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Introduction

There are perhaps too many definitions of Information and Communication Technologies
(ICTs). From “tools that people use to share, distribute, and collect information and to
communicate with one another, one-on-one, or in groups, through the use of computers and
interconnected computer networks” (United Nations, 2005), to “hardware, software, networks,
and media for collection, storage, processing, transmission, and presentation of information”
(World Bank, 2002). My understanding of ICTs is that they are not really about the computer,
the Internet, modems andb telephone lines; they are especially about information and
communication, and above all about the uses that people give to the technologies which are
available at a certain moment and within a certain economic, social and cultural context. If the
information society is really going to be a global village (Marshall McLuhan), or town (there is
a growing urban character associated), a digital agora, or a virtual community (Howard
Rheingold), ICTs access and usage in developing countries has to be assured, because
communities and democracy are inclusive and participatory rather than exclusive and
segmented. In this context, as we try to use new technologies for community development
and alleviation of poverty’, contents and uses are of paramount importance. This article
focuses on ICTs and their relationships with development, presenting and discussing some of
the recent developments and debates in the process of ICT for Development (ICT4D) and
arguing for the need of a second digital revolution, in which contents and creative ways of
using technology have positive socioeconomic impacts for marginalised people.

! The European Commission suggests that poverty should not be defined merely as a lack of income and financial
resources, and should include the deprivation of basic capabilities and lack of access to education, health, natural
resources, employment, land and credit, political participation, services, and infrastructure (European C ission,
2001).
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The First Digital Revolution and the Digital Divide

The First Digital Revolution had a number of important consequences for
culture, society, economy and spatial relations. It changed the way people
think, behave, communicate, work and eamn their livelihood; it forged new
ways to create knowledge, educate people and disseminate information; it
restructured the way the world conducts economic and business practices,
runs governments and engages politically; it opened the possibility for the
speedy delivery of humanitarian aid and healthcare; it provided a new vision
for environmental protection and it created new avenues for entertainment
and leisure. Castells (2002) refers to the period of 1997-2002 as the peak
period of Information Technology growth in most industrialized nations. At the
same time, the first Digital Revolution ended with Silicon Valley's dot-com
bust, which poured trillions of dollars into the global economy.

In a perfect world, digital opportunity would mean everybody having easy
access to ICTs at affordable prices; all homes equipped with ICT devices; all
citizens having mobile ICT devices; and everyone using broadband. This is far
from being the case in Western countries and clearly very far from the
situation in developing countries. Kofi Annan (2002) referred to the Digital
Divide as: "“The new information and communications technologies are among
the driving forces of globalisation. They are bringing pecple fogether, and
bringing decision makers unprecedented new tools for development. At the
same time, however, the gap between information ‘haves’ and ‘have-nols' is
widening, and there is a real danger that the world's poor will be excluded
from the emerging knowledge-based global economy”.

Statistical data also illustrates that almost all African countries with very low
Internet access are among the least developed countries in the world in terms
of health, education, and income. This indicates that there seems to be a
connection between global social gaps and the global digital divide. In this
context, the United Nalions defends that “the nefwork sociely is creating
parallel communications systems: one for those with income, education and
literally connections, giving plentiful information at low cost and high speed;
the other for those without connections, biocked by high barriers of time, cost
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and uncertainty and dependent upon outdated information” (UNDP, 1999: 63).
Although the information revolution is changing the world, its impacts are felt
in many different ways across the globe. Yet, the digital divide is not a new
problem. Older technical divides that can be traced back to previous

experiences in fields like economic development and sustainable
development.

Castells (2002: 248) argues that access is “a requisite for overcoming
inequality in a society in which dominant functions and social groups are
increasingly organized around the Intemet”. The same line of argument is
followed by Jan van Dijk (2006: 178), who defines the digital divide as ‘the
gap between those who do and do not have access to computers and the
Infernet”. Nonetheless, access alone does not solve things; the actual
problem about the digital divide is very complex. It concerns both insufficient
access to computers and lack of technical know-how, but also underlying
social issues such as poverty, literacy, and the fact that most people do not
see how the communication and the technologies could be relevant to their
lives. Thus, Van Dijk and Hacker (2003) argue that there are four types of
barriers to access: (i) the lack of “mental access” i.e., the lack of elementary
digital experience; (ii) the lack of “material access”, meaning a lack of
possession of computers and network connections; (jii) the lack of “skill
access", which is a lack of digital skills; and finally (iv) the lack of “usage
access", denoting the lack of meaningful usage opportunities. The existence
of different types of barriers and not only a question of access is evident
through the research of Van Dijk (2006), which illustrates that people with high
levels of education and income tend to use dalabase, spreadsheet,
bookkeeping, and presentation applications significantly more than people
with low levels of education and income who favour simple consultations,
games, and other entertainment. Mental and material access is not enough
(Van Dijk and Hacker, 2003), but faith in bridging the digital gap in this way is
widespread in science.

