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1. Statement from the Chairperson 

The year 2019 will be remembered as a very transformational one for UbuntuNet Alliance on multiple 
fronts. The Alliance welcomed new leadership of Eng. Dr. Matthews Mtumbuka who joined as CEO in 
May after taking over from Acting CEO Eng. Dr. Francis Tusubira who was caretaker from 1st January 
2019.  

Since assuming office, Eng. Dr Mtumbuka holistically confronted, with commendable success, a 
myriad of challenges, some of which have been longstanding and overdue, which were limiting the 
operations and efficiency of the Alliance. Within months of inheriting the Ernst and Young Systems 
Audit issues, the Secretariat, led by Eng. Dr Mtumbuka, managed to close all outstanding issues and 
ensured that the Alliance was in good standing for AfricaConnect3, which we signed together with our 
sister organisations, WACREN and ASREN in December 2019.  

The signing of AfricaConnect3 automatically meant that the Alliance had successfully implemented the 
AfricaConnect2 project, which connected five new NRENs and upgraded various links of the 
UbuntuNet Network. It was exciting to hear, during the launch of the upgraded network at the 
UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 conference in Madagascar, researchers from different NRENs expressing 
satisfaction over the performance of and opportunities being created by the project.  

The AfricaConnect2 project enabled the Alliance to also pursue one of its strategic plan of providing 
auxiliary services to the research and education community. We are happy to note that number of 
NRENs deploying the campus Wi-Fi eduroam for example, has grown tremendously and that the 
Alliance has been instrumental in helping a number of NRENs set up this service. Our capacity building 
initiatives, thanks to our partner, the Network Start-Up Resource Centre (NSRC) became more vibrant 
during the AfricaConnet2 implementation period enabling us to train and reach out to over 1000 NREN 
and campus engineers. This is quite a recommendable feat.  

Looking into the community, 2019 breathed, with new leadership at the Secretariat, a stronger spirit 
and sense of togetherness among the NRENs and restored the much needed collaborative energy. This 
energy is even visible at the highest level of the Alliance as there is now more engagement between the 
Secretariat and the NRENs and also between the Secretariat and the Board and its Committees.  

As we closed 2019 with the UbuntuNet-Connect conference in Madagascar, it was obvious that the 
community is going stronger evidenced by the presence and support of various partners and 
organisations at the conference. It was great to see partners and representatives from GEANT, NSRC, 
the European Commission, WACREN, ASREN, Association of African Universities (AAU) and many 
members of the global research and education coming out to support us in Antananarivo. Our hope is 
that this kind of collaboration will flow into 2020 and that together we will achieve our objectives.  

Professor Stephen Simukanga 
Chairperson of the UbuntuNet Alliance  
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2. Overview of Performance by the CEO 

When I joined the Alliance in May 2019, the AfricaConnect2 project was further extended to November 
2019 to allow for completion of connectivity implementation. During the extension period, the project’s 
operational support budget had been exhausted, meaning that the Alliance had to cover all its costs from 
its own resources, something that had not been anticipated when the budget was being prepared.  

Nevertheless, the Alliance was able to maintain its financial health until December 2019 when 
AfricaConnect3 was signed. In between the Alliance continued efforts to get NRENs that were 
connected but not fully utilising the bandwidth to start consuming and paying for services. The Alliance 
also intensified its engagement with development partners such as the World Bank, the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) and the Agence Française de Développement 
(AFD) to support NRENs upgrade their bandwidth and also participate in AfricaConnect3 and boost 
the Alliance’s reserves.  

We also saw the need to diversify the service portfolio catalogue of the Alliance to widen the scope of 
our revenue streams. In Madagascar, on the side-lines of the UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 conference, we 
held an interface with representatives from GEANT where the NREN community was exposed to the 
services the Alliance can customise and provide on top of the connectivity. The process has been 
ongoing and will culminate into the recruitment of a Service Portfolio Manager in the first quarter of 
2020.  

With the help of the Board of Trustees, we also resuscitated and re-energised the Resource Mobilisation 
Committee, to help the Alliance raise the much needed funds to carter for the dynamic needs of the 
Alliance. By the time of reporting, the Alliance had managed to identify some high profile resource 
mobilisation experts as external members of this important committee. That shows how committed the 
Alliance is to sustain its financial capacity and that of its members.  

By the end of the fourth quarter, we were excited with the progress we had made in ensuring our 
sustainability. We made tremendous progress in following up with the NRENs of Rwanda, Malawi, 
DRC and Tanzania to start utilising their bandwidth and we are expecting to see results in the first or 
second quarter of 2020. 

Apart from encouraging NRENs to utilise idle capacity, we also looked into ways of incentivising 
connected NRENs to upgrade their bandwidth. With increased bandwidth, NRENs are expected to help 
boost the financial being of the Alliance even though in essence, they will be paying less than what they 
pay when taking less bandwidth as the principle of the Alliance remains to increase bandwidth while 
lowering the price.  

With only a few NRENs upgrading their bandwidth, it was challenging for the Alliance to effect price 
reductions and remain competitive. However, with the signing of AfricaConnect3, the Alliance is 
geared to continue engaging donor partners to support NRENs participation in the project as well as 
order more bandwidth. This, coupled with a robust portfolio of services that offer solutions to the 
challenges of research and education networking will again put the Alliance on the right path to 
economic sustainability.    

Eng. Dr. Matthews Mtumbuka 
CEO  
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3. Corporate Information 

3.1 About Us 

UbuntuNet Alliance (the Alliance) is the regional research and education networking organisation for 
Eastern and Southern Africa. After its initial registration in the Netherlands in 2006, it was registered 
as a Trust in Malawi in May 2013.  The Alliance supports Africa’s research and education communities 
by providing the UbuntuNet Network as a platform for information exchange and collaboration. 

