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By Kristof Van der Cruysse, 
Internet consultant at PricewaterhouseCoopers, Brussels.
1.1 
SOME FACTS ABOUT THE NET

-     The world’s 150 million Internet users will grow to more then 700 million by 2001.

· Of Africa’s 720 million people, there are 800.000 Internet users.

· 80% of these are in South-Africa.

· There is 1 Internet user for every 5.000 people in Africa.

· The Government of Estonia is considering to make internet access a human right.

· With 5% of the world population,  the US counts 50%  of the internet users and 90% of the Web sites.

-      About 80% of Kenyans live in places that have no phone. 

-      A computer costs the average person in Gambia more than eight years' income. 

· The average medical library in the U.S. subscribes to 3,000 medical journals; the Nairobi University Medical School library, one of the largest in Africa, subscribes to 20.

· Costs to send a 40-page document from Madagascar to Cote d’Ivoire:

	by five-day courier
	US $75

	by fax
	US $45

	by Internet e-mail
	20 cents, to be shared with hundreds of people at no extra costs


1.2 
CREATING AWARENESS

Why to focus at all on the availability of internet in third world counties? Will computers put food in the mouth of starving people, will they provide shelter for the displaced?  The case for providing access to the internet in Africa is often challenged. It would seem that the “fashion” of the latest technology wave is affecting developmental work as well.  

Prosperous Western companies are often disappointed at the meagre returns elaborate internet applications seem to offer. The hopes of internet as a “magical” means of creating wealth proved often misplaced: Internet should be considered a tool. Nothing more, but certainly nothing less.

For the African continent however, often starving for basic information on health, agriculture, logging, and various ways of sustainable development, this tool can strongly leverage the efforts  of communities and organisations. One of the main challenges for many  African countries therefore is using the power of Internet for social and economic development.

The resulting changes have the potential to accelerate development and growth while contributing to equalise disparities at human and economic levels. Some countries may become even more marginalized if they are not in a position to understand and fully utilise the potential of the Internet and its tools. The main challenge is then to create awareness about how these tools can help economic and social development, working with governments and citizens alike in activities ranging from policy-making to infrastructure and training and from hosting services to the implementation of networks and information systems. 

1.3 
USES OF INTERNET AS A TOOL FOR DEVELOPMENT

Internet development initiatives have come about  in the wake of the technical disclosure of the countries to the web. Naturally, internet services are always a great help of connecting people by means of e-mail, be it by nationals, or by expatriate development professionals asking help and information from mother organisations and sponsors. By “internet initiatives” the tool of internet is regarded broader then  merely the scope of an e-mail tool.

Next to that, installing internet services itself has become the focus, as this tool for information proved so powerful, that research and information spread added to simple messaging. Finally, internet initiatives can outgrow being simple “dispatchers” and “receivers” of information and return communication, setting of a dialogue with e.g. regional and national authorities. At this stage, interaction also enables e-commerce initiatives, creating revenues. 
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A development of internet initiatives as may now be witnesses throughout Africa, could be roughly categorised according to the aims:

A. - Offering Information through websites: 

Classically websites offering updated information, including real-time news as well as archival and background information and reference materials.

Example: 
Africa News Online, established by Africa News Service, a non-profit news agency. Africa News Online offers a gateway to the Internet for news organisations in emerging communities. In co-operation with leading African news organisations, it provides a global medium for information about the African continent

Africa News Online disseminates news articles and interviews, as well as documents and reports covering the entire continent, including politics, economics, sports and culture. Major African dailies and weeklies, business periodicals and African news agencies are collaborators. The reports are distributed through Africa News Online - the most popular Africa resource on the Internet - and via major international computer services, reaching an audience of millions world-wide. 

The project has built an electronic collaboration of more than 40 African news organisations. It also provides support and assistance to encourage African news organisations to go online. 

B - Networks offering information through associations

In many African locations, people rather rely on traditional forms of communication to update their information. Often it concerns populations living beyond the reach of telephone lines. Even if they are literate, these have almost never seen a computer, let alone learned to use it. In these cases, communication and information by means of Internet makes an additional step. The Information Network reaches people through their own organisations, like teacher’s and farmer’s organisations and women’s groups. Member organisation request information which the Networks research for them and send them back.

