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for African enterprises



Africa is a mobile-first continent. Virtually every African 
adult has a mobile handset. 

The phone is the continent’s primary medium for                   
communication and information.  It is the preferred channel 
for accessing the internet, and in some regions it is even the 
dominant electronic payment platform too. 

All of this makes mobile – and especially SMS – the logical 
choice for business communications. 

Think of the other options. TV is too broad. You can’t               
micro-target a broadcast campaign. It’s one-way too –         
customers can’t reply directly to a TV ad.  Meanwhile email 
excludes anyone that cannot access the internet.

By contrast, SMS is direct, immediate, personal and two-way. 

Now is the time for African businesses and public sector 
organisations to embrace mobile messaging. And the good 
news is: it’s affordable and easy to do.

In this white paper, you will learn more about:

• The power of the mobile channel
• Why it is the right medium for your marketing and             

customer support activities
• How to get started
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The power of mobile messaging 
No other channel can match mobile for reach, immediacy and response rate…

Why you need to ‘talk’ to your customers on mobile  |  An introduction to business messaging for African enterprises    3

For any business wishing to reach customers 
across West Africa, one channel stands out.

The mobile phone.

There’s a simple reason for this: access. Today, 
pretty much every adult in the region has 
a phone. And any phone will do. Since SMS 
and voice are not internet-based, customers 
don’t need a smartphone or data plan to be 
contactable. 

Data from GSMA Intelligence shows that there 
were 4.22 million cellular mobile connections 
in The Gambia at the start of 2022. To illustrate 
the penetration of mobile in the wider region, 
here (on the right) are the headline numbers 
according to the World Bank.

Mobile subscriptions   
(% of population) 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2

The Gambia 111

Senegal 114

Sierra Leone 86

Access to the Internet  
(% of population) 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.ZS

The Gambia 51

Senegal 40

Sierra Leone 17

Access to fixed broadband 
(% of population) 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.BBND.P2

The Gambia 0.19

Senegal 1.06

Sierra Leone n/a
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In fact, SMS is the most democratic 
communications medium the world has ever 
seen. It can be used by anyone with a phone 
no matter the handset, operator, OS or country. 
In other words, this is a channel to virtually 
everyone on the planet. 

What’s more, SMS requires zero user training. 
Consumers don’t need to read a manual or 
watch a how-to video to read and respond to a 
text.

And because mobile is such a personal medium, 
users open and respond to texts very quickly. 
In fact, studies have revealed that 98 per cent 
of people read text messages – and 90 per cent 
of messages are read within three seconds. By 
contrast email has a typical read rate of up to 
30 per cent. 

However, at the same time, SMS is 
‘asynchronous’. Unlike a voice call, which has 
to be answered in the present, a text message 
can sit in a person’s inbox to be replied to when 
it is convenient. 

But it’s not just reach that makes mobile so 
compelling. Mobile is also a uniquely two-way 
medium.

The mobile channel lets businesses like yours 
get answers from customers – or even start 
conversations with them.

This kind of interactivity is simply not possible 
with other communications channels such as 
TV, newspapers or radio. Yes, you can have a 
customer conversation via email, but the truth 
is that nternet connectivity is too low in the 
region to make email a viable option at the 
moment.

So we can summarize the benefits of mobile as 
follows:

• Reach
Virtually every customer has a mobile. What’s 
more, the phone is an aural device, so it offers 
the best way to reach illiterate customers too.

• Two-way
Your customers can use the mobile to reply 
to your communications – or even start 
conversations.

• Immediacy
The phone is a personal medium. Because 
of this, people check and respond to calls/
messages extremely quickly. 
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All over the world, people are exploring 
new types of mobile messaging: WhatsApp, 
iMessage, WeChat and more.

But still, SMS remains immensely popular. 
Why? Because consumers find it easy to 
use, they don’t need a data connection or a 
smartphone and because they can respond to a 
message in their own time.

Market analyst Ovum estimates people sent 
4.9 trillion SMS messages in 2020. 

Obviously, the same qualities that make SMS 
popular with consumers make it very attractive 
to enterprises too.

Business messaging (often called A2P or 
application-to-person messaging) started when 
larger enterprises discovered the usefulness of 
SMS around 20 years ago. They saw that text’s 
ability to reach every person – and be read 
quickly – made it perfect for important one-
way announcements such as: 

“Your appointment is tomorrow at 9.30am.”
“It is safe to fish today.”
“You just paid 20 dalasi.”

