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The digital divide:
Bridging the gap
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Caroline De Vos, COO and
Co-Founder at SatADSL

SatADSL was founded in 2010 to deliver creative solutions for
providing Internet access to communities and enterprises in
rural areas around the world. The company provides tailor-made
service plans, hardware and value-added services to provide
reliable and affordable high-quality IP access. Caroline De Vos,
COO and Co-Founder at SatADSL, discuss the intricacies of
bridging the digital divide.
Question: Can you provide an
overview of SatADSL’s development?
Caroline De Vos: The histor y of
SatADSL is quite important because we
come back to it time and time again; it’s
what our strategy is based on.
All of SatADSL’s Founders have a
history in the satellite communications
and space industries; some of us
worked for the European Space Agency
(ESA), and I was a candidate astronaut.
We left this path and became freelance
consultants, and our first common
activities were led through a company
called Sea&Space Exploration. We
completed market studies for the
satellite communications sector, for
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clients such as Newtec, the ESA,
Siemens, etc. The outcome of one of
the studies we did for the ESA, on using
the Sat3Play technology of Newtec in
emerging countries, was like a business
plan, and we decided to bring this plan
to life. So, in 2010, we created SatADSL,
with the main pur pose of buying
capacity and creating service packages
to resell IP connectivity in Western
Africa.
We started out with Telstar 11 Kuband capacity using Newtec technology
to deliver services over Western Africa.
We always said that we’d never become
an operator, we will never invest in
capex by buying a hub, for example, and
we would only buy bulk capacity and
resell it with value added services. We
got started with a network of local
partner distributors, typically local ISPs
that deal with the end users, who are
usually corporate entities like banks
rather than individuals. That’s been our
sole focus until about two years ago. We
still deliver these services, and our
network of distributors is growing; we
have more than 75 now in Africa, who
take care of installation, first line of
support and end user invoicing. We’ve
installed more than 4,000 sites in total
now.
Question: How has SatADSL
developed these capabilities since
then?
Caroline De Vos: The four company
founders were engineers, and we had
this approach of never saying no to any
customer request. Customers have
asked if they can transmit radio signals
and create hotspots, and we’ve always
said yes and had those capabilities
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developed by our engineers. The result
of all these requests is that we’ve added
so many layers of personalised added
value services on top of the normal IP
connectivity, that when we put all this
together, it really differentiates us from
competitor companies who are doing
the same.
We’ve also had the request to use
VT iDirect technology as well as
Newtec, so we’ve now developed an
interface to be able to work with any
technology. Today, we’re able to use
Newtec’s Sat3Play or Dialog, VT iDirect,
Gilat, Comtech and UHP. Our platform
is technology-agnostic. At the same
time, we’ve had requests for our service
in the Middle East and duly acquired
capacity from satellites in that region to
fulfil those requests.
While in the past our business
model was to sell only to the
downstream markets, we’ve since
changed to sell upstream to the satellite
operators as well, who have become
very interested in our platform as a
service. We’ve changed our business
model to provide value added services
that operators usually don’t have, which
are linked directly with the billing. We
now connect to satellite operator
teleports and independent teleports and
allow the use of our platform with a
30
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revenue-sharing agreement. That
means that as soon as we’re connected
to a teleport we have access to a
satellite, and all our partners connected
to our platform have access to this
capacity.
Question: In September 2018,
SatADSL signed an historic
agreement with Marlink. With this
new deal, SatADSL has gained global
coverage; what does this mean for
the company going forwards?
Caroline De Vos: With Marlink, we were
finalising a deal for capacity above
Africa, and as a result, we now also
connect with all their hubs around the
world. It’s a big step for us, because it’s
the first time we can say that we’re
global. With this new global capacity,
whenever we now get requests, we can
immediately say that yes, we have the
coverage the client needs. We’ll no
longer be limited to serving Africa and
the Middle East.
Question: The digital divide is a
pressing socioeconomic challenge
in various areas in Africa, Asia and
the Americas. What improvements
are being made, and what are the
challenges in expanding connectivity in these areas?

