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A

s many businesses across Africa review their IT strategies,
there can only be one question on their mind – is now the time
to migrate to the cloud?
Lately, this question has become more pertinent to IT decision makers, who can’t help but notice that the region’s cloud
environment has taken some significant step forwards.
The rollout of critical infrastructure - such as subsea cables, fibre
networks and data centres – has helped lay the foundations for the African
cloud (see page 2).
Africa’s networks have slowly but surely become ready for cloud-based
services, and the wider availability of bigger, better and faster internet
connections will play a vital supporting role with future cloud adoption.
Additional local data centre space will also provide a valuable platform for
more data to reside in the region for the first time, as well offer new storage
capabilities (see page 13).
An ecosystem of home-grown and global cloud providers is required to support businesses on their cloud journey, providing expertise and solutions tailored to the local market.
There has been progress on this front too. Microsoft has made its intentions
clear with plans to deliver Microsoft Cloud for the first time from data centres in
South Africa (see page 5), with other big names expected to follow.
There has been more cloud-based innovation from the region’s thriving
start-up scenes, many of which are using cloud technology as a platform for
developing locally relevant solutions (see page 6).
Liquid Telecom’s award-winning pan-African fibre network is helping to support the growth of cloud across the region. In August, we partnered with Microsoft through the Cloud Solution Provider (CSP) programme and can now deliver
scalable and secure cloud services across Africa.
It means we are now able to offer Microsoft Azure as a managed service to
enterprises and small businesses alike in the region, enabling them access to a
growing collection of integrated cloud services that developers and IT professionals can use to build, deploy and manage applications.
There are high hopes that Africa could eventually be home to some
of the most dynamic and fastest growing cloud markets in the world.
And incentive is growing for businesses to begin adopting cloud-based
services sooner rather than later.
Be it the arrival of millions of new connected devices or the untold opportunities soon to be presented to businesses by Big Data, digital disruption is on
its way.
Businesses can’t anticipate every form of digital disruption, but they can align
their IT strategies accordingly.
Cloud ensures businesses are prepared for Africa’s digital future, which could
be arriving much sooner than we think.

“There are high hopes
that Africa could
eventually be home
to some of the most
dynamic and fastest
growing cloud
markets in the world.”
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Foundations in place for
African cloud

In addition, a groundswell of new entertainment
streaming services is driving consumer demand
for high-speed and fixed-line connectivity,
with inevitable impacts on organisational
cloud services uptake. In fast-developing
regions across Africa, including East Africa and
the SADC region, the cloud is likely to get a
significant boost by public sector digitisation and
e-services initiatives.

Cloud journey gets underway

The biggest obstacles in the way of mainstream African cloud
uptake – high-speed access, affordable data and reliable
connectivity – are fast being cleared, paving the way for mass
adoption of cloud-based computing across Africa.

T

The scene is set for African
cloud uptake to soar over
the next few years. After a
slow start, organisations are showing
keen interest in the opportunities presented
by cloud.
Multinationals expanding across the continent
are doing so on the back of cloud-based
infrastructure. For Africa’s proliferating SME
sector, cloud-based services provide affordable
access to enterprise-grade infrastructure and
applications. While for African governments
seeking more cost-effective and efficient service
delivery, cloud-based services offer a compelling
value proposition.
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Improved internet access has played a key role
in cloud’s growing popularity. A highly mobile
and youthful population now relies almost
entirely on mobile for digital services, including
financial services and other business services and
opportunities.
This emerging population of digital natives,
characterised by entrewpreneurial spirit, is
moving direct to cloud-based business.
At the same time, new terrestrial fibre
networks are rolling out rapidly and telcos are
looking to generate higher returns on their
network investments by bundling fixed and
mobile internet and cloud offerings to their vast
subscriber bases.

Analysts expect to see a major uptick in access and
cloud growth across Africa in the next few years,
with Cisco’s Global Cloud Index putting Middle
East and Africa cloud computing infrastructure
growth at 42% per year from 2014 to 2019.
Jon Tullett, Research Manager of IT Services
Africa at International Data Corporation
(IDC), says: “Across Africa, the cloud has been
underplayed, and was slow to take off – often due
to lack of infrastructure, data protection concerns
and conservative investment strategies. Now,
concerns about security and data sovereignty are
starting to fall away in the face of consumer cloud
acceptance and the advent of stricter legislation.”
According to Tullett, most of the larger African
economies where cloud is viable have some
data protection regulations in place or in the
pipeline: “In most cases, these data protection
frameworks will be aligned with international
and EU regulations. This regulatory certainty will
give more certainty to business about what will
be allowed, and will help vendors make inroads.”
However, adoption rates vary considerably by
region. “In East Africa, countries such as Kenya
and Uganda are seeing good growth as large
organisations expand in the region. For them,
cloud is an important part of their build-out,
whereas in West Africa, where economies are
under pressure, there is less excitement around
cloud,” Tullett says.
In South Africa, IDC research has found that
up to 93% of companies are developing a cloud
strategy and are either in the implementation or
planning phase of their cloud journey.
“In South Africa, Software as a Service (SaaS),
for example, is growing 35% year-on-year. But
this is off a low base, and currently, cloud is still
dwarfed by on-premise computing,” Tullett says.
Driving the uptake across the continent are
factors such as time to market and agility. Cloud
is heavily marketed as offering cost savings, but
in reality, organisations risk disappointment
if they migrate to cloud for cost savings alone.
“However, cloud does deliver on its promises
around speed and agility,” Tullett adds.
The expansion of multinational organisations
into new regions across Africa is also supporting
the growth of cloud computing: “A number of
local manufacturers, transport and logistics
services and retailers are currently expanding
into new regions – particularly in East Africa –

and they do not want to have to build out new
infrastructure and data centres, so the cloud is a
logical move,” says Tullett.

