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On resumption of office, the current

administration announced

an 8-point agenda itemizing its areas of
priority as food security; poverty eradication;
growth, job creation; access to capital;
inclusion; rule of law; and fighting corruption.

The administration marked a year in office on
May 27%, 2024. During this period the
administration has introduced various policies
and initiatives that have directly and indirectly
impacted the  telecommunications and
technology subsectors.

The objective of this article is to highlight and
review some of the major policies, initiatives and
activities of the present administration with
respect to the telecommunications and
technology space. It is probably too early to
determine if these policies and initiatives are
making the required impacts, however given the
road map for implementation, it isimportant that
periodic assessments are made and feedback
provided.

Minister  of
Communications, Innovation and Digital
Economy, Dr. 'Bosun Tijani, unveiled the
ministry’s Strategic Blueprint for 2023-2027 titled
“Accelerating our Collective Prosperity through
Technical Efficiency”. The Strategic Blueprint is a
33-page document that provides a detailed and
progressive framework that encompasses five
key pillars: Knowledge, Policy, Infrastructure,
Innovation, Entrepreneurship & Capital (IEC) and
Trade.

In October 2023, the

In explaining the five pillars, the Minister stated
that “knowledge is the cornerstone upon which
innovation thrives and is built upon the bedrock
of sound policies. Infrastructure provides the
essential backbone for a thriving digital
economy, while innovation and
entrepreneurship drive economic diversification.
Trade, the fifth pillar, represents our
commitment to global collaboration and
partnerships, recognizing that innovation knows
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no borders.” The Strategic Blueprint provides a
well-articulated roadmap that seeks to leverage
the power of knowledge to develop talents,
invest in research, and achieve 70% digital
inclusion by 2027.

Even though there is a general sense of optimism
and support for the Blueprint, there are still
several challenges to be surmounted and hurdles
to be crossed. As can be seen below, the
implementation of the knowledge pillar has
commenced with the plan to train 3 million
technical talents. The infrastructure goals appear
very ambitious but possible. One of the major
obstacles to achieving extensive fiber
infrastructure deployment nationwide is the
grant of Right of Way by States. Resolution of the
Right of Way issues are critical to the
achievement of the infrastructure goal. As with
other policies, the success of the Blueprint will
depend on effective and unwavering
commitment to implementation.

The 3MTT programme comes under “Knowledge”
of the key pillars of the Blueprint. It is an initiative
to enlist and train 3,000,000 Nigerians over a
period of four years in order to increase Nigeria’s
pool of technically skilled professionals, to
provide the backbone to power Nigeria’s digital
economy and position Nigeria as a net talent
exporter in the global market. It is expected to
increase the level of digital and technical skills
among Nigerians, especially young and mid-level
talents, to 70% by the end of 2027. The launch of
the programme received over 1 million
applications from potential trainees. The program
is structured to progressively scale up its training
efforts beginning with an initial cohort of 30,000
fellows adding another 270,000 Fellows in the
second phase over 12 to 18 months, representing
10% of the Ministry’s 3 million overall target. The
training will cover a wide range of technical skills
including software development, Ul/UX design,
data analysis, cybersecurity, Al/Machine learning
and other skills. The initiative will involve multiple
stakeholders including fellows, training providers
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partners and placement organisations and is
already receiving significant support from the
private sector.

Whilst acknowledging  that knowledge
development and training are key to developing
the digital workforce for digital transformation,
the fact that the scheme also intends to make
Nigeria a net exporter of talent raises a bit of
concern. Do we want to export the talents that
are trained under this scheme given the level of
brain drain in the technology space currently or
what is commonly called the “japa syndrome”?
Are we simply training talents to be utilized in
other economies? What are the employment
opportunities locally for these talents after
training, for those who might be seeking
employment in Nigeria. Is there an indirect focus
on diaspora remittances from the exported
talent? What are the opportunities and
incentives for those seeking to be “techpreneurs”
considering that financing of Nigerian startups
have been dwindling in the last couple of years.
What measures can be put in place to stem this?
Are there examples of similar initiatives that were
successful in other climes, how were they able to
achieve it and what are the learnings. These are a
few important questions for consideration with
respect to the initiative.

