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I. SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TELECOMMUNICATIONS1 

Sector Road Map 

1. Sector Overview 

1. Solomon Islands comprises more than 990 islands. It has a population of roughly 
550,000,2 and an adult literacy rate of 68%. More than 85% of the population lives in rural areas 
away from the main towns and settlements. The greatest demand for voice and internet services 
emanates from the more populated provinces of Guadalcanal (location of the capital Honiara), 
Western Province, and Malaita. Recent estimates suggest that only 15% of the rural population 
has access to good quality roads,3 and less than 16% of the population has access to the 
electricity grid. The infrastructure weaknesses present significant challenges to 
telecommunications coverage and the increased penetration of broadband internet services.  
 
2. Mobile penetration (the number of active mobile phone numbers) as of end 2011 was 
estimated at over 55% of the population, and retail tariffs for local mobile calls in Solomon 
Islands are significantly lower as a result of competition that began in 2009. While tariffs in 
absolute terms are now comparable to those of neighbouring countries, in terms of affordability 
they remain relatively high. Internet access remains unaffordable for most Solomon Islanders 
due to the country’s total dependence on costly, limited satellite connectivity, and the lack of 
competition. For this reason the future availability and affordability of mobile data services will be 
vital to the growth of broadband internet in Solomon Islands.  
 
3. The low availability, high cost and poor performance of broadband internet in Solomon 
Islands is the major factor serving to widen ―the digital divide‖,4 and is a continued drag on 
improvements in commercial services and people’s day-to-day life. Even where service is 
available, performance is poor, with the result that online commercial transactions and e-services 
such as distance learning and telemedicine are not achievable. A 2009 World Bank study further 
indicates that a 10% increase in broadband penetration has led to a 1.38% increase in gross 
domestic product growth in low- and middle-income countries.5 
 

2. Operators, Services, & Competition 

 
4. Solomon Telekom Company Ltd (STCL) and beMobile are the two national and 
international telecommunications operators in Solomon Islands. STCL previously enjoyed a 
monopoly in Solomon Islands, and provides a traditional range of mobile and legacy services 
including fixed lines, satellite telephony, mobile telephony, fixed and mobile Internet, public Wi-Fi 
internet hotspots, leased lines, and maritime radio. beMobile is wholly owned by beMobile of 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) and obtained a license to operate mobile services in December 2009. 
 
5. Mobile service penetration is currently estimated at over 55%. While mobile tariffs have 
fallen significantly since the advent of competition, affordability remains low. Full interconnection 
exists between the two operators and national roaming is in place. The operators do not currently 
share national infrastructure (e.g., base station towers, microwave links, and sites) but have 
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indicated they are open to sharing in principle. While mobile internet service is still in its infancy, 
both operators launched 3G service in metropolitan Honiara during 2011 and expansion to other 
provincial centres is likely to follow. Support for mobile service in most other rural areas will most 
likely be provided by EDGE technology,6 which is adequate for supporting email and basic web 
browsing and simple social networking applications such as Facebook Zero.   
 
6. Until 2011, STCL was the only licensed internet service provider (ISP) in Solomon 
Islands. BeMobile is in effect already an ISP since under the terms of its license it can offer 
mobile data services. The advent of a submarine fiber optic communication cable system (SCS) 
providing a plentiful supply of lower-cost, higher-quality wholesale internet access will provide an 
impetus to the growth of competitive ISP services.  
 

3. Existing Infrastructure, Networks and Technology Challenges. 

 
7. Both operators in Solomon Islands are completely reliant on satellite for their international 
voice, data and Internet connectivity, using major providers of satellite capacity such as Intelsat, 
New Skies and Pactel International. The cost is about $2,600 per month for a full duplex link,7 
making the cost using satellite capacity more than double that when using a SCS. A further 
limitation of satellites is that their inherent roundtrip time delay (latency) can cause problems for 
many interactive internet applications, and services can be interrupted during cyclones or when 
wind speeds exceed 60 miles per hour, thus interrupting international services. Demand for 
international bandwidth is projected to increase from a current base of about 74 megabytes per 
second to 11 gigabytes per second by 2024.  
 

