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The Right2Know Campaign (R2K), launched in August 2010, is a coalition of organizations and 

activists across South Africa focusing on issues of information access, secrecy, surveillance, 

media and communication rights and freedom of expression. We, as R2K, seek a country and a 

world where we all have the right to know –a world that ensures citizens’ freedom to 

communicate as well as to access and impart information and ideas. Right2Know works 

extensively with activists in communities to advocate for more affordable access to 

communications technologies. 

  

We have noted with concern, despite technological advances and growth in mobile 

telecommunication users, the economies of scale accruing to mobile telecommunication 

companies still enjoy super-profits at the expense of the majority of South Africans. It is quite 

clear that the telecommunications sector is dominated and monopolised by a few companies who 

therefore act as a cartel that poor and marginalized communities are subjects of.  



 

In light of the recent development with the inquiry into the data costs in the country, the 

Right2Know Campaign welcomes the Competition Commission’s Data Market Inquiry 

preliminary report. The Right 2 Know welcome the findings of the commission. As per our 

observations and agreeing with the findings in the report, we will comment on some sections of 

the report contents, to further emphasize points made and the urgency of data cost relief in South 

Africa.  

 

1.1 The Cost of being poor 

 

The most notable point to come out of the first round of submissions and the preliminary report 

has been the effects of apartheid in South Africa, on the technology that was deliberately put into 

township communities versus that in the suburbs where predominately white South Africans 

lived. It is clear from the submissions made that there is a divide in terms of access to internet in 

that many lower income homes have no access to internet.  

The preliminary report speaks on the circumstances that led to this reality. 

 

1.2 Profiteering by service providers 

 

As presented the last time the preliminary report has proven that service providers are 

overcharging consumers. More disturbingly it has been proven that it is the poor consumers that 

have been overcharged for data. Data has shown that there has been no effort from the service 

providers MTN and Vodacom to account or reduce their data costs. In the year 2018 

Right2Know KZN tried to engage the service providers Vodacom and MTN on high data costs. 

The attempts at engaging their service providers resulted in the Right2Know hosting marches at 

the regional offices of Vodacom.  

 



The march was to demand for the service provider to decrease their data costs and by that their 

cost to communicate. The response in summary was that Vodacom does not work on decreasing 

on increasing data and that they are regulated.  

The current report from the commission of inquiry in data then raises the question on how and 

why these major service providers have been allowed to systematically exclude the poor by 

charging higher prices for smaller data bundles on per Mb/Gb. The continued profiteering 

method applied by these service providers has been left unchecked and the service providers 

have not accounted for such a method and allowing themselves in a country where the majority 

is poor to use a system that excludes the poor. There needs to be measures put in place that force 

corporate based companies to allow their prices to reflect the socio-economic dynamics of a 

country without excluding the poor from access to internet. 

 

1.3 Negligence by government  

 

The South African government has been charged with ensuring that access in this country is a 

fundamental right. Access to basic rights such as employment and equality have to be ensured by 

the government. The government has allowed for a wider gap between the poor and the rich, it 

has given fruit to increased unemployment. After the declaration of the 4th industrial revolution 

the government through the department of communication have remained silent and seemingly 

not done their research when it comes to access to internet.  

 

In the age of the industrial revolution rights like access to communication and internet become 

basic rights. In an age where applying for jobs is done on the internet, access to business funding 

and even educational funding to come to the conclusion that there is systematic exclusion of the 

poor due to data prices is shocking. It begs the question as to why the government has not looked 

into questions of access when looking at unemployed rates. The conversation the government has 

been willing to engage on is that or roll over data. This does not speak to already the lower 

income homes that have no access in general to data, these homes who according to our research 

done through the link center these homes have to choose between bread and data.  



 

In South Africa, only just over ⅓ (34%) of the population are online. This is in part due to high 

data prices: South Africa remains one of the most expensive in the world when benchmarked 

against other countries, even when adjusted for cost of living. South African research company 

Tarrific found that South Africa has the second highest data contract prices compared to other 

BRICS-member countries (namely Brazil, China, India, Russia). The research identified data 

contract prices from the leading mobile network operators in other BRICS-member countries, as 

well as Kenya and Australia and these were compared against the average data contract prices 

across all South African mobile network operators. Even after adjusting prices with the cost of 

living index in each country, South Africa had the second highest data contract prices in the 

group, with Brazil holding the highest data costs.  

 

To put this into perspective, South African data prices are 134% more expensive than the 

cheapest data prices in the group. The government through the department of communication 

needs to account for such gross negligence and the allowance for the systematic exclusion of the 

poor. 

 

South Africa is two decades into democracy and yet there is still systematic oppression of the 

poor, perpetuating unemployment and limited to no access to internet. This country only has 1/3 

(34%) of its population connected this preliminary report as assisted in proving that clearly those 

that are connected are the rich and not the poor.  

 

1.4 Structural problem  

 

The exclusion of the poor has been allowed by the government to fester in silence whilst 

basically allowing a closed telecoms industry. This creates a structural problem within the 

country. To have the poor who generally buy smaller data bundles pay 66% more than the 

consumers who purchase per month data who are usually richer consumers, is despicable and 

puts to question the role of the regulators. The exclusion of the poor perpetuates the structural 



divide within the country as many do not have access to online courses, business and 

employment opportunities to further their economic situation.  

