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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Consumer Parliament is one of the key initiatives of the Uganda Communications
Commission in fulfilment of its Consumer protection mandate in Uganda. The Inaugural
Communications Consumer Parliament was held on the 13th March 2014 and it aimed at
providing a levelled platform for consumers, service providers, policymakers and
regulators to interact and debate issues and challenges, and agree on a way forward for
the communications sector. The Consumer Parliament was organised by the Uganda
Communications

Commission

in

conjunction

with

the

Consumer

Advocacy

organizations.
The Inaugural Consumer Parliament 2014 under the theme “Fix our Phone Rights” was
held at Imperial Royale Hotel in Kampala and was opened by the Minister of State for
Information and Communications Technology Mr. Nyombi Thembo. The Inaugural
Consumer Parliament was designed to coincide the World Consumer rights Day held
every March 15th and came at a time when there were several issues affecting
communications consumers. The inaugural parliament provided the consumer with an
opportunity to present a petition highlighting critical issues affecting them such as
unsolicited messages, billing anomalies and issues related to quality of service.
The Parliament was attended by over 300 participants from different backgrounds
including Academia, service providers, civil society, media houses, regulators,
Government Ministries, Civil Society Organisations and the general public.
The Parliament was moderated by an independent speaker and the main debate
engaged three lead panels; the Consumer panel, the Service provider panel and the
Regulators panel. These panels were composed of their heads and technical staff. The
debate was later opened to the plenary. The Regulator panel composed of Legal,
Economic Regulation, Research, Technology and Public Relations staff, while the Service
Providers Panel composed of their CEO or the representatives.
The Parliament shall be held annually.
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1.0.

INTRODUCTION

The Inaugural Communications Consumer Parliament was held at Imperial Royale
Hotel, Kampala on Thursday, March 13, 2014. The event was organised by the Uganda
Communications Commission in commemoration of the World Consumer Rights Day
(WCRD) - celebrated globally on March 15 every year. The theme of the WCRD 2014
was “Fix Our Phone Rights”.
The main objective of the parliament, the first of its kind in Uganda, was to facilitate
debate and bring to the fore Communications Sector related, and more specifically
consumer related issues.
The half-day event was attended by Service providers, government departments,
regulators, consumer bodies, the media and academia. The full list of participants is
attached in Annex 1
The inaugural Consumer Parliament session was chaired by Mr. Patrick Kamara of
Wizarts Media House as Speaker, while Mr. Julius Mboizi and Mrs. Alice Sebunjo of UCC
were the rapporteurs.
The Consumer Parliament is a unique initiative to addressing consumer issues. As much
there has have been several dialogues with different stakeholders there have been few
forum where all stakeholders have discussed on equal term with an independent
moderator. The Consumer Parliament therefore presents an opportunity for different
players unreservedly elaborate issue affecting their role in the sector.

2.0.

OPENING CEREMONY

The inaugural Communications Consumer Parliament was preceded by an official
opening ceremony that was presided over by the Minister of State for ICT Hon. Nyombi
Thembo.
Prior to the official opening the UCC Executive Director in his welcoming remarks
highlighted the primary objectives of the Consumer Parliament as the creation of an
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opportunity for Consumers and Service Providers to express their views and influence
policies and practices.
2.1.

Ministers opening remarks

The Minister of State for Information and Communication Technology, Hon. Nyombi
Thembo officially opened the inaugural Consumer Parliament and his remarks
highlighted the following;
a) Appreciation for the concept of the Consumer Parliament and commended UCC
for the novel idea that will provide a platform for robust

& constructive

engagement of all stakeholders
b) Emphasis that liberalisation was aimed at enabling access to basic and affordable
communication services.
c) Note that the issues in sector had moved beyond Availability, Access and
Affordability to Quality of Service, Privacy and Security.
d) Expressed concern at the Quality of Service survey which indicated that there is
still a lot to be desired with respect to consumer satisfaction on pricing and
quality of service
e) Call upon operators to invest more in infrastructure so as to address customer
needs.
f) Stressed Governments commitment to engage in multi-sectoral discussions to
improve provision of communication services.
g) Commended the consumers on this approach of having organised themselves in
different consumer groups and emphasised the need to collectively drive the
consumer agenda with the Regulator.
3.0.

