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ICT in Africa: Boosting Economic Growth  

and Poverty Redution 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Africa is on the move, and information and communications technologies (ICT) are a powerful 
tool to boost economic growth and poverty reduction. ICT increase efficiency, provide access to 
new markets or services, create new opportunities for income generation and improving governance 
and give poor people a voice. Taking into account Africa’s complexity and diversity, specific interven-
tions are required rather than “one-size-fits-all” approaches. Isolated investment in ICT does not per-
mit leapfrogging to higher growth rates. However, as a key part of a development strategy, main-
streaming ICT in the productive sectors is a matter of economic survival.  Maximum mobilisation of 
private investment, including from the African Diaspora, is vital. 
 
2.  African leaders and their development partners share alike the vision and commitments 
of the World Summit of the Information Society resolutions regarding the key role of ICT for inclu-
sive, globally competitive and knowledge-based societies. The following recommendations follow on 
from that vision. Africa’s success story with mobile telephony graphically shows that when ICT be-
come affordable to low-income users, new employment, micro-entrepreneurial and social development 
opportunities emerge. ICT-induced growth should be reinforced by targeted policies for effective pov-
erty reduction. The key bottlenecks to progress are rooted in infrastructure, access and the enabling 
environment. 
 
3. It is recommended that African governments and their international partners make an 
unprecedented effort to address infrastructure bottlenecks regarding access, operational capacity 
and maintenance requirements of ICT infrastructure, transport and electricity. In particular, 

• Assign highest priority to advance NEPAD’s broadband initiative, by mobilising funding 
and investment, and providing the necessary regulatory and legal frameworks; 

• Ensure and support regional co-ordination in the planning of new infrastructure and in assur-
ing maintenance of existing infrastructure. 

 
4.  It is recommended that African governments and their international partners prioritise 
ICT access and effective use at all levels, including the provision of public access facilities, relevant 
content, and increased capacities. In particular, 

• Invest in and support community public access facilities such as telecentres or local radio 
stations in order to ensure access for all and the creation of locally relevant content; 

• Include and support capacity building components in all ICT activities, starting from infra-
structure, its operation and maintenance, to government and regulatory authorities, private 
service providers, and end-users. 

 
5. It is recommended that African Governments and their international partners create 
and support enabling environments, consisting of both ICT-specific regulatory frameworks and an 
overall policy framework that promotes sound economic and political governance. In particular, 

• Improve ICT governance and affordability by ensuring freedom of expression, providing a 
competitive framework for the application of ICT, ensuring compliance through independent 
regulation and favouring low-cost, technology-neutral and open source solutions; 

• Link the creation of an enabling ICT environment to national planning and strategic frame-
works, including performance monitoring and dialogue processes. 
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ICT in Africa: Boosting Economic Growth and Poverty 
Reduction 

 
I Introduction 
 
6. For more than a decade, information and communication technologies (ICT)1 have been at-
tributed a key role in both economic growth and poverty reduction. They increase efficiency, provide 
access to new markets or services, create new opportunities for income generation and give poor peo-
ple a voice. And while considerable improvements have been achieved in Africa with respect to cer-
tain aspects of ICT – including the spread of mobile telephony and an increasing number of national 
ICT strategies as well as regional initiatives – there are still areas where improvement is needed in or-
der for Africa as a whole to be able to take advantage of the benefits of ICT. 
 
7. The purpose of this paper is to illustrate how Africa and the international community can ad-
dress the challenges presented by the current situation in Africa. The situation is characterised by its 
complexity and diversity. This stems from the fast developments and transformations in the dynamic 
field of ICT; the numerous initiatives; and the diversity of stakeholders, including the G8; the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD); the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UN-
ECA); the International Telecommunication Union (ITU); other UN organisations; international net-
works such as the Global Knowledge Partnership; various non-governmental organisations (NGOs); 
research centres; bilateral donor agencies; development banks and many private sector actors. Fur-
thermore, the situation in Africa varies significantly between the North and South as well as within 
countries and regions, which demands specific interventions rather than “one-size-fits-all” approaches. 
 
8. The paper has the following structure: Sections II and III provide the context, describing how 
ICT can be used to boost economic growth, its role in poverty reduction efforts and the current situa-
tion of ICT in Africa. Section IV summarizes the key commitments of the various stakeholders with a 
focus on multilateral development partners and African institutions. Section V assesses the situation 
and lays the foundation for the recommendations set out in Section VI.  
 
II Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction 
 
9. Africa is on a growth path which is becoming more broad-based.2 In 2007, for the fourth 
consecutive year Africa’s real gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate exceeded 5%. Twenty-five 
countries achieved a GDP growth rate of above 5% in 2007, and another 14 countries grew at a rate 
between 3% and 5%. High prices for commodities, increased remittances and policy reforms which 
have stimulated foreign direct investment (FDI) are the main drivers. However, the growth path is still 
fragile as diversification of African economies is generally low. 
 
10. Sustainable economic growth is the result of an interplay of a number of factors, among 
them governance performance, physical infrastructure, skilled human resources, access to technology, 
and an enabling policy environment. Furthermore, effective information and communication processes 
are a prerequisite for any economy. While ICT play a role in all of these areas, isolated investment in 
ICT does not permit leapfrogging to higher growth rates. Nevertheless, as a key part of development 
strategies, mainstreaming ICT in the productive sectors “is a matter of economic survival” as the 
Chennai Statement on Up-scaling Pro-Poor ICT Policies and Practices notes.3 In the words of 
NEPAD: “Better connectivity offers the prospect for African countries to transform their economies 

 
1 ICT consist of the hardware, software, networks and media for the collection, storage, processing, transmission 
and presentation of information (voice, data, text, images) as well as related services. Both traditional technolo-
gies (telephones, radio and TV) and newer technologies (such as computers and the Internet) are usually in-
cluded in the concept of ICT infrastructure. 
2 See Kasekende and Shetty (2008); World Bank (2008). 
3 The Statement is available at: http://www.gersterconsulting.ch/docs/Chennai_statement.pdf. 

http://www.gersterconsulting.ch/docs/Chennai_statement.pdf


from reliance on traditional activities, with low productivity and weak growth outlook, to more ad-
vanced activities that can sustain higher wages, create new employment and reap the other social bene-
fits offered by new technologies”.4  
 
11. The cost of doing business in Africa remains high, reducing potentially achievable growth 
rates. Unreliable infrastructure is a major reason for high transaction costs in a majority of African 
countries. Indirect costs are a greater burden than in China and India. However, as the graph below 
shows, there is again considerable difference among African countries. Better power, transport and 
ICT infrastructure will enhance productivity and efficiency and increase employment. 
 

Figure 1: Average cost structures at firm level (by country) 2002 2 
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
http://www.nber.org/confer/2008/Africas08/Ramachandran_Gelb_Eifert_CostofDoingBusinessinAfrica.pdfhttp://www.nber.org/confer/2008/Africas08/Ramachandran_Gelb_Eifert_CostofDoingBusinessinAfrica.pdf) 

 
12. The structural transformation of African economies is on-going and will continue at a 
faster pace. Better diversified economies with a growing service sector create new employment op-
portunities, strengthen productivity, and reduce the risks of economic downturns. Within the service 
sector, ICT services have an important role to play – as a sector of the economy as well as an enabler 
for other sectors. ICT also enable the aggregation of dispersed demand into viable markets. Further, 
given that informal and formal small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are the backbone of broad-based 
economic growth, it will be crucial to mainstream the use of ICT for micro, small and medium enter-
prises. Even economies depending on the production of raw materials and on subsistence agriculture 
can achieve efficiency improvements through ICT investment. 
 
