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The coronavirus pandemic cut off normal avenues of 
communication for many PBOs, forcing them to step up 
their online activities as an alternative means of connecting 
with and supporting beneficiaries. However, in South Africa, 
there remain significant barriers to the widescale take-up of 
support through digital means, with the high cost of data 
chief among them.  

Even prior to lockdown, a number of PBOs have made 
it a priority to provide quality content at no cost to 
their beneficiaries. For example, FunDza Literacy Trust 
partnered with the Moya Messenger2 app in June 2019 
to make its content available data free through Moya’s 
chat service; others – such as Acorn Education, Harambee 
Youth Employment Accelerator and Wordworks – created 
reverse-billed sites that were data-free to their users3.

Despite the government’s promise to approve an initial list of 
websites offering educational and health resources following 
the outbreak of coronavirus, achieving zero-rating proved 
to be an onerous task. An application for zero-rating had to 

be approved either by the Department of Basic Education, 
or the Department of Higher Education and Training, or the 
Department of Health – each of which had their own criteria 
for who fitted the bill4. Priority was given to university and 
school websites, and so PBOs had to wait in line. DGMT 
saw this as an opportunity to escalate its long-running zero-
rating campaign5. By seizing on the government disaster 
regulations6, it managed to facilitate ‘data-free’ access to 
many PBO sites.

Zero-rating 
Mobile Services

2

1 Typically, zero-rating is the process of providing subsidised digital content 
and/or access to the Internet at no charge to the user. One of its key objectives is to 
increase access to online information and resources for users who cannot afford the cost 
of data.  For more about zero-rating in South Africa, visit: https://dgmt.co.za/zero-rating-
mobile-services/.

2 Datafree’s Moya Messenger app provides free access to a suite of websites 
and messenger services, aimed mainly at young people.

3 Zero-rated sites are data-free to the end user and the cost is covered by the 
MNO. Reverse-billed means the site is also data free, but the cost is covered by a third 
party, usually the PBO responsible for the website.

4 McKane, J. (2020). Here is the full list of zero-rated websites in South 
Africa. Mybroadband, 17 June 2020. Available at: https://mybroadband.co.za/news/
internet/356371-here-is-the-full-list-of-zero-rated-websites-in-south-africa.html

5 In 2013, to contribute to socio-economic development, DGMT 
commissioned a study to look at ways to reduce the cost of mobile data in South Africa. 
Based on the findings, DGMT pursued a strategy to zero-rate the cost of mobile services 
provided by PBOs, with costs offset by the statutory obligations of mobile network 
operators (MNOs). Prior to 2020, attempts to achieve this goal had not been successful.

6 The Department of Communications and Digital Technologies (DCDT) 
issued a directive in terms of the disaster regulations requiring network operators to 
zero-rate the local educational and COVID-related health content of websites, to be 
approved by a project management office. This meant that all South Africans were able 
to access these websites over fixed or mobile data as long as the country remains in a 
coronavirus-related State of National Disaster.

Acorn Education, in partnership with Apex High School in 
Eerste Rivier, Cape Town, was able to push data to each 
pupil every morning to ensure learning did not stop during 
lockdown. By June 2020 they were able to dramatically 
reduce data usage to just 3MB per lesson, educating 
learners for a week with the same amount of data that 
would typically be used for a one-hour Zoom meeting.

While the COVID-19 pandemic further cemented South Africa’s wide socio-economic disparity, it also 
demonstrated the power of mobile technology to jump the gap. This learning brief explores how and why public 
benefit organisations (PB0s) fought to achieve zero-rating1 during the country’s national lockdown, and the next 
essential steps and challenges that lie ahead to ensure sites remain data-free for those who need them most.
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Beneficiaries can’t take advantage of free data if they do not know 
about it, and so marketing is essential. Many zero-rated sites were 
added to Moya in order to achieve increased visibility: being listed 
on the app allows them to form part of other communities and in 
so doing, access a wider audience. PBOs also advertised their zero-
rated websites on their original websites. Importantly, PBOs had 
to tell users HOW to access the new zero-rated sites – specifically 
highlighting that the exact domain name had to be entered, 
otherwise data could be used navigating to the correct URL. It was 
important that users learnt what would cost them data and what 
would not.

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator implemented reverse 
billing on their sites at the start of April 2020. Marzanne Collins, 
Chief Information Officer at Harambee, explains: “We introduced 
a redirect on sayouth.mobi and harambee.mobi, which is great 
because it redirects you to data-free links9. But the issue is that you 
still need some form of data to access that [original] URL and then it 
redirects to the free URL. It might be minuscule, it might charge you 
a cent, but you still need some data to get redirected.”