 

This structural pricing problem is also very dangerous in that it places the poor who already live 

under the breadline and a place where they constantly as a loss. This apartheid based structural 

pricing is perpetuating access to the enjoyers of apartheid and exacting inequality on 

disadvantaged communities in a supposed posed apartheid era. The government of this country 

as the key custodian of democracy need to ensure accessibility to the poor and investigate why 

and how this has been allowed to happen how  

 

2. What is the impact of data prices and access to data more broadly on lower-income 

customers, rural customers, small businesses and the unemployed? How important are 

affordable data prices for these customers?  

  

The high cost of data in South Africa and limited access disproportionately affects lower-income, 

rural customers, small business and the unemployed - a group who, if given complete access, 

would likely benefit most from being connected. For people living in rural communities, having 

access to the internet could provide them with opportunities which they otherwise may not have 

had access to.  

  

In considering the living cost of these communication barriers in South Africa, Right2Know 

partnered with the LINK Centre to understand more deeply how the cost of ownership and 

access affects the lived experiences of people who are marginalized by the high costs of data. For 

income categories (i) ZAR2,001 – ZAR5,000 per month; (ii) ZAR501 – ZAR2,000 per month 

and (iii) ZAR500 or less per month - the potential loss of economic opportunities experienced by 

the inability to communicate can have strong negative effects on households, including failure to 

access food and income opportunities with economic efficiency. Amounts of R6 and R10 are 

significant sums of money in these income categories, as they make the difference between being 

able to communicate and not being able to communicate.  



 

Participants were aware that while they can buy airtime for R6, they cannot buy a data bundle for 

R6, expressing an awareness of missing out on the information society, an awareness of finding 

oneself marginalized by the extension of inequality in the mobile call and the mobile data 

communications market. This digital inequality links to the larger structures of inequality in the 

economy and society. The value gained from airtime is negatively affected by the poor network 

quality. For example, in a case where a participant bought airtime, which ran out even though 

she could not use it effectively due to poor network quality. It was also argued that free airtime 

deals should be structured to enable the consumer to call any number, because he/she may not 

have enough people to call on the same network.  

  

Affordable data prices are important to these consumers because social communication enables 

households to conduct tasks that would otherwise require extra time and money investment. For 

example, households rely on mobile data to apply for jobs, receive offers and conduct other 

work-related transactions. It is also useful for banking (i.e. paying bills, transferring money) 

information distribution and crime prevention. Although these “everyday uses” may appear very 

basic, they are vital for and directly translatable into cash and time savings, as well as safety 

benefits for low income households. 

 

Recommendations 

 

The Right 2 Know supports the preliminary report by the Competition commission on data 

costs. We support the recommendations put further, we further emphasize the following 

and submit new recommendations based on the preliminary report.  

 

1. There needs to be a publicly available record of true data pricing to allow for consumers 

to compare and break down their costs so they can make informed decisions.  

2. The government of this country as the key custodian of democracy need to ensure 

accessibility to the poor and investigate why and how this has been allowed to happen.  



3. In the transitionary period where the department of communication along with the 

government prepare a plan to roll out wifi access and give account as to the current 

unequal pricing structure and infrastructure inequality between suburbs and townships, 

there needs to be immediate decrease in data especially for those that use small data 

bundles.  

4. The Government through the office of the DoC need to give an account as to why and 

how unequal pricing between the rich and the poor has been allowed to happen in a 

democratic state. They need to give an account as to why this has happened unchecked 

and why the public has been kept in the dark.  

5. The government through the office of the DoC also must give an account of what they 

have done thus far to correct apartheid structural planning in terms of internet 

infrastructure. What have they done to ensure the same infrastructure in suburb’s that 

easily avails wifi access is also in townships, what has been done in the two decades plus. 

6. An infrastructural plan dedicated to having free, fast wifi needs to be presented and put 

together for disadvantaged communities, in townships and rural areas. This plan needs to 

be jointly with service providers, or rather the Government in their support of service 

providers providing infrastructure.  

7. There needs to be immediate redirection of the process of spectrum allocation and 

policies attached to the process. To allow for equal distribution of spectrum not only to 

service providers but to alternative forms of internet access such as Community 

Networks. 

8. What can the Competition Commission do to remedy these failures? R2K recommends 

that the wholesale and retail divisions of the mobile operators be structurally separated 

along the lines of the intervention that the Competition Commission made with respect to 

Telkom in 2013. This will force the operators to be more transparent with regard to their 

wholesale pricing. It may also have the effect of moving towards open access in the 

mobile sector where wholesale operators compete to provide services to downstream 

service providers in a similar manner to the competitive provision of fiber in the country. 



Opening up the mobile sector in this way may then have the effect of driving the price of 

mobile data down through the effect of greater competition. 

9. Communications must be universal. Everyone has a right to communications that are 

available and affordable. With the international benchmark in mind data costs in South 

Africa must be decreased immediately.  

10. Everyone in the lower income block should get a free basic amount of airtime and data in 

the same way that we have free basic water and electricity.  

11. The range of numbers that are free to call (like police and ambulance) should be 

increased to include our children’s schools and hospitals. 

12. Cell phone companies must improve the quality of service, including network outages, 

dropped calls, calls that don’t connect, and data coverage. 

 