13. ICT contribute to economic growth through: (1) increasing productivity across all sectors; (2) 
facilitating market expansion beyond borders to harvest economies of scale; (3) lowering costs of and 
facilitating access to services, notably in administration, education, health and banking; (4) providing 
access to research; (5) development of ICT products and services; (6) contributing to better govern-
ance, a prerequisite to growth, through increased participation, accountability and transparency. The 
use of ICT provides positive externalities, enhancing creativity, learning and problem-solving skills. 
Its impact on employment, new types of exports, and FDI requires the interplay of a number of fac-
tors: “It is the interaction among connectivity, access, network security, capability/skills, market struc-
tures and firm governance, as well as the regulatory and facilitation environment, which determine 
whether firms from developing countries can participate effectively and efficiently in the information 
economy and compete in global e-marketplaces.”5 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box 1: Market information in Senegal 

                                                 
4 NEPAD 2007, p.1. 
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5 Indjikian and Siegel 2005, p. 696. 

http://www.nber.org/confer/2008/Africas08/Ramachandran_Gelb_Eifert_CostofDoingBusinessinAfrica.pdf
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Manobi is a private multi-channel service provider in Senegal which (1) improves the safety of fish-
ermen by establishing a GPS-based navigation platform; (2) partners with rural communities to es-
tablish a land resources management system and reducing disputes over land; (3) delivers market 
information to farmers and fishermen, who can monitor real-time prices in several markets and sell 
their fruit and vegetables where they can get the best price. Manobi employs data collectors who 
record market prices in several locations. These data are transmitted by mobile phone to a central 
database where they are accessible via the web or via SMS on any phone. To access the informa-
tion, farmers and fishermen pay US$5 per month plus a small fee for message services. Using 
these services, farmers have increased their income by 30% and more. 

 
14. Nevertheless, ICT growth is only weakly correlated with poverty reduction6 due to the par-
ticular situation of the poor. They have low levels of skills. They lack physical assets. Their access to 
financial services is difficult. In many cases, exclusion on grounds of rural isolation, ethnicity, lan-
guage, religion or gender adds to the hurdles of overcoming the income, infrastructural and market 
barriers they face. Economic research suggests that the contribution of ICT to pro-poor growth is de-
pendent not on ICT infrastructure per se but on the role of ICT in supporting pro-poor initiatives.7,8 
Effective poverty reduction requires targeted pro-poor policies to provide infrastructure (including 
ICT), to strengthen physical access to markets and to invest in education and health. As soon as ICT 
become affordable to low-income users, new employment, micro-entrepreneurial and social develop-
ment opportunities emerge.9 
 
15. Poverty is a multi-dimensional phenomenon, encompassing a lack of opportunity, empower-
ment and security. ICT access can have powerful impact in addressing these constraints,10 giving the 
poor a stronger voice, facilitating their participation in decision-making processes and in demanding 
accountable government. Local radio is a medium particularly suited to promoting economic devel-
opment and empowerment, as it is affordable and accessible to listeners and demands few specific 
skills: a recent study found that radio plays a prominent role in tackling gender issues and promoting 
women’s visibility. South Africa, where the average person listens to radio for more than four hours 
every day, and Mali are examples of countries with a vibrant radio landscape, including but not limited 
to community radio. African governments have increasingly adopted legislative and administrative 
reforms allowing a greater variety of stations to operate and reducing public subsidies from state-
owned national broadcasters.  

                                                 
6 OECD/DAC 2005, p. 11. 
7 OECD/DAC 2005, p. 14. 
8 See World Bank (2001). 
9 Paltridge 2008. 
10 World Bank 2001; OECD 2007. 



Figure 2: Community radio addresses the multidimensional character of poverty 
 

 
 (from: http://www.gersterconsulting.ch/fs/fs_main.asp?kt=4) 

 
 
 
III ICT in Africa 
 
16. The current spread and use of ICT in Africa is a function of a number of factors includ-
ing:  

• infrastructure – its availability, operation and maintenance. This includes not only ICT infra-
structure but equally transport and electricity.  

• access – characterised by public access facilities, the existence of relevant content, adequate 
capacity at different levels and promising experiences with respect to mobile telephony.  

• supportive enabling environments -- including specific regulatory frameworks and an overall 
policy framework that promotes sound economic and political governance.  

 
These factors need to be addressed at all levels, namely the global, regional, national and local level -- 
and by all stakeholders. 
 
17. At the same time, the ICT landscape in Africa is shaped by two structural features that charac-
terise ICT development more broadly:  
 

• Multi-stakeholder partnerships have become an established feature of successful ICT 
development all over the world. The DOT Force created by the G8 in 2000 brought together 
government, private sector operators, NGOs and international organisations in a constructive, 
interactive alliance for ICT co-operation and development. This approach has been continued 
by successor organisations, namely the UN ICT Task Force, the Internet Governance Forum 
and the Global Alliance for ICT ad Development (GAID). Co-ordination and communication 
among large numbers of very diverse institutions increases the complexity of programme im-
plementation in an environment which is already fast-paced because of rapid technological 
developments. However, it ensures sustainable solutions if agreement can be reached and sus-
tained commitment achieved. 
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• Increasing convergence across different technologies, in which the Internet is becoming the 
common platform for voice, data and broadcast information. This offers potential for cutting 
the costs of network deployment, along with providing new synergies, products and mediums 
for exchange. For example, the Internet is not only a mechanism for the dissemination of in-
formation; it is also a broadcasting system, a platform for individuals to interact and a market-
place. Similarly, mobile phones are not only used for voice services – they also facilitate 
internet access data collection and even financial services.  

 
1  Infrastructure: dynamic, but spreading slowly and unevenly 
 
18. ICT infrastructure mainly refers to networks, cables, wireless links or satellite dishes, as well 
as other important elements such as optimal use of these physical assets (interconnection of different 
networks or the management of the frequency spectrum) and their maintenance. ICT infrastructure in 
Africa has increased over the past years, in spite of the challenges of low population density, low in-
comes and large rural populations. Particularly noteworthy is the virtual explosion of mobile phones in 
many African countries, which surpassed 200 million subscribers in early 2007 and continues to grow 
at higher rates than any other region. This has been particularly beneficial for rural areas. It is esti-
mated that there are around 400,000 localities in Sub-Saharan Africa, of which 99% are villages. Ac-
cording to the ITU, less than 3% of these have a fixed line telephone connection, while 7% of rural 
households had a mobile service subscription in 2006.11  
 

Figure 3: Mobile coverage in Africa 

 (from: http://www.thepresidency.gov.za/learning/cell_tech2.pdf ) 
 
19. While these numbers point towards positive changes, they also mask vast differences 
within and between countries. Most of the infrastructure is concentrated in a few major urban cen-
tres:  rural areas (where the majority of people in Africa still live) have teledensities hundreds of times 
lower. In 2004 the largest town in each country, with between 12-22% of the total population, ac-
counted for up to 77% of total national main telephone lines. This pattern of wide variations in tele-
densities also applies more broadly, with most of the infrastructure on the continent being concen-
trated in a handful of countries12. 
 

                                                 
11 See ITU 2007a. 
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12 Most of Africa’s fixed telephone lines are concentrated in only six economies – Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Ni-
geria, South Africa and Tunisia – which account for almost 80% of all fixed lines on the continent. Even mobile 
penetration rates vary widely. In 2006 in the top 10 mobile markets, South Africa had the highest penetration 
rate of 69.9% (31 million subscribers), whereas the DRC in tenth place had a penetration rate of just 4.3% (2.6 
million subscribers). Similarly, four countries account for almost 60% of Internet users in Africa. 

http://www.thepresidency.gov.za/learning/cell_tech2.pdf


20. There is an overall trend across the continent toward use of wireless technologies that 
explains the relatively slow growth in fixed lines, which remains virtually static, at 28.5 million main 
lines in 2006 – about six times lower than the world average13. This, along with high tariffs relative to 
income levels and low domestic PC usage, has lead to relatively slow rates of Internet and broadband 
uptake across Africa – by the end of 2006 there were only 44 million Internet users and 1 million 
broadband users (3.8% and 0.4% of the world total, respectively). This situation is now changing quite 
rapidly in urban areas with the recent introduction of wireless broadband and 3G14 in many countries, 
along with increased use of the Internet on mobile phones. 
 

Figure 4: World Internet Penetration Rates, December 2007 

 (from: http://www.internetworldstats.com) 
 
21. A number of initiatives are now taking place which will help accelerate the broadening of ICT 
uptake and smooth out the variations in access to ICT infrastructure within and between countries. The 
most notable are the various international fibre projects which will vastly improve the availability of 
international and cross-continental bandwidth over the next 2-3 years15.  