PROJECT 774
CONNECTIVITY

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

The Project 774 LG Connectivity is to provide all
774 local government secretariats in the country
with reliable and affordable internet access and
resources required to deliver efficient public
services, promote transparency in service
delivery, stimulate economic growth and improve
citizen engagement. The project is expected to
drive transformation and unlock opportunities
that will deliver sustainable development for all,
through the power of connectivity. It is aligned
with the Strategic Blueprint of the Ministry of
Communications, Innovation and Digital
Economy. The project leverages the existing
infrastructure of the Nigerian Communications
Satellite Limited (NigComSat) and Galaxy
Backbone and it is expected to create at least 300
direct jobs as it is deployed nationwide and
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potentially more jobs indirectly from the increase
in digital access.

Itis reported that as of April 2024, the first phase
of the project covering forty-five local
government area councils in Borno, Cross River,
Imo, Kogi, Kwara, Ogun, Sokoto and Zamfara
states is gradually reaching conclusion. The
reports tend to suggest that the project is
focused on connecting the local government
secretariats only. We expect that the next phase,
if any, will be to connect the entire local
government areas or at the least critical facilities
like hospitals and schools in the local government
areas.
THE NIGERIAN STARTUP

HOUSE, SAN

FRANCISCO

In May 2024, it was announced that the President
approved the conversion of an existing property
of the Nigerian Government in San Francisco, USA
to a Nigerian Digital Technology Exchange
Programme Hub (Nigeria Startup House). The
Nigerian Startup House is expected “to play a
critical role in promoting Nigeria’s economic
interest, attracting Foreign Direct Investment
and improving the visibility and positioning of
Nigeria’s Startup Ecosystem to attract funding
and expertise from global markets and
organisations represented in the San Francisco
Bay Area and beyond.” The San Francisco Bay
area is known for its vibrant tech eco system and
plays a major role in funding of Startups globally.

Even though the Nigerian Startup House will be
managed by a consortium of Nigerian digital
technology companies who will provide non-
public funding for its operations, the property will
still be owned by the Nigerian Government. This
initiative is a very laudable one considering the
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stated objectives and it appears to align with the
broader objectives under the Startup Act which
amongst other goals targets the setting up of
hubs and innovation centers for Nigeria Startups
to foster collaborative environments. We look
forward to the Startup House taking off and
impacting the growth and development of
Nigerian Startups and their ability to access
funding.

In May 2024, the Minister for Communications,
Innovations and Digital Economy announced that
the President had approved the setting up of a
Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) to facilitate the
deployment of 90,000km of fibre-optic cable to
complement the existing 35,000 km fibre
infrastructure to make a minimum 125,000km
nationwide. The objective is to deliver a stronger
national backbone for universal internet access.
This approval aligns with the Infrastructure pillar
of the Strategic Blueprint. The SPV will be a Public
Private Partnership and modelled in governance
and operations to other entities like NIBSS and
NLNG. “This would become Africa’s 3rd longest
terrestrial fibre optic backbone, after Egypt and
South Africa,” he added.

The Minister has also announced the proposed
establishment of a S2 billion fibre infrastructure
fund for the deployment of fibre infrastructure
nationwide which he claims is already receiving
support from possible investors. We understand
the establishment process is still ongoing. The
project will however still have to deal with
several recurring challenges including the Right

of Way issues, particularly the different
processes of acquiring Right of Way in different
states, applicable fees, the different
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requirements and so on. It is also important to
note that some states have also concessioned the
Right of Way in their states to private entities and
the project will have to take this into
consideration for any deployment.

The success of this particular initiative is critical
to the achievement of the 70% Broadband
penetration by 2025 target set in the Broadband
Plan 2020-2025. The Plan had a target of 50% by
the end of 2023, but only 43.71% was achieved.
The rollout of the national fiber infrastructure
therefore needs to be expedited to support the
achievement of the 70% target.

The directive to link the National Identification
Number (NIN) with Subscriber identity Module
(SIM)  numbers predates this current
administration and was initially introduced in
December 2020. The directive compels all
telephone subscribers to link their SIM cards with
their NIN. This was specifically for the purpose of
identifying the users of those SIM cards.
Subsequently and after several extensions the
Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC) has
directed all telecommunications operators to bar
from their networks all unlinked SIMs by March
29 2024. There was major public outcry not only
by subscribers, but also operators. MTN claimed
that it had to bar 8.6 million subscribers and that
had an impact on its subscriber base and
revenue. Even though it was a bit of an
inconvenience for some, the government tried its
best to communicate the benefits of linking the
NIN with the SIM including the security benefits.

