
Much of Africa is now used to the concept of mobile payments. This might be a good time, you would think, to build a 
strong NFC payments ecosystem in Africa. Ron Murphy asks Srinivas Nidugondi of mobility solutions company Comviva 
how far NFC has gone in Africa – and how far it can go.

Yet another way to pay

NFC Mobile financial services

T
HERE ARE CLEARLY opportunities for 
NFC in Africa – and many phones are 
now NFC-ready. But is take-up 
widespread enough? That’s the first 

of a number of questions we asked Srinivas 
Nidugondi, EVP and COO, Mobile Financial 
Solutions, Comviva. 

Comviva, a mobility solutions company, is 
a subsidiary of Tech Mahindra and a part of 
the $21 billion Mahindra Group. Its extensive 
portfolio of solutions includes digital 
financial services. 

NFC smartphones are steadily growing in 
Africa, Nidugondi points out, citing GSMA 
Intelligence, which provides coverage of all 
operators and MVNOs across more than 4,400 
networks, 65 groups and 237 countries and 
territories worldwide from 1979 to the present. 
GSMA Intelligence suggests that approximately 
45 per cent of mobile connections in Africa are 
using smartphones. 

According to the Mobile Overview Report 
from Scientiamobile (which provides mobile 
device intelligence and image optimization 
solutions), 56 per cent of smartphones in Africa 
support NFC. 

“Taking these two statistics into 
consideration, we can say about one fourth of 
mobile connections on the continent are on 
NFC-supported phones,” says Nidugondi. Thus, 
it seems, NFC smartphones will take some time 
to become widespread. “However,” Nidugondi 
says, “that doesn’t mean NFC payments are not 
flourishing in Africa. We have NFC solutions in 
Africa that are device-agnostic and work 
through NFC cards or stickers. As NFC phone 
penetration grows, there will be solutions that 
will allow consumers to tap their NFC phone on 
NFC POS (points of sale) to make payments.” 

In which case, what sorts of businesses and 
institutions are bringing NFC to Africa? As you 
might expect, Nidugondi cites mobile money 
providers and banks as leading the effort of 
promoting NFC payments in Africa. 

“Most of the prominent mobile money 
providers, like Orange Money, Airtel Money, 
EcoCash, MTN Mobile Money and M-Pesa, 
have launched closed-loop NFC payments in 
at least one of their operations,” he says. He 
continues: “Primarily, these operators 
provide a low-cost, small-sized, portable NFC 
POS to the merchants linked to their mobile 
money account. The POS are affordable 

compared to conventional POS machines and 
specifically designed keeping in mind the 
merchants of emerging regions like Africa. The 
operators also provide NFC cards or 
stickers/tags to consumers, which can be 
pasted on the back of mobile phones. The 
NFC card or sticker is linked to the customer’s 
mobile money account. The customer has to 
tap the NFC card or sticker on the NFC POS 
and enter a secret mobile money PIN in the 
POS to make the payment.” 

This isn’t the only way forward. “On the 
other hand,” says Nidugondi, “major banks in 
key African economies like South Africa, 
Nigeria and Kenya have launched contactless 

NFC cards which can be tapped on NFC POS 
machines to make payments. Also OEM-based 
payment services – like Samsung Pay – have 
been launched in South Africa.” 

Specific infrastructure and connectivity are 
usually required for NFC by stores or shops – 
and there is evidence that this is being rolled 
out. Nidugondi explains: “Merchants need an 
NFC POS to facilitate contactless payments. 
Banks in major economies are replacing old 
POS with new contactless POS devices. For 
example, In South Africa, key banks like ABSA, 
FNB and Nedbank have 80 per cent of their 
POS systems NFC-enabled.” 

As for the mobile industry, “mobile money 
operators have provided specially designed 
low-cost NFC POS to merchants. These POS are 
wireless with a GSM SIM fitted into them and 
work on a mobile operator’s network. Some 
operators also allow merchants with NFC 
smartphones to download an app and use 
their smartphone as a POS device.” 