 
Figure 5: Worldwide Interregional Internet Bandwidth 2006 

 

(from: www.telegeography.com) 
 

                                                 
13 The world average fixed line teledensity in 2006 was 19.4 per 100 inhabitants, compared to 3.1 for Africa. 
14 Third generation mobile phone technology, which enables network operators to offer users much more band-
width and a wider range of more advanced services while achieving greater network capacity through improved 
spectral efficiency. 
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15 Intercontinental capacity is expected to increase from the current 354 Gbps, to at least 30 Tbps. 

http://www.internetworldstats.com/
http://www.telegeography.com/


22. Currently, international fibre only lands in a small minority of African countries, and where it 
does, suppliers are able to charge prices hundreds of times higher than elsewhere due to lack of choice. 
For example, E1 (2 Mbps16) circuits from Africa to the US or Europe currently cost more than 
US$5000/month. By comparison, similar cross-Atlantic links between North America and Europe can 
now be obtained for US$10-20/month, and US$15-30/month on international routes in Asia. For the 
end-user this means that monthly Internet access in Africa costs 170% of gross national income – 
compared to the world average of 62%.17  Cross-border links are also still scarce and, as a result, most 
international traffic across Africa is carried over equally costly satellite links which usually land in 
North America or Europe, resulting in costs of about US$400 million – which is being paid to foreign 
operators for traffic between African countries.  
 
23. To address these problems, NEPAD has established the NEPAD Broadband ICT Network 
(NBIN) initiative which aims to ensure that all countries on the continent have access to at least two 
independent international fibre cable links. In the first phase of the project a US$2 billion network 
called UhuruNet has been proposed to cover Eastern and Southern Africa with onward links to 
Europe, Asia and South America, supported by a policy and regulatory framework called the Kigali 
Protocol which came into force in February 2008. It has been ratified by seven countries so far.18 
 

Figure 6: Optical Fibre Network in Africa 
 

 
 ( http://confluence.slac.stanford.edu/display/IEPM/Sub-Sahara+Case+Study) 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Megabits per second, unit for measurement of electronic data traffic. 
17 See ITU 2007a. 
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18 Lesotho, Mauritius, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and Malawi. 

http://confluence.slac.stanford.edu/display/IEPM/Sub-Sahara+Case+Study


 
Figure 7: Design Capacity of African Intercontinental Systems 2008-2012 

(from: http://www.novatech2008-proinvest.org/downloads/Papers/Plenary_Session_1.pdf) 
 
24. In view of imminent increases in international bandwidth access, national infrastructure has 
become a much higher priority, and many countries are making strong efforts to establish national 
backbones. Contracts totalling over US$1 billion for at least 30,000 kilometres of national fibre-
transmission networks have been awarded by African operators during the last 18 months19, two thirds 
of which have been financed by the Chinese Export Import Bank.20 Alongside the roll-out of national 
fibre backbones has been the simultaneous emergence of microwave transmission networks. In the last 
decade African mobile operators, for example, have built between three and five times as much trans-
mission network as fixed-line incumbents have in total. Mobile operators are now also upgrading their 
transmission networks in order to provide the capacity to support the delivery of 3G services. 
 
25. To take maximum advantage of these developments, national interconnection between net-
works still needs improvement, along with increased deployment and lower-cost access in the last 
mile. Interconnection rates between telephony operators are often costly and the links often congested. 
Similarly, local Internet service providers usually have to interconnect over expensive congested in-
ternational circuits due to the limited number of local Internet exchange points (IXP)21 – only seven-
teen countries in Africa have so far established an independent IXP22. 
 
26. Supporting resources and capacities are also essential in order to fully benefit from ICT. 
Apart from reliable electricity supply – which is needed to run any ICT infrastructure – transport net-
works such as roads or rail are required to support increased economic and social activities – otherwise 

                                                 
19 Fixed-line incumbent operators in Sub-Saharan Africa (excluding South Africa) owned and operated a total of 
138’400 kilometres of transmission networks in 2007. 
20 It is worth noting that China’s interest in Africa is not only expressed by investment in ICT infrastructure, but 
in infrastructure overall. This new player is exerting considerable influence in Africa’s investment landscape. 
21 IXPs are locations where traffic between different local networks is exchanged. 
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22 Angola, Botswana, Burundi, DRC, Egypt, Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Mozambique, Nigeria, Rwanda, South 
Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe. 

http://www.novatech2008-proinvest.org/downloads/Papers/Plenary_Session_1.pdf
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distances which were removed by ICT will remain an obstacle. A recent report from the World Bank23 
pointed out that a country’s capacity to absorb and benefit from new technology depends on the avail-
ability of more basic forms of infrastructure. This also implies that there are limits to technologies 
which can leapfrog.  
 
27. Human capacity is often another bottleneck to the spread and use of ICT across Africa. 
Illiteracy not only hinders economic and social development – it is also a major obstacle to the spread 
and use of ICT.  Reduced capacity for maintaining networks or other hardware also limits the potential 
use of ICT. Investment in education at all levels – basic, secondary and vocational – is essential for 
Africa’s further development, not only to ensure that the public can effectively use ICT but also to 
create a better enabling environment for local innovation and wealth creation. This has resulted in in-
creased efforts to ensure that schools and higher education institutions are fully connected to the Inter-
net. Ongoing innovative initiatives in this regard include i) the NEPAD e-Schools initiative, which 
aims to ensure that all 600,000 schools on the continent are online, and ii) the emergence of National 
Research and Education Networks, which aim to establish multi-gigabit academic fibre optic back-
bones to serve their member institutions. 
 
2  Access: improved through community-based ICT and appropriate applications 
 
28. For the majority of the population, public access facilities will continue to be an impor-
tant part of the ICT landscape. Community-based access can be in the form of private cybercafés, 
state-supported telecentres, as well as schools or libraries. There is increasing awareness that such 
public facilities can provide multiple low-cost services, ranging from phone calls and e-mail to multi-
media distance learning and e-commerce. These community access points provide an important 
“bridge” facilitating ICT access by SMEs and households in Africa. 
 

Box 2: Telecentres and cybercafés 
 

These institutions may be dedicated facilities or provided through existing entities, most often store-
front shops, libraries, community centres, police stations and clinics. Their institutionalisation is be-
ing seen as an important way of realising universal service objectives in rural and remote locations 
and has resulted in many national programmes and international projects scattered throughout Af-
rica to test different models, means of implementation and mechanisms for sustainability. While in-
dividual users who pay for the services directly are often the principal income source, other services 
may be paid for or “subsidised” by government departments such as education, health, local au-
thorities and NGOs. For example, the Kenyan government has launched the Digital Village Project 
to establish ICT centres throughout the country. To jump-start the process, the programme is train-
ing 1000 digital village managers to oversee centres in 210 national constituencies. Managers un-
dergo an intensive three-week training programme in the basics of business management. The ICT 
centres will be operated on a public-private partnership basis with the Ministry of Information and 
Communications and will involve collaboration across government, public and private sector or-
ganisations, development partners, civil society and individuals. 

 
29. Similarly, radio is pervasive and readily accessible to all. There are more than three times as 
many radios as TVs on the continent, and ten times more radio receivers than fixed telephone lines.24 
It is estimated that 60% of the population can be reached by existing radio networks.25 A recent study 
found that the number of community radio stations was growing in the majority of countries studied, 
with a total of 402 community stations in operation in 2006, although most of these were concentrated 
in South Africa and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).26 Combining radio with other ICT, 
                                                 
23 World Bank (2008). 
24 More specifically: 20 radio receivers per hundred people compared to two fixed telephone lines for hundred 
people (Girard 2003). In 2006, the African Media Development Initiative studied radio-use in 17 African coun-
tries. It found that radio is the most accessible and the most consumed media in all of the countries, which in-
cluded Angola, Botswana, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Somalia, South Africa, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe (BBC World 
Survey Trust 2006). 
25 See Etta and Parvyn-Wamahiu 2003. 
26 BBC World Survey Trust 2006. 



namely Internet and telephony or activities such as listener clubs, has helped to make the medium a 
more interactive one. 
 
30. Community media play a key role in the production and dissemination of information. 
People at local radio stations or telecentres can download relevant information from the Internet, adapt 
it to the local context, encourage people’s participation in debates and contribute to the agenda-setting 
of a local community.  In this way they contribute to general information flows across society and give 
a voice to people.27 Sharing of information as well as encouraging increased participation, particularly 
by the poor, enhances empowerment and transparency – both of which play a key role in improving 
governance, which is fundamental to sustainable development. 
 