One of the most popular use cases is the 
authentication access code. Today, any 
businesses can send these unique and secure 
codes to verify new or existing customers. In 
fact, two factor authentication (2FA) codes 
currently make up 20 per cent of all business 
messaging traffic.

Today, business SMS is mainstream. All sorts 
of West African enterprises use it including 
government, banks, schools, health centres etc.

Take utility companies, for example. 
Shopkeepers can send electricity access 
tokens to customers by SMS, rather than 
print them in store. This is cheap and reliable. 
The shopkeeper just needs a basic phone to 
send the texts. There is no need for kiosks or 
printers, which frequently break down or go 
offline when there is a power outage.

Why SMS makes sense 
for business messaging



Taking business messaging 
to the next level: Messaging 
apps, bots and omnichannel…

Across Africa, more and more consumers are 
buying smartphones with data connections. 

According to the GSMA’s State of Mobile 
Internet Connectivity 2021 report 48 percent 
of Sub-Saharan consumers have smartphones 
and this will rise to 64 percent by 2025. It adds 
that a third of people in Sub-Saharan Africa 
will be using the mobile internet by 2022, 
rising to nearly 40 percent by 2025. 

Smartphone penetration by 
African region

Source: GSMA: The Mobile Economy Middle East & North Africa. GSMA: The Mobile 
Economy Sub-Saharan Africa 2021

Region % (2019)  % (2025)

Central African States  44 64

West African States  49 65

When customers have smartphones and data 
connections, it changes what’s possible with 
business messaging. Enterprises can embed 
links in their alerts so that recipients can go 
direct from a text to a mobile web site for more 
information. 

This makes it possible for a text to be more than 
a one-way alert. It can (potentially) became the 
start point for some kind of transaction.

Of course, the other big change created by the 
adoption of smartphones and data connections 
is the ability to download an app. Not least, 
a so-called OTT (over the top) messaging 
app such as Facebook Messenger, iMessage, 
WhatsApp, WeChat, Viber and so on.

WhatsApp in particular is incredibly popular 
across Africa. No figures are available for 
Gambia. However, the three countries with 
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the highest WhatsApp market penetration are 
all in Africa: Kenya (97 percent of addressable 
customers), South Africa (96 percent), Nigeria 
(95 percent).

These ‘rich’ message apps are changing the way 
consumers talk to each other. Can they do the 
same for business? 

They have many compelling features. The 
benefits of rich messaging include:

• Real time chat
• Group chat
• File transfer
• Audio messaging
• Video and image sharing
• Location sharing
• Live sketching
• Carousels
• Read receipts
• Maps

Many companies are already using the above 
features to improve important business 
processes. They can send product images, 
maps or even video demos. Most important, 
they can start real-time conversations – which 
is great for customer care.

Many people prefer this to the ‘pain’ of calling a 
customer support centre or waiting hours/days 
for an email reply.

The rich messaging app makers are very aware 
of the opportunity to work with enterprises. 
For example, WhatsApp has launched a 
WhatsApp for Business service, which helps 
companies reach their customers through the 
channel. 

The main drawback for WhatsApp and the 
others is their fractured user base. For all their 
success, they cannot boast the global reach 
of SMS. 

Could there be something closer to a universal 
rich messaging channel? It could be RCS. RCS is 
the next-gen messaging system supported by a 
growing number of the world’s telcos. 

They want it to be a default channel like SMS, 
pre-installed on operator handsets and fully 
interoperable, yet able to offer rich functions 
like those of Facebook Messenger and 
WeChat. 

RCS is rolling out gradually on Android devices, 
but so far it has achieved limited reach.



The next stage: rich messaging, 
bots and omnichannel

As we have established, rich messaging 
apps make it possible for companies to have 
message-based conversations with customers.

Another great benefit of rich messaging 
channels is that a human agent doesn’t have to 
handle these interactions. A business bot can 
do it instead.

Needless to say, a bot is not a perfect 
substitute for a human being. But it can take 
the pressure off employees by dealing with 
straightforward queries. And, of course, 
a virtual agent can service thousands of 
customers simultaneously. It never goes home. 

Bots are relatively easy for companies to build. 
And what makes these conversations even 
more powerful is the artificial intelligence in the 
background. AI can analyse a chat session to 
discern the nature of the query – and maybe 
even the sentiment of the customer. It can look at 
thousands of call sessions to glean insights that 
can improve performance over the long term.

The above summary makes a good case for the 
power of mobile messaging to reach virtually 
every customer on a channel they understand 
and use every day.

For most customers, this will start with SMS. 
However, others will want to explore the other 
options: voice calling, WhatsApp, email and 
more. 