 “This website is  datafree with 
no mobile phone data costs please explore, 

download & share”

From Wordworks’ home literacy page

 “Access to a market is really important. 
And if you have zero-rating and marketing 

together, than that is a powerful thing. 
It is almost like you need that 

magic combination in order to see 
significant growth. Moya gives you 

double the reach.”

Mignon Hardie, FunDza CEO

On 5 May 2020, a list of 39 of the domains for which DGMT 
and its partners had applied for, were included on the official 
list of about 1 000 approved websites7. Yet, two months after 
lockdown, the approved sites had still not been zero-rated 
by all mobile network operators (MNOs). It eventually took 
a court application to compel MNOs to finally comply by 
23 July 20208. This was a crucial victory for PBOs because it 
meant that marginalised South Africans now had greater 
access to vital information – information that serves not only 
to improve health outcomes, but also to support education 
and learning outcomes, as well as safety, early childhood 
development and job prospects. 

8 In July 2020, DGMT launched a court application to compel mobile network operator 
MTN to zero-rate the local educational websites of public benefit organisations that had been 
officially approved, but still not actioned. This application followed three months of engagement 
with the three largest network operators (Vodacom, MTN and Telkom Mobile) urging them to zero-
rate these sites as a matter of urgency to ensure that the poorest 50% of children had some 
access to educational resources during the lockdown and over the next few months. 

9 https://sayouth.datafree.co and https://harambee.datafree.co

Any phone that has a browser 
can access these sites. That said, 
the smarter the phone, the better 
the user experience will be. 
Fortunately, basic smartphones 
are becoming cheaper and there 
is a large market for second-hand 
smartphones, which are more 
affordable. For example, 80% of 
FunDza’s users have an android 
or equivalent phone. The Steppa, 
a low-end android phone, is one of 
the biggest on the market, costing 
R500-R600.

WHAT TYPE OF PHONE CAN ACCESS 
ZERO-RATED SITES?

1

A DGMT-led needs analysis identified three key areas that 
PBOs want to improve to effectively reach their target 
audiences through zero-rated content/service offerings 
moving forward. These are: 

1) Marketing: Get the message out there!

2) Technical improvement: Consider the needs of the user

3) Create valuable content: Keep pulling ‘em back

MARKETING: 
GET THE MESSAGE OUT THERE!

7 The Internet Service Providers’ Association of South Africa (ISPA) has 
committed to maintaining SA’s list of zero-rated websites, which is updated every Monday 
and available here: https://tinyurl.com/zero-rated

WHAT NEXT? 
Building on lessons learnt during lockdown 

When the COVID pandemic struck, some PBOs – such as FunDza 
– were more easily able to adapt as digital content and outreach 
has always formed a core part of their work. Others, especially 
those that had to pivot to support their beneficiaries primarily 
online for the first time, faced a steep learning curve as they did 
not necessarily have strong digital strategies in place.
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10 On some phones, it is possible to add different zero-rated websites to the home 
screen in the form of icons (which look like apps)  that take the user straight to the relevant home 
page, without incurring data costs.

It is important that the PBO carefully consider the identity of its 
target audience, what sort of content they need, and how it can be 
delivered in the most efficient way. The site might be zero-rated, but 
if it is a data-heavy and takes a long time to load, people are likely 
to become frustrated and leave. Sites must therefore be technically 
improved to be as data-light as possible. Digital media should not be 
designed for the desktop experience either as the target audience 
predominantly has access to mobile phones. Effective digital 
communication requires content that is attention-grabbing, sharp 
and easy to scroll through. Examples include photo stories instead 
of heavy videos, and infographics instead of large image galleries. 

“Most of our users do not have high digital literacy skills,” shares 
FunDza’s Hardie. WhatsApp or any messaging tool that is easy to 
use is trusted because it is popular. Websites can be overwhelming 
and difficult to use for first-time users, particularly if each site has its 
own style of navigation, meaning the user is not really sure what is 
on offer. Zero-rated websites should therefore be easily navigable so 
that users understand what they need to do in order to access the 
content available to them10.

Once PBOs achieve zero-rating, the trick is to keep pulling users 
back in order to initiate more engagement and/or mobilise 
action/behaviour change. One proven method is to incentivise 
content use. For example, FunDza is able to report on the top 50 
logged-in readers. In September 2020, they launched the Fantastic 
FunDza Fanz competition, taking the top 50 readers per day, and 
putting them into four weekly random draws, and then one final 
random draw. The competition incentivised: 1) having a profile (so 
that one’s reading was measured) and 2) reading on a daily basis.

FunDza noticed a surge in reading, but also in the number of 
people creating a profile (so they could enter the competition). 
But the biggest change was in the number of comments, because 
commenting is not possible unless a user is logged in. By incentivising 
log-ins, people were more easily able to comment. Engagement 
sky-rocketed ‒ normally FunDza gets about 2 000 comments per 
month; in September, they received 18 000. Even more significant 
was that this impact was felt through October, when the promotion 
was no longer happening. 