31. Applications and locally relevant content play a crucial role in linking people to ICT -- 
they make ICT infrastructure come alive. Applications include e-mail, SMS, electronic transactions, 
Internet-based telephony and multimedia. The use of these tools in various sectors has led to a wide 
variety of “e hyphen” constructs including e-commerce, e-trade, e-agriculture, e-health, e-education or 
e-government. In Africa, governments and development agencies have lagged behind when it comes 
to developing applications for important sectors of the population such as farmers, teachers or health 
workers. Further, much of the available content and services are still neither locally relevant nor avail-
able in local languages. Only 2% of the over 2000 African languages, which represent two-thirds of all 
global languages, can be found online. However, there is evidence that speakers of African languages 
are increasingly claiming their space: there are 1655 blogs from African countries registered – with 
more than 1000 from South Africa – and the Swahili Wikipedia has more than 1000 entries. 
 
32. Lagging Internet applications and content in Africa has also retarded development of 
African Internet sites. Although growth of Internet sites located in Africa in 2006 was much higher 
than the world average, Africa – home to 14% of the world’s population – still accounts for only 0.3% 
of global activity in the Internet, with a total of one and a half million hosts, as compared to 88 million 
in Europe, 42 million in Asia and 18 million in Latin America.28 Aside from the lack of local content, 
limited local web-development capacity and low awareness of the value and uses of a web-presence 
has contributed to the limited sophistication and utility of many local web sites. In addition, African 
Internet domaines may not be seen to be as reliable or as credible as international Internet domaines, 
and they are usually more expensive to purchase. Furthermore, local bandwidth constraints have also 
encouraged the use of “offshore” African web sites and fuelled African uptake of international hosts.  
 

Figure 8: Internet hosts per 1000 inhabitants (.com, .net, .org etc). 
 

 
(from http://www.gandalf.it/data/data1.htm) 

 

                                                 
27 Consumer groups potentially play a critical role particularly with respect to ICT infrastructure and services. 
They address issues of consumer awareness, rights and voice. Pressure from such groups is needed in order to 
promote and protect the public interest, especially in the long-run. 
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28 Livraghi 2007. 
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33. Currently the greatest progress in implementing local Internet applications in Africa has 
been in made in the media, business and health sectors. UNECA and other development agencies 
have led various activities to promote the development and use of e-government, e-business, e-health, 
e-learning and e-science applications, and Africa’s cultural and linguistic diversity has been an issue in 
various declarations and plans.29 Building on the explosion of mobile phones in Africa, applications 
for these seem particularly promising, as shown by the examples of South Africa and Kenya which are 
leading the continent in the adoption of mobile-banking solutions aiming to reach the un-banked – in 
both countries, more people have mobile phones than bank accounts. In the case of Kenya, the M-Pesa 
mobile phone funds transfer service was launched in March 2007 and by November there were 1.1 
million registered users, almost 1400 service points, and a total of US$87 million had been transferred. 
Other particularly promising applications for the mobile technology include: health services (medica-
tion reminders, test result notifications, and tele-diagnostics using mobile phone cameras), agriculture 
(market prices, inputs prices and ordering, and weather information), and job search services. 
 
 

Box 3: Other examples of successful mobile applications 
 

Mobile phones can be used for more than simple phone calls. In Africa the diversity of mobile appli-
cations is impressive – they are figuratively the PCs of Africa: 
In South Africa, Wizzit allows anybody with a mobile phone to have his/her bank account in his/her 
pocket. It provides the possibility to make person-to-person payments, transfers and pre-paid pur-
chases without a bank account. There is no monthly fee: people only pay for transactions they exe-
cute. 
In Kenya, an SMS job service has succeeded in creating annual revenue of US$100,000. The ser-
vice has more than 30,000 subscribers who receive between 150 and 200 job vacancy announce-
ments per week. Using a pre-paid service, they pay per offer they receive. 60-70% of the offers are 
filled by the subscribers which results in much faster results for the employers. 
TradeNet, now operating in 17 countries, provides information about agricultural goods for anyone 
who wishes to sell or buy commodities. After negative experiences with external funding, the initia-
tors decided to provide the basic information for free but charge for tailored and more sophisticated 
services in order to be financially sustainable on the long term. 
 
The relevance of mobile phones in African people’s lives has also been recognised by Google 
which announced that it will need to tailor its products to work better on mobile phones – if it wants 
to make real headway in penetrating markets in Africa. 
(from:  

 http://www.wizzit.co.za;  
 http://www.balancingact-africa.com/news/back/balancing-act_339.html 
 http://www.tradenet.net  
 http://www.balancingact-africa.com/news/back/balancing-act_341.html) 

 
 
3.  Enabling environments for private investment: regional and national ICT policy 
and regulatory frameworks are essential. 
 
34. National policy is a key factor in the effective development and use of ICT, and an increasing 
number of African governments have begun to adapt their national regulatory frameworks to 
help foster the use of ICT.  The primary objective of regulatory processes is to ensure transparency 
and openness while establishing a level playing field which limits the abuse of market power.    They 
also promote and strengthen predictability, stability and consistency for telecommunication operators, 
as well as for investors and end-users. A good ICT regulatory framework is neither arbitrary nor un-
necessarily intrusive. In order to achieve these objectives, independent regulatory authorities play a 
central role.  
 
35. It is generally accepted that competition in the ICT sector is more efficient for the provision of 
services than a monopoly. However, with 26 state-owned incumbents in mid-2007, Africa is the conti-
nent with the lowest share of private fixed line operators. The largest number of monopolies is found 
in sub-Saharan Africa, where the majority (51%) of the fixed line markets are under the monopoly of 
                                                 
29 See http://www.bisharat.net/Documents for a list of documents relating to language policy in Africa. 

http://www.wizzit.co.za/
http://www.balancingact-africa.com/news/back/balancing-act_339.html
http://www.tradenet.net/
http://www.balancingact-africa.com/news/back/balancing-act_341.html
http://www.bisharat.net/Documents


one operator. In the last mile, lack of a competitive liberalised policy environment and the dominance 
of state-owned operators in many countries is a major contributor to high prices for access and limited 
network diffusion. “The lack of competition has meant that telecommunication and Internet costs are 
among the highest in the world for those who can least afford to pay”.30 Clearly, in these circum-
stances the scope for ICT to contribute to inclusive, pro-poor growth is highly circumscribed. 
 

Figure 9:   Penetration of telecommunication services in Morocco 1990-2006 

 
(from: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/material/af_report07.pdf) 

 
36. Apart from liberalisation of the telecommunication sector, the wider policy framework is 
equally influential for the development of ICT. An inclusive ICT policy addresses a country’s vi-
sion of its society, includes a situation analysis, defines objectives and targets and describes policy 
initiatives designed to reach these targets. It furthermore sources funding for implementing these poli-
cies and develops tools for assessing progress in reaching objectives. This entails the creation of gov-
ernment bodies to execute national ICT strategies as well as the allocation of funds in the national 
budget. Although many African countries consider ICT as a priority in their national development 
plans,31 the amount of attention given to ICT and its prominence in strategic planning frameworks var-
ies considerably. Furthermore, ICT policies need to be coherent with other government policies, par-
ticularly poverty reduction strategies (PRS)32. For example, there is little point in investing in ICT ac-
cess in clinics for telemedicine if insufficient priority is placed on ensuring that clinics are adequately 
staffed for this purpose.  Similarly, if no funds are allocated for implementing ICT strategies, it is dif-
ficult to implement them. PRS, which are in place in most African countries, are an important policy 
framework for identifying core development priorities and are an ideal instrument to integrate ICT into 
the broader development process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
30 Song (2007). 
31 See http://www.olis.oecd.org/olis/2003doc.nsf/FREREFCORPLOOK/NT0000098A/$FILE/JT00139973.PDF 
for a selection of countries. 
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32 In 2003 an OECD study found that of 29 analysed poverty reduction strategy papers (PRSPs), only 12 coun-
tries included ICT as an independent item in their PRSPs. The remaining countries have not included ICTs as an 
independent strategic component, although some of their PRSPs mention telecommunications sector develop-
ment as a factor in development or as a component of the infrastructure for economic growth. See: OECD 2003 

http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/material/af_report07.pdf
http://www.olis.oecd.org/olis/2003doc.nsf/FREREFCORPLOOK/NT0000098A/$FILE/JT00139973.PDF


Figure 10: Comparing national ICT budgets with other sectors: Mauritius and Ghana 
   

Mauritius  Ghana 
2005 budget: 
ICT 1.89%, health 8.3%, education 14.58% 

 2005 budget: 
ICT 0.07%, health 6.86%, education 12.02% 

(national budgets in million US$) 
(from: http://www.uneca.org/codi/codi4/ICT/Day1-April25/AssefaBahta.ppt) 
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37. At the same time, ICT policy is not only the government’s responsibility.  Inputs from other 
stakeholders are also important:  
 

• For civil society, access to information for all and civil liberties are high on the agenda. In this 
respect the Nigerian parliament’s approval of a harmonised freedom of information bill is a 
positive example. Once signed into law by the President, however, it will only be the fourth 
national law on freedom of information33 in Africa. 