Caroline De Vos: The digital divide
brings us to the route of SatADSL. It’s
not the most profitable of business
areas, but it’s extremely rewarding,
changing the lives of so many people.
Delivering connectivity to these areas
is vital to advance education and
socioeconomic well-being, it’s the
future.
We’ve had this great project where
we connected 50 schools in Ghana; a
teacher was filmed giving a lecture, and
the class was broadcast into the
different schools. This gave so many
children access to excellent material.
For us, it’s fantastic to be able to provide
services like this.
As well as schools, we’re focusing
a lot on corporate business, namely
companies that are used to having good
Internet services in the cities, who want
to keep the same level of service when
they’re in rural locations. If there are
1,000 people working in a mine, for
example, connectivity is required for
corporate data and crew welfare, so
employees can speak with loved ones
back home.
We’ve been pushing prices very low
due to the nature of our platform putting
different satellite operators into
competition with each other, but the
price of equipment is still a little high
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for the end user. When we talk about
bridging the digital divide for end users,
the packages are still too expensive
really. Someone in Ghana who is paid
US$2 a day cannot buy the equipment
or capacity they need, which is why
we’ve been developing hotspots. With
our design, we install one site in a
village for around Euro1,000, and then
the local people can use the
connectivity by buying vouchers which
are more adapted to the local
communities.
Question: In May 2018, SatADSL,
Global Telesat and RascomStar
announced a new partnership to offer
affordable satellite broadband
connectivity across Africa. What can
you tell us about the deal, and the
services you’ll be offering?
Caroline De Vos: That deal was one of
the first of a group of deals we’re still
making right now, for connecting teleports
and teleport operators with our platform.
These deals will allow anyone to buy
capacity from any operator. Global Telesat
was the first teleport operator to come on
board; they use the RascomStar capacity
without being connected directly to the
RascomStar hub.

Within this partnership, we don’t
have any commitment to pay for
capacity up front and are able to resell
capacity because we use a revenuesharing model; for everything that we
invoice to our end users at the end of
the month, we give a percentage back
to Global Telesat, and they give a
percentage back to RascomStar.
Being connected to our platform,
Global Telesat can continue to sell their
services as they did before, with an
extra layer of value-added services,
such as the hotspots, voucher system,
billing system and monitoring facilities,
which they did not have before.
Accordingly, for everything that Global
Telesat sells, at the end of the month,
they give us a percentage back for the
use of our platform.
This platform as a service model is
the direction we’re heading in now.
Question: Which markets will
SatADSL be looking at going
forwards? Where is there the most
opportunity?
Caroline De Vos: We sell downstream
to the end users through a network of
local ISP distributors. In each country,
we make sure we have several ISP
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distributors who are responsible for
installations - not everyone knows how
to point an antenna, after all – they’re
also responsible for collecting the
money at the end of the month and are
the first line of support for our end users.
It’s very important that these distributors
know their market, because we never
wanted to pretend that we know the ins
and outs of every single market as well
as local people can. Their needs are
different to what we would expect, and
they vary widely from country to country.
It’s important that we stay flexible and
open to these needs. There’s also the
language and cultural barriers; it’s a
very different thing to do business with
the Middle East or Africa, and in some
countries, paperwork just doesn’t work.
A lot of our customers are traditional
connectivity users; we serve quite a few
banks, embassies, car rental
companies, mines, militaries, radio
broadcasting, etc. Right now, we’re
deploying a lot of Catholic radio stations
around Africa, particularly in Mali and
Niger, where people really want to get
their message out. We’re doing a little
less in oil and gas right now, but we’re
doing more with the maritime sector with
the new connectivity from Cobbett Hill
and Marlink. We’re developing a new
solution that will address the mobility
markets.
We’re also focusing on mobile
network operators (MNOs) at the
moment. We have a salesman who is
really focusing on MNOs, specifically for
last mile and backhauling applications,
without capex investment. That means
that MNO clients can get their hands
on a great solution without the expense
of buying a hub.
Question:
What
are
your
expectations for SatADSL for 2019
and beyond?
Caroline De Vos: Our plan is to connect
more teleports. There are still some
satellite operators who are not
connected with us, because they want
to keep control of the entire line. Our
goal is to connect more, to develop
more and to advance our revenuesharing business model. We’re also
deploying with Ka-band on HTS
satellites, which will be a revolution for
us, because the prices are lower than
what we have available now. Overall,
we’re hoping to reach new markets with
our new global coverage.
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