Example: 
A Cameroon Information Network (supported by the UNDP) provides members with both email and Internet access. Members send in emails requesting certain topics. The Network does the research, downloads the appropriate web pages, bundles them, and sends them out as attachments to email.  There is a monthly fee of $16. Simple yet effective.

The Network has trained over 700 people in email, Internet access and web page design, at no extra cost to the project - and established a database of more than 250 people's groups in Cameroon so they can stay in touch. The Network helps members create small web pages of less than one megabyte, which they can host on the SDNP web site free of charge. 

Organisations on the Network's web site do many things, for example: protect the environment; support watershed, agro-forestry and livestock projects; empower women and farmers' groups; and offer savings and credit. The next steps planned are getting email and Internet access out to the villages. 

C - Providing information and communication for health professionals through networks:

Certainly in regions were isolation and poverty reign. The network can be realised by means of telephone, internet or simple satellite ground stations (for remote sites). Health professionals are connected in a health forum through which specialised knowledge on health matters can be transmitted. AIDS and other epidemics 
, malaria, paediatric diarrhoea are but some examples of  diseases requiring specialised knowledge and treatment. Certainly when standard courses or treatment are unavailable or unaffordable.  

Example: 
HealthNet, a global information and communication network for health professionals in developing countries. 

Using an own low-earth-orbit satellite (HealthSat), SatelLife started by providing remote sites with basic e-mail at no cost to users. Health professionals working in isolation could  now communicate with colleagues around the world. As international telephone lines to Africa, Asia, and Latin America became more reliable, e-mail service  was expanded to many additional locations, still using simple, low-cost technology. Working with local HealthNet partners, SatelLife helped hundreds of health professionals to become active members of the global health community. SatelLife also developed a wide range of HealthNet Information Services. All of these are disseminated to HealthNet users, and to other health professionals around the world, free of charge, via e-mail. 

A variant of this indirect internet-grapevine model can be found in the combination of an Internet Information Desk, combined with a local radio network. Radio listeners can call the network with questions. The network makes the necessary researches, summarises and/or translates information and broadcasts it through radio. Common and repetitive questions and answers get stocked in a (local language) database, which can later consulted and downloaded by anyone needing the information. 

D - Creating Employment by means of the Internet

Internet community centres can offer educated yet unemployed people a training that will enhance their chances in the job-market. These training don’t necessarily have to be computer training exclusively, as other training can also be accessed through computer-based learning (e-learning). Electronic distance learning is a particularly interesting option for more complicated studies or courses requiring interaction with a teacher (who might be located abroad).

Example:
 The Technology Access Community Centres (TACC) in the Egyptian governorate of Sharkeya.

This governorate counts a university and many schools but about 119,000 of the city's graduates are unemployed. Illiteracy, especially among women, remains a serious problem. With support from the United Nations Development Programme, the Governorate has built three TACCs, equipped with several computers printers, Internet connectivity and a team of volunteer trainers . 

The centres work together to create material in Arabic, and to set up web-pages, skills that can be marketed to small and medium-sized companies. They also work on tele-medicine,  and long-distance learning. Young people and women are getting training, as are community groups and the private sector. The technology centres have been linked to a woman's community health centre. 

E - Enabling e-Commerce

Communities can market and sell local, often hand-made, products through specific e-Commerce sites. Today, the bulk of the local producers are separated from the ultimate buyers by a long chain of middlemen. The artisan receives a fraction of the final price while the consumer receives little information about the artisan and the culture. By connecting producers immediately with ultimate consumers, five links in the commercial chain can be eliminated. The revenues are often significant for poor communities, and can be used to further several local projects. Empowering grass roots organisations to conduct global E-commerce thus makes the Internet a tool for development and democracy. 

Example: 
 Ugandan Basket Crafters, one of the artisan groups all over the world, supported by PEOPLink. PEOPLink's conducts training, mostly on-line, with modules that cover capturing digital images, editing them, writing simple HTML pages, and finally uploading files directly to the web. 
   Trading Partners in 14 countries develop different levels of capability to produce and maintain their own Web catalogues. PEOPLink's sales grew 800% in 1998 (to $73,000). Trading Partners Web pages spurred additional sales independent of PEOPLink. 