This is what’s called multichannel. It might 
sound good, but if these channels are in silos, it 
can cause more problems than it solves. After 
all, how can a business keep track of all of its 
communications – and make sure that there 
is no crossover or duplication of the same 
messages?

When all the channels are combined and 
‘joined up’, it is called omichannel.

With proper coordination, companies can 
deliver customer communications that:

•  Make the experience consistent across every 
channel

• Use the right channel at the right time
•  Reduce the effort required from customers 

and agents
• Personalise the message as much as possible 

It might sound complicated. It isn’t. Why? 
Because of something called communications 
platform as a service (CPaaS). Let’s explore it.
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CPaaS has radically changed the business of 
mobile messaging. To understand why, it is 
useful to know what it has replaced. 

When the market began, an enterprise would 
hire a specialist to send its SMS messages in 
bulk. This third party had the systems in place 
to send thousands/millions of texts – and all the 
necessary commercial and legal relationships 
with telcos to route them.

But then came CPaaS. It turned the whole 
process into software. Thanks to CPaaS, 
the intermediary no longer needs to do bulk 
processing as a ‘wholesale’ process. Instead, it 
provides APIs to its enterprise customers. 

The enterprise simply embeds these APIs into 
its own business systems. Then, when it wants 
to run an SMS campaign, it can do so inside a 
simple dashboard. 

Sending half a million texts requires just a few 
clicks. There’s no complex set-up or commercial 
negotiation. Instead, the enterprise pays a 
simple per message or per minute fee. 

Of course, CPaaS is not just for SMS. It can 
handle all available comms channels – email, 
WhatsApp and voice. 

Thanks to VoiP (Voice over Internet Protocol) 
voice calls can be made and received via the 
internet – which is usually less expensive than a 
traditional phone service. 

Even better for the enterprise, it requires 
no additional hardware, just a device that is 
connected to the internet.

By syncing all the comms together, CPaaS can 
make true omnichannel possible. In practical 
terms, it means the customer can always pick 
up a conversation later on a different channel 
without having to repeat his or herself to the 
care agent.

CPaaS gives enterprises more options. 
Marketing teams can go to the CPaaS 
dashboard to build multi-channel integrated 
campaigns. They can send them out on the best 
channel for the use case.

An email campaign can be followed up with 
an SMS or phone call and the results can 
be analysed all from one inbox, saving time 
and manpower. Marketers can even send 
automated surveys to explore more options.

Meanwhile, on-boarding and fraud teams 
can use CPaaS systems to implement two-
factor authentication, by texting or emailing 
a customer a one time, time-sensitive code to 
verify their identity when logging in from a new 
device. 

CPaaS has made a huge difference to the 
market for business messaging. Analysts are 
predicting a bright future for the sector. IDC 
expects the CPaaS market to go from $3.3 
billion in 2018 to $17.2 billion in 2023.

CPaaS: turning your mobile 
communications into software



Business messaging: how 
Alchemy can get you started
Why do so many businesses in West Africa 
still ignore the mobile channel? Simple. 
Because they don’t know how to get up and 
running...

Well, this is why Alchemy exists. 

Alchemy is a mobile intermediary. We do the 
hard work of establishing connections to all the 
mobile networks in the region. Then we create 
simple tools that make it easy for your business 
to create, launch and pay for the mobile 
campaigns you wish to run.

We have evolved our product range to support 
businesses of different sizes and with different 
needs. These products help businesses like 
yours to…

• Send SMS messages in bulk
•  Send rich messages in bulk (WhatsApp, 

iMessage etc)
• Acquire your own short codes
• Send one-time security passcodes 
• Make cloud-based voice calls
•  Use APIs to automate the sending of 

messages and calls 
•  Choose from a range of payment options 

including pay as you go 
•  Avoid the cost of investing in expensive 

communications systems
 
We make it easy to run effective mobile 
marketing and customer care. As a result some 
of the region’s largest businesses now work 
with us. They include:

• Standard Chartered Bank (G) Ltd
• Guaranty Trust Bank (G) Ltd
• Prime Insurance 
• Ministry Of Fisheries
• Gambia Revenue Authority
• Ministry Of Health

• Gambia Fire and Rescue Services
• Tamala Hotel (Real Hotels Group)
• Gambia Radio and Television Services
• National Youth Council
• Fajara Law Chambers
• Facebook, Whatsapp and Google
• Gambia Football Players Association

To expand our range of services – and extend 
our reach to other regions – we also work 
closely with telco partners such as:

• Africell (G) Ltd
• Gamcel (G) Ltd
• Qcell (G) Ltd
• Orange International
• Telecel Global (International)
• Infobip (International)
• AWS (International)

In fact, we launched our business when we 
became aware of the immense potential of 
mobile ourselves. 