Which brings us to the NFC solutions offered 
by Comviva in Africa. Comviva offers a 
comprehensive set of NFC solutions through its 
mobiquity platform and Digital Banking 
Experience Platform (DBXP). Nidugondi 
explains: “mobiquity is the world’s largest 
mobile money platform by deployments, 
powering services like EcoCash, Airtel Money 
and Orange Money.” Referring back to his 
earlier definitions, he says: “mobiquity 
enables mobile money providers to offer a 
closed-loop or open NFC service.” 

In fact Comviva was one of the first 
companies in Africa to offer a closed-loop NFC 
solution. In 2015, it enabled Airtel Money in 
Tanzania to offer the ‘Tap Tap’ NFC service. 
Nidugondi explains: “Tap Tap equips 
merchants with an affordable and portable NFC 
POS, a mini-calculator-sized GSM device, which 
is linked to a merchant’s Airtel Money account. 

“It also provides consumers with an NFC 
card linked to their Airtel Money account. The 
merchant enters the payment amount in the 
NFC POS.” What about the customer? “The 
customer simply taps the NFC card on the POS 
and enters the secret PIN to pay.”  

And other countries are following suit. 
“EcoCash Zimbabwe and Orange Money 
Cameroon offer similar services with the brand 
names ‘EcoCash Ta’ and ‘Flash Pay’ 
respectively. The closed-loop NFC system can 

Srinivas Nidugondi, Comviva
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“Most of the prominent 
mobile money providers 

have launched closed-loop 
NFC payments in at least 
one of their operations”
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also be extended to mobile money agents, 
allowing them to do cash-in, cash-out or 
airtime recharge for customers with just a tap.” 

In fact it was Comviva that introduced open 
NFC payments with EcoCash in Zimbabwe. 
Nidugondi explains: “EcoCash provides its 
customers with an Express Debit Card, a 
Mastercard NFC companion card linked to 
customers’ EcoCash wallet. The card can be 
tapped at all Mastercard-verified POS in 
Zimbabwe and abroad. As the card is a 
Mastercard companion card, it can be used 
globally at all Mastercard merchants – and not 
just registered EcoCash merchants – making it 
an open service.” 

Comviva currently offers these services 
where mobiquity is deployed, but, 
importantly, it can also deploy an NFC solution 
as a module in mobile money services with 
another vendor platform. 

For banks, Comviva, through its DBXP 
product, provides an HCE (host card 

emulation)-based contactless payment 
solution, including tokenization, VTS (Visa 

Token Service) and MDES (MasterCard  
Digital Enablement Service) support. It 
creates a virtual representation of a physical 
Visa or Mastercard card that can be  
accessed through a mobile phone and can be 
used to make ‘tap and go’ payments 
(Comviva is a qualified VISA Token Service 
Provider (TSP) vendor and also listed on the 
Mastercard Engage Directory for Digital 
Wallets). Comviva has launched HCE-based 
payments for banks in India and the Middle 
East and is now seeing interest in the concept 
from some banks in Africa. 

So is NFC better for customers? And if so, 
how? “NFC offers an enhanced consumer 
experience,” says Nidugondi. “Compared to 
USSD mobile transactions, NFC is faster – the 
transaction process reduces from eight-to-10 
steps to three-to-five steps and transaction time 
reduces from over a minute to 15 to 20 seconds. 

NFC payments also help in digitizing micro-
payments. In some deployments, small-value 
NFC transactions (say $5) do not require a 
customer to enter the secret PIN, making these 
transactions faster and more convenient than 
cash payments, motivating consumers to shift 
from cash to digital.” 

And that’s important – African consumers, 
like consumers everywhere, don’t want to waste 
time in queues or looking for cash if there’s 
another way to pay. “For merchants, NFC 
payments help in queue busting and serving 
customers faster. NFC is a win-win for all.” ✆

NFC is faster – the 
transaction process is 

reduced from eight-to-10 
steps to three-to-five steps 

and transaction time to 
15-20 seconds.
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