Furthermore, the view that ICTs are usually understood to refer to computers
and the Internet is quite limited, as it excludes the more traditional and usually

85



Sarmento, 2008

more common technologies such as radio, television, telephones, public
address systems, and even newspapers, which also carry information. In
particular, the potential value of radio and more recently of mobile phonés as
sources of development information should not be overlooked, especially in
view of their almost ubiquitous presence in developing countries, including the
rural locations in which the vast majority of the poor live (see below the

example of Veerampatinam).
The Second Digital Revolution: Empowering People

Between the years 2000 and 2004 hundreds of conferences and thousands of
sessions on regular conferences have been dedicated to the theme of the
‘digital divide'. In the years 2004 and 2005 attention started to decline (Van
Dyke, 2008). It is not new to study the present reality that computers and the
Internet mean nothing for billions of poor people. Yet, in a growing number of
instances, and as part of a quieter revolution, a variety of local organizations,
aid agencies and government bodies are discovering that ICTs can be used to
extend the reach of the information revolution to the poorest of people living in
the remotest comners of the world. That process and set of initiatives, being
from International Organisations such as the UN, UNESCO or the World
Bank, Governments, or Non Government Organisations (NGOs), are part of
what some name the Second Digital Revolution.

Since the digital divide is the result rather than the cause of poverty, and
efforts to bridge it must be embedded within effective strategies that address
the causes of poverly, it is important to reconsider the aims of the Millennium
Goals, which set clear targets for reducing poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy,
environmental degradation, and discrimination against women by 2015, on the
basis of the global situation during the 1990s (UN, 2006)’. Furthermore,
earlier patterns of adoption and diffusion of technology suggest that ICTs will
not achieve their full potential without suitable attention being paid to the wider

‘Selouli'lmamﬁdﬂnwm”mﬂﬂunmbuchaﬁmaﬂabﬂmw!wmﬂww 147
heaﬂsdsfal!and the [ t Goals are lo Eradicate extreme poverly & hunger;

Achieve universal primary education; Promote gender equaiity and emp women; Redt cﬁldmtﬂylnvm
maz«rumcmmwwoswmawm* Erwa i i inabildy; Develop a global
parinership for development.
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processes in which they are intended to assist and to the context within which
they are being implemented.

The International Telecommunication Union, following a proposal by the
Government of Tunisia, resolved at its Plenipotentiary Conference in
Minneapolis in 1998 to hold a World Summit on the Information Society
(WSIS) and place it on the agenda of the United Nations. This initiative,
sponsored by the United Nations, took place for the first time in Geneva,
Switzerland, in 2003 (10-12 December)’, and then in Tunis, Tunisia, in 2005
(16-18 November). The Geneva Phase resulted in the adoption of the Geneva
Declaration of Principles and Geneva Plan of Action: The Tunis Phase
resulted in the adoption of the Tunis Commitment and the Tunis Agenda for
the Information Society. The four outcome documents of the Summit
challenge the world community to build an Information Society that is “people-
centred, inclusive and development-oriented” and where “everyone can
create, access, utilize and share information and knowledge” (ITU, 2006). One
further challenge that is outlined concerns the commitment to tum the “digital
divide into a digital opportunity for all, and to provide access to ICT
infrastructure and services that is universal, ubiquitous, equitable and
affordable” (ITU, 2006).