Threats and opportunities

The imminent arrival of content and cloud
provider data centres on the continent are
expected to have a significant impact on the
pan-African cloud market.
Microsoft has announced plans to deliver
Microsoft Azure from data centres in
Johannesburg and Cape Town next year, while
Amazon Web Services (AWS) has opened an office
in Cape Town.

“We are now at the point
where some customers are
‘diving in with both feet’,
while some are only dipping a
toe in the water.”
Francis Hook Regional Research &
Consultimg Manager, IDC

“There will be an impact on local service
providers when giant competitors start landing.
There are cloud opportunities for them too, but
they will have to keep reinventing themselves,
keep adding value and go to market more
aggressively. Currently, we are not seeing enough
realistic investment by local service providers,
who are about to discover what it’s like to face a
giant multinational competitor,” Tullett says.
Another area where African companies stand
to miss the boat is around cloud-related skills
and services.
“The availability of the necessary skills is a
concern, and we are not seeing a lot of upskilling
by local organisations,” says Tullett.
In fact, the growing demand for next-generation
IT and cloud skills in Africa is turning into an
opportunity for overseas service providers.
“African organisations ought to be taking this
opportunity to develop a local skills base,”
warns Tullett.

Public, private or hybrid?

Pioneered by Facebook and Google, hyper-scale
computing - the use of distributed computing
environments that efficiently scale from a
few servers to thousands of servers – is being
increasingly used for enterprise storage in
the US.
Steven Ambrose, analyst and CEO of Strategy
Worx Consulting, believes the argument for true
hyper-scale cloud computing is a ‘no brainer’.
“The benefits of scaled off-premise environments
is that they can bring supercomputer type
processes to businesses that could never afford it
alone,” he says.

However, several factors are holding businesses
back. “In research we conducted in South Africa
last year across banking, mining, retail and
financial services organisations, we found that
while all respondents were interested in true
cloud capabilities, few had actually transitioned
to it or implemented it in any coherent form,”
Ambrose says.
With the exception of financial services, 80%
of organisations surveyed by Strategy Worx said
the cost of data, and technical issues around
where and how the data would be stored, were
holding them back from widely deploying cloud
solutions. “The cloud barriers they cited are no
longer valid, considering the fact that we now
have world class Tier 1 and 2 data centres in the
country,” he says.
However, all the companies surveyed by
Strategy Worx were using some form of hybrid
cloud at some level – for example, integrating
Salesforce into their CRM operations. Most are
bolting cloud products onto existing operations,
and many smaller organisations are using
Google and Microsoft mail services, but few have
fundamentally transformed their core systems to
any hyper-scale cloud environment.
Strategy Worx research in South Africa found
that the lack of momentum in South Africa
related to broader strategic issues, including
political uncertainty and a stagnant economic
environment. “All large companies we looked
at had invested heavily in embedded platforms
and the IT departments running them. These
assets were being sweated, and companies
were delaying any revolutionary changes in
their business.”
The danger of this approach, Ambrose says is
that much of the rest of the world is moving very
rapidly to opex, on-demand models with access to
hyper-scale computing. “This is revolutionising
the way businesses operate across the board.
True cloud brings applications and processes
that were never before possible. In South Africa,
this move is not happening at scale yet, but it is a
strategic conversation that needs to be had.”

Building on virtualisation

Virtualisation has played an important role
in whetting the appetite for cloud services
across Africa.
“Five years ago, organisations were focused
on consolidating infrastructure and making
enterprise applications readily available
to employees from anywhere, so a move to
virtualisation began,” says Francis Hook,
Regional Research & Consulting Manager
International Data Corporation (IDC) East Africa.
Virtualisation and cloud firms entered Africa
with new solutions that illustrated the potential
and capabilities of cloud.
“This laid the groundwork for appreciation of
what cloud could do since cloud is essentially
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virtualisation to the nth degree,” says Hook. At
the same time, high-speed infrastructure rolled
out across the continent, making the cloud
proposition viable.
“Thanks to a confluence of factors, including
high-speed infrastructure, new solutions
coming to market and efforts to stabilise power
supplies in the region, we are now at the point
where some customers are ‘diving in with both
feet’, while some are only dipping a toe in
the water,” he adds.
Across East Africa, organisations moving to
cloud are primarily investing in private cloud
infrastructure for core systems, with only nonsensitive workloads shifted to the public cloud.
In part, this focus on private cloud is due to
regulations on data protection and uncertainty
around future regulations on data hosting,
says Hook. “In some sectors, such as the highly

“There are instances where
cloud computing had enabled
companies to innovate and
disrupt in ways that are just
not possible with on-premise
infrastructure.”
David Behr, Group Chief Product
Officer at Liquid Telecom
regulated banking sector, hosting certain types
of information outside of the country could prove
a risk and compliance challenge. In Kenya, for
instance, the regulator, which is the Central Bank
of Kenya, has issued cybersecurity guidelines
that look at risks posed by the use of third-party
services including cloud providers.”
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East African public sector organisations are
moving rapidly to cloud, with a focus on private
cloud due to the fact that they are the custodians
of a vast amount of citizen information. “The
governments of Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania
are now leaning toward a model similar to
the one adopted in South Africa through the
State IT Agency (SITA) – whereby a state
agency provides data centre services, cloud
hosting and connectivity services for all public
sector departments, as well as building out
the infrastructure for citizen-facing services,”
says Hook.
SMEs stand to benefit the most from new cloud
services and SaaS productivity applications.
Given the nature and size of their businesses,
they simply do not have the budget for IT
infrastructure and skills resources. With the
arrival of new cloud-based services, SMEs
are able to roll out infrastructure rapidly and
within budget.
While cloud uptake across Africa looks set
to soar in the years to come, one challenge
facing regions such as East Africa is fragmented
strategies, policies and regulations around cloud
services and hosting locations. “Some sectors
need clarity on the legislation around cloud, and a
clear regulatory framework before they will shift
sensitive workloads to the cloud,” adds Hook.

