. Rent control is an example of a 

price ceiling for cities with a limited supply of rental flats and houses. In the ICT sector, 

price ceilings are historically used for call and SMS termination rates and for 

determining access fees to critical infrastructure that is controlled by a single operator, 

such as submarine landing stations. 

Table 5: Application of price controls in the ICT Sector

Price Ceilings Price Floors

Description Prescribing the maximum cost 
for good or a service

Setting the minimum price for a good or 
service

Regulatory 
application

Market failure due to only one or 
a few suppliers

• Market failure due to only one or a few 
customers for a good or service 

• Predatory pricing 
• A temporary measure to facilitate market 

entry into a regulated market 
• Reducing club effects

General 
examples

Prices from public utilities for 
water and electricity

Minimum wage as a result of a labour 
market failure where employers have 
excessive market power.

ICT Sector 
examples

• Call and SMS termination rates 
• Access to essential facilities 

such as submarine cable 
landing stations. 

• Setting wholesale prices for 
services that are only available 
from one operator, such as 
backhaul access for some 
African countries.

• Ex-ante regulatory intervention to 
prevent predatory pricing 

• Price floor for an incumbent to facilitate 
market entry 

• Several countries have set a voice price 
floor for on-net calls to that of off-net 
calls for dominant operators to reduce 
club effects (Namibia and Nigeria)

10
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Price floors are used when the demand side has more bargaining power than the 

supply side. The minimum wage for unskilled labour is a typical example. Businesses 

have more bargaining power than unskilled labourers, leading to abuse and 

excessively low wages. Price floors can be categorised by absolute and relative price 

floors. Absolute price floors set the price for a service, per minute, per SMS or per MB, 

while relative prices floors set a price in relationship to other services. An example of a 

relative price floor is the rule that on-net prices cannot be below off-net prices. A 

relative price floor is less intrusive in the market compared to an absolute price floor. 

Price floors to prevent predatory pricing 

Price floors may be used to prevent predatory pricing. Predatory pricing is when a 

company sells a good or service below cost with the aim of reducing competition by 

squeezing out competitors.  A company may use its dominance within a market or 2

may use its market power from a related market or its resources from international 

operations. The latter is a concern frequently raised when a large operator group 

enters a small market. An example of a case of predatory pricing due to market power 

in a related market is the case of the Cypriot telecoms incumbent CYTA that relied on 

its dominance in the DSL broadband access market to pre-empt the related pay-TV 

market with predatory prices.  3

Predatory pricing means that a good or service is sold below the cost of an 

efficient operator. A cost study is a necessary requirement to determine whether 

prices are too low. Selling below cost is not necessarily the issue. It frequently happens 

that companies sell products below cost to get rid of excess stock or for promotions 

of a new product. New entrants into the ICT sector will sell below cost during the 

rollout phase. It takes time to build up a customer base while the network 

infrastructure is rolled out. At the same time, the new entrant cannot charge above 

what competitors in the market charge. 

For broadband prices, price floors are not suitable to prevent predatory pricing. 

Generally, the cost of providing broadband access is volume sensitive: the more GBs 

sold at a RAN site, the less each GB costs. This is because major cost factors, such as 

the depreciation of active equipment and tower and spectrum fees, do not vary with 

output. A rural RAN site with low utilisation may sell below cost, while an urban RAN 

site with high utilisation may sell above cost, at the same end-user price.  

 The OECD defines “predation as short-run conduct which seeks to exclude rivals on a basis other than efficiency in order 2

to protect or acquire market power” (OECD, 1989).
 https://www.cullen-international.com/news/2017/09/10-competition-law-cases-you-should-know-about---Case-3--3

Predatory-pricing-in-a-related-competitive-market.html.

11

https://www.cullen-international.com/news/2017/09/10-competition-law-cases-you-should-know-about---Case-3--Predatory-pricing-in-a-related-competitive-market.html
https://www.cullen-international.com/news/2017/09/10-competition-law-cases-you-should-know-about---Case-3--Predatory-pricing-in-a-related-competitive-market.html


9 DECEMBER 2020 Research ICT Solutions

Price floors to facilitate market entry 

Price floors can be used to facilitate competition. An example is the price floor 

prescribed to the incumbent by the Bhutan InfoComm and Media Authority (BICMA) 

in 2008.  BICMA gave Bhutan Telecom the opportunity to set prices before 4

implementing a price floor, after which it was not allowed to lower its prices for the 

period June to December 2008. This allowed new entrant TashiCell to compete on 

price. The price freeze can also be described as a relative price floor and does not 

impact on product designs for Bhutan Telecom. In this case, the relative voice and 

SMS price floor was used to prevent predatory pricing by the incumbent operator. 

