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Introduction

Y

outh in Uganda are categorized between the ages of 18 – 30years. This is according to the Uganda constitution 1995; The Youth are the most active and energetic group of our population. However, they contribute less to the national economy for various reasons including inadequacies in the education system, which hinders innovations and does not create sufficient exposure to carrier options and obligation to contribute to national sustainable development. The majority live in rural areas and in households that live below 1 US$ which is an indicator of poverty.

The Uganda government together with development partners have tried to initiate micro and macro economic policies to stimulate rural development. This has not yielded the expected results due to less emphasis on ICT for rural development. All these policies come with one over all goal, which is improved livelihood of rural community, however, the implementation and all processes involved have significantly excluded the youth hence the cause of slow economic growth in our country. In addition, many duty bearers who are responsible for policy implementation under rate the stakes of ICTs in realizing the national poverty eradication agenda. And by doing so, they equally underrate the potential of the youth to advance this agenda. This leaves the youth vulnerable and unsustainable.

ICT initiatives have promoted development in areas where they have been tried. NAYODE as a case study. National Youth organization for Development is a youth NGO that has expanded ICT technology to rural areas in Kasese District western part of the country and this is the organization I work with. NAYODE ICT vision is: equity, justice, youth empowerment and rural development. 

Improving the livelihood of the youth and encouraging rural development in Uganda requires the ICTs strategies and innovations.

I

nformation is key to development, power and civilization. This civilization is incomplete without genuine participation of the youth and information / communication technology accessibility. The youth need information on agriculture, marketing, finance opportunities, human rights and their surroundings, planning and learning from successful stories. This is possible with ICT.

With improved rural youth accessibility to computers, Internet, satellite and electricity. It is possible to network the rural communities with the rest of the world. In Today’s world of science and technology, with Internet tools, it is easy to execute business at any point on the globe. All the information that the youth lack and which has forced them to leave rural areas for urban life can be accessed easily with simple technology. With the technology one can be able to get as well share a lot of practical information while also increasing outreach for development work. 

The expansion of mobile telecommunications systems to rural areas in Uganda, gives an opportunity to connect a computer to Internet using a mobile phone and solar power system. 

 As a coordinator of National Youth Organization for Development (NAYODE) I initiated projects that focus on the youth and are rural based. A case in point is, the NAYODE youth world space digital satellite radio, which was donated to the group by Arid Lands Information Network-East Africa (ALIN-EA). This “Miracle radio” is connected to the computer using a pc adaptor 128k cable and a soft ware is built in the computer, which facilitates the process of downloading the information via the satellite. With this radio alone, the group has been able to put in place one community electronic library (E-Library). This is where the youth opened up a center and contributed funds and bought 4 computers, which are used to store data, down loaded from the satellite using satellite radio receiver. USB Drive is used in transferring these down loaded books and information to different computers. 

Using the information down loaded from satellite via the radio, I developed an HIV/AIDS project and sourced funds from a non governmental organization called HIVOS based in the Hague Nether lands. This project has scored a number of successes as far as HIV/AIDS awareness among the youth is concerned and HIV/AIDS information dissemination initiatives have been expanded to reach a big number of rural youth. The technology has increased the group efficiency in transacting with other development partners. However, some groups who have not yet accessed this technology continue to be marginalized and this has increased their vulnerability. ICT investments are left to the private sectors that are not interested in remote areas because of limiting physical infrastructure. This is a challenge to the government, NGOs and development partners.

The group has supported pastoralists and cattle keepers with information concerning disease control and pasture management, information concerning bee keeping, local artisans, weather fore casts and agro based produce prices, marketing strategies and finance opportunities have also been accessed to the rural youth. Pastoralists face the challenges of living in isolation due to the nature of their work, which is deep rooted in their cultures and traditions. They are cut off from the information world and they live a semi illiterate life. That is why they look at herds of cattle as prestige with out genuine benefits. With ICT support, information concerning pastoral control and improvement of cattle has been accessed to the pastoralists and this has influenced the transformation of their culture for better.

ICT support to the rural youth has encouraged the youth to live in rural areas and they no longer look at urban centers as the only areas where one can access useful technology or earn a better living including reduction of costs of access to information because the technology has come close to homes so they can participate in developing their home areas instead of remaining unemployed in urban centers or engaging in employment that is not meaningful. Using NAYODE youth information technology center, in partnership with taking information global (ITG) - a youth organization based in Canada and Youth Employment Summit (YES) - a youth global initiative, supported by Education Development Centre (EDC) an organization based in Boston – USA, the youth have been able to network with others globally and to undertake academic courses, information sharing, resource sharing and trainings through the Internet and the use of email systems.