Moving to managed services

Cloud computing in Africa is about to ‘cross the
chasm’ in the technology adoption curve, from
early adopters to early majority, says David Behr,
Group Chief Product Officer at Liquid Telecom.
“As a whole, Africa has lagged the world in
terms of cloud adoption, mainly because of a lack
of connectivity and later, due to the high cost of
connectivity,” says Behr.

“Cloud is typically billed as a cost efficiency
driver, but it is no good if any cloud cost savings
are gobbled up by the cost of connectivity.”
However, dropping data costs and the arrival of
advanced fibre networks and multinational data
centres are changing the environment. “We’ve
seen niche cloud adoption and a growing number
of start-ups built as native-cloud companies, with
early adopters finding cloud most effective where
the computing power has been the biggest part
of the workload. Now, the stage is set to move
more workloads and we will soon see the ‘early
majority’ workloads in the cloud.”
There is a compelling case for managed services
for African organisations seeking to control
costs, achieve scalability and harness new
technologies such as the Internet of Things (IoT),
Big Data analytics and machine learning through
Artificial Intelligence (AI). “There are instances
where cloud computing has enabled companies
to innovate and disrupt in ways that are just
possible with on-premises infrastructure,” he
says.
In the African context, key drivers for cloud
adoption go beyond opex vs capex. “Security is
a very strong driver. It’s not just about physical
security, but about knowing your data is housed
in a location with 24-hour power guaranteed,
with a 24-hour operations centre manned by
highly-skilled resources. When your systems and
data are in the cloud, you can access them from
anywhere in the world, no matter what local
problems are being experienced at the office.”
Cloud services are able to achieve greater
efficiencies from a limited pool of highly skilled
resources, Behr notes.
“On the other hand, the IT teams who have been
running systems on-premises no longer need to
do so once systems and data are moved to the
cloud. Organisations planning a cloud migration
could face some kick-back from IT teams
concerned about the change. The opportunity
here is to upskill these teams, who will then
be able to carry out more valuable work for
the organisation, such as business intelligence
and analysis.”
Companies planning their cloud journey should
research their options thoroughly, and call in
expert consultants from service providers, such
as Liquid Telecom, to assess needs and workloads
appropriate for the cloud, and prepare a
cloud roadmap. “One challenge is that companies
need to calculate the full cost of ownership of
on-premises systems in order to compare onpremises and cloud costs,” says Behr.
“Companies might find on-premises appears
more cost-effective if they fail to include hidden
costs such as power, cooling, insurance, skills,
scalablity and the cost of potential outages.
When a full total cost of ownership and flexibility
assessment is carried out, cloud becomes an
obvious choice.”

Leapfrogging to
the cloud
Marc Israel, Cloud & Enterprise Lead for
Sub-Sahara Africa at Microsoft, explains why
he is so optimistic about the growth of
cloud-based services across Africa.

I

’ve complete confidence that the future belongs to cloud computing.
And nowhere more so than in Africa. Cloud-based services first
became available on the continent around 10 years ago. Beginning
in South Africa, Egypt then Nigeria, before slowly making their way
to other geographies over the last 8 years. But recently, adoption rates here
have accelerated enormously and I believe that cloud is growing faster in
Africa than anywhere else right now. So what has changed?
The massive increase in bandwidth and capacity across Africa has
certainly helped pave the way for cloud. Initially delivered to coastal areas
through the arrival of multiple new subsea cables, connectivity has since
been brought inland through companies like Liquid Telecom, which have
been critical in laying fibre optic networks across the continent.
This connectivity has transformed the way people and businesses
communicate. Just three years ago, a business call in Africa would have
typically been conducted over mobile or fixed-line. Today video conferencing
works seamlessly in all major and secondary cities across the continent.
Compared to other markets there are a relatively small number of
companies here embracing cloud technologies. But what we are seeing is a
definite trend towards businesses leapfrogging to the cloud.
Many have been running the same IT systems for ten years, and instead
of replacing this infrastructure, they’re now migrating directly to the cloud.
They are no longer simply renewing their existing legacy IT environment
because cloud is now more readily available and more easily attainable.
The stability of bandwidth, extra redundancy and low latency is also now
in place for businesses to feel more confident about their move to the cloud.

Africa’s cloud pioneers
There have already been some exciting examples of African companies
using the cloud to innovate. Take Kenyan solar energy company M-Kopa,
for instance, which has connected over 500,000 homes to affordable
solar power. By leveraging mobile technology, Internet of Things (IoT)
enabled devices and Azure Machine Learning, M-KOPA is able understand
consumer behaviour and provide continuous improvement to its product
range. Its operations are almost entirely run from the cloud – from remotely
controlling its equipment to monitoring its performance.
Some industries stand out as pioneers of cloud in Africa. As has
been the case globally, the banking and finance community have been
early adopters of cloud, particularly for securely storing and analysing
vast amounts of data. Many banking websites today have chatbots
to assist customers, and nearly all these run on a cloud platform.
Airlines are another data intensive business that have benefited
from migrating to cloud, the public sector is another. Cloud can in fact
deliver major savings and drive efficiencies across new and existing
government services. Many African governments are currently rolling
out digital initiatives that not only aim to migrate more services online,
but help encourage and develop ICT skills. Electronic visas have proved
popular across many African countries, helping to support thriving tourism

industries. Regardless of the industry you work
in, customer expectations are changing across
Africa. Over the last two years, we’ve had a lot
more enquiries from our customers about hosting
their data on the continent. They no longer want
their data hosted exclusively in Europe or Asia.

Pyschological gain

“There have
already been
some exciting
examples
of African
companies
using the cloud
to innovate.”