UbuntuNet Alliance is driven by a strong community spirit, with the National Research and Education 
Networks as its owners, members and clients.  We seek to build strong linkages with regional 
organisations in Africa: this is why the Chairperson, who heads the Alliance, is appointed through a 
process that is overseen by the Secretary General of the Association of African Universities (AAU).   

3.2 Our Vision 

We see a vibrant connected community of NRENs, enabling and strengthening collaboration and 
innovation among and between their knowledge communities. 

3.3 Our Mission 

We develop and grow a thriving community of NRENs and partners within Eastern and Southern 
Africa, collaborating and innovating to provide the NRENs’ research and education communities with 
connectivity and holistic innovative research and education services. 

3.4 Our Objectives 

On a non-profit basis, we:  

 Develop and provide high speed and affordable interconnectivity among the NRENs, and with 
the rest of the world; 

 Develop and share the knowledge and skills of ICT practitioners in the NRENs; 
 Provide related auxiliary services to the NRENs; and 

 Lead and participate in research aimed at improving networking infrastructure 

3.5 Governance Structure 

UbuntuNet Alliance is headed by the Chairperson, currently Prof. Stephen Simukanga, and has a three-
tier organisational structure composed of the Members, the Board of Trustees and the Secretariat. The 
Chairperson is appointed through a process overseen by the Secretary General of the Association of 
African Universities and serves a three-year term of office. The Annual General Meeting of Members 
and Meetings of the Board of Trustees are chaired by the Chairperson. 

3.5.1 Members 

Membership of UbuntuNet Alliance is primarily open to NRENs from Eastern and Southern Africa. 
The Alliance also welcomes transnational communities of practice and companies in the region into 
other forms of limited membership. Membership is in form of the following four categories: 

 NREN Member: suitable for an NREN of a country within the Membership; 
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 Affiliate Member: suitable for a transnational organisation, or a transnational community of 
practice that is formally constituted under a registered umbrella organization, and being not-
for-profit, that is involved in education and/or research;  

 Industry Member: suitable for a registered transnational company or organisation, being for-
profit, that is engaged in the provision of goods and/or services that have direct relevance to the 
mission and activities of the Alliance and its NREN and/or Affiliate Members; 

 Observer Members: reserved for Representatives from project teams that are in the process of 
developing an NREN in their country. 

The Annual General Meeting of Members is the highest policy body of the Alliance and its primary 
objective is to sustain the will for Members to collaborate at regional level. The AGM appoints members 
of the Board, approves the annual report and audited accounts, and appoints auditors among other 
duties. 

Annual General Meeting of Members 

UbuntuNet Alliance held its 13th Annual General Meeting (AGM) on 30th April 2019 in Entebbe, 
Uganda where members conducted their high-level responsibilities: reviewing performance, including 
approving accounts; reviewing governance; providing input to planned strategic direction; and elected 
new members of the Board of Trustees. The AGM was hosted by RENU, the NREN of Uganda. 

For the first time, the Alliance instituted a policy for NRENs to fund the participation of their 
representatives to the AGM as a way of reducing costs. In spite of this new policy that initially raised 
fears that some smaller NRENs may not be able to participate, 9 NRENs sent their representatives, 
underscoring the interest of the members in their organisation, and ensuring community involvement in 
oversight of the organisation. 

NREN Country Representative 
1. BERNET Burundi Prof Gregoire Njejimana 
2. KENET Kenya Dr Edwin Ataro 
3. iRENALA Madagascar Ms Harinaina Revelomananstoa 
4. MAREN Malawi Dr Benedicto W. Malunga 
5. MoRENet Mozambique Prof Lourino Chemane 
6. TENET South Africa Dr Samuel Bosire 
7. RENU Uganda Dr Julian Sansa-Otim 
8. ZAMREN Zambia Mr Simon Muwowo 
9. ZARNet Zimbabwe Eng. Washington Musungwa 

 

3.5.2 Board of Trustees 

The Board of Trustees consists of the Chairperson, seven elected Trustees, and the Chief Executive 
Officer (also Secretary to the Board) who is appointed by the Board. The present Board of Trustees was 
constituted at the 13th Annual General Meeting held in Entebbe, Uganda, April 2019.  

 Prof. Stephen Simukanga (Zambia) – Chairperson 
 Dr. Julian Sansa-Otim (Uganda) – Vice Chairperson 

 Dr. Matthews Mtumbuka (Malawi) – Chief Executive Officer 

 Mr. Duncan Greaves (South Africa) 
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 Dr. Magreth Mushi (Tanzania) 

 Prof. Hellicy C. Ng’ambi (Zambia) 

 Prof. Idris A. Rai (Tanzania) 
 Prof. Raft Nicolas Razafindrakoto (Madagascar) 

 Prof. Timothy Waema (Kenya) 

Soon after the AGM, the Board appointed Dr. Julian Sansa-Otim as Vice Chair of the Alliance 
according to the constitution; and reconstituted the three sub committees: the Executive Committee; the 
Audit and Risk Committee; and the Resource Mobilisation Committee. During the course of the year, 
the Board of Trustees held  one face to face and one online Board Meetings.  

3.5.3 The Secretariat 

As a regional organisation, UbuntuNet Alliance has a distributed Secretariat with the main office in 
Lilongwe, Malawi, and the Engineering and Network Operations Department in Kampala, Uganda, 
hosted by RENU. The Alliance aspires to be an ultra-modern organisation where ease of communication 
and online systems and operations mean staff can efficiently carry out their work regardless of their 
physical location.  Cost-efficiency as well as functional-efficiency are always key considerations for 
the Alliance when staffing any function. As a result, Internal Audit, Expert Procurement and Human 
Resources Management support are outsourced, respectively, to Aleksandr Consulting (Malawi) and 
LoudRed Ltd (UK), and CareersMw. Occasional consultants are also engaged for short-time expert 
assignments (technical, legal, policy, etc.). 

