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KENYA COMMUNITY NETWORK 
STATUS CASE STUDY

Many Community 
Networks operate in a 

legal grey area 
High regulatory fees 

and reporting 
requirements creates 

unnecessary barriers to 
CNs 

Kenya leads the 
continent in 
regulatory 

frameworks for CNs 

But the regulatory 
framework was only 
implemented in late 

2021, so it is too early 
to see the impact

License fees have 
been significantly 

lowered and are no 
longer a barrier to 

entry 

The annual operating 
fee for a Community 

Network is KSHs 5,000. 

Access to cheaper 
backhaul remains one 
of the key challenges 

Expanding access to 
affordable fibre would 

have a significant 
impact on the viability 

of Community 
Networks. 

Introduction 
The Internet Society (ISOC) commissioned 
Research ICT Solutions (RIS) in early 2022 to 
investigate ways of visually displaying 
information about Community Networks (CNs). 
The brief was to see what data on CNs was 
available across Africa and to brainstorm ways 
to put the data into an easily navigable online 
format.  

Our first challenge was simply the lack of data 
about CNs. Unlike formal telecom operators 
such as mobile networks like MTN, Airtel or 
Vodacom, many CNs purposefully operate in a 
grey legal area. This partly reflects the history 
of the telecom sector, which was dominated by 
fixed-line incumbents in the late 20th century 
and is now dominated by mobile operators. Until 
recently, regulators have either actively 
excluded CNs or ignored them. This means that 
some CNs operate without official licenses and 
want to keep a low profile.  

Regulatory attitudes are starting to change as 
the telecom landscape is changing. In the past, 
telecom operators needed to be vertically 

integrated so that they could supply international, 
national and local connectivity. However, these 
segments of the connectivity value chain are 
increasingly supplied by independent companies, 
such as tower companies that supply wholesale 
passive infrastructure to any mobile operator or 
fibre companies that provide wholesale access to 
any last mile provider. This has created a space 
for CNs where there wasn’t one before.  

This space is partly the result of the difficulties of 
serving mostly rural, low-income people. Mobile 
operators find that their cost structure is ill-
suited for these customers. But it also means that 
transposing regulatory frameworks that were 
designed for large, vertically integrated 
companies is not appropriate. This transition 
towards a new regulatory framework specifically 
for CNs is only just beginning in Africa and Kenya 
is one of the foremost proponents of this new 
approach. Even though Kenya is a leader in this 
area, there are still only four CNs in the country. 
The regulatory framework for CNs was only 
implemented in Kenya in late 2021. This case 
study is a quick summary of the data that is 
available in one of the leading countries in Africa.   
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Connectivity context 
Access to affordable fibre remains the single 
biggest challenge for CNs. The Communications 
Authority (CA) estimates that backhaul accounts 
for up to 75% of network operation costs for a 
CN. The lack of affordable backhaul outside of 
major cities in Kenya could explain why all four 
CNs are based in major cities and not in rural 
areas. Expanding access to fibre and lowering the 
regulatory obstacles and providing access to 
spectrum could provide a space to encourage 
the rollout of new CNs within Kenya.  

Regulatory context  
In May 2021, CA issued the public consultation on 
“Licensing and Shared Spectrum Framework for 
Community Networks”. In the document, the CA 
recognized that the exist ing regulatory 
environment is ill-suited towards CNs and 
highlighted two specific areas for reform:  

1. Spectrum availability; and  
2. Fees, including licensing and spectrum  

Spectrum availability reforms  

The consultation document calls attention to the 
fact that most spectrum in rural areas is under-
utilized and that allocating all spectrum to 

national licenses is not efficient. CA proposes the 
spectrum reforms in Table 1.  

Regarding IMT spectrum, the consultation 
document proposes a regulatory sandbox for 
local spectrum in unassigned LTE bands so that 
CNs (for example) could rollout services in these 
areas. This reform is a medium-term proposal 

Table 1: Spectrum reforms

# Spectrum Reform

1
License exempt 
spectrum 2.4GHz 
and 5GHz

Review power limits

2 Expand license 
exempt bands 

Look to expand license 
exempt bands to include 
5-6GHz, 24GHz and 60GHz. 

3 TV White Spaces Commercial availability of a 
geolocation database service

4 IMT spectrum
Develop a shared spectrum 
framework for underutilised 
IMT spectrum bands

5 Spectrum fees
Investigate significantly 
reducing fees in underserved 
areas

Source: Public Consultation on Licensing and Shared 
Spectrum Framework for Community Networks
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https://www.ca.go.ke/document/licensing-and-shared-spectrum-framework-for-community-networks-may-2021/
https://www.ca.go.ke/document/licensing-and-shared-spectrum-framework-for-community-networks-may-2021/
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and to date it is not clear how exactly it would be 
implemented.  

Licensing and fees reforms  

There are two main categories here: firstly, 
licensing fees associated with operating a CN 
and secondly, spectrum fees. In October, the CA 
released a new licence category for CNs called a 
Community Network and Service Provider 
License, which is a ten-year licence. Table 2 
shows the fees associated with this license:  

While the consultation document proposes a new 
set of power requirements, it’s not clear from the 
Authority’s website if these have been actually 
implemented, since the power requirements are 
not contained within the license application form.  

Reporting obligations  
CNs often operate in a regulatory grey area 
because of overly demanding reporting 
obligations. In Tanzania, for example, there are 
tough quality of service reporting standards that 
make compliance expensive. Kenya’s reporting 
framework is considerably easier, but still 
requires some overhead. The Compliance Return 
Form for Community Network and Service 
Providers requires subscriber information, 
average speed, upstream service providers, 

number of public institutions that the CN 
provides service to, complementary services 
(such as photocopying), financial data, staff 
complement and environmental sustainability. In 
addition, each CN license also contains 
requirements to provide Template Colocation/ 
Infrastructure Sharing Offers as well as a Human 
Resource Development Plan that “ensures that 
the composition of its management and staff 
reflects the racial and gender demographics of 
the community it serves” (item 18).  

Next Steps  
Kenya is one of the leaders on the continent for 
CNs. Regulatory and reporting requirements have 
been significantly lowered, though there are still 
unnecessary reporting requirements. The biggest 
obstacles to the rollout of more CNs are twofold: 
access to affordable backhaul, and access to 
spectrum. In its public consultation document, 
the CA committed, in the medium term, to 
developing a framework that would allow small 
licensed operators to use LTE spectrum in 
unserved areas and also the dynamic assignment 
of spectrum based on a geolocated database 
(similar to the TV White Spaces approach). If the 
CA delivers on these two commitments, Kenya 
could see a thriving CN ecosystem.  

Table 2: Fees for CN license

# Description KShs USD

1 Application fee 1,000 8.3

2 Initial licensing fee 5,000 41.7

3 Annual operating fee 5,000 41.7

Source:  Application for a Community Network & 
Service Provider License, FX: 120 KShs to 1 USD

Table 3: Power requirements

# Band MHz Maximum power (EIRP)

1 2400 - 2483.5 4W for PtMP and no limit for 
P2P

2 5150 - 5350 200mW

3 5470 - 5725 4W

4 5725 - 5875 4W for PtMP and no limit for 
P2P

5 24 - 24.25 100mW

Source: Public Consultation on Licensing and Shared 
Spectrum Framework for Community Networks
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