 
• Private sector actors will be keen to ensure issues such as hospitable investment conditions, 

the protection of intellectual property rights, transparency of regulation, and protection of pri-
vacy and personal data have been addressed. In this respect Africa is lagging behind as illus-
trated by the World Economic Freedom Index below. 
 

Figure 11: Economic freedom 1995-2008, world average compared to different regions 

  
 

(from: http://www.heritage.org/research/features/index/chapters/pdf/index2008_execsum.pdf) 
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33 The other three countries with such a policy in place being South Africa, Uganda and Angola. 

http://www.uneca.org/codi/codi4/ICT/Day1-April25/AssefaBahta.ppt
http://www.heritage.org/research/features/index/chapters/pdf/index2008_execsum.pdf
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ICT policy frameworks are best developed in collaboration with key national stakeholders from all 
relevant government departments, as well as civil society and the private sector. Communication min-
istries and regulators often lack the capacity to address the needs of the poor, as they are too preoccu-
pied by dealing with private sector entities and telecommunication operators. Furthermore, in many 
circumstances they are marginal players in national development strategies. 
 
 

Box 4: Elements of appropriate community radio legislation 
 

Insufficient legislation in general, and very high licensing fees in particular, are key constraints for 
community radio stations. Appropriate community radio legislation includes: (1) a legal framework 
providing a three-tier system for broadcasting: public, commercial, and community radio; (2) gov-
ernment support and policies that clearly recognise and promote the special role of non-profit com-
munity broadcasting for, by and about the community, including them in their own communication 
strategy and allocating funds accordingly; (3) open and participatory decision-making processes for 
ensuring a fair allocation of the frequency spectrum for broadcasting uses;. (4) scope for community 
radio to have recourse to commercial advertising. 
 
(from: http://www.gersterconsulting.ch/docs/Synthesis_report.pdf) 

 
38. Under the UNECA African Information Society Initiative (AISI) initiative, many national, 
sectoral and regional policy-making efforts have produced tangible results: 35 African countries 
now have an ICT policy in place, 11 are in the process of elaborating one and only in seven countries 
is the process not yet launched. Nevertheless, only three countries have actually adopted their ICT 
policies and begun implementation.34,35  While the existence of ICT policies per se can be seen as 
progress, the quality and utility of these policies has not been fully evaluated. In a large sense, regional 
integration will be increasingly important for ICT development given the limited market size and dif-
fering investment and regulatory frameworks that characterise a number of African countries.  36 
 

Box 5: Cyber Island Mauritius 
 

 

Mauritius’ development vision identified early-on the importance of building an information economy 
(including ICT development) in ensuring that it could develop into a modern nation and to enhance 
its competitiveness in the global market place. Reform in the telecommunication sector began in 
1997 with analytical work and extensive consultations. Recent top-level commitment and specific 
funding for ICT projects such e-government and e-education has generated a new impulse to 
strengthening Mauritius’ emerging knowledge economy. A key step towards the realisation of its 
goal has been Mauritius’ decision to connect to the Southern Africa Far East fibre optic submarine 
cable, as this significantly enhanced its connectivity. Today, 90% of the population have access to 
the Internet, and 89% of Mauritian households have fixed line telephone access. Other factors 
which determined the country’s supportive ICT environment include: stable politics, follow-through 
in ensuring regulations were implemented and liberalisation of the ICT sector. In the international 
context, its bilingual environment is another asset. Overall, Mauritius has achieved tremendous 
progress in ICT development thanks to a common vision and a supportive public policy framework. 
 
(from: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/cs/mauritius/material/CS_MUS.pdf and 
http://www.novatech2007.org/downloads/country_profiles/Mauritius_Country_Profile.pdf) 

 
 
 

                                                 
34 Burundi, Gambia, Swaziland. 
35 For a more detailed list on the national strategies as of 2002 see: 
http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/un/unpan012179.pdf. 
36 The following regional strategies have been developed: e-government strategy (EAC); Regional ICT Strategy 
(SADC); ICT Strategy – COMESA; ICT Strategy for Central Africa (CEMAC and CEEAC); Harmonized re-
gional legal framework for ICT and Regional Cyber Security Strategy (ECOWAS); e-trade (UMA). Consult 
Annex A for the Acronyms. 

http://www.gersterconsulting.ch/docs/Synthesis_report.pdf
http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/cs/mauritius/material/CS_MUS.pdf
http://www.novatech2007.org/downloads/country_profiles/Mauritius_Country_Profile.pdf
http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/un/unpan012179.pdf
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IV African and International Commitments and Performance 
Delivery 
 
39. A number of declarations and commitments have been agreed by the international community 
in an effort to reduce the digital divide, particularly in Africa. Chief among these are the two UN 
Summits on the Information Society (WSIS), certain provisions of the G8 Africa Action Plan and the 
NEPAD Founding Statement. Nevertheless, the language of most of these commitments is quite broad, 
reflecting the wide range of issues connected with ICT development and its effective use. Efforts to 
deliver on concrete commitments have been mixed: Africa has taken a leadership role in this regard 
through its NEPAD ICT initiatives. At the international level, the UNECA has played an important 
role in promoting policy dialogue and co-ordination. Multi-stakeholder and private sector commit-
ments – which are important given their facilitative role in furthering ICT development – are begin-
ning to emerge and should be taken into account. 
 
International community 
 
40. In the Millennium Declaration of 2000 the international community resolved to ensure that 
the benefits of new technologies, especially ICT, are available to all.37 
 
41. The 2003 World Summit of the Information Society (WSIS) sought to establish the founda-
tions for an information society for all. The international community committed itself “to turning this 
digital divide into a digital opportunity for all, particularly for those who risk being left behind and 
being further marginalized.”38 Additional commitments included special efforts to empower young 
people and women. This broad commitment was reaffirmed during the 2005 WSIS in Tunis, where the 
focus was “to put Geneva’s Plan of Action into motion as well as to find solutions and reach agree-
ments in the fields of Internet governance, financing mechanisms, and follow-up and implementation 
of the Geneva and Tunis documents.”39 The general feeling is that the Internet Governance Forum has 
been a success so far, though some key internet governance issues remain contentious. On financial 
mechanism very limited progress has been registered. 
 
42. The G8 addressed ICT through both the establishment of the DOT Force40 and in specific 
elements of its Africa Action Plan.41 The DOT Force had a positive impact by setting a standard with 
respect to introducing a multi-stakeholder approach in ICT activities and by initiating a number of ef-
fective and continuing programmes in Africa42. At the same time, progress reports regarding imple-
mentation of the Africa Action Plan are more disappointing:  they signal “significant additional fund-
ing”43 by the G8 for basic education, but limited concrete contributions to ICT activities. In recent 
years ICT issues and concomitant commitments have not figured in the G8’s agenda.44 
 
Africa  
 
43. The African Union identified the right to access to information and freedom of expression as 
fundamental principles underpinning its landmark 2002 “Declaration on Democracy, Political, Eco-
nomic and Corporate Governance”.  Specifically, African governments agreed to “…ensure responsi-