COMMENCEMENT OF SESSION

The Speaker called the House to order and the inaugural Consumer Parliamentary
session commenced. The Session adopted the Agenda and Rules of Procedure as
presented by the Speaker, hereby attached as Annex 2 and 3.
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3.1.

UCC Submission on Consumer Protection Mandate

The UCC submission on the Consumer Protection was made by the Manager Consumer
Affairs, Mr. Ibrahim Bbossa.
The Submission highlighted the following;
(a) UCC’s role in Consumer Protection as provided under the Uganda
Communications Act 2013, the Communications Regulations, and various
Guidelines.
(b) Consumer centric regulatory initiatives such as public dialogues, engagement of
Consumer Advocacy Groups (CAGs), and Publication of Quality Service reports.
(c) The UCC complaints management process and provided a recap of key consumer
concerns arising from the preceding year.
4.0.

JOINT PETITION FROM CONSUMERS

The Consumers Advocacy Groups Led Mr. Sam Watasa on behalf of communications
consumers in Uganda presented a joint petition to the Minister of ICT.
While appreciating the importance and value of Telecom Services, the Petition
highlighted the problems and challenges faced by consumers across the country.
4.1.

Some of the key issues highlighted in the petition included;

1) The scope of the quarterly Quality of Service reports, that is not robust enough to
assess consumer satisfaction or lack of it.
2) Inaccessibility of help lines, long and complicated complaints process (cost,
duration, redress)
3) Unsolicited calls and SMS, blocked & dropped calls, lack of transparency in rates
and tariffs, promotions, charges un-solicited ring tones, clarity on free airtime.
4) Affordability of calls.
5) Poor quality of service and dropped calls.
6) Privacy as a result of intrusion.
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The petition further demanded an end to abuse of consumer rights and the
establishment of robust effective, efficient redress systems, as well as reasonable
compensation for deductions for unsolicited and undelivered services.

5.0.

SERVICE PROVIDERS SUBMISSION/RESPONSE

The Service Providers by way of responding submitted as follows;
5.1.

MTN – Mr. Anthony KATAMBA – GM Legal and Corporate Services;

Unsolicited Messages
Attributed the genesis of the problem to the liberalisation of short codes in 2007,
submitted that, operators are only able to penalise errant content providers but not bar
them completely.
Submitted that efforts had been made to address the problem of unsolicited messages
and steps were being taken with UCC to ameliorate this.
Quality of Service
Mr. Katamba attributed the problem to power cuts, Vandalism, poor access roads to
base stations resulting in delays to service restoration. He however noted that
infrastructure Investment has been done across the network and the Quality of Service
improved.
Service transparency & cost
That, MTN makes use of various media including websites, sms and Newspapers to avail
Terms & Conditions in various languages but acknowledged some shortfalls.
Cost – most utility providers don’t pay operators for administrative costs for running
their services, so cost is borne by customers.
Promotion & transparency
That the level of transparency was limited by medium and an operator could only
display terms and conditions as far as medium allowed however that all MTN
promotions are vetted and endorsed by UCC to ensure compliance with required
standards.
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Free Airtime
Regarding the query concerning award of free airtime as opposed to simply offering
lower tariffs during peak periods, argued, that operators utilise redundant / idle
network particularly during off peak/low traffic periods to give back value to
customers.
Charges for Ringtones
Submitted that, Operators ought to be given some leeway in market to attract new
consumers to their various products and services, however that there are established
compensation mechanisms in place to deal with cases where consumers had been
wrongly charged.
5.2.