We were running a business sourcing and 
supplying cashew nuts across the Gambia. 
We developed a large network of suppliers, 
retailers and customers – and soon realized the 
only way to communicate effectively with this 
diverse group was via the mobile.

But it wasn’t easy. We needed a partner that 
could help us send messages in bulk without 
having to approach mobile network operators 
(MNOs) directly. 

Such a company didn’t exist. So we became 
one. We developed software to do the job of 
automating mobile voice and messaging. 

Today, Alchemy works with dozens of business 
and public sector organisations across West 
Africa.
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1. Web-based SMS Platform

Log in to a web dashboard and press a button 
to send up to 500 messages a second…

This is the simplest way to get started. The 
Alchemy Web SMS Platform lets you run 
text campaigns simply by logging into a web 
dashboard. 

From there you can send SMSs to every 
customer at the press of a button. 

You can reach an unlimited number of contacts, 
and use template messages to minimize your 
set-up times. 

You can send up to 500 SMSs per second, with 
arrival times averaging six to ten seconds. Yet 
you only pay for messages that reach an active 
SIM card. 

2. Web-based IVR Platform

Use voice to make sure you reach customers 
who cannot read SMS messages…

Text is an excellent medium, but it does exclude 
those who have not learned to read. For this 
group of customers, there’s IVR voice in local 
languages.  Use Alchemy’s IVR platform to 
ensure customers can listen to, rather than 
read, your messages.

3.  Automated message sending using 
Alchemy APIs

Install APIs to run messaging campaigns 
from inside your own business systems…

You can automate the process of sending 
SMSs. This is sometimes called ‘application-to-
Person’ (A2P) messaging, and it works thanks 
to Alchemy’s APIs. 

These APIs provide a link between your 
customer databases and mobile networks. 
They make it possible to send and receive 
messages from inside your own business 
applications.

You can see delivery reports after every 
campaign and set thresholds to ensure you 
stay within budget. You can even receive email 
alerts when you are nearing your limit. 

All of this saves time and money and frees up 
your staff to do more productive work.

4. Short codes for two-way messaging

Secure a 4-digit code to make it easy for 
consumers to find you...

If you want your customers to contact you, 
a short code is the best way to do it. Short 
codes are only 4 digits long. They are easy to 
remember. 

Alchemy can help you acquire your own short 
code and provide a gateway through which 
you can promote them too. Short codes are 
premium numbers, so they are mainly used for 
value-added services such as:

• Feedback and information
• Music requests
• Text-to-win competitions
• Polls and interactive voting

5. Cloud-based voice calls 

Change the way you manage your voice 
traffic by switching from your own office 
system to one hosted in the cloud…

Alchemy can transform the way you make voice 
calls to customers. This is thanks to Voice over 
Internet Protocol.

The products 
Let’s dive a little deeper into Alchemy’s products and services...



A VoIP system moves the tech that enables 
voice calls to the cloud. This means you can 
make calls from a desk phone, computer or 
mobile. In other words, you don’t have to be in 
your office to access all of the features of your 
phone system. 

Alchemy’s IP PBX phone system can switch 
between VoIP phones, traditional analogue 
devices and digital ISDN phone lines. 

It can handle mobile extensions and even 
connect calls and live chat sessions coming 
from a website. You spend less money on 
hardware and maintenance. And there are no 
more personal mobile numbers. One telephone 
number reaches every employee!

6. Knowledge-based consulting

Alchemy can offer advice on what to change 
and how to make it work for you…

It can be a big step to launch into mobile 
marketing and customer care – or move to 
cloud-based voice calling. 

There are important decisions to be made 
around tech, governance, budgets, business 
processes, staffing and more. 

Alchemy can help. We already work with 
the region’s largest service providers and 
enterprise customers. Our experienced team 
can help you…

• Maximise your investment
• Plan and design your network
• Set best practices and project governance
• Establish repeatable processes
• Supply proprietary purpose-built tools
• Advise on upgrading existing networks 
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Speak to the team!
Alchemy is a UK Limited Company (also registered in The Gambia).

It is owned and managed by Kim Buller and Malick M Dibba.

Today, we help dozens of business and public sector organisations 
across West Africa reach their customers via mobile.

We can do the same for you. 

Please contact us at www.alchemytelco.com
or send an email to: info@alchemytelco.com

HEAD OFFICE
Atlantic Boulevard,

Cape Point,
The Gambia

Tel: (+220) 7796665


