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Introduction 

Grameen Foundation USA (GFUSA) provides this program overview for your information for the Rwanda Village Phone initiative.  GFUSA, in partnership with MTN RwandaCell and the Rwandan microfinance sector will be able to bring much needed affordable communications services to poor rural communities across Rwanda.  The microfinance institutions’ participation will generate an additional income stream for their organization and at the same time provide a profitable business opportunity for their members who will become Village Phone Operators within their rural communities.  This unique hybrid Public / Private partnership will bring benefits to all constituents and participants and addresses Government of Rwanda poverty reduction priorities.  
Village Phone Background
One of the greatest success stories in international development has been Grameen's Village Phone Program in Bangladesh.  In rural villages where no telecommunications service has previously existed, cellular phones are provided to very poor women who use the phone to operate a business providing communications services to her community.

Grameen Foundation, along with MTN Uganda, launched MTN villagePhone Uganda in November of 2003.  There are now over 1350 rural Village Phone Operators throughout Uganda, each earning enough money to repay their microfinance loan and put money aside for the welfare of their family’s food, education, health needs.

Grameen Foundation and MTN RwandaCell will launch Village Phone in Rwanda.   We seek the engagement of partners in this initiative which will replicate the success of the Village Phone programs in Bangladesh and Uganda.  This innovative initiative has three goals: 
1) to provide the rural communities of Rwanda with valuable communications services to enable them to break the cycle of poverty 

2) to prove the general replication model conceived in Bangladesh and transferred to Uganda
3) to disseminate this learning to the commercial telecommunications sector and the worldwide development communities so as to establish a global Village Phone movement.

The total project goal is to establish 3000 new "Village Phone" micro-enterprises, bringing communication to millions of villagers in rural Rwanda.  This will only be possible by combining the reach of various microfinance institutions with the coverage of Rwanda’s only mobile operator.  A significant portion of the population of Rwanda is now covered by MTN mobile cellular.

Poverty Reduction Impact

The most obvious benefit of the village phone program is the economic impact that telecommunications access brings to the entire village / parish.  There is clear evidence of this impact from Bangladesh and Uganda, including higher prices paid to village phone users for their agricultural produce or manufactured goods and better exchange rates when repatriating funds.  For the cost of a phone call, a family is able to save the expense of sending a productive member to deliver or retrieve information by traveling great distances in person.  Some creative and entrepreneurial users of the technology identify new business opportunities, including the resale of information to others in their communities.  The technology also serves to link regional entrepreneurs with each other and their clients, bringing more business to small enterprises.  Grameen’s experience in Bangladesh and Uganda has shown that information technology has enormous potential for increasing local economic activity and business opportunities.

“Farmers from the villages use the phones to call the city markets to find out prices for their produce. Previously they were a little bit short-changed by their middlemen. The middlemen would say a lower price than what the actual market price was. So now they can call the market themselves to find out what the actual price of eggs or whatever their produce is.  An independent study found that half the people who use the phones regularly, traders in rice or bananas for example, make more money from their business and they save 10 hours in travel time.”
 

“If the Grameen Telecom experience is a reliable guide, then providing phone service yields powerful social and economic benefits in rural communities….Empowering poor communities by providing a wide range of digitally enabled self-help tools – via the private sector – could become a crucial part of an effective rural development strategy … Business is a proven method of solving their [the poor] problems in a sustainable way.”

In a Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) commissioned study
, it was concluded that the Grameen Village Phone program yields “significant positive social and economic impacts, including relatively large consumer surplus and immeasurable quality of life benefits”.  Further, the study concluded that the consumer surplus for a single phone call ranges from 2.64% to 9.8% of mean monthly household income.  The cost of a trip to the city ranges from two to eight times the cost of a single phone call, meaning that the real savings for poor rural people of between $2.70 and $10 for individual calls.  The income that Village Phone Operators derive from the Village Phone is about 24% of the household income on average – in some cases it was as high as 40% of the household income – and Village Phone Operators become socially and economically empowered.  Since this study was completed, outreach has substantially increased.  At the close of 2000, there were 3,273 village phones deployed.  Currently there are over 85,000 villages phones deployed in poor rural villages of Bangladesh.  However, these figures do not tell the whole story.  Airtime usage per phone has also increased and so more and more villagers are accessing these communications services to achieve the benefits for themselves and their families.  Airtime usage on a Village Phone is on average more than six times that for an urban phone.

