
SCALING LAST-MILE  
CONNECTIVITY SOLUTIONS
USAID’s Last-Mile Connectivity Initiative drives  
investment and innovation to extend internet to  
the world’s 4 billion unconnected people.

The growing digital economy generates more than $4 trillion  
in value annually. It provides the power to transform lives through 
financial, health and information services. In developing markets,  
the digital economy is forecasted to grow at 18 percent  
per year. 

Unfortunately, more than half the world’s population, or over  
4 billion people, do not have access to the internet. For unconnected 
populations, many of whom are among themost remote and vulnerable 
in the world, the dividends of the digital economy have  
yet to be unlocked.  

Often low-income and remote, many unconnected areas are not 
economically viable for mobile network operators (MNOs) and  
internet service-providers (ISPs) to supply under their traditional 
business models. These operators tend to spend their marginal 
investment dollars targeting small, concentrated and affluent user-bases.

Current service delivery models have nearly reached  
their market frontiers under business as usual. It is at this frontier 
where innovation is taking root. A growing set of companies 
employing alternative business models for connectivity are finding 
novel solutions to profitably reach those that remain unconnected. 

THE CHALLENGE

THE OPPORTUNITY 
Innovative connectivity solutions are emerging to reach  
low-income consumers in the most challenging markets.  They 
are providing practicable, profitable, market-based approaches 
to internet connectivity for marginalized populations. 

• The world’s 4 billion lowest-income consumers have an 
estimated $308 billion to spend annually on communications.

• Their demand for connectivity is growing. 
• In developing countries, 62 percent of mobile phones  

are smartphones.
• Over 50 companies are offering last-mile connectivity 

solutions in untapped markets across 57 countries.  
Click here to view a list.

• Top firms like Microsoft, Facebook and Vulcan, Inc. and 50 
other identified private investors are already investing in last-
mile connectivity. Click here to see a list of these investors.

Mawingu is a startup that operates and sells access to Wi-Fi hotspots, using 
a combination of Wi-Fi, microwave relays, TV Whitespace equipment and 
renewable energy solutions. First a small-scale partnership between USAID 
and Microsoft under the Global Broadband Initiatives Program, it aimed to 
demonstrate the viability of TV Whitespace technology in rural Kenya. It quickly 
became clear that the technology was not only viable but that consumers 
in these low-income, rural communities were willing to pay for internet 
connectivity. Mawingu has now received venture capital funding and operates 
over 100 hotspots, with between 50–100 people paying approximately 
$2.50 per month at each hotspot. Mawingu sells access to individual hotspots 
through local sales agents in each village. These sales agents collect cash and 
receive a 10 percent commission on sales. Mawingu showcases how different 
stakeholders can work together to finance and scale a viable business model. 

To see more examples of over 50 last-mile connectivity enterprises, visit  
http://inclusion.digitaldevelopment.org/last-mile-connectivity-initiative,  
or click here.  

CASE STUDY: Mawingu

How the new models are different from the old:

Lowering deployment  
and maintenance costs.

Relying on local entrepreneurs as 
agents and advocates.

Driving income through content and 
value-added services while developing 
alternative revenue streams from 
both consumers and third parties.

Connect the Unconnected  
USAID’s Digital Inclusion team leads the Last Mile 
Connectivity Initiative to drive investment, innovation and 
experimentation into technologies and businesses providing 
connectivity to marginalized populations.

The initiative focuses on:

• Increasing the availability and accessibility of market 
information on the financial and social opportunities  
presented by low-cost and profitable businesses  
providing connectivity.

• Highlighting successful last-mile businesses and generating 
matchmaking opportunities between potential investees  
and investors.

• Exploring and encouraging new entry (investment actors/
vehicles) and avenues for providing risk capital to enable 
promising, early-stage innovations. 

Get Involved
Partner with USAID’s Digital Inclusion experts to support the 
growing number of internet start-ups, businesses and innovations 
spanning dozens of under-developed and developing countries. 

Get Started
http://inclusion.digitaldevelopment.org

digitalinclusion@usaid.gov  

@USAID_Digital

The Last Mile Connectivity Initiative is supported by mSTAR, a project funded by USAID  
and led by FHI 360 to increase the use of technology in development.
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