 
37 http://www.un.org/millennium/declaration/ares552e.pdf, para. 20. 
38 http://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/md/03/wsis/doc/S03-WSIS-DOC-0004!!PDF-E.pdf, para 10. 
39 http://www.itu.int/wsis/basic/about.html. 
40 The DOT Force was created by the Okinawa Charter on Information Society in 2000, see 
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/summit/2000/charter.html, para. 18-19. 
41 http://www.g8.utoronto.ca/summit/2001genoa/africa.html.  
42 Many of them are still operational, others had a lasting impact. They are: ADEN, Twinning Promotion and 
Facilitation Through ICT, CAR Project, CATIA Project, Telecentre Infomediary/HelpDesk, Health InterNet-
work. See Digital Opportunity Task Force 2002 for more information on these projects. 
43 http://www.g8.gc.ca/AFRIQUE-01june-en.asp, para 28. 
44 The DOT Force’s mandate was limited from its inception, its agenda was taken up by other bodies, namely the 
UN ICT Task Force and later by GAID and the Internet Governance Forum. 

http://www.un.org/millennium/declaration/ares552e.pdf
http://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/md/03/wsis/doc/S03-WSIS-DOC-0004!!PDF-E.pdf
http://www.itu.int/wsis/basic/about.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/summit/2000/charter.html
http://www.g8.utoronto.ca/summit/2001genoa/africa.html
http://www.g8.gc.ca/AFRIQUE-01june-en.asp


 18  APF/TOKYO-2008/07 
 

                                                

ble free expression, inclusive of the freedom of the press.” These two principals are central as well to 
the “Declaration of Principles on Freedom of Expression in Africa” as it was adopted by the African 
Commission for Human and Peoples' Rights in 2002.  The declaration commits the States Parties to 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights to "make every effort to give practical effect" to a 
number of principles, including the following:  i) to guarantee of freedom of expression; ii) to encour-
age a diverse, private broadcasting sector while transforming government-controlled broadcasters into 
public service broadcasters; and iii) to have independent telecommunications regulation. 
 
44. The NEPAD Founding Statement45 situates ICT within the field of infrastructure, which is 
one of its six identified sectoral priorities for the development of Africa.46 Nevertheless, ICT has been 
identified as one of four fast-track priority sectors in the implementation of the NEPAD programme. 
The NEPAD programme has established a special task force, the NEPAD e-Africa Commission, to 
coordinate its core ICT initiatives: 
 

• NBIN   In its first phase, ministers responsible for ICT from Eastern and Southern African 
countries have endorsed the US$2 billion UhuruNet submarine cable project for the region. A 
particularly important contribution of NEPAD in this context is pursuing an open access 
model, which means that anyone can join in as an investor in the project, which will be oper-
ated on a cost-recovery rather than a for-profit basis. 

 
• e-Schools  This initiative, which aims to provide Internet access in African schools, is backed 

up by a commitment of US$15 million from the private sector for the demonstration phase of 
the project. Of the 16 countries that have been invited to participate, nine countries47 have so 
far begun their involvement with the project. 

 
While progress has been achieved with these initiatives, implementation has proceeded at a slower-
than-anticipated pace, not least because communication and co-ordination among partners in these 
multi-country, multi-stakeholder and continental initiatives has proven to be challenging. 
 
45. Among the international institutions working to foster ICT development in Africa, the UN-
ECA has taken a leadership role. Much of UNECA’s work is co-ordinated and implemented in the 
framework of AISI, which focuses on the following issues: 
 

• Policies and plans at all levels: Through AISI 35 national ICT policies have been developed. 
Furthermore, sectoral initiatives in the fields of e-trade and e-health are on-going.  

 
• Networking and partnership: PICTA, the Partnership for ICT in Africa, focuses on partnership 

and networking and is an informal group of donors and executing agencies where information 
and experiences are exchanged. 

 
• Capacity-building: Targeting policy makers, civil society and the private sector, UNECA or-

ganises workshops and trainings as well as numerous events on various topics related to the 
information society. 

 

 
45 http://www.nepad.org/2005/files/documents/inbrief.pdf, para 104-108. 
46 The following objectives are identified: To double teledensity to two lines per 100 people by 2005, with an 
adequate level of access for households; To lower the cost and improve reliability of service; To achieve e-
readiness for all countries in Africa; To develop and produce a pool of ICT-proficient youth and students from 
which Africa can draw trainee ICT engineers, programmers and software developers; To develop local-content 
software, based especially on Africa’s cultural legacy; para 107. 
47 Egypt, Ghana, Lesotho, Kenya, Mali, Mauritius, Rwanda, South Africa and Uganda. Other countries planning 
to participate in the first phase of the project are Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Gabon, and Nigeria. 

http://www.nepad.org/2005/files/documents/inbrief.pdf
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UNECA has also worked with national governments and regional economic communities (RECs) to 
develop the African Regional Action Plan on the Knowledge Economy (ARAPKE)48 ARAPKE builds 
on the Accra Commitments for Tunis49 and identifies specific action lines for key areas50. 
 

Box 6: The most recent significant commitment: Connect Africa Initiative 
 

Launched in October 2007, the Connect Africa Initiative aims to mobilise resources to bridge gaps 
in ICT infrastructure across Africa. It was organized by the ITU, the African Union, the World Bank 
Group and GAID, in partnership with the African Development Bank, the African Telecommunica-
tion Union, UNECA and the Global Digital Solidarity Fund. The launch resulted in investment com-
mitments of over US$55 billion from private and public sector stakeholders, to be spent over the 
next five years, in support of the five goals51 adopted by the Summit. 
 
(from: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/connect/africa/2007/index.html)  

 
 
V Challenges to be addressed 
 
46. Efforts to promote ICT development and expand effective access in Africa have met with lim-
ited success to date. Progress in addressing key bottlenecks – infrastructure, access and the enabling 
environment – will be determinant in ensuring the digital divide is bridged, and that ICT can play a 
supportive role in Africa’s economic, social and political development. 
 
 
1. Inadequate and unevenly distributed infrastructure 
 
47. The primary obstacle in making use of ICT for economic growth or poverty reduction for 
many is the absence or limited scope of existing ICT infrastructure, particularly in rural areas. Basic 
ICT infrastructure is concentrated in a few countries and in urban settings. For most of Africa’s rural 
population, ICT are physically out of reach. Where ICT infrastructure is in place, its use is often con-
strained due to inadequate supportive infrastructure, in particular electricity and, to a lesser extent, 
transport systems. 
 
48. Africa’s available ICT infrastructure is not fully utilised due to its low physical and techno-
logical capacity (as is the case for Internet bandwidth) and due to gaps in interconnectivity, both at 
regional and international levels. This means in practice that much of Africa’s Internet and telephone 
communication is routed via networks and technologies located in North America or Europe, resulting 
in substantially higher costs for the end user than in other regions of the world. 
 
49. While there are numerous initiatives to address the lack of infrastructure, many of them are 
moving forward slowly and/or lagging behind schedule.   Implementation is hindered by a lack of 
long-term commitment, available investment capital and capacity and an absence of sustained support 
from implementing parties. 
 
 

                                                 
48 UNECA 2005. 
49 See http://www.uneca.org/aisi/docs/AccracommittmentsEN.pdf. While the document refers to Commitments 
in the title, it does not actually make any, but remains at the levels of recommendations.  
50 The identified key areas are: enabling environment, infrastructure and acess, e-strategies and policies, e-local, 
information society indicators, capacity building, research and development, digital solidarity, internet govern-
ance, women and the information society, parliamentarians, youth, cities and local authorities, media, harnessing 
the digital diaspora, African languages, persons with disability, resource mobilisation and partnership (UNECA 
2005 p. 10-12). 
51 For the five goals see: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/connect/africa/2007/goals.html. 

http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/connect/africa/2007/index.html
http://www.uneca.org/aisi/docs/AccracommittmentsEN.pdf
http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/connect/africa/2007/goals.html
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2.  Inadequate capacity and affordability hinder access 
 
50. The main challenge to make effective use of the benefits offered by ICT is absent or inade-
quate capacities at several levels, in particular  

• on the individual level as regards literacy levels and ICT skills; 
• at the institutional level as regards capacities for effective deployment and maintenance of 

ICT infrastructure, for the creation of relevant content and applications, as well as for regula-
tion. This requires a mix of interventions in technical, legal, economic and socio-cultural is-
sues. 

 
51. For many media there are only limited applications which are relevant to the needs and capaci-
ties of poor people. Banking services or market information communicated via mobile phones have 
proven that poor people can benefit from ICT if the applications meet their needs and can be accessed 
by them. An important aspect of relevant applications is the provision of locally relevant information 
in local languages. African languages are seriously under-represented on the Internet and software ap-
plications in African languages are only slowly developing. 
 