In Rwanda, where the annualized average GNI per capita is approximately US$220 and many live below the poverty line, there is a significant proportion of the population who do not have access to communications services and could benefit significantly from such service availability.
Microfinance institutions in Rwanda are having a significant poverty alleviation impact.  They have responded to the need of the communities which they serve with innovative service offerings.
In this initiative, utilizing a proven poverty alleviation tool (Village Phones), the operational methodology of Grameen and MTN villagePhone in Uganda, and the powerful infrastructure of an established microfinance institution to reach the poor we seek to create an environment where the poor themselves can become the vendors and consumers of ICTs – creating opportunities for self-affected elevation from poverty.  

“Isolation and lack of information [communications] are very serious obstacles to poverty eradication” – Masud Isa, Managing Director of Grameen Telecom

Having established the infrastructure and institutional framework for such as venture, the poor become the drivers of their own destiny and the experts in the utilization of this technology to their own best advantages – telecommunications is a powerful catalyst and facilitator of such grassroots, self directed development : 

"People lack many things: jobs, shelter, food, health care and drinkable water. Today, being cut off from basic telecommunications services is a hardship almost as acute as these other deprivations, and may indeed reduce the chances of finding remedies to them."  - The U.S. National Commission on Libraries and Information Science speech at Telecom 99 in Geneva, Switzerland, UN Secretary General Kofi Anan

Social Impact

Because the phone operators are typically female and the phones are often in their homes, women who might otherwise have very limited access to a phone feel comfortable using one.  These phones become so important for the whole village - having female operators helps to enhance the status of women in the communities where they work.

“Phones have helped elevate the status of the female phone operators in the village.  Surveys have found that the Village Phone Operators become socially empowered as they earn an income, gaining participation in family decisions in which, in rural Bangladeshi society, women usually have no say.” – World Resources Institute, 2002

“… [Grameen Village Phone] has had considerable development benefits.  It has reduced the cost of communications relative to other services such as transportation.  It has boosted producers’ returns by enabling village pay phone users to compare rural prices with city market prices, increasing their bargaining power with the middlemen.  Finally, the program has enabled the village pay phone entrepreneurs, poor by most standards but among the better-off in their villages, to turn a profit.”

Rwanda in Context
Rwanda is the most densely populated nation in Africa, with 328 people per square kilometer.  While the population density of the country is extremely high and with 85% of Rwanda’s population being in rural areas the teledensity in rural parts of the country is relatively low and does not adequately meet existing demand for telecom services. This is the perfect combination of circumstances for Village Phone to succeed.  
The highest incidence of poverty in Rwanda is in the province of Gikongoro with 77% of the population living below the poverty line. In Butare this figure is 74%, in Kigali rural it’s 71% and in Ruhengeri it’s 70%. Overall, in rural areas 66% of the population lives below the poverty line while in Kigali city this figure is 12%.
 

Food security in Rwanda in general is a major problem, but especially in the rural areas. Gikongoro, Gisenyi and Ruhengeri have the most difficulty in securing enough food for its populations. Less than 1% of households in Gikongoro and Gitarama eat more than one meal per day while in Cyangugu and Byumba the percentage is about 3-4%.
 

Households in Gikongoro, Kibungo and Kibuye have the most difficulty accessing 1000 rwF to meet an urgent need. While Kigali city, Gitarama, Umutara and Byumba are in a slightly better position to do so.  

Access to public transportation is generally difficult in rural areas. In Kigali and other major cities between 80-85% of the population has relatively easy access to transport while in rural areas this falls to 21%. Access to transport is most difficult in Cyangugu (14%) and Gikongoro (6%). 

The percentage of households with a bicycle is highest in Umutara with 24% having access to a bicycle. This can partially be explained by the fact that Umutara is relatively flat compared to the other provinces in Rwanda and distances between villages are spread wide apart. 15% in Kibungo and 14% in Kigali rural have access. The lowest percentages are 2% in both Cyangugu and Gikongoro and 3% in Kibuye. Because of the isolation of many rural villages, there is little if any access to public transport (motos, taxis, passerbys) and it is usually very expensive for the average person who lives in a rural village. Bicycles are therefore an important form of transport. Without access, many spend hours walking several kilometers to town centers to find telecommunication services. 

Culture and Demographics

Language:

Kinyarwanda (official) universal Bantu vernacular, French (official), English (official), Kiswahili (Swahili) used in commercial centers.

Rwanda will be much easier to work in that Uganda as it does have a universal language: Kinyarwanda.  