This can also be applied to broadband prices. Incumbent operators can be given the 

opportunity to set their prices before a six-month freeze. Once the price floor is in 

place, the incumbent operators cannot lower their prices any further for six months. 

This does not limit the ability of an operator to design prices for network optimisation. 

It would, however, limit an operator’s ability to sell individualised data packages.  

Price floors to prevent club effects 

Reducing club effects is the third application of price floor regulations. Club effects 

are a way for dominant operators to limit competition. They are generated by 

excessive on-net discounts, often below termination rates. The result is that it is 

cheaper for consumers to subscribe to the largest operator and to benefit from 

cheaper on-net calls. The Namibian regulator, CRAN, set a price floor for on-net calls 

to the level of off-net and fixed-line calls in 2011.  The ruling was challenged in court 5

by the incumbent mobile operator, MTC. The court upheld the ruling and it is still in 

force in 2020.  For broadband prices, this does not apply because the distinction 6

between on-net and off-net data prices doesn’t exist.  

Price floors and zero-rated services 

Zero-rated services refer to content that a user can access via the Internet without 

being charged for data use. Zero-rating may be used to provide government services 

to the public and allow access to the Internet for people that cannot afford it. In both 

cases, zero rating is benevolent and not intended as a tool to gain competitive 

advantage. Such forms of zero-rated services should be excluded from any price 

control measure.  

 Interview with Wangay Dorji (Chief Communication Officer of BICMA) on 31 July 2020.4

 Namibian Government Gazette 2011 No. 4669 - 56. 5

 http://www.saflii.org/na/cases/NAHC/2012/94.html6

12
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Zero-rated services could potentially be used to inhibit competition if they are 

exclusive to only one operator. For instance, if only the incumbent operator is 

allowed to offer zero-rated access to WhatsApp and Facebook, it could use these 

zero-rated services to unfairly disincentivise consumers from switching to 

competitors. In general, this is only a problem if competitors are prevented from 

offering similar, or the same, zero-rated services. 

Best practice principles for price floors 

A consensus exists around two general principles for regulatory interventions in the 

ICT sector: the minimal intervention and proportionality principles.  The principle of 7

minimal intervention limits interventions to market conditions where sustainable 

competition does not evolve naturally. The principle of proportionality requires that a 

regulatory intervention does not cost more than the benefits generated by it. Price 

controls should only be used after careful consideration of the circumstances that led 

to market failure and an assessment of the impact of the intervention on consumers, 

investors and the economy.  

The market failure has to be clearly defined. In the voice market, price floors have 

been successfully implemented in order to reduce club effects or to enable market 

entry against an incumbent operator. In the case of the data market, a data price floor 

is only applicable in the case of predatory pricing. Predatory pricing can only be 

proved via a cost study that establishes the costs of an efficient operator. In addition, 

the operator accused of predatory pricing has to have significant market power. 

Without these pre-requisites, the market failure cannot be clearly defined and the 

justification for the price floor intervention is missing.  

Price control interventions should be accompanied by a Regulatory Impact 

Assessment (RIA). Imposing price controls requires a clear understanding of the 

market failure that a regulator is addressing. Regulators should collect evidence prior 

to the imposition of price controls and compare it to data collected at defined periods 

while price controls are in place. The purpose of the RIA is to understand the impact 

of the price floor and potentially identify unintended consequences. Unintended 

consequences are results that might occur if there are errors in the analysis or if 

assumptions are changed. This kind of sensitivity analysis provides the regulator with 

greater assurance that the price floor is justified and will achieve a positive outcome. 

The regulatory process should be transparent. Well-regarded ICT regulators 

announce the intention to regulate and consult with stakeholders and the public on 

the findings and recommended remedies for any particular market failure well in 

 ITU, 20167
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advance. Such a process provides trust and certainty for consumers, investors and 

operators.  