We’ve responded by making plans to deliver
Microsoft Cloud for the first time from data
centres located in Johannesburg and Cape Town,
South Africa, with initial availability anticipated
in 2018. Currently many companies in Africa rely
on cloud services delivered from outside of the
continent, but this investment will provide cloud
services across Africa with the option of data
residency in South Africa.
There is a big psychological gain in knowing
where your company’s data is. Businesses will
become more willing to use cloud services across
Africa as they will be safe in the knowledge
that their data is just next door. Although the
cloud will be hosted in South Africa, this will
be very much an African data centre – with
direct links to neighbouring countries such as
Botswana, Zambia and Namibia, as well as subsea
connections to major African hubs like Luanda,
Mombasa, Nairobi and Maputo.
We are hoping this will be yet another step
forward for businesses in the region to further
embrace cloud technologies.

Marc Israel
Cloud & Enterprise Lead, Microsoft
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Digital Cabinet

C

loud-based paperless solutions
provider Digital Cabinet launched in
South Africa in 2011, with the aim of
leveraging innovative technologies
to provide companies with affordable automation software. Originally offering customers
on-premises hardware, the company quickly realised such solutions were cumbersome, difficult
to update, and were ultimately unmanageable
and unscalable as a long-term business model.
The start-up transitioned fully into the cloud,
and says the decision has benefited its own
business, as well as its customers. “By removing
our dependency on hardware we were able to
offer a service that is more reliable, maintainable
and secure as well as cheaper. This translated
into better value and a better experience for our
customers,” says David Hassell, Operations Manager at Digital Cabinet.Moving to the cloud has
also enabled Digital Cabinet to forge better ties

Cloud is playing an increasingly defining role in Africa’s
start-up scenes, as the continent’s entrepreneurs begin
to unlock the potential of cloud solutions for businesses
operating in African markets.

S

MEs trying to grow their business
across Africa often work with very
limited resouces.
From tight budget constraits to
developing inhouse skills and technology, the
challenges are stacked high for young businesses
and entrepreneurs.
The rise of cloud computing has provided a
timely helping hand for start-ups and SMEs –
allowing them access to some of the latest and
greatest IT systems, without having to commit
large chunks of their much-needed resources up
front. At the same time, cloud technology is also
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acting as a catalyst for entrepreneurship, providing start-ups with a new platform for developing
locally relevant solutions, delivered at affordable
prices and accessible to a wide consumer base
via the internet.
As a result, cloud-based solutions are springing
up continent-wide, providing flexible, affordable
solutions specifically targeting the needs of local
businesses, helping them perform a variety of
functions while keeping their expenditure at a
manageable level.
Here, we talk to a range of African start-ups
about their experiences of operating using cloud.

Wingu

W

ingu has been championing Infrastructure as a Service (IaaS) in
South Africa since 2015, providing
enterprises and SMEs with virtual
networking, virtual servers and virtual storage.
“Customers can get their infrastructure up and
running within 10 minutes of signing up. We are
pure play pay-as-you-go – if you use our IaaS
for five minutes, you pay for five minutes,” says
Wingu CEO Thomas Lee.
Wingu’s cloud platform is one of only two
on the South African market that runs using
OpenStack; an open source software for creating
private and public clouds.
Wingu is experiencing increasing demand from
its enterprise customers to use cloud for

with outside organisations, and this flexibility
has unlocked heightened innovation within the
company, Hassell says. “An additional benefit of
cloud technology is that it is far more interoperable with third party solutions, which means
that we can integrate and communicate with
other systems. This is a powerful driver of new
ideas and innovation within our organisation.”
Offering a cloud-based solution poses a range
of benefits to customers - such as improved
accessibility and collaboration, cost savings on
in-house infrastructure as well as maintenance
requirements. These benefits can prove particularly relevant to small and medium enterprises
needing to get to market and scale quickly,
Hassell says.
“Startups and small businesses in particular
can take advantage of the flexible and dynamic
nature of the cloud to deploy critical systems
and get to market very quickly with little or no
capital expenditure,” he explains.
Especially in the context of South Africa, where
venture capital is less available than in other
global markets, the ability to limit up-front
costs is vital to innovative young businesses,
and cloud technology is serving to boost the
innovation ecosystem. “Start-ups need to find
more innovative ways to get to market and to
deliver valuable services to their clients. Cloud
technology is certainly a useful tool in a startup’s
arsenal when funding is limited and demand is
high,” says Hassell.

introducing new applications and more interactive features to websites, says Lee.
“The push for us at the moment is around more
advanced network functions, particularly Security as a service (SECaaS) and introducing more
firewall technology for our customers,” he says.
Wingu also has a growing number of telco
customer, many of which are looking at how
OpenStack can help them introduce greater
virtualisation and automation to their networks.
“Software Define Networking (SDN) and
Network Functions Virtualisation (NFV) were
buzzwords for a few years, but now telecoms
operators are seriously looking at how to make
a business out of these technologies,” says Lee.
“We have three years of operational experience
with OpenStack, and it is clear that OpenStack is
the de facto standard for SDN and NFV.

“The push for us at
the moment is around
more advanced network
functions, particularly
security as a service.”

Node Africa

L

aunched in 2016, Kenyan managed
cloud services start-up Node Africa
offers a partially managed,
partially self-service platform for
clients making their journey into the cloud. The
start-up has 63 clients, ranging from individuals,
SMEs and enterprise clients - and offers a personalised service tailored to the needs of each
client as they transition to the cloud.
“Depending on the type of service the client
needs and the complexity of the deployment, we
may manage it from end-to-end. If it is straightforward, we can give the client access to the
self management portal,” explains Node Africa
co-founder and CEO Phares Kariuki.
As connectivity becomes ubiquitous in Kenya,
Kariuki believes more local businesses are eager
to tap into the benefits that IT-based systems
offer. However, implementing and running these
systems can be onerous, particularly from a cost
perspective. As such he says the market is ripe
for cloud services - especially managed services to take on a heightened role.
“What we’ve seen with many of our clients is
that cloud infrastructure takes away the headache of building and running IT infrastructure.
You’d like to be able to run your company and
leverage the benefits of IT in a cost effective
manner – the cloud allows you to do this and
leverage other benefits of IT,” Kariuki says.
Cloud services are ideally positioned to support
growing businesses in African markets, given
the flexibility and cost savings cloud computing
offers. Cloud services act as a “fulcrum” for
SMEs, Kariuki says, leveling the playing field so
companies with limited resources can still have
access to the technology they need.
“The biggest benefit of cloud technology is
agility. Yes it saves money, but I view the cloud as
an enabler for businesses, like electricity or water - whatever your computing needs are they are
available at a low cost on-demand. Should you
choose to launch a new line of business, getting
hold of the technology stops becoming the focus
and instead the operational details become the
bigger focus,” he says. “The cloud effectively
acts as a fulcrum, gives companies with few
resources the same technology strengths as
larger companies.”
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Ensibuuko