The full-time staff of the Alliance during 2019 consisted of:  

Staff Position Location 
Dr Matthews Mtumbuka Chief Executive Officer (from 1st May) Lilongwe 
Dr Tusu Tusubira Acting Chief Executive Officer (up to 30 April) Kampala 
Joseph Kimaili Technical Manager Kampala 
Chris Rohrer Service Portfolio Manager (up to 30 June) Lilongwe 
Beatrice Ng’ambi Acting Finance and Administration Manager Lilongwe 
Wilson Wasswa Network Engineer Kampala 
Hastings Ndebvu Communications Officer Lilongwe 
Nacky Chimpakati-Phiri Executive Assistant to the CEO (from 1 October) Lilongwe 
Roy Pangani DevOps Intern Lilongwe 
Lettus Kitha Office Cleaner/Messenger Lilongwe 

 

4. Activities under the New Strategic Direction Framework 

Following a strategic planning workshop that was held in October 2018 in Lilongwe, Malawi, a new 
strategic direction framework was put in place. This has formed the basis upon which a draft Strategic 
Plan has been developed and is yet to be approved by the Board. The Strategic Plan was presented to 
the Board, which then set up a small team to finalise. Given that the day to day activities needed to 
continue, the Workplan and Budget for 2019 were based on this new framework. The new framework 
has three pillars, namely Sustainability, Community and Connectivity; which are founded on 
organisation and structure. This Annual Report therefore follows the same structure. 
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4.1 Organisation and Structure 

The new Strategic direction framework places organisation and structure as the foundation upon which 
the three pillars: sustainability, community and connectivity rest on. This aims at making the Alliance 
evolve to become an organisation with a structure that can facilitate the attainment of the objectives of 
the three pillars. 

4.1.1 Leadership Transition 

Towards the end of 2018, the contract of the then CEO, Dr Pascal Hoba ended. The Board quickly put 
in place a transition plan that saw Eng. Dr Francis Tusubira, the former CEO being invited to act as 
CEO from 1 January 2019 for a period of 4-6 months. Meanwhile, a Search and Selection Committee 
composed of Prof. Timothy Waema (Chairperson, from Kenya), and members: Prof. Hellicy Ng’ambi 
(Zambia), Mr. Francis Chasimpha (Malawi) and Prof. Papias Musafiri (Rwanda) was put in place to 
identify the next CEO of the Alliance.  

After a thorough recruitment process, the Search and Selection Committee recommended the 
appointment of Dr. Matthews Mtumbuka as CEO. Dr. Mtumbuka reported for duties on 1st May 2019, 
concluding the transition process, beginning a new chapter of the history of the Alliance.  

The timing of the leadership transition was critical in the Alliance as it came when the European 
Commission, a key partner of the Alliance and funder of 75% of the AfricaConnect2 project budget 
was concerned about how the Alliance was going to address the findings of a Systems Audit that was 
carried out by Ernst and Young in 2018. The EC had placed the addressing the findings as a condition 
for a firm commitment for AfricaConnect3 funding. 

Upon taking office, Eng. Dr. Tusubira led the completion of a Roadmap for addressing the findings of 
the Systems Audit and obtained the approval of the EC. At the time of his stepping down, he handed 
over the process to Dr. Mtumbuka who aggressively addressed each item of the Roadmap. The contract 
for AfricaConnect3 was signed on 18th December 2019 in Brussels, concluding months of preparations 
and guaranteeing funding support for further expansion of the UbuntuNet Network, this time with more 
focus on services. 

The leadership transition was successfully managed by a determined Board of Trustees supported by a 
lean, but well experienced team of committed staff at the Secretariat and the support of the NREN 
community. 

4.1.2 Revising the Organogram  

Since establishment, UbuntuNet Alliance has maintained a lean Secretariat. As the Alliance places more 
focus on services and community engagement, it needs to have with it a team that can concentrate on 
these functions. For example, NRENs requested that the Alliance should get into more framework 
agreements with service providers. For the Alliance to effectively deliver this, it needs in its portfolio 
well experienced personnel in procurement and business development. The organogram of the 
Secretariat was therefore reviewed, to include these new positions and those required by the 
AfricaConnect3 project. A staff recruitment plan was developed and will be updated every year to match 
with availability of resources, but without compromising the ability of the Alliance to carry out its 
obligations. 
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A Training Needs Assessment was being  carried out and a report was being produced with upscaling 
recommendations for each existing staff member. The report will guide the direction of training for 
each staff.  

4.1.3 Updating Policy and Procedures 

The Secretariat went through a mini overhaul in terms of its policy and procedures since 2018. All 
existing policy and procedure documents were updated, and new ones were developed and subsequently 
approved by the Board (some were being finalised as at the end of the year). These new manuals are 
streamlined and empower the Secretariat to operate as a dynamic organisation following best practices. 
The manuals will be updated  often to ensure that they remain relevant and practical at all times and are 
in line with the ever-changing world. 

4.1.4 Securing a Strong Regional Legal Framework 

The legal status of the Alliance became a subject of concern to some in the past few years. This was 
exacerbated by the fact there was no formal recognition of the Alliance by the host country, a 
development which was causing problems when securing work permits for international staff domiciled 
in Malawi. The Alliance sent out a call for NRENs to express interest in hosting the Secretariat. 
Eventually, the Alliance was formerly registered in Malawi through the NGO Board as an International 
Organisation; and an MOU was signed with the Department of Immigration and Citizenship Services 
to guarantee the provision of employment permits when required. In all these developments, the 
Alliance was supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology. 

4.1.5 Reviewing the Constitution 

A number of gaps were identified in the Constitution of the Alliance over the years. In addition, the 
earlier amendments that were approved by the AGM in 2015 had not been registered with the Registrar 
General because the Lawyer had not been present to obtain signatures from the Members at the time. 
The Board set up a team to solicit input from the NREN community, consolidate the input and propose 
amendments to the constitution. The team, led by lawyers in Lilongwe did its job and proposed 
amendments that are to be tabled by the AGM in 2020 and thereafter registered with the Registrar 
General in Malawi. 