UTL – Mr. Ali AMIR

Customer Service
UTL noted that their call centre systems had been improved and as a result the
percentage of inaccessibility had dropped from 26% to 6%.
Unsolicited SMS
UTL noted that initiatives such as the DND (Do not disturb) list have been put in place.
He further noted that there was need for enhanced Consumer awareness.
Quality of Service
UTL

appealed to

Government

to

ensure

protection of telecommunications

infrastructure in order to improve Quality of Service as in other similar markets like
Kenya where there was specific legislation in place to address this.
5.3.

Orange Telecom – Mr. Philippe LUXCEY

Orange Telecom submitted they were compliant in almost all areas highlighted in both
the consumer petition and UCC Quality of Service report. They noted that International
standards applied in other Orange Markets similarly applied to Uganda as well. Orange
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Telecom added that they endeavoured to address vandalism other infrastructural
challenges.
5.4.

Airtel – Mr. Dennis KAKONGE

Unsolicited messages
Airtel submitted that they had established initiatives in line with UCC draft guidelines
on unsolicited messages but as highlighted by MTN, major challenge is presented by
errant third party content providers. They however noted the need for further
collaboration with UCC to tackle the issue.
Quality of Service
On the issue of Quality of Service Airtel submitted that they had significantly invested in
infrastructure in last 3 years but reliability of power supply, vandalism and fibre cuts
presented serious challenges which affected Quality of Service.
High Prices of Services
Airtel noted that the high levies on VAT and Excise duty caused the high prices which
push up the cost of services and affect penetration.
Promotions and transparency
That all promotions were conducted on a willing participant basis and Auditors were
used to verify all processes. Airtel noted the issues raised related to promotions were
largely due to lack of awareness. There was therefore need to raise awareness on the
issue by both the service providers and regulator.
5.5.

WASPA - CONTENT PROVIDERS SUBMISSION

Mr. Simon Kaheru representing the Wireless Applications Service Providers Association
(WASPA) submitted that their association comprised of legitimate, responsible content
providers. He further noted that WASPA had a code of conduct that was available on
their website against which they can be held accountable. WASPA noted that key among
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their code of conduct was activating the “Do not Disturb” function within less than an
hour’s turn around. WASPA further noted that the errant behaviour of unsolicited
messages was likely to be by other illegitimate providers.
6.0.

PLENARY SESSION

6.1.

Plenary Discussion

Upon opening the debate to the plenary, the following discussions on the various issues
and responses from the service providers were made;
Discussion 1:
Mr. Sam WATASA on behalf of Consumer Associations
-

Underscored the need to have actual resolution of consumer concerns rather
than merely offer lip service particularly on dropped calls and unsolicited
messages.

-

Argued that while Mobile money tariffs are competitive in comparison with
banking & other sectors, operators need to clarify how these are arrived at.

Discussion 2:
Mr. James TWEHEYO of UNATU
Submitted that he was out of the country for 25 days and upon return he found
his Sim card had been swapped to a different person. He sought an explanation
from Airtel on how he could recover his number. Airtel noted that that happened
on case to case basis and pledged to address the matter.
Discussion 3:
Mr. Fred MUWEMA
-

Noted that there is need to establish a comprehensive competition and consumer
protection regime.

-

Asked MTN to clarify on what penalties/ sanctions MTN has applied against
errant service providers.
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-

Asked operators to clarify on the exact amount lost by consumers in dropped
calls.

Discussion 4:
Mr. Simon Peter NSEREKO
-

Observed that Telecom companies had resorted to defending themselves rather
than address actual issues.

-

Noted that the regulator receiving fewer complaints is a result of consumer
apathy rather than alleged effective redress mechanisms of operators.

Discussion 5:
Mr. Livingstone WEZU
-

Proposed that Sim swap procedure should be decentralised for the convenience
of consumers.

-

Proposed that there should be uniform charges for mobile money transactions.

