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available in South Africa,” she says. “What 
this effectively means is that when the 
international players started dipping their 
toes in the market, they had very little 
competition and a lot of brand clout.”

She believes that the 2017 figures “are a far 
more realistic indication of the market growth 
and a very positive one at that”. 

“Whether it is slowing down, I cannot tell,” 
she adds, “However, I would expect that now 
that all the early adopters have depleted their 
free trials, the real appetite for paying for a 
service will start to reveal itself.”
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There is plenty of optimism surrounding the South African music industry 
as revenue growth returned in 2018 and numerous streaming services 
launched in a country just setting out on its digital music journey

STATS (2017 estimates)

f
Population   55.4m
d
GDP (purchasing power parity)   

$767.2bn
GDP real growth rate  1.3%
GDP per capita  $13,600
h
Internet users  29.3m
Percent of population  54%
c
Broadband connections  1.7m
i
Mobile subscriptions  91.9m
Source: CIA World Factbook

SOUTH AFRICA

If the number of digital music services 
launching locally was the prime indicator 
of the health of a country’s music business, 
then South Africa would be chasing the 

US for the global number one spot. In March 
2018, Spotify launched in South Africa, the 
same month that Huawei announced it was 
to create a music streaming service there, 
with YouTube Music joining these operators 
in the market in March 2019. Other DSPs in 
South Africa include Apple Music, Joox, MTN 
Music Time, Google Play and Deezer. 

Tracy Fraser, MD of Warner Music South 
Africa, says that she is very optimistic about 
South Africa’s music industry, with recorded 
music revenue returning to growth in 2018 
after several years of decline, posting a 

12.4% increase. “The outlook is bright, as 
more people sign up to music services,” she 
explains. “There’s a real sense that the music 
business here is bouncing back.”

Streaming, clearly, has played a large role 
in this. Streaming revenue in South Africa rose 
334.2% in 2016, according to the IFPI, followed 
by a further 40.2% increase in 2017, going 
from $8.4m in 2016 to $11.78m in 2017. This 
might seem like a slowdown, but Catherine 
Lückhoff, formerly CEO of NicheStreem, a 
PaaS (Platform as a Service) for niche music 
streaming services, and its first hyper-local 
service, Liedjie, says that the 2016 figures 
came from a very low base. 

“When we launched Liedjie in December 
2015, we were one of the only services 

Fraser says South Africa is still at the 
beginning of digital music adoption. “And 
while we’re seeing exciting growth by early 
adopters, the next step is to engage the 
broader population,” she adds. “There are still 
challenges, such as high data costs and low 
credit card penetration, to overcome; but 
overall, as services innovate around billing and 
more people realise what a great proposition 
streaming is, we’ll get there.”

As examples of this innovation she 
mentions Joox, which is billing through a pay-
per-view subscription, DSTV, and the newly 
launched MTN Music Time service, which 
offers hourly mobile music subscription with 
integrated payment options. 

High data costs are a familiar issue for 
any digital music service in South Africa. 
So acute is the problem that South Africa’s 
then-president Jacob Zuma announced 
plans to tackle it in his 2017 State Of The 
Nation Address. Whether this has had 

The next step is to engage the 
broader population. There are 

still challenges, such as high 
data costs and low credit card 
penetration, to overcome; but 
overall, as services innovate 

around billing and more people 
realise what a great proposition 
streaming is, we’ll get there....” 
– Tracy Fraser, Warner South Africa
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much effect is a moot point. Lückhoff says 
data costs are falling, largely thanks to new 
entrants in the market such as rain.co.za, 
but the latest report from the Independent 
Communications Authority of South Africa 
(Icasa) found little evidence of cheaper data. 

Meanwhile, physical music sales continue 
to fall. Revenue from physical music 
decreased from $43.1m in 2013 to $10.7m in 
2017, according to the IFPI, with PwC noting 
in its Entertainment & Media Outlook 2018-
2022 report that “the music and home video 
industries [in South Africa] were hit even 
harder [than print newspapers] when CD and 
DVD sales collapsed”.

In this context, the launch of Spotify 
South Africa is a fascinating prospect. 
Lückhoff says that Spotify will appeal to 
South Africans’ love of big international 
names. “South Africans tend to value 
international brands, hence services such as 
Spotify and Apple Music are a big draw card 
over lesser-known or even local brands,” she 
says. “Any increase in competition will have 
a positive impact on such a nascent market, 
in my opinion. The more awareness created 
for streaming through big budget marketing 
campaigns, such as those that Spotify 
executed, the better.”

Spotify did not reveal user numbers 
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RECORDED MUSIC SALES, VOLUME
(million units)

TOTAL MUSIC MARKET
(South African Rand, millions)
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2012 | N/A
2013 | –4.2%
2014 | 5.8%
2015 | 1.0%
2016 | 2.7%

2017 | 3.7%
2018 | 5.1%
2019 | 5.5%
2020 | 5.8%
2021 | 5.1%

for South Africa. But Nouran Hassan, the 
company’s communications manager MEA, 
says that Spotify has been “absolutely 
thrilled with the warm welcome we have 
had from music fans in South Africa”. She 
added, “Over the past year, we’ve seen a 
positive reaction from both free users and 
premium subscribers.”

Hassan points to Spotify’s work with local 
artists in South Africa, where the dance music 
scene has garnered global attention thanks 
to the success of DJs such as Black Coffee. 
Hassan says that Spotify has “worked very 
closely with local artists and label partners as 
we continue to raise awareness and educate 

them about Spotify for Artists”. Spotify also 
operates a selection of South Africa-specific 
playlists, including Hip Hop Juice, Top Hits 
South Africa, House Nation and SA Gold, 
which are curated by the company’s South 
African editorial team. 

“We’ve also helped local artists grow,” 
Hassan says. “At our anniversary we revealed 
that Nasty C was our most-streamed local 
artist since launch and Black Coffee was 
the second most-streamed local artist in 
South Africa. We’ve also helped the likes of 
Jeremy Loops reach an international audience 
through Spotify: he’s currently playlisted in 
52 playlists globally and our playlist House 
Nation found an audience in Brazil.”

Ultimately, South Africa’s digital music 
business feels delicately poised. On the one 
hand, the country has a wide array of music 
streaming services and booming local talent, 
with PwC predicting that music streaming 
revenue in South Africa will increase at a 
CAGR of 34.5% to 2021, reaching 518m Rand 
($44.45m) in that year. On the other hand, 
there are continual structural problems that 
weigh down the South African business, 
currently preventing it from living up to its 
incredible potential.

“Overall I’m positive about the future 
of South Africa’s music industry,” Fraser 
concludes. “The growth and variety of digital 
services means we’ve got a real chance to 
effectively monetise what’s always been a 
vibrant music scene. That’s great news for 
artists and also fans as it means we can 
step-up investment in the next generation of 
talent and have better opportunities to build 
global success stories. At the heart of it all 
are brilliant South African artists, producing 
amazing and diverse music.”  :)

Source: 
PwC Entertainment
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