4.2 Community 

4.2.1 Building a Community of NRENs 

a) Strengthening the Community of Existing NRENs 

UbuntuNet Alliance aims at building a strong community of member NRENs with a shared vision for 
the promotion of research and education activities. First and foremost, UbuntuNet Alliance is in itself 
a community of NRENs in Eastern and Southern Africa. This is the key principle that kept the Alliance 
together for years before it could offer any services. Eastern and Southern Africa, the membership 
region of the Alliance includes 26 countries, of which 16 are members, as illustrated on the map of 
Africa (Error! Reference source not found.). Orange shows the countries of the NRENs that are 
already members, while blue shows countries with ongoing efforts to get institutions to work together 
to the same end. 
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Figure 1: NREN Membership of the Alliance 

During the course of the year, UbuntuNet Alliance engaged with existing NRENs in various ways. The 
Acting CEO visited Rwanda in March 2019 for meetings with officials in the Ministry of Education 
and the University of Rwanda regarding RwEdNet. The CEO carried out NREN visits as part of 
community strengthening. In September, the CEO, with the company of the Technical Manager visited 
KENET and held discussions with KENET CEO, Prof. Meoli Kashorda and his team. In the same 
month, the two visited ZAMREN in Zambia, where among other things they held discussions with the 
management of ZESCO who provide connectivity to the Alliance in Zambia. They also visited the 
Chairperson, Prof. Stephen Simukanga. In October, the CEO visited RENU on a joint visit to the 
Network Engineering and Operations Department. He used the opportunity to pay a courtesy visit to 
the Vice Chairperson, Dr. Julian Sansa-Otim. Finally, in November, the CEO and the Technical 
Manager visited Zimbabwe, where they met teams from ZARNet and ZIMREN in efforts to find a 
viable solution to the challenges facing the NRENs there. The Alliance also held direct engagements 
with almost all the other NRENs in video conferences in the spirit of community strengthening and in 
addressing issues as they came. 

b) Reaching out to new NRENs 

UbuntuNet Alliance continues to engage the remaining 10 countries helping them to establish NRENs 
and eventually join the Alliance. We acknowledge that NREN development is a very slow process. 
Some NRENs make progress in one year and fall out in the other. Botswana and Angola, countries that 
had made progress in previous years, slowed down in 2019. NREN development efforts accelerated in 
Mauritius during the course of the year. A task team composed of members from the University of 
Mauritius (UoM) and the University of Technology Mauritius (UTM) re-ignited the NREN discussion 
which culminated to a consultative workshop that was held on 4 December 2019. A delegation from 
UbuntuNet Alliance community composed of Dr. Matthews Mtumbuka (CEO, UbuntuNet Alliance), 
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Mr. Bonny Khunga (CEO, ZAMREN), Mr. Abdullahi Bihi Hussein (CEO, SomaliREN), Dr. Samuel 
Bosire (TENET, Board Member) and Joe Kimaili (Technical Manager, UbuntuNet Alliance) attended 
the workshop which was presided over by the Mauritian Minister of Education and Human Resources, 
Tertiary Education and Scientific Research, Mrs Leela Devi Dookun-Luchoomun and attended by a 
further 60 participants.  

The workshop agreed that the task team should proceed and develop a proposal and implementation 
plan for setting up the country’s NREN. The project continues to work with the Alliance in developing 
the necessary documentation with lessons from the rest of the region. The Mauritius NREN is getting 
ready for its participation in AfriaConnect3. The workshop was followed by a side meeting with the 
Minister of Technology, Communication and Innovation on the 5 December; and a roundtable 
discussion with the Minister of Education on 6 December 2019.  

c) Community Awards 

For the first time, UbuntuNet Alliance introduced Community Awards as a way of recognising excelling 
NRENs and individuals from the REN community that have contributed to the growth of research and 
education networking. For the inaugural awards, which were announced at the UbuntuNet-Connect 
2019 in Antananarivo, Madagascar, three categories were introduced. The categories included: The 
Distinguished Contribution to Research and Education Networking Award, the Distinguished Research 
and Education Networking Engineer Award and the Emerging NREN Award. The Distinguished 
Research and Education Networking Award aimed at honouring an individual from the membership 
region who has contributed immensely to research and education networking and whose achievements 
have impacted positively on research and education community at NREN, REN or global R&E level. 
The Distinguished Research and Education Networking Award aimed at recognising a research and 
education networking engineer who has contributed effectively to research and education networking 
while the Emerging NREN Award was given to an emerging NREN that has made tremendous progress 
in promoting research and education networking within their communities.  

The award categories were announced to the community and NRENs were asked to submit two 
nominations per award. On the 2nd day of UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 in Antananarivo, the Alliance 
handed out the awards: Mr. Bonny Khunga, the former CEO of ZAMREN was announced winner of 
the Distinguished Contribution to Research and Education Networking Award. Mr. Khunga, the 
founding CEO of the NREN oversaw the growth of ZAMREN from a smaller NREN to one of the 
model NRENs in the UbuntuNet Alliance community and globally. In 2012, ZAMREN started 
providing bandwidth to its members at $900 per Mbps per month when commercial ISPs were charging 
$4,500 per Mbps and managed to bring the rate down to $85 per Mbps per month in 2019. Membership 
for the NREN grew from 3 institutions in 2013 to 124 in 2019. Bandwidth capacity increased from 420 
Mbps in 2013 to 2.8 Gbs in 2019.  

RENU CEO, Nicholas Mbonimpa was announced winner of the Distinguished Research and Education 
Networking Engineer Award. Mr. Mbonimpa was recognised for his unique approach to the challenges 
of research and education networking. As a research and education networking personnel, the former 
RENU CTO demonstrated tremendous insight into both the challenges and the strengths of the 
membership region. Under his stewardship, RENU grew to be a respected technical leader in African 
research and education networking. RENU’s identity federation, was the first federation in sub-Saharan 
Africa, outside South Africa, to become an eduGAIN member; and is the only country to offer eduVPN 
as a service. Among other things, this has facilitated collaborative research in Uganda. Mr. Mbonimpa 
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has actively solicited participation from other NRENs in training events, and has encouraged staff to 
reciprocate as facilitators for national and regional workshops.  