ConnectHealth

gandan start-up Ensibuuko has
developed a cloud-based storage,
transaction management and tracking software for non-bank financial
organisations operating in rural settings - such
as community-owned savings and credit cooperatives, locally known as SACCOs. The platform
is integrated with third party solutions to allow
rurally-based end-users to access funds and
transact via any (non-smart) mobile phone.
Founder and CEO of Ensibuuko, David Opio
Obwangamoi, says cloud technology has a
crucial role in enabling seamless integration
of third party solutions, and as such allows his
start-up to provide the most relevant services
and access channels for his market.
“Cloud technology gives us the room to speak
to other platforms through APIs integration with

enya’s ConnectHealth has developed
a messenger tool for healthcare
providers in Africa. The company uses a number of cloud-based
services for its software stack, and Peter Park,
co-founder and CEO of ConnectHealth says the
company wouldn’t have even been able to get off
the ground without leveraging cloud technology.
“My view is that starting your business with
cloud-based services - be it SaaS, PaaS, IaaS - are
pretty much a given nowadays, and isn’t even

U

“We’re able to scale
our solution limitlessly
in any part of the world
where our solutions
are needed at an
affordable budget.”
services that are beneficial to our target market.
Mobile money, SMS and e-banking can be
integrated to our solution because it is hosted in
the cloud and bundling of services becomes easy.
We’re able to scale our solution limitlessly in any
part of the world where our solutions are needed
at an affordable budget,” Opio says.
For a start-up, cloud presents endless opportunity - providing small or young companies with
flexibility to test and roll out new products and
functions easily and affordably. When selecting
a cloud services provider, Opio says there are
six key factors his company looks at: security,
expertise, connections, infrastructure, support,
and affordability. On the other hand, there are
also in-house considerations when setting up
a business in the cloud. “We need people who
understand this space and who can innovate
around it. Currently we’re using techies from
Canada and the US who are mentoring our inhouse team to understand how to deal with cloud
service in general,” he says.
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K

Finplus

K

enyan startup Finplus launched
six months ago with the vision of
making digital lending effortless for
financial service providers.
The company’s cloud-based software
automates multiple cumbersome front and
back-office processes for digital lenders - such
as origination, core banking management, risk
control, K.Y.C. verification, credit reporting, and
disbursement processing, among a number of
others - with the aim of helping them to improve
operational performance.
Kageni Wilson, CEO of Finplus, says the scale
to which cloud-based services can relieve an
organisation of any size of numerous equipment-related tasks - and their related costs - is
industry-changing. Finplus’ solution claims
to be on track to save the company’s first three
customers over 100,000 man-hours in their first
year of use.
“Our first customer has 1,500 staff serving
120,000+ customers across three different
countries in East Africa. Despite heavy reliance
on digital channels for mission critical processes
such as serving and managing 360,000 loans

a debate except for some extreme edge cases,”
Park says.
“Our company wouldn’t have been able to get
started at all without building key parts of our
infrastructure through cloud service providers.”
So what does a start-up like ConnectHealth
look for in a cloud service provider? The top
priority, Park says, is reliability. Security and
redundancy are also key considerations. Finally,
he says entrepreneurs look for usage-based
pricing, that scales with their startup.

“Our company wouldn’t
have been able to get
started at all without
building key parts of our
infrastructure through
cloud service providers.”

annually, they have zero servers on premise for
all the solutions we provide, and only two IT
staff across all three countries. That’s 0.001%
of their workforce - compared to a comparative
industry standard of approximately 2% - 5%,”
he explains.
The resource allocation benefits of hosting
a software service in the cloud are mutual to
service providers like Finplus and its customers,
Wilson says.
Both parties can concentrate on their respective businesses, as opposed to splitting their
resources due to the need to deal with hardware
and infrastructure.
“Our team can focus on constantly innovating
to improve the product and the value we
offer our customers instead of worrying about
the logistics of hardware, infrastructure and
connectivity,” he says.
“The cost savings aside, [cloud-based delivery]
allows our customers to outsource the technology management to experts and focus on
their core business, which eliminates the need
for large IT departments or multiple teams of
technical staff.”

““The cost savings aside,
[cloud-based delivery]
allows our customers
to outsource the
technology management
to experts and focus on
their core business.”

GO CLOUD

A match made in the cloud
Cloud can be an invaluable resource for African start-ups looking to bring
new solutions to market. Find out how a new programme by Liquid Telecom is
helping to raise awareness, adoption and usage of Azure Cloud amongst
start-ups in the region.