Comparative population densities:
Bangladesh:  900 people per square kilometer

Rwanda:  328 people per square kilometer

Uganda:  133 people per square kilometer

Rwanda is the most densely populated nation in Africa.  This makes it very compatible with the Village Phone model.

Poverty
:


Population living below $1 a day (%), 1990-2001

35.7%


Population living below $2 a day (%), 1990-2001

84.6%

Undernourished people as a % of total population
40%


Share of poorest 20% in national income

9.7%
Demographics
:

Percentage of the population that is rural.

93%
Adult literacy Rate




68%

An average village size is around 500 people
The Telecommunications Space
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Recognizing its obligations to the Government of Rwanda imposed Universal Access provisions of its license and also its own social obligation to extend and facilitate telecommunications services into the rural areas of Rwanda, MTN RwandaCell conceived and launched a new product called Tuvagane in early 2004.  Tuvagane provides for a new tariff structure, a desktop GSM handset and generic national marketing. 
There is tremendous demand in rural Rwanda for telecommunications services.  Most individuals cannot afford a mobile phone and public telephones are difficult to access. It is common practice for individuals living in rural villages to walk 10km to reach the nearest telephone.  Where there are Tuvagane phones, service is limited as these phones cannot receive calls.

The Tuvagane model of distribution is to target small business people to become small franchise operators with a suite of as many as 15 Tuvagane units staffed by employees.  The cost of the equipment is around $500 and the business model can only support the deployment of these in peri-urban areas and so rural penetration is very low.  Rollout is around currently around 1000 units.  

The Tuvagane product serves a different niche to Village Phone – A Tuvagane operator / franchise will not likely self-select the rural villages because of the lack of a market of sufficient volume to support profitable business.  

Rwanda is knows as “The Land of a Thousand Hills” – it is quite hilly and this obviously impacts GSM coverage which relies upon line of sight transmission.  Our detailed field research has shown us that the GSM network coverage is sufficient to sustain a Village Phone business.  MTN also has plans to roll out several additional base stations and micro-cells each year.

The coverage map of Rwanda is shown below from www.gsmworld.com)
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The small purple triangles on this map provided by MTN shows the placement of the cell towers.   Very few places in the country are further than 35 kms from a tower (the theoretical limit); however this map does not provide topographical information and does not therefore take into account coverage gaps due to those 10,000 hills and valleys.
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MTN RwandaCell is the only mobile phone service provider in Rwanda.  The state run telecommunications provider, RwandaTel offers only fixed line phones.
The Microfinance Space 
The microfinance sector in Rwanda is developing rapidly.  There are over 100 organizations currently serving approximately 500,000 rural clients. Strong demand continues to drive sector growth, which is projected to be approximately 50% per year while significant investments by the U.S., European, and Rwandan governments are being made in the industry. The microfinance institutions have tremendous enthusiasm for the Village Phone project.  

The government of Rwanda recognizes the importance of the microfinance sector and is currently focusing its attention and efforts on investing in a regulatory environment that supports microfinance institutions and promotes best practices. The government is presently working on a national policy “to establish a basis for the evolution of an efficient and effective microfinance system in the country…to serve the low income earners…to enhance economic growth and poverty reduction.” 
 This is a very exciting time for the industry for it is evolving at a rapid pace. 

The market for microfinance in Rwanda is huge. With over 80% of its population living in rural areas many without access to proper financial services and 66% living below the poverty line there is a great deal of demand for credit and opportunity for microfinance institutions. 

Based on meetings with microfinance institution staff at all levels, visits to the field, and interviews with their clients, the following categorization can be made of Rwanda’s microfinance organizations with respect to their compatibility with and readiness to participate in the village phone project.

The interest rate for Rwandan MFIs is in the range of 1.5 – 3.0 % FLAT per month.  This equates to an effective annualized interest rate of 47% - 86 % (assuming a 12 month loan)

Geographic coverage and spread seems to be wide – each of the 12 provinces in Rwanda has coverage from the microfinance sector and each province is small enough to enable new members to be accessed without development of additional infrastructure.

Competition between MFIs does not appear to be a significant issue in rural Rwanda as the demand still outstrips the supply – an earnest focus on rural outreach seems to be coming.  Competition may become an issue in the years to come, but as we look at the figures for rural outreach above, we could say that these markets are largely independent and we would not be double counting to any significant extent.

The methodologies of these organizations are adaptable to the villagePhone model or the model could be adapted to these organizations.