An additional example is the above mentioned case of the Egyptian Technology Access Community Centres where women and men entrepreneurs can sell their carpets and other products on line.

F- Disaster Relief through the internet

When natural disasters strike, it takes an enabled centre hours (instead of weeks normally necessary without them) to help assessing damage and relief need, and to link groups managing relief supplies to the needy in the afflicted areas. In situations where many human lives are the toll four hours without help rendered, the Internet provides a spectacular and convincing tool for saving lives.

Example: 
The office of the Sustainable Development Networking Programme (RDS) in central Tegucigalpa in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch in Honduras in 1998.  With just four employees, four computers and 30 phone lines,  the RDS became the hub of grass-roots relief networking. Doctors and nurses offered their services through RDS email networks, and many individuals and organisations responded to appeals for help. One service helped Hondurans abroad locate displaced loved ones when most telephone lines were down. Fact is, the RDS Internet connection was one of the few functioning means of contacting the country. 

These are but rough categories, and  all kinds hybrid forms of combinations are observed. Often too, projects’ scopes will evolve as knew opportunities arise, or adapt to a more realistic approach. Yet this oversight might help in bringing some order in the growing number of initiatives.

1.4 
INTERNET  PROJECTS IN THE REAL  (THIRD) WORLD

When applied appropriately, internet initiatives can exponentially rise the impact on programs. 

But like every tool, Internet should be used smartly. It should be embedded in a sound developmental strategy. 

No initiative therefore should be started when its goals are vague at the start, and the benefits unclear. Bringing a community on-line should never be a goal on itself, rather the results ensuing: reducing health risks, improving agricultural output, attracting revenues, reducing social inequities….    

Resolving technical problems, dealing with erratic telephone connections and insufficient Internet bandwidth make for but one category of problems. Any Internet initiative cannot be considered loose from their social and cultural context, which might, or might not be beneficial to a project’s aims. Sound questions as to the target groups, effectiveness etc. must be asked as for every other development project!

Finally, different situations ask for different kinds of Internet initiatives, in order to achieve an optimal cost-effectiveness. Involvement (or suspicion) of local authorities, degree of illiteracy, presence of interest groups to act as information network members,  tribal factors etc. , all have a role to play in this calculation.

1.5
Conclusion

In the course of the last few years it has become evident that IT in general, and particularly the Internet, is fundamentally changing the way we work and live and is helping to bring down barriers between countries. Reducing the digital divide means levelling the playing field for all. as it has the power to affect society as a whole, and in very structured ways. 
For the many developing countries in Africa, Internet is a tool that will continue to prove of tremendous value: as a bearer of information, Internet is flexible, internet is fast,  and – not unimportant- internet can be cheap. 

A myriad of internet related projects in Africa demonstrate the catalytic effect access to the Web can  engender. Their target groups and goals differ; with most providing health and food information to professionals or organisations, others venturing in e-commerce projects. In all cases,  (often geographically or socio-economic isolated) groups are informed, empowered and gradually being given a voice. Feeling connected to the world, and seizing the benefits of this connection, these groups can increase control over their own destinies.

In today's world, a community on-line is a community empowered. 

(APPENDICES TO FOLLOW HEREUNDER!)
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1.1 
SYNOPSIS

Why to focus at all on the availability of internet in third world counties? Will computers put food in the mouth of starving people, will they provide shelter for the displaced? The case for providing access to the internet in Africa is often challenged. It would seem that the “fashion” of the latest technology wave is affecting developmental work as well.  

Prosperous companies are often disappointed at the meagre returns elaborate internet applications seem to offer. It’s the one million dollar mistake. The hopes of internet as a “magical” means of creating wealth are mostly misplaced: Internet should be considered a tool. Nothing more, but certainly nothing less. 

