AISI-L Discussion List

Summary of the discussion on civil society and ICT policy (1st October to 5th November 2002)

Summary of the discussion – Week 1

The first week of the forum was devoted to introducing a discussion on the ICT policy and decision-making process and singling out factors that encourage civil society participation. This led to a lively and stimulating discussion on the role of civil society in the policy process in Africa. As a result, six questions were posed to kick start the discussions:

· What is the reality on the ground?

· To what extent are civil society groups consulted during the ICT policy-making process?

· How proactive have they been in this regard?

· What has been the experience of civil society groups at the national level?

· How do civil society groups promote and advance goals that promote greater and deeper access by communities with respect to policy and its implementation?

· To what extent are ICTs seen as social justice issue? Similar to health, education or community development?

· What level of advocacy exists in countries with respect to ICTs?

The discussions drew participants from as far as Haiti, and close to 30 participants took part in the forum, with some 50 contributions. Participants unanimously welcomed the forum, stressing that it was about time that civil society became active stakeholders in the arena of ICTs and E-governance.

List members fully agreed that collaboration between governments and civil society groups in this regard is not as good as it should be. Many reasons given included the difficulty in the identity and definition of civil society, as well as the willingness of decision-makers to allow others players, the suspicion surrounding ICTs, the insufficient infrastructure on the ground, limited lobbying and advocacy skills on the part of civil society in this regard. The following sections summarize the content of the discussion.

Definitions 

Participants placed emphasis on definitions to make sure that there was a common understanding of the issues and challenges at stake. Civil society is a general term, which does not specify who should be excluded or included. Consequently, it was agreed that the concept was better-defined civil society not being neither in the public nor private sector. The definition also hinged on the fact that the main interest of civil society organization was in providing social services as compared to economic or business activities. Its functional mode is more or less collective, rather than individual, and should not be organized in perpetuity even if some try. Their social orientation gives them leverage over governments, since civil society organizations are closer to people at the grassroots level. It was also observed that most civil society organizations deploying the use of ICTs  are from either the public service or business sectors.

Other members of the list articulated their views on the confusing nature of the term ICTs. After some musing on this it was agreed that the important thing was to consider ICTs as tools for enhancing communication and assist in the development process in specific as well as general areas (e-governance, literacy, education, health, poverty alleviation, gender equity, etc). Some list members expressed the fear that it was important that ICTs should not become a Trojan horse in countries but should be deployed for Africa-specific needs.

There was a general agreement on the need for more collaborative approaches to e-governance, even though civil society groups still have a long way to go in this direction. There were calls for more intervention the e-governance arena by civil society groups who could become the driving force.

The reality on the ground 

Many gave a reality check from the viewpoint that most countries in Africa were still marred by tension between government/decision makers and civil society. As a result of this relationship, civil society were not part of the decision making process. Yet, to all intent and purposed civil society has occupied spaces where governments themselves have been found inadequate, and have proved to be more effective in the delivery of services. In addition, governments tend to pay lip service to engaging with civil society groups.  An example was given from Nigeria where the government recently (2 months ago) advertised a programme for civil society involvement in the provision of ICT for rural and urban centres. Even though a rural-based NGO submitted an application (in person), they have not yet received an acknowledgement. Overall, it was observed that civil society is not consulted nor does it participate in ICT policy-making, despite the majority having a direct interest in its use and application. Many civil society groups feel the issues are often technical and opt to remain uninvolved. There was a reference to lack of commitment and awareness of ICTs by African policy-makers and this is where civil society groups can work with them to raise greater awareness.

ICT Policy arena 

However, in other parts of Africa there are indications of consultations with civil society organizations in the decision making process. The case of Cameroon, Morocco and Namibia were mentioned. In the case of Namibia, a consulting firm (private sector) invited submissions from stakeholders including civil society. Sometimes, it is not only the fault of the governments, civil society groups too need to be more proactive, "to be fair to the policy makers (in Namibia), an opportunity was created and an invitation was sent to attend the meetings (on the national ICT policy). It is quite likely that the policy will be available for interested parties to comment on. Ideally, these parties should make their submissions and hopefully their positions will be considered for inclusion in the final policy". However, Namibia is more the exception than the rule and there still a long way to go in building an environment of trust and partnership to enable civil society to fully play its role as mediator, and a mobilizing force in the Information society in Africa. The concept of e-governance is still a new notion with respect to civil society on the

Continent as one participant said, it is "very abstract for civil society (at least for  women's organizations)" - meaning there is still a lot of work to be done. However, if civil society have to play a key role in the policy making process they would need to fulfill a lobbying function, and as one contributor noted this role would have to be based on "well-grounded participatory research that is premised on grassroots experiences throughout Africa". Can civil society groups rise up to the challenge?