4. Government’s Sector Strategy 

8. In September 2009 the Telecommunications Act 2009 was approved by Cabinet. The act 
describes in considerable detail the role and responsibilities of the Telecommunications 
Commission of Solomon Islands (TCSI) and the practices and processes to be followed. The 
Consumer Protection Act 1995 is also relevant to the telecommunications sector, and addresses 
competition law generally. Although a World Trade Organization member, Solomon Islands has 
made no telecommunication commitments under the General Agreement on Trade in Services. 
According to the Telecommunications Act 2009, the Minister for Communications and Aviation 
retains a responsibility, in liaison with the TCSI to formulate, monitor, review and recommend 
policies for the telecommunications sector, coordinate (with other government authorities) 
policies relating to telecommunications, draft enabling legislation, and assess the effectiveness of 
policies every 3 years. 

9. In December 2009, STCL relinquished its old license, thus ending the monopoly it held 
over all telecommunications services in the country. The government agreed to fund STCL’s 
fixed-line losses from competition, which was estimated at SI$20 million for the following 5 years. 
In the same month beMobile was awarded a mobile services license and became the second 
mobile operator. 
 
10. Solomon Island’s first Telecom Commissioner took office in January 2010. As part of its 
reform process, in September 2011, following public consultation the TCSI brought into effect a 
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general telecommunications class license, which entitles Solomon Islanders and registered 
companies who hold such a license to provide national and/or international telecommunications 
services. Anyone who wishes to undertake telecommunications activities that would use the 
radio spectrum must apply to the Commission for a separate radio spectrum license.  
 
11. The Telecommunications Act in combination with a fully funded and functioning 
Telecommunications Commission enable interventions if needed to ensure (i) that the owners 
and operator of the SCS will provide wholesale capacity on a fair and equitable basis to all 
wholesale customers; and (ii) that the availability of much lower-cost and higher-quality 
broadband internet is passed on to the Solomon Islands government, businesses and 
consumers.  
 
12.  A critical gap in the legal and regulatory framework that guides the telecommunication 
section is the lack of legislation that would promote an enabling environment for secure 
electronic transactions, ensuring online security (protection against cyber crimes), protection of 
personal data, and protection of intellectual property rights in an online environment.  
 
13. More recently it has been recognised by the government and other stakeholders that 
Solomon Islands still lacks a coherent published national information and communication 
technology (ICT) policy to support and increase the effectiveness of the Telecommunications Act 
and provide a planned and coordinated approach to deployment of ICT in Solomon Islands that 
is supported by the entire government.  

 
14. In 2009, the government began discussions on the need for a communications and ICT 
strategic framework. As a result the Prime Minister’s office funded the preparation of a paper 
entitled Enhancing the National Conversation, which was delivered to the then-Prime Minister in 
March 2010. The main recommendations of the paper included: 

(i) establish a strategic communications unit headed by an undersecretary, 
(ii) create the position of ICT director, 
(iii) create a government electronic network, and 
(iv) promote nationwide internet connectivity. 

 
15. The adoption of these initiatives and the formulation of a national ICT policy will be 
essential for the continued improvement of national ICT infrastructure and to accommodate the 
sustained growth in demand projected for the SCS. 
 
16. International experience indicates that the impact of improvements in ICT infrastructure is 
increased by subsidizing access to broadband-based (mobile) devices. Whether this will 
considered an option for Solomon Islands is not yet known.     

5. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

17. Globalization and digitalization offer challenges and opportunities, particularly for small 
and isolated Pacific developing member countries (DMCs). ADB’s Pacific Approach 2010–2014 
prioritizes ICT through the improvement of connectivity among Pacific DMCs and between 
Pacific DMCs and the rest of the world.8 The regional policy and advisory technical assistance 
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(TA) initiative for ICT-based inclusive growth and poverty reduction will support regional 
knowledge sharing and identify new investment opportunities for ICT applications.9 
 
18. Pacific DMC stakeholders—government and private sector alike—have called for 
development partner support to improve international connectivity beyond the current satellite 
links. A 2009 World Bank study assessed the feasibility of submarine cables for Pacific island 
countries10. Submarine cable development carries a high risk for private sector investment as it 
requires large upfront capital investment with a long return period, and an enabling regulatory 
environment to realize the expected impact. Catalytic public investment and facilitation for 
regulatory improvement can reduce the risk and encourage private sector investment.  
 
19. Following the 2009 assessment, the World Bank initiated a Pacific Regional Connectivity 
Program, which seeks to connect Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu to the existing 
global international submarine cable network via submarine fiber optic cables. The program will 
provide TA on regional regulatory harmonization and capacity building in coordination with the 
Pacific Region Infrastructure Facility. The Government of France has been considering a 
submarine cable system to link its territories in the Pacific, and it may offer opportunities for ADB 
Pacific DMCs to join the system. Pacific Fibre, a proposed trans-Pacific cable linking Australia, 
New Zealand, and the United States, may also open options for some countries.  
 
20. ADB has supported the Pacific Regional Connectivity Program by financing project 
preparatory TA to ensure the design quality of the subprojects and by financing key components 
upon the request of relevant Pacific DMCs.  
 
21. In early 2011 ADB undertook the beMobile Expansion Project,11 consisting of a loan ($40 
million) and a take-up of equity ($8 million) in beMobile of PNG to assist in its mobile network 
expansion in PNG and Solomon Islands. In December 2011 ADB announced a $450,000 grant 
for capacity development TA,12 which would assist mobile operators in Solomon Islands to 
increase the penetration of high-quality, affordable mobile telecom services by establishing pilot 
schemes for renewable energy sources for mobile base stations. 
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Problem Tree for the Telecommunications Sector 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

High capital and 
recurring costs are 

barriers to market entry 

 

Broadband & Internet Services in Solomon 
Islands are of poor quality and costly 

 

Lack of broadband enabled services 

Economic growth is 
stunted 

Inclusive social development is constrained 

Competition is limited 

Only satellite technology is available for international communications 

Inherently high latency of 
geostationary satellites 
impairs quality of data 

communications 

High technology costbase means 
high cost per Megabyte 
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Sector Results Framework (Information and Communication Technology, 2011–2015) 
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baselines 

Outputs with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

Planned and Ongoing 
ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Address factors inhibiting 
growth and ensure the 
country maximizes its 
growth potential 

 
 

25% increase in the ICT 
sector’s share of GDP  
 
(Baseline 2011 to be 
provided by TCSI) 
 
 

Ensure reliable and 
efficient 
telecommunications 
networks within the 
rural areas  

By 2017:  
Mobile data usage 
has increased by at 
least 300% from its 
2012 baseline of 1.45 
GB 
 
The number of active 
mobile data users has 
increased by 350% 
from 2012 baseline of 
22,479. 
 
The average retail 
price of mobile 
data/MB has 
decreased from 
SI$0.99 and is equal 
to or less than SI$0.50 
 

Planned key activity 
areas 

Solomon Islands 
Broadband  for 
Development Project 
($18 million) 

Planned key activity 
areas 

Establishment and 
efficient operation of the 
Solomon Islands  
submarine cable system 
by Solomons Oceanic 
Cable Company 
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank; GB = gigabyte, GDP = gross domestic product, ICT = Information and Communications Technology; ISP = Internet Service Provider; 
MB = megabyte, TCSI  Telecommunications Commission of Solomon Islands 
Sources: Asian Development Bank, Ministry of Development Planning and Aid Coordination. 
 

 