Finally, the Somali Research and Education Network emerged winner of the Emerging NREN Award. 
Despite not being connected to the UbuntuNet Alliance network or any network for 9 years, the NREN 
kept its community together and stronger until the NREN connected to the UbuntuNet Network in June 
2018. Since connection, the NREN managed to connect 35 campuses from 9 institutions and brought 
the connectivity price to up to $98 per Mbps per month against the market price of up to $255 per Mbps 
per second per month making available 30Mbps available for the institutions 

The inaugural Community Awards were seemingly well received by the Community and the Board of 
Trustees recommended that the awards be conducted annually and that other categories be added to the 
existing list and that a more transparent approach in nominating and selecting winners be adopted.  

4.2.2 Supporting Communities of Practice 

a) Study of Existing Communities of Practice 

For the first time, UbuntuNet Alliance carried out a study of existing regional Communities of Practice 
active in Eastern and Southern Africa. The study identified 40 communities of practice operating in the 
region working on various thematic areas across the whole spectrum ranging from research to carrying 
out advocacy activities. The COPs exist as networks or associations of organisations of professionals; 
and regional and/national offices of major international organisations.  

An interesting finding of the study was that 21 of the 40 COPs are international in nature, are primarily 
involved in Agriculture and are part of the Consortium of International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) 
Centers which are headquartered elsewhere in the world, but have national presence in almost all 
countries in Eastern and Southern Africa. This opens up a new discussion that NRENs in the community 
need to engage with the CGIR centers. The report recommends that as a first step, UbuntuNet Alliance 
should initiate engagement with the CGIAR centers at their higher level and offer them NREN 
connectivity. Figure 1 shows the presence of the 15 CGIAR centers in the member countries of the 
Alliance. 
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Country 
CGIAR 
Centers 

Burundi 3 

DRC 5 

Ethiopia 14 

Kenya 10 

Madagascar 2 

Malawi 8 

Mozambique 5 

Rwanda 6 

South Africa 1 

South Sudan 1 

Sudan 1 

Tanzania 6 

Uganda 8 

Zambia 5 

Zimbabwe 7 
  

Figure 1: CGIAR centers in Eastern and Southern Africa 
 

A database of Communities of Practice is now maintained. More COPs will be added as they are 
discovered. 

b) Supporting the African Group on Earth Observation 

UbuntuNet Alliance continues to work with ASREN, GEANT and WACREN in collaborating with the 
Group on Earth Observation under the banner of Advanced Communications Networks. This initiative 
holds quarterly online meetings to update each other of activities and plan ahead. The African Group 
on Earth Observation (AfriGEO) is now hosted at the Regional Center for Mapping Resources for 
development (RCMRD). The Alliance along with the regional partners included AfriGEO as a 
community of practice to be supported under AfricaConnect3. The project will promote the deployment 
and use of connectivity, eduroam and trust & identity services in all AfriGEO sites to ease access to 
their shared resources. 

4.2.3 UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 

UbuntuNet-Connect 2019, the 13th annual networking conference of UbuntuNet Alliance was held on 
31st October – 1st November 2019 at Hotel Carlton in Antananarivo, Madagascar and hosted by 
iRENALA the NREN of Madagascar. The conference was held under the theme: NRENs: Facilitating 
Research and Education Collaboration in the Digital Space.  As usual, the conference was preceded by 
a number of events including a 3-day NREN engineers NOC training workshop held in collaboration 
with the Network Startup Resource Center (NSRC), the AfricaConnect coordination and administration 
meetings, the NREN CEOs Forum, the Commercial and Technical Committee (CTC) and a first of a 
kind GEANT and UbuntuNet Alliance services meeting.  

The conference, whose opening session was attended by the Ambassador of the EU delegation in 
Madagascar H.E Giovanni De Girolamo and representatives from the French Ambassador in 
Madagascar, attracted over 97 participants from the global research and education community. For the 
first time, the conference featured keynote speakers; Dr. Josephine Larbi –Apau an IT specialist from 
Accra, Ghana delivered the opening keynote and Prof. Russ Taylor from University of Cape Town made 
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a closing keynote. The opening session of the conference also saw the launch of the UbuntuNet Network 
as upgraded by the AfricaConnect2 project which ended on 15th November 2019.   Between the two 
days of the conference, 25 authors presented their works in 4 sessions related to the conference theme. 
The conference also featured a round table discussion on the conference theme facilitated by RENU 
CEO, Nicholas Mbonimpa and featured panellists from Europe, America and Africa who shared 
knowledge, experiences and best practices on digital collaboration. The UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 
conference also presented an opportunity for the Alliance high level team to engage with government 
officials in Madagascar on the possible connection of iRENALA to the UbuntuNet regional network. 
The talks to achieve this are still in progress.    

 

4.2.4 Participating in Global Research and Education Networking Activities 

In 2019 UbuntuNet Alliance participated in different international meetings and education networking 
activities:  

 TNC19:  Tallin, Estonia, 16-20June 2019: The Chief Executive Officer and Communications 
Officer attended  the 35th edition of GEANT’s annual networking conference, TNC19 held in 
Tallin, Estonia and hosted by the EENet, the NREN of Estonia. The conference presented a 
unique opportunity for the Alliance representatives to network with global peers at the highest 
level. The CEO held meetings with the NEAAR and GEANT teams. The Communications 
Officer attended the Global PR network meeting and was part of the presenters at this meeting. 
The UbuntuNet Alliance community was well represented at the flagship event with delegates 
from KENET, TENET and RENU taking part in various meetings at the event. Former CEO of 
the Alliance, Eng. Francis Tusubira was one of the Keynote speakers of the closing plenary and 
delivered an exciting speech that went down as one of the highlights of the conference.  