Each of these organizations expressed significant interest in villagePhone and were eager to participate in a pilot program – each wished to be first.
Village Phone Project Plan

Grameen Foundation USA and MTN Rwandacell have entered into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that elaborates a shared vision to bring telecommunications to the rural areas of Rwanda.  The respective boards have approved this partnership.

As in Uganda, MTN and GFUSA will form a joint venture company in Rwanda, capitalized both in cash and in-kind contributions.  This will be a for-profit legal entity owned by both shareholding parties; MTN and GFUSA.  Both GFUSA and MTN hold at least two roles – as operational agents and as shareholding owners.  Detail of the structure, roles and responsibilities are considered in more detail in the next section of this proposal.
Monitoring and Evaluation
Detailed internal reports shall be created to analyze calls on a weekly basis.  Reports will include: 
a. Airtime usage

b. Destination Number

c. Originating tower

d. Switched duration

e. Billed duration

f. Billed francs

As key partners in the program, we will ask our MFI partners for their commitment in providing us with financial data regarding their loans for Village Phone businesses and observations of the social impact of these businesses on the Operators and the communities where they work.
Building upon an evaluation framework currently under development for Village Phone in Uganda, we plan to do comprehensive impact assessments for Village Phone Rwanda.

Village Phone Structure and Modality
Roles and Responsibilities

There are four key operational parties that are needed to make this program a success.  The following graphic illustrates their roles and responsibilities.   This graphic provides a template and a starting point for Rwanda - during the Pilot Phase we will determine the best mapping between capacity, ability and resources to determine the best structural model and assignment of roles and responsibilities.
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Village Phone

Ÿ

General problem solving

Ÿ

Financial Management

Ÿ

Monitor overall program progress

Ÿ

Drive and plan network expansion

Ÿ

Strategic planning

Ÿ

Village Phone Operator Monitoring

Ÿ

Partner reporting

Ÿ

Media coordination

Ÿ

Training of MFI Staff

Ÿ

Evaluation and Analysis

Ÿ

Knowledge consolidation and

dissemination

Ÿ

Replication model development

Ÿ

Partner development - creating

linkages and business relationships for

program expansio

n

MTN

Ÿ

Communications Infrastructure

Ÿ

Provide and validate

communications coverage to needed

rural areas

Ÿ

Prepaid airtime supply to MFI

Ÿ

Usage reporting

Ÿ

Government licensing and regulation

compliance and liaison

Ÿ

Government financial and taxation

liaison

Ÿ

On-air customer support

Ÿ

Strategic Planning with partners

Ÿ

Source equipment from suppliers

MFI

Ÿ

Credit finance to Village Phone

Operator

Ÿ

Conduit for prepaid airtime to

Village Phone Operators

Ÿ

Conduit for equipment to Village

Phone Operators

Ÿ

Village Phone Operator training

Ÿ

Strategic Planning with partners

Ÿ

Customer support when phone is

inoperable

Ÿ

Monitor appropriate use of

phones and prepaid cards

Village Phone Operator

Ÿ

Marketing

Ÿ

Channel to Market

Ÿ

User Billing and collection

Ÿ

Airtime purchases

Ÿ

Providing communications service to the

community

Ÿ

A communications knowledge resource

to the community

Ÿ

Equipment maintenance


Geographical distribution
The goal of MTN villagePhone is to provide communications access to as many poor rural Rwandans as possible utilizing the shared access Village Phone model.  As such, the partnership model has been designed to ensure that there are open avenues to access these services for all MFI members, regardless of their particular affiliation with an MFI.  As a result, there can be no dedicated ‘franchise areas’ where a particular MFI has sole rights to deploy Village Phones.  It is possible that within a particular district there will be more than one MFI deploying Village Phones amongst their membership.

The key element of success of the Village Phone model is the business viability of each Village Phone Operator.  We believe in the ability of the MFIs and the Village Phone Operators (VPO) to determine the more appropriate location for the Village Phone business – the market and the hard work and ingenuity of the Operator will determine the success of the business.  We provide extensive manuals to guide this process drawn from our own experience of what works.

The Village Phone Program is defined in its nature by its name.  MTN villagePhone is not designed to meet the needs of the urban or peri-urban communities.  The goal of the program is to provide communications services where no such viable, affordable, accessible alternatives exist – this is in the rural areas of Rwanda where the average villager travels many kilometers to make a call and usually pays many times the usual (urban) tariff, often depending upon their need at that time.  Village Phones will not be deployed in urban or peri-urban areas.