Alternatives to price floors 

Imposing a price floor for data is an extreme measure because it limits the ability 

of mobile operators to price dynamically. The pre-condition for the imposition of a 

data price floor is that a cost study has found that prices offered by a dominant player 

are set below the cost of an efficient operator. Cost studies are usually time-

consuming processes and would also need to be updated regularly to take into 

account technological advances and changes in network utilisation. Given that the 

only real application of data price floors is the prevention of predatory pricing, an ex-

post approach is more suitable. The appropriate competition commission can prevent 

abusive behaviour on the part of the dominant operator and impose high fines for 

actual abuse of market power through ex-post regulation. 

An alternative to the imposition of data price floors is ex-ante regulation to ensure 

that the wholesale market is competitive. Mechanisms to encourage competition at 

the wholesale level could include regulatory forbearance for new entrants, waiving 

spectrum and other regulatory fees for a period, and infrastructure-sharing 

requirements for dominant operators.  

Regulatory case studies for price floors 

Price controls in the ICT sector have a poor track record. Out of the 12 countries that 

have considered price controls and have been reviewed in this study, only two have 

seen successful implementations, both of which were relative, not absolute price 

floors, and were applicable to SMS and voice minutes. Namibia and Bhutan 

implemented price controls for voice and SMS effectively, by targeting a clearly 

defined instance of market failure and measuring the impact of the intervention. There 

is currently no example of a single successful broadband price floor. 

The examples of Nigeria and Liberia highlight the importance of understanding the 

costs of regulatory intervention. Liberia and Nigeria demonstrate that regulatory 

intervention can have negative effects and can obstruct sector growth. Any regulator 

considering data price floors should start with a clearly defined instance of market 

failure and ensure that price controls are the appropriate regulatory tool. 

14
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Table 6: Case study summary

What Implemented? Who Purpose Impact

Bhutan (1)

Absolute 
price floor 
for voice 
and SMS

June to 
December 2008

Dominant 
operator 

Increase 
competition 
by 
facilitating 
market 
entry

Positive: 
Successful market 

entry

Namibia 
(2)

Relative 
price floor 
for on-net 
prices at the 
level of off-
net prices

In force since 
2011

All Preventing 
club effects

Positive: 
Lower end-user 

prices

Liberia (3)

Absolute 
price floor 
for voice 
and data

In force since 1 
September 2019 All

Protecting 
operator 
revenues

Negative:  
Data surcharge 
made any pro-

competitive effects 
null and void

Nigeria (4)
Absolute 
price floor 
for data 

Removed in 
October 2015

All
To protect 
operator 
revenues 

Negative:  
Broadband 

adoption stalled, 
operator 

profitability 
declined 

Nigeria (5)
Absolute 
price floor 
for data 

Not 
implemented All

To protect 
smaller 
operators 

Not implemented

Nigeria (6)
Price floor 
and cap on 
USSD

August - 
October 2019 All Unknown

Negative:  
Price control only 
implemented for 
two months and 

NCC admitted that 
there was no 

market failure. 

Ghana (7)

Price floor 
or ceiling for 
voice, data, 
SMS, and 
mobile 
money

Ongoing 
consultation 
process

Dominant 
operator 

Curtail 
unfair 
competition 
by 
dominant 
operator

Not implemented

India (8)
Mobile data 
retail prices

Ongoing 
consultation 
process

All

Raise 
industry 
revenues to 
facilitate 
investment

Not implemented

Zimbabwe 
(9)

US$ 12c per 
minute and 
US$ 2c per 
MB 
including 
bundles and 
promotions

Withdrawn All
Protecting 
operator 
revenues

Not implemented
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Myanmar 
(10)

Price floor 
for data of 
$0.00065 
per 1 MB

June 2017

All (Mytel 
exempt 
for 90 
days)

Prevent 
predatory 
pricing

Negative:  
Poor enforcement 
and fines (Mytel 
was fined about 

US$200,000 and 
others received 

warnings).  
Two operators 

reported significant 
declines ARPUs in 
Q4 2018. The price 
floor is currently 
suspended until 

March 2021 due to 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Pakistan 
(11)

Price floor 
on data 
prices

Not 
implemented All

Prevent 
predatory 
pricing and 
maintain 
profitability

Not implemented

Bangladesh 
(12)

