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Unlocking the value of VoIP
Roman Hogh, Manager: Product Development, MWEB Business 
The past year has signalled important changes in the South African telecommunications market.  Deregulation on 1st February 2005 heralded the beginning of an exciting chapter for businesses and consumers alike and the legalisation of VoIP was met with a lot of anticipation.
Educating consumers 

Many misconceptions, however, arose as a result of the build-up towards the legalisation of VoIP. Service providers therefore play the crucial role of educator, by quantifying and qualifying the value of VoIP. 

Most SMEs are hesitant to embrace new unknown technology and this is where service providers can assist in providing clear advice and guidance. By demystifying the technology, and positioning it correctly to complement or supplement current voice facilities, service providers can help potential customers realise the true business benefits associated with VoIP.
A boon to SMEs 

There are many providers focusing their efforts on the corporate market, however, the SME market stands to benefit substantially from investments in VoIP. Cost containment remains a key driver for businesses in this sector, and service providers that can deliver a compelling value proposition are in a favourable position. 

MWEB Business’ primary focus is the SME market and as such, we develop solutions that cater for the needs of this market. Quality solutions that are affordable as well as easy to use and maintain are what this market is looking for. 
We currently provide an inter-branch VoIP offering, OfficeCall, which is targeted at medium sized organisations. It has been designed to integrate with existing telephony infrastructure, negating the need for costly upgrades and new equipment. Used in conjunction with our MPLS VPN services, OfficeCall provides secure toll-free voice communication between an organisation’s branches.  The OfficeCall product will automatically re-route any voice communication back to the existing telco facilities in the case of data link degradation or failure, thereby ensuring continuous service.    

We are also developing solutions that leverage the potential of broadband access to provide cost-effective and relevant options for smaller businesses. SMEs will be able to utilise their ADSL connectivity to take advantage of least cost call routing to realise substantial cost savings depending on call destination e.g. cellular or international. 
Furthermore, MWEB’s broadband VoIP services will only make use of the customer's local bandwidth.  Any international call legs will be relayed over MWEB’s quality of service managed bandwidth, thereby ensuring the call will not be affected by the inconsistent nature of ADSL's international bandwidth. An added bonus will be that all on-net calls (calls between MWEB VoIP customers) will be toll-free.
Clarifying misconceptions

With bandwidth being an expensive resource in South Africa, concerns have been raised regarding the need for additional bandwidth when deploying a broadband VoIP solution. Quality of service is another issue that has received attention, with the belief that network-enforced quality of service should be deployed.

The ADSL connectivity services available today provide more than sufficient bandwidth to cater for voice calls. While they do not provide any quality of service guarantees, their local bandwidth capacity is sufficient for VoIP. As such, the possibility for congestion, the primary culprit for call quality degradation, is minimised.

Key to guaranteeing acceptable voice quality from the customer’s perspective is to ensure that voice calls receive priority over other applications. This is typically configured on the connection’s ADSL or broadband router. As VoIP calls use only a small amount of available bandwidth, a typical broadband connection with the necessary prioritisation can simultaneously cater for quality voice calls and the customer’s existing data applications.   

Future of VoIP in SA

As we progress towards the end of 2005, there is greater general awareness of VoIP and the benefits it can bring to a business. But for businesses to derive greater value from VoIP, certain regulatory barriers hindering the efficiency and effectiveness of solutions need to be removed. 

Clarification is required from the Department of Communications regarding various unresolved issues such as number portability, interconnection between service providers, and fixed line and cellular operators. The cost of wholesale bandwidth available to service providers is another impediment to the delivery of highly cost effective VoIP solutions. 
Only when the South African telecommunications regulatory environment has evolved to a point where unrestricted competition is allowed, will the underlying bandwidth costs move closer in line with international standards.
The industry is unanimous though, it is only a question of when, not if, this will come to pass and we believe that the SME market will be one of the sectors that stands to gain the most from the resultant competitive telecommunications environment.  
-ENDS- 

About MWEB Business 

Founded in January 1998 as the business division of MWEB, MWEB Business provides comprehensive solutions in areas of Internet Services, Application Services, Content Services, Web development, e-commerce, eProcurement and consultancy to businesses.


We are dedicated to helping our business clients leverage the power of the Internet by providing a comprehensive solution for all their Internet needs along with the expertise and skills to successfully implement their ventures online.

MWEB Business has e-commerce enabled more than 220 businesses and provided Internet services to more than 75 000 business clients, including Pick 'n Pay, Makro, Netflorist, Incredible Connection, The Pro Shop and many more.
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