For the many developing countries in Africa however, it is a tool that will continue to prove of tremendous value: as a bearer of information, Internet is flexible, internet is fast,  and – not unimportant- internet can be cheap. For the African continent, often starving for information on health, agriculture, logging, and various ways of sustainable development, this tool can strongly leverage the efforts  of communities and organisations.

1.2
SOME FACTS ABOUT THE NET

-     The world’s 150 million Internet users will grow to more then 700 million by 2001

· Of Africa’s 700 million people, there are merely 800.000 Internet users.

· 80% of these are in South-Africa

· There is 1 Internet user for every 5.000 people in Africa

· With 5% of the world population,  the US counts 50%  of the internet users and 90% of the Web sites

· Costs to send a 40-page document from Madagascar to Cote d’Ivoire:

	by five-day courier
	US $75

	by fax
	US $45

	by Internet e-mail
	20 cents, to be shared with hundreds of people at no extra costs


1.3 
USES OF  INTERNET AS A TOOL FOR DEVELOPMENT

Like every tool, Internet should be used smartly. It should be embedded in a sound developmental strategy when applied appropriately, it can exponentially rise the impact on programs. The case for Internet is strong though,  as information means power.

The case for Internet is strong though,  as information means power. The uninformed remain behind in society that thrives on knowledge. Reducing the digital divide means levelling the playing field for all. as it has the power to affect society as a whole, and in very structured ways. Access to Internet 

1.4 
INTERNET IN THE REAL THIRD WORLD

APPENDIX 1

African Country Internet Status Summary Sept 2000

	PRIVATE
Country
	Populat
	Density
	GDP
	Internet
	Tel Lines
	POPs
	ISPs
	Bandwidth
	

	
	Millions
	Pop/Users
	$/Capit
	# Subs
	1000s
	# Cities
	#
	Int Kbps
	

	Total
	759.66
	832
	
	1012900
	20342
	239
	536
	207640
	

	SOUTH AFRICA
	44.31
	68
	2979
	650000
	7575
	100
	75
	150000
	

	Total Ex-SA
	715.35
	1971
	
	362900
	12767
	139
	461
	57640
	

	ALGERIA
	30.08
	15040
	1442
	2000
	1619
	4
	4
	256
	

	ANGOLA
	12.09
	3023
	1684
	4000
	82
	5
	4
	192
	

	BENIN
	5.78
	1445
	374
	4000
	44
	2
	2
	128
	

	BOTSWANA
	1.57
	105
	3252
	15000
	109
	3
	3
	768
	

	BURKINA FASO
	11.31
	3770
	199
	3000
	44
	1
	3
	256
	

	BURUNDI
	6.46
	43067
	159
	150
	19
	1
	2
	64
	

	CAMEROON
	14.31
	5724
	617
	2500
	79
	2
	3
	256
	

	CAPE VERDE
	0.41
	228
	876
	1800
	41
	1
	1
	1024
	

	CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC
	3.48
	17400
	276
	200
	11
	1
	1
	64
	