The stated reasons for the directive were
enhancement of national security, the need to
curb criminal activities that rely on anonymous
phone lines, reducing fraud and identity theft,
improving data accuracy, ensuring regulatory
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compliance, facilitation of government services
and boosting economic growth. The achievement
of these objectives has however been mixed.
There have been reported improvements in
tracking and apprehending criminals, particularly
in cases of kidnappings and curbing identity theft
and fraud. The crimes however persist. It might
however be unfair to solely attribute the
continuing criminal activities in these areas to the
ineffectiveness of the directive. The directive has
however pushed telecoms operators to comply
with regulations in this regard, leading to a more
reliable and robust telecoms subscriber
database.

THE ECONOMY - SUBSIDY REMOVAL, FLOATING
FOREIGN EXCHANGE, INFLATION AND MPR

S
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On taking over office in May 2023, the President
announced the removal of subsidy on petroleum
products as he declared that there was no
provision for same in the 2023 budget. The
immediate impact of the pronouncement was an
increase in the price of petroleum products,
upward surge in transportation costs, inflation
and increase in the cost of living. Telecoms
operators largely depend on diesel to power their
masts and other infrastructure erected
nationwide, and it constitutes a significant
portion of their operating expenses, reportedly
around 35%. Between March 2022 and May
2024, the price of diesel went from N539 naira
(approx. $.36) to N1,225 (approx. $0.83) per litre,
a percentage increase of over 100%. It has been
reported that diesel cost incurred by
telecommunications companies increased by
34,57 per cent from N319.11bn (approx.
$215.614m) in 2022 to N429.43bn (approx.
$290.155m) in 2023. Operators have been

ADVUCAAT

compelled to make necessary adjustments to
their operations while tariffs remain the same.

The current government “floated” the Naira in
June 2023 as part of a broader set of economic
reforms aimed at stabilizing the economy.
Immediately the Naira was floated, (it was
around N470:1S in June) it depreciated sharply
and in the last couple of months has continued to
depreciate and currently hovering between
N1,300 to N1500 to the US dollar. Businesses,
including practitioners in the subsector, have had
to significantly adjust their operations and adapt
to meet the challenges forced on them. The
volatility and unavailability of foreign exchange
continues to negatively impact the subsector and
investor confidence in same.

Under the current administration, the Central
Bank of Nigeria has adjusted the Monetary Policy
Rate (MPR) several times with the first in July
2023 when it was raised from 18.5% to 18.75%.
The latest increase was in May 2024 from 24.75%
to 26.25%. The CBN has indicated that the
increasesin MPR rate were to rein in inflation and
stabilize the naira. The rate influences interest
rates on facilities and can determine how
expensive or cheap loan facilities are. A
substantial number of operators, if not all, have
running loan facilities with banks and these
increases will not only to impact their ability to
service existing facilities, but also discourage
them from taking new ones, eve if necessary to
maintain their networks and other infrastructure.
For an industry that is capital intensive this is a
major concern.

The above challenges and other issues continue
to pound operators and have now started
impacting their bottom lines and profitability.
MTN in announcing its Q1 2024 results reported
that revenue grew by 32.5% from N568.13bn to
N752.98bn; however, it declared a loss before
tax of N575.69bn and loss after tax stood at
N392.69bn. The company recorded its second
loss since it was listed on the Nigerian Exchange.
In 2023, MTN declared its first loss after tax of
N137 billion. Its retained earnings and
shareholders’ fund fell to negative N208.0 billion
and N40.8 billion, respectively. It further
reported that its net foreign exchange loss stood
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at N656.37 billion. The continuing depreciation of
the Naira and record-high inflation continues to
negatively impact its business. Similarly, Airtel
Africa declared an $89 million in loss after tax for
the year ended 31 March 2024, in stark contrast
to an after-tax profit of $750 million in 2023.

These policies highlighted above continue to
create significant challenges for operators and
affect their investment decisions. Incumbent
operators become extremely cautious in making
additional capital investments and other
decisions and intending new entrants become
very wary.

THE RELUCTANCE

TO APPROVE COST

REFLECTIVE TARIFFS

In April 2024, the Association of Licensed
Telecommunications Operators of Nigeria
(ALTON) and the Association of
Telecommunications Companies of Nigeria
(ATCON) released a joint press statement urging
the Nigerian government to address telecoms
industry challenges. Some of the challenges
identified included infrastructure deficits,
designation of telecoms infrastructure as Critical
National Infrastructure, cost reflective tariffs and
regulatory independence. It is important to note
that all these issues predate this current
government. However, it appears that there has
been no progress in addressing them which has
compelled both industry associations to bring
them to the fore again.