2

3

TECHNICAL IMPROVEMENT: 
CONSIDER THE NEEDS OF YOUR USER

CREATE VALUABLE CONTENT: 
KEEP PULLING ‘EM BACK

WORDWORKS: 
CONNECTING WITH A WIDER AUDIENCE

During lockdown, Wordworks launched a home 
literacy website (www.wwhomeliteracy.org.za) 
that was separate from its main website 
(www.wordworks.org.za). The site was designed 
to provide information, resources, programmes 
and advice to parents and caregivers who didn’t 
know how to support their children’s learning at 
home. Andrea George, Wordworks Communications 
Officer, believes that the combination of the pandemic 
and zero-rating allowed them to reach a much 
larger audience than would have been possible with 
a normal campaign. 

In September 2020 both Wordworks’ main website 
and the home literacy website were zero-rated. 
Shortly thereafter, the home literacy site was also 
listed on the Moya app. George says the organisation 
has now become more widely known and the 
website is used by many parents and caregivers. 
“Thousands of more people feel they can do this. 
They don’t have to wait for others to develop their 
children’s literacy skills. They can do it themselves.”

Image: A screen shot of the Wordworks Mobile App
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11 Telkom was the first MNO to activate zero-rating of the approved sites, followed by 
Vodacom and Cell C and finally MTN. From: (Harrison, D. (2020). Harnessing the Thunder: Civil 
society’s care and creativity in South Africa’s COVID storm. Porcupine Press, Johannesburg. 
In press.

There is currently no standard set of regulations governing 
the technical requirements for zero-rating, nor is there a 
coordinated, industry-wide approach. Furthermore, the only 
way for PBOs to find out if they have been zero-rated is to keep 
testing the use of data; they are also not informed as to why they 
have been accepted or rejected for zero-rated status, unless they 
make follow-up enquiries to the relevant authorities. Nal’ibali, 

As noted, to be zero-rated, a site must first be assessed and approved 
by one of three different government departments (depending on 
the nature of the content/service being offered). Approved sites 
are then listed on a database maintained by the Internet Service 
Providers Association (ISPA). The mobile operators then need to 
conduct the zero-rating. Here the process gets less transparent as 
it is now up to individual MNOs to orchestrate the zero-rating of 
the site on their network. Each MNO does this separately and zero-
rating by one does not guarantee the other MNOs will follow suit11. 
This has significant repercussions because it means that a person’s 
ability to access online content depends on their choice of service 

1

2

THE PROCESS OF ZERO-RATING 
IS NOT TRANSPARENT

RESTRICTED ACCESS

On one front, the battle for zero-rating has been won by 
various PBOs, but the war for equal digital access is far 
from over. Three pressing challenges remain: 

1) The process of zero-rating is not transparent

2) Restricted access

3) Different URL addresses can confuse the user

WHAT CHALLENGES LIE AHEAD? the national reading-for-enjoyment campaign, was zero-rated as 
early as May 2020; whereas FunDza was zero-rated in July 2020,  
Wordworks in September 2020, Acorn Education in October 2020 
and Harambee in February 2021. “The problem is that the process is 
not transparent. It would help if there was a standardisation saying 
something along the lines of: ‘These are the 12 things that you have 
to do to be zero-rated’,” says Harambee’s Collins. “The final decision 
for zero-rating ultimately sits with the telco providers and it is a 
fragmented process as well as unclear.” 
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Diagram: As the Wordworks home literacy site was new, it did not have a big following. Thanks to the combination of the need (children at home) 
and the opportunity (achieving zero-rating) and new platforms (e.g. Moya), the site experienced a surge in visitors. 

Website 
Launch Binu Data-Free Moya Data-Free and Various Media Promotions
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14 Howie, S.J., Combrinck, C., Roux, K., Tshele, M., Mokoena, G.M., & McLeod Palane, 
N. (2017). PIRLS Literacy 2016 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2016: South 
African Children’s Reading Literacy Achievement. Pretoria: Centre for Evaluation and Assessment.

12 https://sayouth.datafree.co

13 The new conditions of licences for telecommunications companies bidding for more 
broadband represent a major breakthrough. The conditions, gazetted on 2 October 2020, state that 
a “licensee assigned spectrum through this process shall zero-rate all the mobile content provided 
by public benefit organisations including .gov.za websites”.  The auction for new spectrum is set to 
begin on 31 March 2021. But has been delayed again. For more, see: https://www.engineeringnews.
co.za/article/icasa-appeals-spectrum-court-judgment-2021-03-17/rep_id:4136

Due to the fact that zero-rating took time and some PBOs pursued 
alternative paths to lower data usage, it can be confusing for the 
user to access the site they want, data-free. For example, prior to 
February 2021, if you tried to access Harambee’s sayouth.mobi on 
mainstream mobile operators (Vodacom, Cell C, etc.), it would use 

3 DIFFERENT URL ADDRESSES CAN 
CONFUSE THE USER

provider, not on the value of the content. As David Harrison, DGMT 
CEO says: “The fundamental problem remains: a user’s choice of 
website is limited to those zero-rated by their specific cellphone 
company, making the user experience more a maze of dead ends 
than a seamless pathway for personal growth and development.” 