 MoRENet 2019 Annual Conference, Maputo, Mozambique, 11-12 November 2019: The 
Mozambique Research and Education Network (MoRENet) invited the UbuntuNet Alliance 
CEO at its annual conference where the CEO was one of the guest speakers. The CEO gave an 
overview of UbuntuNet Alliance and sensitized member institutions on the importance of 
belonging to a research and education network as well as explaining the services UbuntuNet 
Alliance is offering to NRENs and their member institutions.  

 e-Age19: Abu Dhabi, UAE 11-12 December 2019: The CEO represented the Alliance at the 
Arab States Research and Education Network (ASREN) annual conference held in United Arab 
Emirates. Whilst there, the CEO also participated in the AfricaConnect coordination meeting.  

 African Union Pan African Virtual and E-University launch: Yaonde, Cameroun, 19 
December 2019:  The CEO was one of the delegates from Africa’s Regional Research and 
Education Networks at the launch of the Pan African Virtual and E-University. He was joined 
by other colleagues from the other two Regional RENs in Africa; WACREN and ASREN.  

4.2.5  Capacity Building  

In the recent past, UbuntuNet Alliance’s technical capacity building programme has been carried out in 
four forms: regional workshops, national workshops, participation in external workshops (e.g. AfNOG) 
and direct engineering assistance. In 2019 the Alliance carried out one regional workshop and one direct 
engineering assistance. At national level, NRENs engaged in their own capacity building activities that 
build from the regional activities or use trainers from the community. 

a) Network Operations Workshop 
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A 3-day Network Operations Workshop was held at the UbuntuNet-Connect 2019 in Antananarivo, 
Madagascar from 28-30 October 2019. The workshop was facilitated by the Network Startup Resource 
Center (NSRC). 20 engineers from 11 NRENs participated in the training, which focused on network 
management and monitoring for NRENs. The topic of the workshop came at the right time when it is 
increasingly becoming necessary for NRENs to operate industry-grade Network Operations Centers to 
better serve their communities. 

b) Campus Network Best Practice Workshop 

A combined national workshop and direct engineering assistance programme was carried out with 
MAREN in December 2019. Wilson Wasswa (Network Engineer for UbuntuNet Alliance), Francis 
Malama (ZAMREN) and Leonel Nhavene (MoRENet) conducted a 2-day campus design best practice 
workshop for MAREN in Lilongwe on 4-5 December 2019. A total of 14 engineers from MAREN’s 
member institutions were trained. Soon after the training, the trainees and their instructors split into 
three teams and went to all public universities to conduct campus network assessment. After five days, 
the trainees regrouped in Lilongwe and shared their experience.  

c) Emerging NREN Programme 

UbuntuNet Alliance participated in GEANT’s Emerging NREN Programme, which brings together 
young talent from emerging NRENs from across the world to participate in TNC. Two young engineers 
from MAREN and SomaliREN were selected from the region to attend TNC19 in Tallinn, Estonia on 
16-20 June 2019. Due to visa problems, Ahmed Siyad from SomaliREN was unable to travel. Akuzike 
Banda from MAREN, attended the conference and gave a lightning talk on Prediction of Emergence of 
Novel Rotavirus Lineages. In addition to the general conference activities, participants to the Emerging 
NRENs Programme visited the high- performance computing farm and toured three floors of start-ups, 
laboratories and hi-tech showrooms at the TalTech Mektory Innovation and Business Centre in Tallin.  

d) NREN Learning Visits 

Member NRENs in the membership region are at various stages of development. Learning visits to the 
more advanced NRENs are therefore one of the best ways of learning. Three staff members from 
TERNET went on a learning visit to TENET in Cape Town, South Africa on 22-28 September 2019. 
The team were exposed to the practical aspects of commitment to service delivery, focus on member 
services, technical abilities, and many more exciting endeavours at TENET. Upon their return, the team 
quickly started integrating some of lessons in their work and teaching others along the way. The visit 
was jointly funded by UbuntuNet Alliance and TERNET  

4.3 Sustainability 

4.3.1 Consultations with NRENs 

The relevance of UbuntuNet Alliance to its members is a key factor in its sustainability. At the 
beginning of the year, NREN CEOs gathered in Nairobi, Kenya to discuss key challenges that the 
Alliance was facing. At the end the CEOs outlined a number of recommendations for the Alliance, 
which were all anchored on the need for the Alliance to remain relevant to its members and to consult 
its members widely when developing new services. This approach is embedded in the planning for all 
services now. 
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Following the Nairobi meeting, NREN CEO’s Forum was formalised as a consultative arm of the 
Alliance and a provision was made in the revised Constitution, which will be tabled at the 14th Annual 
General Meeting in 2020. The CEOs held two further meetings during the course of the year: one in 
Johannesburg targeting service taking NRENs; and another in Antananarivo at the UbuntuNet-Connect 
2020.  

CEOs of large Operational NRENs met in Johannesburg in April 2019. The meeting was critical in 
recognition of the fact that NREN members are at varying levels of maturity, which calls for 
differentiating among the needs and approaches to providing value. The meeting acknowledged the 
recommendations made earlier in Nairobi and went further to suggest how the Alliance would evolve 
in function so as to better serve the community; and overhaul its cost and pricing model and take into 
account differences in local market conditions. The meeting also re-iterated the need for the Alliance to 
seek recognition by regional bodies such as SADC and EAC and ensure that these entities are aware of 
NRENs operational in their regions. 

Another NREN CEOs Meeting was held on 29th October 2019 in Antananarivo ahead of the 
UbuntuNet-Connect 2019. The meeting focused on the need for the Alliance to retain subscribing 
NRENs; and ways of ensuring that NRENs pay for services to the Alliance so as not to stifle its 
operations.  