Telcos have not increased tariffs for about 11
years. Telecoms infrastructure continue to be the
subject of vandalism and sometimes terrorist
attacks and operational costs have skyrocketed.
The operators have therefore requested the
regulator to consider the approval of cost
reflective tariff adjustments without any further
delay for the sustainability of the industry.
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THE NIGERIA  ARTIFICIAL  INTELLIGENCE

RESEARCH SCHEME (NAIRS)

This is another initiative of the Ministry of
Communications, Innovations and Digital
Economy. The objective of the initiative is to

foster a vibrant and sustainable Artificial
Intelligence (Al) ecosystem in Nigeria by
providing  financial support, facilitating

knowledge sharing and collaboration among
individuals and organisations in the Al space. It

will support researchers and start-ups to
accelerate their research and development
efforts.

There is up to 5-million-naira (approx. $3,378)
grant each for 45 Al researchers and start-ups.
Eligibility Criteria include a consortium that
includes a local startup or technology company,
local academic researcher and where possible a
foreign researcher; must have a research
proposal that aligns with the Ministry of
Communications, Innovation  and Digital
Economy priority areas; the applicant must have
a detailed proposal outlining the project and its
potential impact on the Nigerian economy; must
have a demonstrable track record of excellence in
research or entrepreneurship; must be able to
publish at least one peer-reviewed article within
one year of receiving the grant. The application
window was between October and November
2023. The selection process was handled by 26
global Al experts and reports show that the
scheme has been making steady progress.
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Artificial

The National
Workshop was held in April 2024 under the

Intelligence Strategy

auspices of Ministry of Communications,
Innovation & Digital Economy. The workshop was
to build on existing work done by the National
Information Technology Development Agency
(NITDA) to develop a National Al strategy. The
approach was to adopt a co-creation approach
and to engage and include top Al researchers of
Nigerian descent globally, regardless of their
location, in the process of crafting a National Al
Strategy. The Workshop brought together over
120 top Nigerian Al researchers and
practitioners, technology companies,
entrepreneurs, and other groups. Expected
outcome from the workshop is a draft national Al

strategy document defining the strategic
imperatives, policies, investments,
implementation roadmap, governance

structures, and necessary steps to catalyze
Nigeria into an Al-driven economy.

On the conclusion of the Workshop significant
partnerships and projects were announced. This
included the establishment of the Nigeria Al
Collective, the relaunch of the National Centre for
Al and Robotics (NCAIR, launch of the first
Nigerian Multilingual Large Language and the
kick-off of Nigeria’s Computing Infrastructure
Pilot project. The workshop and its outcome
highlight the administration’s commitment to
leveraging Al for national development and
economic diversification.
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In May 2024, the DG of NITDA, Mallam Kashifu
Inuwa, announced the reconstitution of the
National Blockchain Policy Steering Committee
(NBP -SC). The Committee was originally
constituted in 2023 to oversee the
implementation of the National Blockchain Policy.
The reconstituted Committee is to validate trends

in blockchain technology and incorporate new

stakeholders for inclusive adoption and
implementation. We are currently not aware of
the timeline for the delivery of the report by the
Committee and hope this will be expedited.

The harsh economic conditions have impacted
the telecoms and technology subsectors, like
other businesses in Nigeria. The cost of
operations, particularly in relation to energy, has
almost tripled, access to foreign exchange for
critical equipment and software is almost
impossible, inflation (currently at 33.69%) has
affected the purchasing power of subscribers and
operators are being buffeted on all sides by a
multitude of taxes and levies. Some of the
challenges are not new and predate the current
administration, but they appear to have been
further exacerbated by some of the factors
highlighted above. Expectations continue to be
high that solutions will be proffered without
further delay or in some instances mitigating
steps be put in place to reduce the pressures on
the subsector. The challenges of the telecoms
sector, for example, are succinctly detailed in the
joint press release from ALTON and ATCON earlier

discussed. The losses declared by two of the
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biggest operators in the telecoms sector should
give serious cause for concern. Great strides are
being made in the technology space as detailed
above but most appear to be at the very early
stages.

The immediate impact of these initiatives cannot
be easily measured at this point and may take
more time to become evident. The Strategic
Blueprint released by the Minister looks like a
great roadmap for the telecoms and technology
industries. In one way or the other, the initiatives
detailed above tie into the Blueprint and what is
required is consistent and unwavering
commitment to the implementation of not only
the Blueprint but also the various initiatives and
in some cases initiatives that predate this current
administration.
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