C

loud can mean big changes for big businesses. Sometimes
even a radical overhaul of legacy IT infrastructure.
But start-ups have something of a blank canvas when it
comes to IT infrastructure, making the benefits of cloudbased services far more attractive and easily attainable.
Cloud provides start-ups with access to products and services that were
previously only within the reach of larger, more established enterprises. It
enables them to grow and scale with ease, while reducing capital expenditure
and software costs.
Thriving start-up scenes are emerging across Africa as an exciting
new generation of entrepreneurs develop solutions and services for African
problems. In many markets, the start-up scene remains young and requires
careful nurturing over the coming years. Funding and access to critical
resources is required to support young start-ups who have little to no
previous experience in the market.
Cloud can therefore be an invaluable resource for African start-ups
looking to bring new solutions to market. With that in mind Liquid Telecom
has recently launched a new programme called Go Cloud that supports startups in the region with connectivity and cloud-based services.
With support from Microsoft, Go Cloud is helping to raise awareness,
adoption and usage of Azure Cloud amongst start-ups in the region.
Azure provides start-ups with a platform to develop, test and trial their
applications or software without having to set up complex infrastructure.
It offers leading solutions in infrastructure as a service (IaaS), software as a
service (SaaS) and platform as a service (PaaS), enabling access to everything
from analytics, computing, databases and mobile apps to networking
and storage.
The cloud platform also seamlessly integrates with Microsoft tools, such
as Office 365, Outlook at SharePoint, which are widely used by businesses
across Africa today.

enabling vehicle operators to receive cashless payments. Other examples
of innovation included an app that provides financial management
and accounting for small and medium-sized businesses in Uganda, and
a Facebook-bot that links Zambian students with student-friendly
insurance products.
With support from Liquid Telecom, the 2018 i2i DataHack4FI innovation
competition aims to attract a greater level of investment in start-ups, while
collaborating further with Africa’s financial service providers and the
Fintech community.

Access to critical IT infrastructure
Data science requires analysing and processing large volumes of data
making it a natural fit for the power and scale of cloud.
At the 2018 i2idatahack competitions in Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania,
Zambia and Rwanda, free credits for Microsoft Azure will be made available
by Liquid Telecom to participating teams, enabling them to access critical
development tools that can be used for data science driven applications and
hosting. Liquid Telecom experts will also be on-hand to advise entrants on
how to make best use of Liquid Telecom products and services to develop
and host their products.
“One of the major challenges facing any start-up in Africa today is access
to the critical IT infrastructure needed to support, grow and nurture
their ideas,” says Nkosi Ncube, Head of 2i’s Application Lab. “With Liquid
Telecom’s high-speed connectivity and cloud-based services, entrants in
the 2018 i2i DataHack4FI innovation competition will more easily be able
to take advantage of the opportunities presented by new data, and develop
solutions that bridge the gap with the informal economies across Africa.”

Africa’s cloud pioneers
One of the first areas of focus for Liquid Telecom’s new Go Cloud Programme
is data science.
Liquid Telecom has recently partnered with insight2impact (i2i) to
provide free high-speed internet access and cloud-based services at its
DataHack for Financial Inclusion (DataHack4FI) competition.
The competition brings together some of the brightest and most
innovative minds from across the continent to harness the power of data
science to develop new evidence-based solutions to improve financial
inclusion.
Now in its second year, the competition has already produced some
compelling solutions to African problems and has resulted in three startups successfully attracting seed funding from investors.
The overall winner of the 2016 competition was Kenya-based Mobiticket,
which aims to digitise the informal transport system in Kenya by

The 2017 DataHack4FI competition in Kenya
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Africa’s Cloud
is Liquid.
TM

Cloud computing accelerates every aspect of your
business but it only works as well as the infrastructure
supporting it. As an official Microsoft CSP partner,
only Liquid Telecom can combine enterprise-grade
reliability and performance from Microsoft Cloud with
an award-winning fibre network.
So now you can access tools virtually anywhere on
almost any device. Whether you’re working online
or off, from your computer, tablet or phone, we have
your business covered with Microsoft Cloud.
Contact Liquid Telecom today to discover how cloud
can transform your business.

www.liquidtelecom.com

Building Africa’s digital future

OPINION

DATA CENTRES

Open for business in the cloud
Ben Roberts, Liquid Telecom’s Group Chief Technology & Innovation Officer
(CTIO), explains why African networks are now ready and waiting for the
adoption of more cloud-based services.

A

frica’s cloud began forming under
10 years ago. Before 2009, only 16
African countries were connected to
a subsea cable. By the end of 2012,
seven major subsea cables had been deployed
across the east and west coasts of the continent,
bringing with them a major influx of capacity that
led to a sharp decline in bandwidth pricing.
Attention swiftly turned to bringing that
capacity inland, where the rollout of railways,
roads and electric power lines have played an
unwilling but vital role. Where you find roads
or railways, you also find movement of people
and goods. Today, information is the new trade,
and traditional transport corridors have also
plotted the course for broadband networks –
or ‘information highways’ – that connect the
continent. In other regions, traditional transport
corridors typically link together the largest trade
hubs. The picture in Africa is different.
According to TeleGeography, the region’s
most connected country by some considerable
distance is South Africa, followed by Egypt,
Morocco, Kenya and then Nigeria. There,
however, remains little flow of people, trade
or information between North Africa and subSaharan Africa. Standing in the way is 9.2 million
km2 of the Sahara desert, while 4 million km2 of
Congo Basin presents another major barrier.
Instead what we are seeing is large volumes
of information flowing between southern and
eastern Africa, connecting the rapidly growing
SADC and EAC economies. Some information
flow is starting to occur between Nigeria and
other west African countries, but it is nowhere
near as developed.
One of the reasons behind that is the large
investment currently being made in data centres
in Southern and Eastern Africa. Johannesburg,
in particular, has emerged as a clear frontrunner
in terms of existing data centre space and future
investment, with Nairobi and Cape Town also
making significant headway. Although data
privacy laws are yet to be formalised in South
Africa and Kenya, they possess progressive
regulatory environments and are viewed as safe
havens for data. The progress of these data centre
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Ben Roberts
Group CTIO, Liquid Telecom

hubs is now attracting the attention of the largest
content and cloud providers from the US, Europe
and Asia.
The big news, of course, is Microsoft’s move
to deliver Microsoft Cloud from data centres
in Johannesburg and Cape Town in early 2018,
marking the first time businesses in the region
can access Microsoft Cloud with the option of
data residency in South Africa. But others are
here or are on their way. Google and Apple have
already established Points of Presence (PoP) in
the region, enabling them to cache locally, while
Amazon Web Services has opened an office in
Cape Town.
African networks are ready for their arrival.
Robust fibre networks have grown across
sub-Saharan Africa, offering businesses
previously unseen levels of reach, reliability and
affordability. Secure space is now also available at
African data centres.