4.3.2 Relevant Value-added Services 

UbuntuNet Alliance started placing emphasis on value added services in 2015 and three particular 
services were included in AfricaConnect2, namely: eduroam, eduID and web-conferencing. By the end 
of 2019, eduroam is available in 12 countries as shown in Figure 2, and 5 are already members of 
eduGAIN. Together with WACREN, Zoom web conferencing service has been made available. As the 
Alliance sought to develop further value-added services, feedback received from the community 
suggested that the Alliance needs to spend more time listening to NRENs so that such value-added 
services address NREN needs and are ultimately accepted. A consultation paper on value added services 
was prepared and tabled by NREN CEOs in Antananarivo on 29 October 2019. The paper consolidated 
all the suggested services that NRENs had made to the Alliance and proposed delivery options for 
consideration by NRENs.  

 

 
Fig 2: Global eduroam map 
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4.3.3 NREN Satisfaction Survey 

An NREN Satisfaction Survey was carried out in May 2019 with the aim of obtaining feedback from 
Member NRENs of the Alliance on the services and interactions that the Alliance has with its members 
with the aim of improving the general customer experience in the Alliance service delivery. Figure 3 
shows the results from seven service activities of the Alliance, where  NRENs scored the Alliance over 
50% satisfaction in 5 areas. These are overall service, 82%; capacity building, 72%; communication, 
64%; management of AC2, 55%; network performance and reliability, 63%. The NRENs rated the 
Alliance below threshold on applications; and network connectivity service portfolios, 27% and 45% 
satisfaction scores respectively. This means the Alliance needs to apply more effort in the two areas to 
improve the NREN satisfaction. 

 
Figure 3:  NREN satisfaction scores 

4.3.4 Supporting NRENs to become/remain financially sustainable 

UbuntuNet Alliance understands that for it to remain sustainable, it requires a strong base of NRENs 
that are sustainable. Thanks to the support received from the European Commission, UbuntuNet 
Alliance has been able to roll out its regional network upon which it has been able to offer connectivity 
services at affordable prices. For the Alliance to maintain affordable prices, it needs a good number of 
connected NRENs. However, the pace at which emerging NRENs are turning operational has been 
slow. As shown in Figure 4, there are NRENs that are connected to the UbuntuNet network, but are not 
taking any service from the Alliance, e.g. BERNET, DRC. This has been hampering efforts to maintain 
lower prices to NRENs and in some countries the commercial markets have outcompeted NRENs.  

Some NRENs have to endure serious competition from the commercial sector such that the offering 
from the Alliance is less competitive. To deal with this, UbuntuNet Alliance adopted a new pricing 
approach that considers local market conditions. This has been applied to RENU, TERNET and 
MoRENet. The approach will be rolled out to the rest of the community gradually. 
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Table 1: Status of NRENs and connectivity to UbuntuNet 

Country NREN NREN 
operational? 

Connected to 
UbuntuNet 

Subscribed to 
Service 

1. Burundi BERNET ✗ ✓ ✗ 
2. DRC Eb@le ✗ ✓ ✗ 
3. Ethiopia EthERNet ✓ ✗ ✗ 
4. Kenya KENET ✓ ✓ ✓ 
5. Madagascar iRENALA ✓ ✗ ✗ 
6. Malawi MAREN ✓ ✓  

7. Mozambique MoRENet ✓ ✓ ✓ 
8. Namibia Xnet ✓ ✗ ✗ 
9. Rwanda RwEdNet ✗ ✓ ✓ 
10. Somalia SomaliREN ✓ ✓ ✓ 
11. South Africa TENET ✓ ✓ ✓ 
12. Sudan SudREN ✓ ✗ ✗ 
13. Tanzania TERNET ✓ ✓ ✓ 
14. Uganda RENU ✓ ✓ ✓ 
15. Zambia ZAMREN ✓ ✓ ✓ 
16. Zimbabwe ZARNet/ZIMR

EN 
✓ ✓ ✓ 

 

4.3.5 Seeking support from development partners 

As a non-profit organisation, UbuntuNet Alliance needs support from development partners for its 
capital infrastructure projects. The European Commission has been a key partner in this area and has 
provided approximately EUR24 million since 2011 to UbuntuNet Alliance under AfricaConnect 
projects. The Alliance has also received EUR640,000 from the EC under the H2020 and FP7 
programmes between 2008 and 2017, which has had a huge impact in advocacy about e-infrastructure 
services, open science, and allowed the Alliance to become a key participant in global research and 
education networking activities. 

a) Exit AfricaConnect2 enter AfricaConnect3 

AfricaConnect2 project officially came to an end on 15th November 2019 concluding a 4 year era of 
network expansion, service rollout, capacity building. Building on the foundation laid by 
AfricaConnect1, AfricaConnect2 consolidated the UbuntuNet regional backbone network – expanding 
it to connect a further 5 countries (Burundi, Malawi, Somalia, Tanzania and Zimbabwe), rolled out the 
regional infrastructure for eduroam and supported the rollout of the service; set up the regional 
infrastructure for trust & identify services; and trained network and systems engineers in key areas of 
network infrastructure management, eduroam and trust & identity services.  

 

The project is still going for Clusters 2 – West and Central Africa, and Cluster 3 – North Africa; as the 
two clusters still had their budgets unexhausted and activities in the pipeline. For Cluster 1, early closing 
of AfricaConnect2 project after its budget had been exhausted paved way for phase 3 of the project to 
commence. 

Contracts for AfricaConnect3 were signed on 18 December 2019 in Brussels after months of preparation 
of project descriptions, logframes and budgets. The project will run for 4 years with a total budget of 
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EUR37.5 million. Unlike AfricaConnect2 where UbuntuNet Alliance managed its entire budget on its 
own, under AfricaConnect3, GEANT will manage the connectivity budgets for all Clusters, whereas 
each cluster will manage the budgets of all other activities. With this arrangement, UbuntuNet Alliance 
connectivity budget is EUR10,000,000 and all other activities have EUR4,300,000 – bringing the total 
allocation of UbuntuNet Alliance to EUR14,300,000. The EC will contribute 80 percent of this amount 
and the Alliance and beneficiary NRENs the remaining 20 percent.  