Discussion 6:
Joan KYOKUTAMBA
-

Operators are not addressing consumer concerns on dropped calls.

Discussion 7:
Brenda AKITE
-

On misdirected calls and Mobile Money services – money sent to wrong
numbers, how do operators address this?

Discussion 8:
Innocent DDAMULIRA
-

On complaint handling.

UCC report doesn’t indicate timelines in which

complaints were resolved
-

On unsolicited messages, the bother is more is inconveniencing than cost.

Discussion 9:
Sam KINYERA
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-

To UCC, the cost of call interconnectivity is too high.

Discussion 10:
Semakula
-

Promotional SMS, how are these regulated?

Discussion 11:
Richard OKUTI - I network
-

Need to look into the poor quality handsets that are affecting Quality of Service.

Discussion 12:
Other Questions raised;
-

MTN needs to clarify on the compensation mechanisms

-

Need for environmental protection in consumption of communication services.

-

Ineffectiveness of Telcom Service centres.

-

Unreliability of DND-Do not Disturb function for unsolicited messages.

-

Need to refund mechanism to consumers that lose money due unsolicited
messages.

6.2.

Responses from Service Providers

Discussion :13
Airtel
-

Clarified on nature of complaints submitted to UCC.

-

Elaborated the process of Sim swap and the need to maintain the security and
integrity of the network.

Discussion 14:
Orange
-

Clarified on the feedback/crosstalk issues. Asserting that these could be as a
result of the network congestion hence affecting voice quality. Further, that to
address this, an operator could either increase investment in network capacity
or limit compression.
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Discussion 15:
MTN
-

Also on an off net call, call dropped call may not necessarily be caused by MTN
but either network.

-

Basis for different cost in MM tariffs is the percentage of value and is consistent
with the practice elsewhere.

Discussion 16:
The Speaker
-

Sought clarification on regulation of Telcos offering financial services.
UCC; provides the platform as the regulator and BOU deals with other aspects.
Airtel; Advised matter shouldn’t be discussed as it would be subjudice.

7.0.

OPERATORS CONCLUDING RESPONSES

UTL
-

Regularly meets UCC dropped call threshold requirements.

MTN
-

The Mobile Money process is a different transaction process from banks and so
cannot be the same in nature and capacity. However in cases where money is
mistakenly sent MTN suspends the account if money has not yet been cashed out.
The Reversal process involves engagement customers, court and police

-

Ring tones- Operators have procedures however when done in error, operators
endeavour to refund.

-

UCC should not only report on Quality of Services but also infrastructure
investments the operators have done

WASPA
-

There is a difference between public service messages, unsolicited and
government information.
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-

To work with the telcos to address unsolicited messages.

-

Clarified on UNEB Messages- that complaints came in because messages were
sent to UNEB when the results had not yet been released.

8.0.

WAY FORWARD AND ADJOURNMENT

The Executive Director of the Uganda Communications Commission made the final prior
to adjournment and noted the following where he called upon Operators to invest in
network expansion so as to accommodate their increasing subscribership. He further
reiterated the Commissions commitment to continue engaging all stakeholders.
8.1.

Way forward

The Parliament noted the following a s way forward;
i.

Operators should invest significantly in networks.

ii.

Need to appreciate that the high Tax regimes in the country had a bearing on the
cost of communication services.

iii.

Consumer Awareness initiatives by the Regulator and Service Providers should
be increased.

iv.

Complaints redress mechanisms should be improved to make them more
effective.

v.

Need for collaboration in dealing with content providers.

vi.

Pledged the Commissions’ commitment to continue engaging stakeholders.

8.2.

Adjournment

The Speaker thanked the panellists and participants for their active participation and
informed them that their concerns have been noted by the Uganda Communications
Commission and service providers. He reminded the concerned parties of their
obligation to address the issues raised.
The Speaker thereafter adjourned the Parliament.
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