52. Affordability and public access, which are of fundamental importance especially for rural Af-
rica, are challenged by issues of financial sustainability. A lack of a competition keeps prices for ICT 
services unattractively high. Local radio stations have difficulties paying qualified staff and high li-
censing fees. Telecentres cannot always cover their costs from the income generated by their clients. 
 
3. Deficiencies in the regulatory and wider policy environment reduce potential 
benefits 
 
53. One of the most important limiting factors to affordable and efficient ICT in sub-Saharan Af-
rica is often ineffective regulation combined with the large share of the market being held by monopo-
lies or duopolies, which results in ineffective competition, high prices and limited investment from the 
private sector. The dominance of monopolies together with the lack of independent telecommunication 
sector regulators which are able to encourage effective competition in the sector are two key chal-
lenges in ICT policies. The rationale for establishing independent regulatory institutions is based on 
ensuring non-discriminatory treatment of all players in the liberalized market. The UN Task Force on 
Financing ICT stated: “The introduction and strengthening of independent, neutral sector regulation 
has helped to reinforce investor confidence and market performance, while enhancing consumer bene-
fits.”52 
 

Box 7: Independent regulation: The case of India 
 

Since the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India started to move to competition in 2003, there has 
been an unparalleled growth in teledensity, a strong trend to lower tariffs, and to increased geo-
graphical coverage. “Our experience in telecom sector broke all the myths and we realized that a 
level playing field and competition are the only answers for growth, investments and sustainability.” 
 
(from: http://www.ictregulationtoolkit.org/en/Publication.3336.html) 

 
54. In competing for scarce government financial resources, ICT policies and development priori-
ties are often at odds with one another.  In addition, ICT policies are not always integrated into other 
national processes, namely the budget, general budget support (GBS) and poverty reduction strategies 
(PRS). Policies with respect to universal access, education, electricity and micro-finance need to be 
closely interlinked to offer real benefits to the rural population. But also other policy areas, such as 
taxes, need to integrate ICT concerns (for example the impact that high import taxes on computer 
equipment have on broad access to computer hardware). Policy incoherence across relevant public 
policy areas can undermine the outreach and effectiveness of ICT by limiting the extent to which they 
can be used for low-cost communications and timely information-sharing. 

                                                 
52 See: http://www.itu.int/wsis/tffm/final-report.pdf. 

http://www.ictregulationtoolkit.org/en/Publication.3336.html
http://www.itu.int/wsis/tffm/final-report.pdf
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55. The wider policy environment in many African countries is characterised by unfavourable 
business conditions as well as by the limited circulation of information. Difficulties with respect to 
information access not only hamper private sector stakeholders, it also hinders transparency, account-
ability and participation from the bottom, with a negative impact on governance in general. Improved 
governance to give the poor a voice is essential to stimulate private investment and technological 
change for poverty reducing and sustainable economic growth. 
 
56. Given the small size of many African countries and markets, the lack of a regionally harmo-
nised regulatory environment is a serious hindrance to cheaper ICT services and greater geographical 
coverage. New challenges for regulation are emerging in the wake of technological developments, in-
cluding trends towards converging telecommunications and broadcasting. 
 

Box 8: The catalyst: CRASA 
 

 
CRASA, known previously as TRASA, is one of a number of regional associations of independent 
national communications regulators in Africa – the change in name reflects an increased diversity: 
from telecommunications to communications. It sees itself as “providing a platform for regulators to 
exchange ideas, views and experiences in all aspects of regulation of the information and commu-
nications sector” and serves as facilitator for regional harmonisation in the SADC region. One of the 
central functions of TRASA is to make recommendations on policy guidelines. Furthermore, 
CRASA focuses on capacity building of its members, which are authorities from 13 different coun-
tries. With the Nokia Siemens Networks, it also has an associate member from the private sector. 
 
(from: http://www.crasa.org) 

 
 
57. The use of ICTs as a tool for economic growth and poverty reduction is a multidimen-
sional challenge. It is therefore not sufficient to address it only in an economic or technical context. It 
also requires political, educational, cultural, scientific, legal, regulatory and financial attention. A 
multi-thematic perspective appears to be the best way forward and this is also reflected in the forth-
coming events, listed below, where further action could be initiated to address Africa’s ICT chal-
lenges, mobilise support, deepen dialogue and collaboration and identify solutions. 
 
 
Date Title Place Link 
April 16-18 Infopoverty World Conference “Low 

Cost-Smart technologies to fight pov-
erty and save the planet” 

New York http://www.infopoverty.net 

April 20-25 UNCTAD XII Accra http://www.unctadxii.org/en  
April 21-23 ICT Best Practices Forum 2008 Burkina 

Faso 
http://www.ictbestpractices.net  

April 28-30 EU-Africa Business Summit Hamburg http://www.europeafricabusinesssu
mmit.org  

May 7-9 IST Africa Windhoek http://www.ist-
africa.org/Conference2008  

May 12-15 ITU Telcom Africa Cairo http://www.itu.int/AFRICA2008  
May 13-30 Cluster of WSIS related events Geneva http://www.itu.int/wsis/implementat

ion/cluster.asp?year=2008&month=
0&type='alf'&subtype=0  

May 14-15 Annual Meeting of the African De-
velopment Bank 

Maputo http://www.afdb.org/portal/page?_p
ageid=473,26740393&_dad=portal
&_schema=PORTAL (no direct refer-
ence to ICT on agenda) 

May 18-22 World Congress on Information and 
Technology 

Kuala 
Lumpur 

http://www.wcit2008.org 

http://www.trasa.org.bw/
http://www.infopoverty.net/
http://www.unctadxii.org/en
http://www.ictbestpractices.net/
http://www.europeafricabusinesssummit.org/
http://www.europeafricabusinesssummit.org/
http://www.ist-africa.org/Conference2008
http://www.ist-africa.org/Conference2008
http://www.itu.int/AFRICA2008
http://www.itu.int/wsis/implementation/cluster.asp?year=2008&month=0&type='alf'&subtype=0
http://www.itu.int/wsis/implementation/cluster.asp?year=2008&month=0&type='alf'&subtype=0
http://www.itu.int/wsis/implementation/cluster.asp?year=2008&month=0&type='alf'&subtype=0
http://www.afdb.org/portal/page?_pageid=473,26740393&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://www.afdb.org/portal/page?_pageid=473,26740393&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://www.afdb.org/portal/page?_pageid=473,26740393&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://www.wcit2008.org/
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Date Title Place Link 
May 28-30 TICAD IV Tokyo http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/africa

/ticad/ticad4/index.html 

May 28-30 3rd International Conference on ICT 
for Development, Education and 
Training 

Accra http://www.elearning-africa.com  

May 29-30 Regional ITU and WTSA Preparatory 
Meeting “Bridging the ICT standardi-
zation gap in developing countries” 

Accra http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/wtsa-
08/prepmeet/index.html#Africa  

July 7-9 G8 Summit Hokkaido 
Toyako 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/econo
my/summit/2008  

October 21-
30 

World Telecommunication Standardi-
zation Assembly (WTSA-08) 

Johannes-
burg 

http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/wtsa-08/  

November 
2-7 

ICANN Meeting 33 to be de-
cided? 

http://www.icann.org/general/calend
ar  

December EU-Africa Summit Portugal  
? World Conference on Digital Solidar-

ity and its Financing 
Lyon  

? African Development Forum VI ?  
 
 
VI Recommendations53 
 
58. A common vision of the key role ICT plays in ensuring inclusive, globally competitive 
and knowledge-based economies and societies which has been set out in the 2003 and 2005 WSIS 
resolutions and is shared by African leaders and their development partners alike. The following rec-
ommendations are derived from this shared view of how ICT can play a supportive role in promoting 
economic growth, poverty reduction and achievement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
 
59. Sustained political commitment to ensure ICT-friendly regulation and increased invest-
ment is a pre-requisite for effective growth and poverty reduction. Strong political impetus is cru-
cial when it comes to ensuring open, liberalised and effectively regulated ICT markets. On the donors’ 
side, sustained political commitment needs to be maintained, even where ICT activities are main-
streamed successfully into development activities. 
 