It was discovered during AfricaConnect2 that there is generally a lack of strategic outreach of research 
and education networks. NRENs are well understood by their end users, but not among key players and 
are often wrongly seen by many as telecom providers and by the telecom providers as competitors. To 
address this challenge, AfricaConnect3 comes with a strong advocacy and donor engagement element. 
The aim is to develop and implement a strategic advocacy programme targeting all key policy makers, 
stakeholders and development partners so as to increase recognition, the level of support and funding 
for NRENs at both national and regional levels. 

b) Roadmap for implementing the Recommendations of the EU Systems Audit 

As a way of effectively responding to the findings of the Systems Audit carried out by Ernst and Young 
in 2018, UbuntuNet Alliance developed a Roadmap, clearly defining the measures that would be taken 
and deliverables for closing the gaps that were identified. The Alliance therefore spent a significant 
amount of time during the course of the year putting in place all the recommended measures and 
updating old and developing new key policy and procedure manuals. As at the end of the year, the 
Alliance had completed all but two deliverables, which were set to be completed by the time of the 
AGM. 

c) Forging new Partnerships 

The World Bank, the Swedish International Development Corporation Agency (Sida), African 
Development Bank, Agence Française de Développement (AFD) were important partners that 
supported NRENs in raising the counterpart funding. Going forward, the Alliance will seek to maintain 
these relationships and establish more with new ones. Soon after signing of AfricaConnect3 contract, 
the Alliance informed the three partners of the new project. 

Early September 2019, the CEO and Technical Manager visited ADF’s regional office in Nairobi and 
held a scoping meeting with officials. The meeting touched on the upcoming AfricaConnect3 and sought 
to appraise the ADF officials of the opportunity to collaborate in the new project. By the end of the year,  
new strategies were being laid on how to expand the base of the Alliance’s development partners. 

4.4 Connectivity 

Connectivity is the primary service that UbuntuNet Alliance provides to its community. The Alliance 
operates UbuntuNet, the regional backbone network interconnecting NRENs in the region and 
connecting them to the rest of the world. 

4.4.1 Extending the reach of the UbuntuNet network 

During 2019, the Alliance completed capacity upgrades in East Africa and extended connectivity into 
Burundi to serve BERNET. A new point of presence was set up in Bujumbura and a 500Mbps link 
was commissioned between the new POP and the Kigali POP provided by Bandwidth and Cloud 
Services (BCS). To ensure that the existing backbone cope with increasing traffic from/to BERNET, a 
new link was commission between Kigali and Kampala (1Gbps by BBS) and an additional 3Gbps 
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between Kampala and Nairobi (provided by SEACOM). The links were the last procurement under 
AfricaConnect2. Burundi was the 12th country to be connected to the UbuntuNet backbone network. 

The map below shows the status of the regional network as at the end of the year. The backbone includes 
links procured under AfricaConnect1 and 2, and own leased links, provided either by commercial 
companies or NRENs. The links interconnect 12 POPs in Africa and two in Europe, providing a 
connected platform for collaboration in research and education networking. The network has total 
available international capacity of 4.96Gbps and traffic peaks around 3.5Gbps. 

 

Figure 4: UbuntuNet Backbone Network 

4.4.2 Connectivity Services and Subscription Levels 

UbuntuNet Alliance provides three connectivity services to its NREN Members, delivered at its 
backbone POPs as follows:  
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 Global Transit Delivered in Africa (GTDiA): Provided to NRENs at any regional POP in the 
NREN’s home country. It is a complete Internet access service that provides IP interconnectivity 
via the UbuntuNet Network with other NRENs; with the global REN networks through 
GEANT; and with commodity internetworks in Africa and elsewhere in the World.  

 Global Transit Delivered in Europe (GTDiE): This is an upstream Internet transit service 
that delivers IP transit to RENs and to commodity networks at either of the UbuntuNet PoPs in 
Europe.  It is accessible only by an NREN that provides the transport circuit between its network 
and the UbuntuNet PoPs in Europe itself.  

 Regional REN Connectivity Service: This provides a connection to and use of a shared 
research and education backbone network – the UbuntuNet Regional REN Backbone.  This 
allows NRENs to exchange traffic with each other. This service is enriched with 
interconnectivity with such commodity networks in Africa as the Alliance can establish through 
the agency of its Member NRENs and with such further African NRENs and Commodity 
Networks as UbuntuNet can reach through peering at exchange points in Africa with other 
African regional RENs. 

 
The subscription levels for each NREN at the end of 2019 are show in Table 1. Ten of the 12 connected 
NRENs are getting services from the Alliance. One major problem that the Alliance is facing is that of 
idle capacity emanating from lack of network usage by some NRENs and underutilisation by others. 
For example, BERNET and Eb@le are yet to connect; whereas MAREN, ZARNet, TERNET and 
MoRENet  have excess capacity at their doorsteps. This is happening when universities in those 
countries are still paying a lot of money per Mbps to commercial Internet Service Providers. This is an 
area that must be addressed quickly because it also affects both the sustainability of the Alliance and its 
ability to offer lower prices. 

Table 1: NREN  Service subscription levels 

NREN GTDiA Service 
(Mbps) 

GTDiE Service 
(Mbps) 

RREN Service 
(Mbps) 

KENET - 17,360 50 
MAREN 200 - - 
MoRENet 1,850 155 - 
RENU 4,000 1,550 - 
RwEdNet 600 - - 
SomaliREN 150 - - 
TENET - - - 
TERNET 100 - - 
ZAMREN 2,000 - - 
ZARNet 1,000 - - 
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5. Financial Statements of the UbuntuNet Alliance for the year ended 31 
Dec 2019 

 

 