The tariff rates have been conceived to provide affordable communications services available to all rural people.  These tariff rates are not designed to compete with the myriad of operators on the streets and booths of every urban center across Rwanda.  

The Village Phone Operators Manual and The MFI Manual provide details of the operational and financial aspects of this program from the perspective of the VPO and the MFI.  These are designed to be both a training resource and a reference manual.  Such resources will have to be revised and updated for Rwanda.

Financing

MTN villagePhone proposes a partnership with MFIs to draws upon the synergy that results from this relationship.  MTN villagePhone provides the infrastructure, managerial and institutional support to make this program work.  The MFI provides access to their network of members and also to their expertise in the field of the provision of financial services to this constituency.

A part of the budget includes funds to capitalize the MFIs on-lending portfolio for the MFIs participation in the Village Phone program.  From our experience, we believe that this is a necessary component to launch the business with confidence and without concern about the funding resources of our partner MFIs.

The Business Model

Multiple Partners

There are multiple levels at which this business operates and all must be viable in their own right.  There are no subsidies in this business model and each aspect of the overall system operates profitably and sustainability.  Consider the model at the various levels:

	Project Partner
	Business Model
	Sustainability Notes

	MTN
	Airtime sales yield profits on prior infrastructure investments
	MTN is a corporate entity who wishes to reach a greater customer base in poor rural areas and who recognizes that they can do so profitably using a shared access model and utilizing channel to market and financing infrastructure of microfinance networks. 

	The MFI
	Fee for service.  In recognizing an opportunity cost for MTN in establishing a rural channel to market, the microfinance partner can share ongoing airtime revenues with MTN.   The MFI gets a percentage of all airtime used by their network of Village Phone Operators.  Additionally; The MFI reaps the benefit of the financing agreement with the Village Phone Operator in terms of interest income.
	Revenues to the microfinance partner are based on airtime usage.  The marginal cost of delivery is small as they utilize their existing infrastructure to reach their constituency – the Village Phone Operators and their ‘customers’

	MTN villagePhone
	Revenue for this partner is derived from airtime sales and a revenue sharing model with the other partners.  
	Revenues cover the management and administration costs for the business.

	Village Phone Operator
	Sells phone airtime for outgoing calls Market integrity and stability is maintained by ensuring that the phone is utilized only for its intended purpose – rural shared access mobile communications.

Also generates revenue from non-airtime sources such as message delivery, solar charger utilization and so on.
	Entrepreneurial driven business creates innovation in the marketplace.  Competition is ensured through pricing strategies and is self limiting due to the rural nature of the targeted villages and the remoteness of the base station.


In Bangladesh and Uganda, the lesson learned is that the model works because everyone is a ‘winner’.  

· The ‘customer’: sees an immediate financial return (in terms of opportunity costs) and who gets a personalized ‘delivery’ service

· The Village Phone Operator: makes a profit on the margin between their cost and sale price for airtime – and still providing a valuable service to the community.

· MTN: now reaches customers previously economically inaccessible at a small marginal cost and at a lower margin, but at a significantly greater volume yielding much greater revenue per phone than ‘normal’ urban subscribers.

· MFI: find value in the social yield but also in the ongoing revenue stream from credit agreements from Village Phone Operators and from the airtime sales which perpetuate themselves with little additional resources or input.

· MTN villagePhone: covers its costs and generates a surplus in which to extend its mission driven expansion throughout Rwanda.

Village Phone Operator Sustainability
It is important for the MFI to help their Village Phone operators understand how to monitor the health of their business and attain sustainability.  Each Village Phone Operator should know how many minutes per day their phone needs to be used for the business to break even (and for financial obligations to the MFI to be met).  This number will change based on the size of the loan and payment details and upon demand for their services.

The MFI Financial Product
The Village Phone program is needed because every poor rural person in Rwanda cannot afford their own phone and the existing infrastructure of fixed public pay phones is not widespread enough to address these needs.  The shared access model works because it allows an individual to purchase a set of equipment that enables them to become a communications focal point for their area.  The enabling funding comes from the microfinance institution.  The social networks that allow this funding to be made available for such a purpose also provide a strong basis for building a loyal customer base.

Location Location Location
The VPO business must be centrally located.  The business must serve the greatest possible community size in order to have enough demand for service to satisfy the business sustainability criteria.  The business is therefore to be located in a trading center that is a central community focus point or similar community focal point.

It is not expected that a Village Phone business will exist on its own.  It is anticipated that these business will be adjunct businesses to existing primary businesses, such as a store.  The Village Phone Operator will offer services from the store front.