60. Securing adequate financial support and multi-stakeholder partnerships for ICT devel-
opment and diffusion. Scarce public funds need to be complemented by maximum mobilisation of 
private investment, including from the African Diaspora. This underlines the importance of ensuring 
that public policy creates a welcoming enabling environment for private initiative and risk-taking. ICT 
licensing arrangements should support access by underserved regions and SMEs. ICT-related multi-
stakeholder partnerships, which encourage co-operation across a wide range of resource providers, can 
boost access by the poor and the SME sector to ICT services and opportunities, with positive impacts 
on growth and poverty reduction.  In the words of UNECA: “Multi-stakeholder networking and part-
nerships have been widely accepted as a means towards more effective and impactful development in 
Africa, and are central to ECA’s vision for an African renaissance”.54 Private capital will follow im-
proved infrastructure, broader access, and a supportive enabling environment.  
 

                                                 
53 Many of the following recommendations are not unique to the field of ICT. Some of them have been made in 
past APF background papers, including as regards the improvement of economic governance and the investment 
climate and the development of infrastructure. This underlines the fact that ICT are a cross-cutting, multi-
dimensional policy area thatneeds to be addressed from all perspectives. Investment in ICT alone will not permit 
leapfrogging, and some of the benefits will take time to materialise.  
54 See: http://www.uneca.org/disd/events/2006/rwanda-
workshop/content/Stakeholders%20Networking%20and%20Partnerships%20-
%20Thierry%20Amoussougbo%20-%20EN.ppt. 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/africa/ticad/ticad4/index.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/africa/ticad/ticad4/index.html
http://www.elearning-africa.com/
http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/wtsa-08/prepmeet/index.html#Africa
http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/wtsa-08/prepmeet/index.html#Africa
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/summit/2008
http://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/summit/2008
http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/wtsa-08/
http://www.icann.org/general/calendar
http://www.icann.org/general/calendar
http://www.uneca.org/disd/events/2006/rwanda-workshop/content/Stakeholders%20Networking%20and%20Partnerships%20-%20Thierry%20Amoussougbo%20-%20EN.ppt
http://www.uneca.org/disd/events/2006/rwanda-workshop/content/Stakeholders%20Networking%20and%20Partnerships%20-%20Thierry%20Amoussougbo%20-%20EN.ppt
http://www.uneca.org/disd/events/2006/rwanda-workshop/content/Stakeholders%20Networking%20and%20Partnerships%20-%20Thierry%20Amoussougbo%20-%20EN.ppt
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1. Developing regional and rural infrastructure 
 
61. Addressing the availability, operation and maintenance of basic infrastructure (ICT, electric-
ity, transport) beyond borders is a core requirement to boost economic growth.  
 
African countries should: 
 

• Mobilise funding and investment and implement the necessary legal frameworks to advance 
NEPAD’s broadband initiative. 

• Design mechanisms and policies which ensure adequate infrastructure for universal access, i.e. 
foster private sector investment which also extends to underserved areas. 

• Ensure regional coordination in planning new infrastructure as well as when operating existing 
infrastructure. 

• Those countries which have not yet done so need to establish IXPs. 
 
International partners should: 
 

• Support the NEPAD-led broadband project with financial resources as well as with capacity 
building. 

• Support regional bodies such as RECs and regulatory associations as well as national govern-
ments by building their capacities in managing challenging, large-scale and long-term projects 
involving numerous partners. 

• Increase financial support for infrastructure – in particular ICT – and target countries and re-
gions which are significantly underserved. 

• Support access to financial resources such as microcredit and venture capital for SMEs to take 
advantage of business opportunities. 

 
2.  Strengthening capacities and providing relevant content 
 
62. ICT access for the masses requires adequate individual and institutional capacities, enhanced 
relevance via appropriate local content, affordable end-user prices, and ready physical access to ICT.  
 
 
African countries should: 
 

• Encourage and promote the creation of applications (based on open source approaches to fa-
cilitate sharing) which are i) relevant to subsistence farmers, health workers and teachers, ii) 
available in local languages and iii) work on locally available media (i.e. mobile phones). 

• Ensure regulation permits companies to offer services such as banking through mobile phones. 
• Facilitate public access by supporting telecentres financially (such as through Universal Ser-

vice Funds) for their provision of public services and by developing radio legislation which is 
adequate for both local commercial and local community radio. 

• More fully utilise ICT potential and opportunities in the education sector. 
 
International partners should: 
 

• Include training/capacity building components in all ICT activities, particularly infrastructure, 
in order to ensure that established infrastructure is used and maintained efficiently. 

• Support capacity building efforts in view of developing locally relevant content as well as ap-
plications in local languages (such as the open source software translation project trans-
late.org.za55). 

• Invest in community access such as telecentres or local radio stations in order to ensure both 
access for all and the creation of locally relevant content. 

 
55 See http://www.translate.org.za. 

http://www.translate.org.za/
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• Sustain a high commitment to the education sector56 and foster independent research and 
think tanks, such as the African Economic Research Consortiu 57

• Provide platforms for the exchange of experiences and material which can be used by local in-
stitutions (such as the Simbani News Agency58 or the platform of oneworld radio59 

 
3.  Improving regulatory and governance policies and their implementation 
 
63. A conducive environment in terms of improved overall governance, a level playing field for 
(potential) competitors, and targeted pro-poor ICT-policies are essential for ensuring ICT has a strong 
impact on economic growth and poverty reduction.  
 
African countries should: 
 

• Ensure effective competition to lower end-user prices and establish independent regulatory 
mechanisms. 

• Improve and ensure coherence among national policies by mainstreaming ICT into political 
processes, particularly in poverty reduction strategies. 

• Actively take up ICT and promote e-government applications in order to increase effective 
administration, transparency and public participation. Open source solutions should be consid-
ered. 

• Improve information-sharing within the country, including freedom of expression and support 
for consumer awareness groups. 

• In countries which have one, continue to implement national ICT policies:  in other countries, 
start elaborating one, ensuring broad-based participation. 

 
International partners should: 
 

• Support independent regulators through the exchange of experience. 
• Promote good governance, including freedom of expression. 
• Provide platforms for the exchange of experience in order to strengthen regional cooperation 

 
56 For example support for initiatives such as tuXlabs, see http://www.tuxlabs.org.za. 
57 See http://www.aercafrica.org. 
58 See http://simbani.amarc.org. 
59 See http://radio.oneworld.net.  

http://www.tuxlabs.org.za/
http://www.aercafrica.org/
http://simbani.amarc.org/
http://radio.oneworld.net/
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VII Annexes 
 
Annex A Acronyms 
 
3G Third-Generation (mobile phone technology) 
AISI African Information Society Initiative 
ARAPKE African Regional Action Plan on the Knowledge Economy 
CEEAC Communauté économique des états de l’Afrique central 

(Economic Community of Central African States) 
CEMAC Communauté économique et monétaire de l'Afrique Centrale 

(Economic and Monetary Community of Central Africa) 
COMESA Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa 
CRASA Communications Regulators’ Association of Southern Africa 
DOT Digital Opportunity Task Force  
DRC Democratic Republic of the Congo 
EAC East African Community 
ECOWAS Economic Community Of West African States 
FDI Foreign Direct Investment 
GAID Global Alliance for ICT and Development 
Gbps Gigabits per second (one billion bits per second) 
GBS General Budget Support 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
GPS Global Positioning System 
ICANN Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers 
ICT Information and Communication Technologies 
ITU International Telecommunication Union 
IXP Internet Exchange Points (exchanges traffic between different local networks) 
Mbps Megabits Per Second (unit for measurement of electronic data traffic) 
MDG Millennium Development Goals 
NBIN NEPAD Broadband ICT Network 
NEPAD New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
NGO(s) Non-governmental Organisation(s) 
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
PC Personal Computer 
PICTA Partnership for Information and Communication Technologies in Africa 
PRS Poverty Reduction Strategy 
REC Regional Economic Community 
SADC Southern African Development Community 
SME(s) Small and Medium Enterprise(s) 
SMS Short Message System 
Tbps Terabit per second (one thousand gigabits per second) 
TICAD Tokyo International Conference on African Development 
UMA Union of Maghreb States 
UN United Nations 
UNCTAD UN Conference on Trade and Development 
UNECA UN Economic Commission for Africa 
WSIS World Summit of the Information Society 
WTSA World Telecommunication Standardization Assembly 
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(From: World Bank (2007): Africa Development Indicators 2007. Table 7.3, p. 73-74)). 

 31  APF/TOKYO-2008/07 
 