	CHAD
	7.27
	24233
	149
	300
	10
	1
	1
	64
	

	COMOROS
	0.66
	3300
	382
	200
	6
	1
	1
	64
	

	CONGO
	2.79
	13950
	833
	200
	25
	2
	1
	128
	

	COTE D'IVOIRE
	14.29
	1786
	767
	8000
	261
	2
	4
	512
	

	DJIBOUTI
	0.62
	2480
	846
	250
	8
	1
	1
	64
	

	EGYPT
	65.98
	660
	1195
	100000
	4063
	14
	50
	4096
	

	EQUATORIAL GUINEA
	0.43
	2150
	668
	200
	6
	1
	1
	64
	

	ERITREA
	3.58
	11933
	161
	300
	24
	1
	1
	128
	

	ETHIOPIA
	59.65
	23860
	103
	2500
	164
	1
	1
	512
	

	GABON
	1.17
	780
	5121
	1500
	47
	2
	2
	512
	

	GAMBIA
	1.23
	2460
	284
	500
	31
	1
	1
	128
	

	GHANA
	19.16
	2395
	372
	8000
	166
	7
	4
	2048
	

	GUINEA
	7.71
	25700
	677
	300
	59
	3
	2
	128
	

	GUINEA-BISSAU
	1.13
	4520
	245
	250
	30
	1
	1
	64
	

	KENYA
	29.01
	967
	347
	30000
	277
	6
	34
	4096
	

	LESOTHO
	2.06
	8240
	547
	250
	30
	1
	2
	512
	

	LIBERIA
	2.67
	35600
	1000
	75
	16
	1
	
	128
	

	LIBYAN ARAB JAMAHIRIYA
	5.98
	11960
	6579
	500
	520
	1
	1
	2048
	

	MADAGASCAR
	16.36
	8180
	224
	2000
	60
	4
	3
	2556
	

	MALAWI
	10.75
	4479
	242
	2400
	47
	2
	2
	256
	

	MALI
	10.69
	10690
	230
	1000
	31
	1
	3
	128
	

	MAURITANIA
	2.53
	4600
	455
	550
	19
	2
	5
	128
	

	MAURITIUS
	1.15
	88
	3661
	13000
	305
	1
	1
	4096
	

	MOROCCO
	27.87
	372
	1218
	75000
	1631
	10
	250
	8192
	

	MOZAMBIQUE
	18.88
	3147
	86
	6000
	82
	4
	5
	512
	

	NAMIBIA
	1.66
	553
	2051
	3000
	134
	11
	3
	3072
	

	NIGER
	10.08
	28800
	161
	350
	19
	1
	1
	192
	

	NIGERIA
	106.41
	10641
	551
	10000
	428
	5
	12
	1152
	

	REUNION
	0.68
	1360
	9270
	500
	293
	1
	2
	576
	

	RWANDA
	6.6
	33000
	317
	200
	26
	1
	1
	128
	

	SAO TOME & PRINCIPE
	0.14
	700
	358
	200
	18
	1
	1
	64
	

	SENEGAL
	9
	2250
	518
	4000
	162
	1
	8
	1280
	

	SEYCHELLES
	0.08
	40
	6995
	2000
	23
	1
	1
	128
	

	SIERRA LEONE
	4.57
	30467
	209
	150
	21
	1
	1
	128
	

	SOMALIA
	10.63
	141733
	169
	75
	15
	
	
	0
	

	SUDAN
	28.29
	14145
	364
	2000
	171
	1
	1
	256
	

	SWAZILAND
	0.95
	792
	1388
	1200
	34
	2
	2
	256
	

	TANZANIA
	49.3
	82167
	400
	600
	30
	4
	2
	128
	

	TOGO
	4.4
	2588
	324
	1700
	39
	1
	2
	384
	

	TUNISIA
	9.34
	584
	2144
	16000
	791
	7
	5
	7020
	

	UGANDA
	20.55
	5138
	317
	4000
	87
	1
	3
	2048
	

	UNITED REP OF TANZANIA
	32.1
	7133
	244
	4500
	160
	2
	5
	2048
	

	ZAMBIA
	8.78
	1351
	463
	6500
	83
	3
	3
	512
	

	ZIMBABWE
	12.68
	634
	712
	20000
	267
	4
	8
	4096
	

	"Call Cost" is converted to US$/hour

	"Population / User" is the number of people in the country per Internet User

	"Users / Int Kbps" is the number of Internet users for every 1 Kilobit per second of the total International bandwidth

	Source of Data: Mike Jensen through direct contact with Internet Service Providers, regulators and hub operators in African countries


APPENDIX 2

African Internet Populations Sept 2000  

Source: Mike Jensen
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� The article focuses  specifically on the use of Internet,  rather then on Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is this concept has become too large.


� When former Zaire suffered a deadly outbreak of Ebola in 1995, local doctors used the network HealthNet to communicate with the outside world and keep neighbouring areas apprised. 





� A fine example is provided by the Kothmale Internet Community Radio Project in Sri Lanka, sponsored by UNESCO.


� see www.peoplink.org/partners
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Stage 1 -  Mailing: communicating through e-mail, chatrooms etc...

Stage 2 -  Informing: research, download, disperse information from databases and websites

Stage 3 :  Interaction: user establishes interactive websites, for information, training, trade (e-commerce)...
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