Revenues for MFIs

The revenues expected for the MFI are based upon the success of the network of VPOs with whom the MFI works and the revenue sharing from airtime sales.  Details of the Tariff plan are yet to be determined.  The MFI also receives revenue from its usual lending activities for Village Phone loans.

Equipment
The Village Phone Operators Manual contains detailed information pertaining to the Starter Kit that is sold to the VPO.  The kit is configurable - some VPOs will be located in areas of strong signal strength and so will not need the antenna, some VPOs may be in areas where electricity supply is reliable and so will not need the solar charger or the optional battery system charger.  The core elements of the kit are:

· Mobile phone +  battery

· SIM card 

· Airtime to enable business operation for a period of time
· Signage and marketing collateral
· Village Phone Operator manual
The optional equipment in the kit is the:

· Battery charging system
· Antenna and cable

Confidentiality, Intellectual Property and Disclosure
It is Grameen Foundation USA’s objective to make available in the public domain all things learned from its involvement in Village Phone – this transparency is driven by our goal to catalyze and lead a global Village Phone movement.  However, it must be understood that in partnering with MTN RwandaCell, Grameen Foundation USA must work within the context of the commercial world.  Sensitivities that specifically need to be called out here include that of confidentiality and intellectual property.
Grameen Foundation USA cannot disclose any foundation intellectual property belonging to MTN RwandaCell, nor can we disclose details of MTN’s business model, without the express written permission of MTN RwandaCell and with a non-disclosure agreement in place.

We cannot disclose in reports any information which may be used to derive MTN strategy or commercial plans.  Additionally, since MTN RwandaCell is partly owned by MTN Group of South Africa, a stock exchange listed company, we are also bound to comply with those rules and regulations stipulated by the Stock Exchange and financial regulators – placing performance and subscriber information in the public domain prior to regular legally stipulated reporting cycles is not permitted.

Lessons learned from the Rwanda experience shall be incorporated in Grameen Foundation USA’s Village Phone Replication manual which is soon to be published.
What problem is the social entrepreneur addressing?

Very few rural Ugandans have access to affordable telecommunications. The teledensity in Uganda is only 1.72 phones/1000 people and 35% of the population lives below the poverty line. Cut off from easy access to information, poor rural Ugandans are placed at an economic and social disadvantage. For example, middlemen who come to purchase their goods often charge exorbitant rates. With access to telecommunication services, rural farmers can receive fair market value for their goods, entrepreneurs in neighboring villages can consolidate their buying power, and family can be contacted without traveling great distances in person.
What makes this individual a social entrepreneur?

A new NGO - for profit partnership between Grameen Foundation USA and MTN Uganda was created to offer affordable telecommunications services to the rural poor of Uganda. Individuals, mostly women, in poor rural villages take a microcredit loan to purchase a Village Phone business, which includes a GSM mobile phone and Yagi antenna. Discounted airtime is provided to these “Village Phone Operators” so they can resell use of these phones to members of their community at affordable rates.
How does the individual’s approach to social change comply with the following criteria?

Innovation

The Grameen Technology Center partners both with micro-credit institutions and a private mobile phone operator to successfully offer affordable telecommunications services to the rural poor of Uganda.

Scalability

In partnership with microfinance organizations, MTN villagePhone will establish 5,000 new businesses in five years owned by rural poor, bringing affordable telecommunications to Uganda’s rural poor while simultaneously establishing a generalized replication model for use in other countries. The project builds on the success of a village phone initiative by Grameen in Bangladesh.

Sustainability

Grameen Foundation USA has formed a partnership with MTN-Uganda, Uganda’s premier mobile phone communications company, to start “MTN villagePhone”. This initiative has combined existing communications technology with a new distribution channel and an unprecedented cross-sector partnership to successfully establish sustainable businesses offering affordable telecommunications to poor rural villagers. Individuals, mostly women, in poor rural villages take a microcredit loan to purchase a Village Phone business. Discounted airtime is provided to these “Village Phone Operators” so they can resell use of these phones to members of their community at affordable rates.
Comparative Teledensities (2001 ITU data)


Bangladesh:  0.79 phones per 100 population


Rwanda:  1.09 phones per 100 population


Uganda:  1.72 phones per 100 population


Morocco:  19.6 phones per 100 population


These teledensities are not at all representative of the rural areas as the telephones in use tend to be in the Urban centers and so Rural teledensity is much, much lower than these figures indicate.
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