The very broad objectives, goals and targets that came out of the meeting
were to establish community access points, connect ICTs with villages,
education establishments (universities colleges, secondary schools and
primary schools), scientific and research centres: public libraries, cultural
centres, museums, post offices and archives, health centres and hospitals
local and central government departments, establish websites and email
addresses; adapt all primary and secondary school curricula to meet the
challenges of the Information Society, taking into account national
circumstances; ensure that all of the world's population have access to
television and radio services; encourage the development of content; put in
place technical conditions in order to facilitate the presence and use of all

? The political importance of the Geneva ing can be ilf by the of 50 Head's of slate/government
arld‘.C..-.ﬁ"_ it 82“ and 26 Vice-Minis Heads of gation from 175 ies and high-level
pres mﬁ?;!s _u' g 15, private sector, and civil sociely. There were move than 11,000
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world languages on the Intemet; and ensure that more than half the world's
inhabitants have access to ICTs within their reach. Despite the creation of the
Digital Solidarity Fund (DSF)* in Geneva, several problems and much
uncertainty remains as to how to fund the actions of the plans established in
Geneva and Tunis. There are concemns by some donors over the creation of
another Global Fund’, and the private sector and civil society are seeking
substantial external inputs.

The existent experience of attempting to integrate ICTs into Development Co-
operation can provide valuable knowledge to the planning of future projects.
The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) stresses the need
for projects to be locally owned and accompanied by human capacity
development in order to be sustainable. The United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) emphasises the fact that for the majority
of donors the main constraint in effectively using ICT for development is not
equipment capacity. The CIDA highlights the importance of equal access to
ICT that various social groups must have, particularly disadvantaged groups
such as the poor, children, and indigenous people, in order to achieve positive
development impacts. Finally, the World Bank recommends that because
many important aspects of information and communication infrastructures are
cross-border in nature, there is a need for international/regional co-operation.

Global Information, Technology and Development

Access to information and the construction of knowledge at a global scale are
very uneven processes, and ICTs play a criical role. Let me discuss the
examples of the importance of Free Open Source Software (FOSS), the
Digitalisation of information and control of contents, and the Transferring of
Technology, to address this issue. Open source software has been realized
mainly within projects such as the Linux operating system. According to the
Free Software Foundation (1996), open source software or free software is
software that provides four kinds of freedom for the user. the freedom to run

‘wmdummwbmsHMMmewm
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the program, for any purpose; the freedom to study how the program works,
and adapt it to specific needs (access to the source code is a pre-condition for
this), the freedom to redistribute copies so that someone can help his
neighbour; the freedom to improve the program, and release these
improvements to the public, so that the whole community benefits (again
access to the source code is a pre-condition for this). Proprietary software and
its associated costs present a barrier to ICT adoption, as well as the real costs
associated with hardware and software upgrades and maintenance. In recent
years there has been an increasing debate on the role and potential benefits
of FOSS, particularly in supporting developing countries in their attempts to
increase the use of ICT (Bridges.org, 2005). The central issue relates to how
FOSS can be integrated into strategies for social and economic development.

Another relevant issue concerns the Digitalisation of information about the
developing world. According to Limb (2006), scholars and their institutions in
the North are benefitting and will increasingly benefit from better access to
digitized data about Africa, whereas scholars in Africa are unlikely, at least in
the short term, to enjoy anything near similar. Yet, there are modest signs that
Pan-African organisations are themselves starting the process of digitising the
continent, and the challenge in the future could be the fairess of access to
and sharing of this information, and the sustainability of processes and
results. Connected to the still uneven global access of information, is the
substantial controversy emerging from the World Bank initiative ‘Global
Development Gateway', which relates to contents. This World Bank initiative,
a 'knowledge bank’ directed by the Development Gateway Foundation, a
public-private partnership where the board of directors represents civil society
and public and private donors, is associated to the idea of establishing an
interactive portal for information on sustainable development and poverty
reduction. This project is expected to promote government quality and
efficiency by providing information on best practices, networks for sharing
solutions and experiences, and tools for analysis and problem-solving. The
existing controversy revolves around the construction of a ‘super-site’ and a
gatekeeper on development information, in which management and control
might not be impartial and beneficial to all, at the same time as output may
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tend to reflect the interests, biases and limitations of its creators, and
therefore, many civil society organizations have decided not to cooperate with
the ‘Gateway’. The World Bank ‘reply’ to these criticisms was the creation of
country gateways which are independently owned and operated by partners of
the Development Gateway. They operate within a country and each gateway
is designed to provide country-level information and resources, and promote
local content development and knowledge sharing. They may also be more
interactive than the global gateway because of the emphasis on localization in
their mandates.