A number of websites have been created for the youth by ITG to be able to put their case to the rest of the world. The organization has also encouraged electronic mail free addresses for rural youth supported by Yahoo. This has made communication cheaper and affordable. This is my vision for all the youth in rural Uganda that by 2020 ICT should have reached all villages in my country. Working with able and willing partners I can scale up these successes and share them with the rest of the world.

Much as this pilot project has excited the rural youth in areas where NAYODE is operating, there are a number of constraints that hinder a big percentage of the youth from accessing this technology. The technology is appropriate and available in our country, however, basing on rural household incomes and the majority rural youth who live below 1 US$ per day, it is still expensive for them to access this technology. However, innovations like that one of NAYODE youth can be replicated in all villages as community accessibility to information and communication technology using the Internet, satellite radio receivers, solar power systems and E-libraries which can be integrated with other government community poverty eradication action plans and modernization of agriculture programmes which aim at poverty eradication.

Rural youth skills development through training and research. This involves data collection, processing, analysis and dissemination. This innovation is possible and easy to implement using E-libraries and the connection of the rural youth groups to satellite and cheap / affordable power sources i.e. solar energy. However, the integration of skills development through vocational training and practical work by supporting rural youth artisans’ projects and connecting them to funding opportunities and technology providers and information will speed up rural youth development and make ICT, youth user friendly and sustainable.

This process can easily be facilitated in the rural areas with the use of ICTs. For example, I wrote a proposal for NAYODE youth and have been able to receive consignments of carpentry tools from tools for self-reliance – a non-governmental organization based in UK and initiated rural youth artisan workshops and supported the groups with information and tools. And this has helped in advancing rural micro entrepreneurship.

Under privatization policy and decentralization, private companies through tendering systems implement government projects and services. The youth have been able to form companies, which have enabled them to do business on behalf of government hence earning a living, create their own jobs and staying in rural areas. For example kilembe Quarter Youth workshop, Kasese Youth Development Association and Kanyageya Youth development association.

With ICT initiative, the youth will be able to make professional quotations and have standard information on prices and taxation information. This will enable them to make more profits and reducing corruption / manipulation. This is not possible with out a center where the youth can access information i.e. on local agricultural produce, market prices, tax rates i.e. VAT.

Universal accessibility to information and communication technology will become a reality if ICT reaches and stimulates rural community entrepreneurship.

The youth in my country are responding with enthusiasm to ICT projects. Uganda rural communities need ICT to fight HIV/AIDS. This however, is still lacking in our community. Programmes like rural tele-medicine solution, which aim at using satellite in administering medical duties, have not reached the rural communities. With accessibility to ICTs this can be possible and used in the fight against HIV/AIDS, polio, Malaria, T.B and poverty. 

Traditional indigenous skills i.e. black smith, agriculture, communication and disease management methods can be enhanced and improved on with the use of ICT. I am encouraging the documentation of local issues and concerns by the people themselves so that such experiences and livelihood challenges in rural areas can be shared with the rest of the world using ICT. 

I have initiated the development of CD ROMS with information on micro projects, successful stories on rural development, HIV/AIDS, participatory democracy, peace building and rural appraisal. This initiative aims at helping rural youth who cannot access the Internet. With this tool, a home will need a computer and one small solar plate and a battery and with the use of CD ROMS a lot of quality information can be accessed. 

Offering of professional courses from rural areas is possible. A case study is the author of this essay.


With this kind of technology, I no longer desire to go to the cities for further studies, compared to ten years ago, when I finished my advanced level of education, I could not think of any other place where I can get better education rather than going to the cities but now it is possible to pursue a professional course from the village using ICT.

With the ICT initiative, the youth will access newspapers, magazines for example Baobab Magazine and spore books, which are down loaded from the satellite. These books and magazines can be accessed cheaply and this is what the rural youth can afford. At NAYODE IT Centre, there is free access of these books. A group has been formed which is called NAYODE – ALIN Youth Focal group. One of the aims of this group is to expand information acquired from the satellite radio and Baobab magazine plus Spore books to rural areas. 

Conclusion

With ICT, the whole world is one village and excuses that one is living in the village or rural areas and that’s why there are imbalances in information and development does not hold water. ICT is here to change this historical injustice in developing countries i.e. Uganda and cause equity, empowerment and development to all.  There is potential in Uganda to achieve this goal. 

Tumwine Yasin -Author
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“I am offering a post graduate diploma in Youth in development work facilitated at Makerere University, accredited by the open University of Tanzania and sponsored by Common Wealth Secretariat. We do not sit in classes full time we only go to the university twice in a period of six months for face to face and timed exams but assignments are done through e-mail. This is a two years’ professional course. This has been possible due to the presence of ICT in my area”.
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