A related issue is that connectivity remains an issue in SA. Despite 
zero-rating, in some  parts of rural South Africa, the network is ‘dead’, 
meaning that even if they have a mobile phone, the user cannot gain 
access to a cell phone network. Ben Rycroft, Chief Communications 
and Content for Nal’ibali, comments: “Many of our end users lack 
basic access to connectivity and are therefore unable to benefit 
from our freely accessible multilingual children’s stories, activities 
and guides.”

up some of your data; whereas if you accessed the site through 
the datafree.co link12, it would be reverse-billed to Harambee and 
incur no data costs to the user. Since zero-rating, the original  URL 
(sayouth.mobi) can be used at no cost. “Ideally in the future, we 
would actually just want sayouth.mobi to be zero-rated versus 
having separate data-free links and a redirect to the data-free 
link,” says Collins. 

There is also the concern that once the country’s disaster 
regulations are no longer in place, the zero-rating of PBO sites 
will cease. However, South Africa’s long-awaited spectrum 
auction13 could ensure the longevity of zero-rating. It represents 
a major breakthrough because it will enable all cellphone users 
to access digital content for early learning, education, health and 
work preparation, among other services, in their own homes. 
Arguably, it is the most significant move towards bridging South 
Africa’s digital divide since the introduction of mobile technology. 
Unfortunately, there is no clarity as to when the spectrum auction 
will go ahead.

The education system in South Africa is crumbling ‒ we know 
that 78% of Grade Four learners can’t read for meaning14. 
As Nal’ibali’s Rycroft states: “All education-based web portals 
should be accessible at no charge for South Africans. It shouldn’t 
take a pandemic like COVID to have ‘forced’ MNOs to zero-rate 
sites, and it will take collective group action to make it permanent.”  
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Brief developed by Daniella Horwitz 

About the organisations featured in this learning brief 

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Published by:

Acorn Education is a non-profit organisation focused on helping schools to unlock 
their full potential by supporting schools to deliver high-quality education in previously 
disadvantaged communities. Acorn education serves over 3 000 learners across three no-
fee public schools (Apex High School, Apex Primary School and Forest Village Leadership 
Academy) in the Eerste River area of the Western Cape.

FunDza Literacy Trust uses mobile technology to get teens and young adults reading, 
writing and learning. The Trust’s zero-rated site – www.fundza.mobi – provides access to 
a growing library of local reading materials. Original content is added daily and readers can 
send in their work to be edited and published on the site.

Wordworks is a South African non-profit that focuses on early language and literacy 
development in the first eight years of children’s lives. Since 2005 it has worked in 
under-resourced communities with those adults best positioned to impact on young 
children’s language and literacy development, namely parents and caregivers, family 
and community members, home-visitors, early childhood development practitioners and 
Grade R to Grade 3 teachers.

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator is a not-for-profit social enterprise building 
African solutions for the global challenge of youth unemployment. South Africa has the 
highest youth unemployment rate in the world. Annually, approximately one million young 
people exit the schooling system and enter the labour market. Within a year, nearly two-
thirds are unemployed and discouraged, meaning only one-third find any kind of work or 
continue to further education.

Nal’ibali (isiXhosa for ‘here’s the story’) is a national reading-for-enjoyment campaign. 
Through its network of reading clubs, training partnerships and media campaigns – as 
well as the development of children’s stories and other literacy resources in all 11 official 
languages – Nal’ibali is working to support parents, teachers, caregivers and communities 
to root a culture of reading and writing habits in children’s daily lives.

THE BURDEN OF DATA COSTS

Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator has learnt through its various research initiatives and by connecting with 
young people that they spend on average around R160 per month on data. To put this into context, if a household is 
dependent on a child-support grant of R440, this can mean up to 34% of income is spent on data.

The cost of data in South Africa is one of the highest in Africa. If we look at a 1GB bundle, data costs in SA are three 
times that of Nigeria.

During lockdown, young people in particular pointed to data costs as a significant challenge: 
 44% of young people said they had no money for data during lockdown, 
 while 46% said they had less money than usual.

The top uses for data are job hunting and online applications, followed by social media use and reading 
articles/doing schoolwork.

>

>

>

>

>>