Finally, it is also important to approach the idea of transferring cheap
technology and computers to the developing world as a strategy for
development. The idea defended by James (2003), among others, that
shipping in used computers (2-3 years old) to Africa could contribute to
development, leads to the thought that these destination countries are
electronic dumps of the rich countries (in a similar fashion to them already
being considered atomic waste dumps by some western corporations). At the
same time, why shouldn't these countries enjoy technological progress the
same way as western countries? Fuchs and Horak (2008) argue that this
same rational is behind Negroponte's One Laptop Per Child association and
its 1008 laptop. This computer's technology is inferior to Western standards,
with a very slow processor, no hard disk and drives, etc., and hence can be
produced and sold rather cheaply. This great difference in technology
between western and developing world computers may contribute to an
increased global divide. Also, by simply adapting to western technology, or to
technology that the West builds specifically for Sub-Saharan Africa, there is
the danger of crealing a colonial environment driven by ICT (Gebremichael
and Jackson, 2006).

On the Ground

There are numerous good practices and success case studies of ICT4D.
HealthNet, a computer-based telecommunication system sponsored by
SATELLIFE, a U.S-based charitable organization dedicated fo connecting
health professionals around the world, has successful programs in Ethiopia,
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Mozambique, Ghana, Gambia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Tanzania,” and Uganda. Other examples of successful ICT development
projects in Brazil or Bangladesh for example, geared at addressing real world
problems in the developing world weaken the argument that ICT is a luxury
that the developing world problems in which we should focus relate to food,
shelter, the environment and health.

One of the most visible ICT developments in much of the developing world is
the increasing number of telecentres to combat information poverty. The
results of experiments with telecentres are mixed: some have demonstrated
considerable benefits for their target audiences; others are struggling with
fragile connectivity and uncertain communities. Very few have achieved self-
financing sustainability (Harris, 2004). In the context of ICT4D and the
involvement of African universities, Colle (2005: 102) has argued that
“Universities can become practically involved in ICT by incubating telecentres,
which are part of the worldwide ICT4D movement”. Unlike a cybercafé, whose
primary mission is profit, a telecentre shares with Universities the fact that
they are public facilities in the community, which should provide the
opportunity to use computers, networks, copiers, scanners, printed materials,
and audio and video resources for information searching, communication and
training.

M. S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) is a non-profit Trust
established in 1988. As stated on the organisation web site
(http://www.mssrf.org/), its aims are to develop a “pro-nature, pro-poor and

pro-women orientation fo a job-led economic growth strategy in rural areas
through harnessing science and technology for environmentally sustainable
and socially equitable development”. The Foundation work on seven different
areas: Coastal Systems Research, Biodiversity, Biotechnology,
Ecotechnology, Food Security, Information, Education and Communication,
and Special Projects. One of the most interesting and perhaps mediatised
projects of the MSSRF takes place in the small fishing village of
Veerampatinam, south of Pondichermry, in India. This project started in 2001,
and consists of a Village Knowledge Centre (VKC) — connected to an IT Hub,
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which is run by local women who use the Internet for all sorts of activities.
Every morning the weather data in the Bay of Bengal is downloaded from the
websites of CNN and the US naval weather service, and the height of the
waves and the directions of the wind are announced through the village's
temple loudspeakers. Mortality rate among the fishermen has been drastically
reduced, due to better risk management, and this project is listed by India
Today as one among the 57 innovations that have made a difference to the
people. It is an excellent example of how high-tech can be combined with low-
tech for very good effect.

In fact, Radio, has achieved impressive resulls in the delivery of useful
information to poor people, and one of its strengths is its ubiquity. A survey of
15 hill villages in Nepal found radios in every village, with farmers listening to
them while working in the fields. Another survey of 21 ,000 farmers enrolled in
radio-backed farm forums in Zambia found that 90 percent found programmes
relevant and more than 50 percent credited the programmes and forums with
increasing their crop yields (Dodds, 1999). Other examples coming from the
Philippines, illusirates that projects may not only increase local business and
agricultural productivity, but also resuit in the formation of civic organizations
and more constructive dialogue with local officials (UNESCO Courier 1997). In
Mozambique, the Mational Institute for Disaster Management distributed
Freeplay radios so that flood victims could receive broadcasts on the weather,
health issues, government policy toward the displaced, missing family
members, the activities of the aid community and the location of land mines.