Absolute 
price floor 
and ceiling 
mobile data 
retail prices

Not 
implemented All

Lower data 
prices Not implemented

Notes

1) Interview with regulator, 2) Namibian Government Gazette 2011 No. 4669 - 
56,3) LTA Order # 0016-02-25-19; https://bit.ly/3muTYWF; https://bit.ly/
3kG7yWI; 4) NCC, 2014, https://bit.ly/2HJB5R5; 5) NCC, 2016, https://bit.ly/
3mvPjUt; 6) NCC, 2019, https://bit.ly/37Vsaad; 7) NCA, 2019, https://bit.ly/
3oCqM1N; 9) PORTAZ 2016, https://bit.ly/3kxUiU9; 10+11+12) LirneAsia 
(forthcoming)

What Implemented? Who Purpose Impact
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Findings and Recommendations 
The increasing digitalisation of the way we work and live also impacts the way we 

communicate. Instead of making traditional voice calls and sending 160-character 

SMSes, people can communicate more conveniently, with full video and in groups 

using Internet applications. The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic highlighted the 

importance of broadband access in general but also the need for universal broadband 

access. Mobile broadband is still unaffordable for a large proportion of the African 

population. A price floor is an obstacle to universal broadband penetration. Mobile 

operators compete on price or on quality in the broadband space and a price floor 

limits their competitive options to quality of service only. Data price-floor 

interventions must thus be carefully examined and the benefits must demonstratively 

outweigh the economic costs and the loss in consumer welfare. 

Fair competition will result in the optimal mix of investment in network 

infrastructure and affordable prices for end users. Price controls can be important 

tools for ICT regulators to establish and maintain fair competition. Price ceilings, at 

cost plus an appropriate profit margin, have been used successfully to limit the misuse 

of market power and are used for monopoly services, such as access to national 

backbone networks and submarine cable landing stations. Price floors have been used 

to prevent predatory pricing and club effects by dominant players in the voice market. 

For mobile broadband, price floors are a measure of last resort and should only be 

used in combination with regulatory impact assessments and after having conducted 

a cost study.  

African mobile operators distinguish prices by validity, volume, and content type, 

and also offer fully-individualised discounts based on consumption patterns. A 

fixed minimum price per MB would severely curtail an operator’s ability to design 

products. Broadband price floors can potentially distort competition, jeopardise 

investment and lead to significantly higher consumer prices. They also limit a mobile 

operator’s ability to design products that maximise customer value and network 

utilisation. 

The only application for a broadband data price floor is to prevent predatory 

pricing. However, less intrusive regulatory alternatives exist to establish or maintain 

fair competition. Due to the sensitivity of the cost of broadband to volume, even 

predatory pricing is best addressed ex-post. 

17
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The suitability of price floors can only be addressed on a case-by-case basis. Most 

importantly, the process for intervention needs to be transparent and the cost studies 

and impact assessments must be made public. Table 7 lists the types of price floors, 

the condition for imposing them and less intrusive alternatives. A general guide for the 

minimal intervention principle is to prioritise wholesale price controls over retail price 

controls. If wholesale price regulation is enough to remove an obstacle to competition, 

then there is no need for more intrusive end-user price regulation. 

Zero-rating can be a way to encourage users to use data and experiment with the 

Internet. Zero-rating can increase the economic and social scope of digitalisation. The 

more people that can be reached digitally, the more effective e-government, e-health, 

e-education services and other e-services become. e-Services fail to reach their 

transformational potential if only a small fraction of the population uses the Internet. 

Zero-rated services that do not distort competition should be excluded from any price 

control regulation.  

Table 7: Price floor assessment

Purpose Type of price floor Conditions Less intrusive alternative 

To prevent 
predatory 

pricing

Price floor for 
players with SMP

Cost study: Cost 
per MB of an 
efficient operator 

Focus on ex-post regulation

To prevent 
club effects 

Relative price floor, 
e.g., voice prices for 
on-net = off-net

Cost-based 
termination rates Not applicable to broadband data

Facilitate 
market 
entry

Price floor for 
incumbent

Temporary 
intervention

• Waiving spectrum and regulatory 
fees for an initial period 

• Cost-based termination rates 
• Number portability 
• Data backhaul prices set at cost 

plus weighted average cost of 
capital 

• Enforcement of infrastructure 
sharing requirements

18
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