and products to meet the new demand and
expectation for cloud services across the region.
Our new Cloud Connect service, for example,
enables customers to connect directly to a range
of cloud platforms. It offers the fastest and most
secure way for businesses in the region to connect
to a local or global cloud provider, enabling them
to move high volumes of data through carriergrade connectivity.
We can offer cloud and connectivity as a service
bundle, covered under one single SLA. Cloud
traffic can be prioritised on our high-speed fibre
networks, ensuring cloud applications always
have adequate capacity and never go down.
There has already been a huge amount of
discussion about Africa’s journey to the cloud,
much of it focused on when the move will finally
happen. It is already happening. From WhatsApp
to Uber, many of the most popular apps in the
region operate entirely on cloud platforms. As
more African countries aspire for data driven
Future in fibre
economies – and leverage new opportunities
Fibre will be critical for accessing
the cloud.
Even presented
by Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data
LIQUID
TELECOM’S
IT JOURNEY
in Europe, the price of accessing the cloud using analytics, and Smart Cities – new applications
mobile data can be prohibitive, but in Africa it is and services will further harness the power of
extremely so. Leveraging its 50,000km of fibre cloud. Our networks are ready, and Africa’s cloud
network, Liquid Telecom is tailoring its services is Liquid.

LIQUID TELECOM’S IT JOURNEY
While we’ve been preparing our network and services for the move to cloud, we’ve also been on an interesting IT
journey of our own. We setup our first email server in London in 2004 when the company rebranded to Liquid Telecom. As our operations and network grew, we deployed additional servers and by 2013 had a total of eight; many of
them based in local markets across the region.
As we grew and built our network, we knew that mission critical services like email, had to be hosted on premises
in Africa for reasons of bandwidth speed, cost, reliability and latency. But over time international bandwidth costs
dropped, our terrestrial networks moved to 100% uptime, and software applications became more useable over links
with higher latencies. I moved from London to Kenya at the end of 2013, and carried on using the IT services from our
London-based private cloud, and experienced just how things had changed, it was possible to run IT services remotely
in Africa with excellent user experience and uptime.
But in 2015, we made the decision to migrate our email system to Office 365 – resulting in no more email servers,
but providing web-enabled access to emails, important documents, contacts and calendars on almost any device. Our
journey to the cloud won’t stop there, and we’re looking to partner with more cloud services providers across Africa.
Number of email servers we owned and operated:
Rebranded
to Liquid
Telecom

Opened
fibre project
office in South
Africa

Established
head office in
Mauritius

First crossborder
fibre between
South Africa
and
Zimbabwe

Acquired
KDN Kenya,
Rwanda Tel
and Infocom
Uganda

Moved to
Microsoft
Office 365

Agreement
to acquire
Neotel

Taking centre stage in
digital transformation
A new wave of African data centre builds is bringing with it new opportunities
for putting essential business services in the cloud. We look at how data
centres will play a central role in supporting Africa’s digital future.

A

frica’s
digital
transformation
is gathering pace. Broadband
adoption continues to boom, with
nearly a third of Africans now
online, according to Internet World
Stats. In many African economies the price
of broadband services is falling, and networks

are continuing to densify and interconnect
across borders.
Enterprises and consumers alike are benefiting
from increasingly robust connectivity, and long
standing challenges around data privacy and
protection are starting to receive much needed
attention. As a generation of African digital
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DATA CENTRES

Nairobi-based East Africa Data Centre (EADC) has recently won Tier III Certification

Reaching international standards
The best of this new wave of data centres bear
comparison with facilities to be found in more
developed parts of the world, matching them
for build quality, resilience and security. For
example, the Nairobi-based East Africa Data
Centre (EADC), a subsidiary of Liquid Telecom
Kenya, is a recent winner of Tier III Certification
and is home to webscale players such as Google
and Facebook, both of which hold their regional
caches there.
EADC also hosts the Kenya Internet Exchange
Point (KIXP) and a wealth of banking and
commercial data. It houses 2,000 square metres
of secured space for data servers over four floors,
making it the largest data centre in the region.
“We’ve definitely seen a rise in demand for data
centre space in various parts of Africa,” says Dan

“There’s a move to improve
the efficiency of end user
ICT, and that means an
increase in the consumption
of IT services of the kind
that we offer.”
Dan Kwach, General Manager,
East Africa Data Centre (EADC)
Kwach, General Manager of the East Africa Data
Centre. “This is for a number of reasons. For one
there’s been a very strong element of transition,
with a lot of businesses going through a period
of digital change. There’s a move to improve the
efficiency of end user ICT, and that means an
increase in the consumption of IT services of the
kind that we offer.”
Numerous pieces of legislation are emerging
that are further driving data centre demand: “In
Kenya, for example, there is a lot of regulation
affecting the financial services sector,” he points
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EADC houses 2,000 square metres of secured space for data servers over four floors

out. “Banks need to make sure they have the
right ICT infrastructure in place to support the
critical services they offer. Their choice is either
to build their own robust infrastructure, or lease
services from us. There are new data protection
laws too, often dictating that certain kinds of data
are kept within borders. In many countries data
protection legislation is being firmed up along
these lines, with Tanzania probably taking the
lead in East Africa.”