In rural Uganda, it is primarily women who provide for households, either by
doing most of the farming or starting small local businesses. Despite this role,
it is men who usually have access to credit and local business exchanges,
while women face many difficulties in starting local businesses, since local
cultural practices make them obtain credit through their husbands first. As
they do not have time to network locally in order to sell goods, and they are
not taught basic business skills, ICT may offer an effective tool to disseminate
information and to allow them to connect. Yet, access to ICT is limited, and
the costs of connecting to the Internet are prohibitively high for the typical
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woman in rural Uganda (see Mwesige, 2004, for an analysis of the cyber
elites in Uganda). The Council for Economic Empowerment for Women of
Africa (CEEWA)-Uganda is a non-governmental and non profit organization
working to promote the economic empowerment of women in the
development process. CEEWA was born at the fifth African NGO Forum held
in Dakar, Senegal in 1994, and started its activity in 1995. CEEWA-U
developed an ICT Project to “bridge the information gap between information
sources, institutions with information and the end users” (CEEWA-U, 2006).
The Project intends to facilitate the articulation between women at the grass
root level, and the impact of government policies and programmes.

At an earlier stage, and with the financial support from the International
Development Research Centre (1999-2001), CEEWA-U was able to mobilize
women and run a pilot test of the Project in three districts: Mpigi, Wakiso and
Kampala, in central Uganda. The aim of this project was to create awareness
among women entrepreneurs about the role of ICTs in empowering and
strengthening their ability to run and manage their lives and businesses. Later
on, with the support of the Humanistic Institute for Cooperation with
Developing Countries (Hivos), the project continued in six districts/sites. The
project has several components. Here | would like to highlight the four that
seem to me to be more relevant in the present discussion.

The first one concems the Women Information Resource Electronic Service
(WIRES), which allows rural entrepreneur women and women organisations
to update access information on market prices, advisory services, trade
support services, business and entrepreneurship tips, best practices in
Agriculture among other relevant information to the development of their
enterprises  (this database-driven website can be found at
www.ceewauganda.org). The second is the Empowerment Resource Centre
(ERC) which aims at providing women and the general public with necessary
skills for effective career development and business management. The ERC
is a one-stop centre that provides services to women, youth and the public.
The services include empowerment sessions, print library, training in
entrepreneurship development, business management skiils and Consultancy,
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computer training, Internet access, and secretarial services among others. A
third dimension of the project is the ICT project Parinership with the
Communities in which CEEWA-U works closely with the existent community
telecentres of Nabweru and Buwama in central Uganda, as a means to reach
the communities. The telecentres are used for ICT training and disseminating
information. A final aspect of CEEWA-U is the Mukono Information and
Communication Centre, a business centre which was created to replicate the
services of the already established community telecentres and to attempt to
demystify ICTs among rural communities. The centre is cumently fully
operational offering training in ICTs and their application in business, business
counselling, telephone services, document processing, computer training and
photocopying services among others.

So far the project has mobilized and trained a total of 809 women and men in
ICT use and application in business, entrepreneurship development and
business management skills. This has raised the awareness on the
application and use of ICTs and entrepreneurship development among
women entrepreneurs. The project has also developed manuals for training
and audiovisual material on ICTs use and application in entrepreneurship in
local dialect (Luganda), which has greatly helped women in understanding
how different ICT tools can be used and applied in business. Video
documentaries on best practices in banana farming, pig farming and poultry
keeping have been produced, as well as booklets on best practices in
agriculture, both in English and local language, and are being used by the

women entrepreneurs.

This experience shows that ICTs are able to provide women with opportunities
for expansion of their economic enterprises as well as for positive social,
political and cultural change. There is now a plan to expand the WIRES
programme and to create additional telecentres primarily in rural areas. As a
result of the demand of ICT training by men, the programme will also finance
men's training in the community. In addition, CEEWA-Uganda wants to
expand its programme to show women how to use ICT in their daily lives as

well as their businesses.
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Final Remarks

Much of the evidence in support of the use of ICTs for alleviating poverty
remains anecdotal and the difficuities of measuring the impact of these
initiatives should not be underestimated. On the one hand, initiatives are
taking place with little reference to each other, leaving a need for field
practitioners to take into account the experience that has so far been
accumulated. On the other hand, the use of ICTs for poverty alleviation has
not achieved the status of a mass movement and there are considerable
challenges in tuming a promising experiment into a mass use. ICT
implementation in developing countries cannot ignore critical institutional
barriers such as poverty, poor access, deficient infrastructure support and
servicing, low literacy levels, electricity problems, and high costs of
subscription to Internet Service Providers. Yet, many of the existing success
stories illustrate that the main challenges are not actually in the technology
itself, but in the organisation, coordination and establishment of a motivational
and creative environment among various stakeholders and people.
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