A future in the cloud
The development of world class data facilities
like EADC is welcome news for those who believe
Africa’s digital future lies in the cloud. We have
already seen a surge of adoption of cloudbased ICT services among Africa’s enterprise
community, and further builds can only
accelerate this trend.
A hopeful sign is the interest being taken in
Africa as a cloud services market by various of
the world’s hyperscale web giants. Microsoft, for
example, has committed to investing in Africabased cloud services with news earlier this year
that it plans to deliver Microsoft Cloud for the first

time from data centres located in Johannesburg
and Cape Town. Initial availability is anticipated
in 2018. Currently many companies in Africa rely
on cloud services delivered from outside of the
continent, so the main significance of Microsoft’s
investment is that it will provide cloud services
across Africa, but with the data residing in
South Africa.
Earlier this year, Liquid Telecom joined
Microsoft’s Cloud Solution Provider (CSP)
programme, enabling it to deliver scalable and
secure cloud services across Africa. As an official
CSP partner, Liquid Telecom will for the first time
serve businesses of all sizes in Africa with cloud
services and products, such as Microsoft Azure,
Microsoft Dynamics 365, Microsoft Office 365,
Enterprise Mobility Suite and Windows 10.
Kwach is hopeful that such developments point
to a future when African enterprises no longer
have to access cloud services from outside the
continent: “A lot of African data sits outside of the
continent,” he says. “That’s because we haven’t
always had enough of the reliable data centre
infrastructure that is needed for critical data.
East and West Africa are playing catch up with

South Africa, which by comparison has so much
high quality data centre capacity.”
The influx of more high capacity submarine
cables connecting Africa has made it easier
for African businesses to have data residing
in European data centre hotspots such as
Amsterdam or Frankfurt. But new data protection
concerns combined with the need for reduced
latency is creating an opportunity for data centre
providers to open for business in Africa.
“We are proving to the world that there’s
definitely an opportunity in Africa. That message
is getting out to providers of public cloud
services, and we are in discussion with many of
them,” says Kwach.
The next stage for EADC and others, says Kwach,
is to expand into new markets, and develop new
data centres: “We need to work at developing
relationships with other data centre providers to
be able to offer customers the multiple colocation
options that they need,” he believes. “We also
need to do more R&D on product development.
We must grow revenues by further developing
product that we already have, or develop
new ones.”
On the plus side, he feels it may well play to
Africa’s advantage to be a follower of global cloud
trends and not a painful early adopter.
“We need simply to borrow the best cloud ideas
that are being used in the developed world,” he
says.
“This will in turn mean an explosion of Big
Data, needing to be stored somewhere. It’s going
to be a cloud-based world, and a mobile world too
with our mobile devices creating a kind of 24/7
virtual workplace. That creates a big opportunity
for data centre providers like ourselves.”

needs of global cloud players: “Johannesburg is
not only a major interconnection point for South
Africa, but, alongside Nairobi in Kenya, has
emerged as a regional centre of interconnection
for Africa, and a natural home for hosting cloud
data storage,” says Ben Roberts, Group CTIO at
Liquid Telecom.

“We’re also seeing that a
lot of the important
developments are coming
from carriers who have an
interest in the successful
rollout of cloud services.”
Philip Low, Chairman and Founder,
BroadGroup
Philip Low, Chairman and Founder of analyst
firm BroadGroup, points out that although
Africa’s newest data centres are a welcome
development, more capacity is sorely needed
since the industry is starting from relatively
low base.
“We found in our study that the key growth
markets were Egypt, Kenya, Nigeria and South
Africa, and to an extent Morocco. South Africa
is in a different category to the rest of the
continent. The key challenges include power,
with many countries struggling to generate the
necessary capacity. On the connectivity side, you

have a lot of interesting subsea cable systems that
have been built, many running up to Europe. But
connectivity across borders between countries
needs further investment.”
Low would welcome further innovative
developments, like the building of smaller micro
data centres: “Technology has been developed
to attach such data centres to the base of rural
mobile towers,” he says.
“The right power is then part of the solution.
They can then track back to a bigger data centre
in one of the major cities. We’re also seeing
that a lot of the important developments are
coming from carriers who have an interest in the
successful rollout of cloud services.”
Data centre operators in Africa can turn
current challenges and inhibitors, such as the
lack of reliable power, to their advantage, argues
Ovum’s Reed: “They should focus on being able to
construct data centres that are energy efficient,
taking best practices from other parts of the
world,” he suggests.
“This approach could see greater use of green
or renewable energy and a reduction of energy
costs of between 20% and 30%.”
However it develops in the future, Africa’s data
centre market will have a crucial role in meeting
the needs of the enterprise ICT managers.
Data centres are the most important element
in the development and uptake of cloud services,
which in turn are intrinsically linked to Africa’s
ongoing digital transformation.

GLOBAL DATA CENTRE IP TRAFFIC GROWTH

Welcoming data centre innovation
Africa’s journey towards home grown data centre
space, built to support expanding cloud demand,
is not without its challenges.
“It generally takes something like seven years
after an initial investment before you get a return,
so people are often looking at other ways to invest
their money,” says Kwach.
“In the developed world, data centre operators
are at the stage of looking around for customers
to sign long term contracts with them. Africa
gives investors a slightly bumpier ride. We have
to look for compelling reasons for them to put
their money in.”
Liquid Telecom also operates data centres in
Johannesburg and Cape Town. These are home to
the fibre routes of many major carriers, MNOs,
cloud service providers and financial institutions.
The two facilities, which offer a combined 4,800
square metres of rack space, were acquired by
Liquid Telecom earlier in 2017, as part of the
ZAR 6.55 billion acquisition of South African
communications network operator Neotel. They
are undergoing major expansions to meet the

ZETTABYTES PER YEAR

natives emerges, demand is being created for
high quality carrier-neutral data centre capacity.
In the continent’s more progressive economies
at least, this demand is translating into a wave
of infrastructure development: “In markets such
as Kenya, the arrival of international capacity
and new national and metro fibre networks is
spurring the growth of data centres, with rapid
expansion in the form of new players entering the
market and fresh data centre construction,” says
Matthew Reed, Practice Leader for Middle East &
Africa with analyst firm Ovum.
Reed expects that demand for services
such as cloud, disaster recovery and storage,
coupled with a relative shortage of supporting
infrastructure, will act to increase demand for
data centre services, stimulating a further wave
of infrastructure development.

Source: CISCO GLOBAL CLOUD INDEX 2015-2020
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