Others asked about the role of civil society in the ICT policy arena with respect to national, regional or global and the capacity of groups to influence policy. It was suggested that a new kind of civil society movement was needed "at local, regional and global levels".  There were some recommendations along similar lines during the Africa Development Forum (ADF'99) for civil society fora on ICT governance and universal access at national levels, as well as Diaspora fora to influence global rules of the games, civil society information exchange hubs, etc.

Civil Society and ICT services 

Other contributions pointed to the fact that "civil society must assume responsibility for provision of ICTs for services for rural communities", where majority of Africans live. The contribution further adds, "to wait for consultation or an implementation of initiatives by statutory authorities will amount to prolonging the digital exclusion of these majority". Community access to ICTs remains a key challenge in Africa and there are those who believe that civil society groups can better place their energies in advancing greater access goals and improving communities' understanding on ICT issues. Some felt that civil society groups should therefore " get governments to invest more in awareness raising on the uses and practical applications of ICTs".  For instance, MISA is just starting an advocacy campaign in the SADC region to promote the right to information and communication.

Summary of the discussion - Week 2

The week 2 of the discussions was devoted to understanding the factors inhibiting the participation of CSOs in the ICT policy arena. We asked ourselves whether they should remain at the operational level or be involved in the policy-making process. The discussion was organized around two main concerns: Factors inhibiting civil society to operate in the policy arena; and are civil society groups necessarily pursuing these goals in partaking directly or indirectly in ICT policy-making within countries? If not, what are the inhibiting factors? What is needed to get them involved at this level?

Should civil society be involved in the policy process at all?

Members of the list noted that the Civil Society can and should play a leading role in policy formulation. Samples of countries like Uganda were quoted, where Civil Society played determinant roles in framing librarian ICT policy. The same happened in Zimbabwe where women managed to push gender issue on political agenda. Cameroon also offers experiences of CSO contribution to policy-making process. Members agreed that taking an active part in the decision making process is a prerequisite to efficiency and effectiveness at the grassroot level. Since CSOs have a better view of development, they are the ones who can best represent the interest of all societal groups. A participant insisted on the fact CSOs enrich the policy-making process, by tackling the problems from the bottom up, whereas government officials tackle them from top down.

Can they impact significantly on the policy-formulation process?

There was consensus among participants that civil society has a vision, and therefore, can better master long term goals, than politicians or private sector preoccupied by short term results. CSOs have expertise, insight of the problems at the grassroot levels and may therefore help government understand better the issues, or the problems people are facing and help provide relevant solutions and policies. They can also help inform people about the implications that policies will have on their lives. Most often, seen as facilitators, they should be ready to engage in constructive dialogue with government in order to impact the policy-making.

If so, are they equipped in actively participating in the policy process?

The situation varies according to the size, the age and the environment in which they evolve. The various contributions shed light on the different stages of development of CSOs in Africa. Some are well equipped, with sufficient resources, most are not. The more resourceful ones can easily attract expertise, carry out studies and research which could help them have greater impact on policy-making processes. They master better lobbying techniques, undertake public relations, media campaigns with political insight, all of which are expensive. Research and analysis are also useful tools for understanding power structures, needs and incentives against resistance.

To what extent is there an enabling environment for their involvement?

Some African countries are more advanced than others in providing an enabling environment. South Africa has set some standards, for instance. Kenya is following on The same track, as well as Senegal, Tanzania. But things are somewhat difficult in Zimbabwe. But no matter how the environment is, CSOs do not have to take things for granted. They have to make things happen.  This can be done through dialogue, a strong understanding of the issues, and building of trust. Things will become easy as countries embrace good governance.

What inhibits them? Is their hetereogeniety a factor?

Lack of skills in most domains related to policy-making process is a key inhibiting factor, as well as the cost of understanding the rules of the game. The environment also plays a role. Some participants mentioned the fact that in democratic countries, things are much easier. In less democratic ones, the risk of being lured by politicians is high. Other factors include lack of resources and the time consuming and complex nature of the policy-making process. Policy in itself is a new area for most CSOs. Resistance and sometimes hostility from some people in government who view CSOs as an unofficial opposition was also cited.

What kinds of strategies should be deployed in enabling CSOs work in the ICT arena: operational as well as at the policy level?

Building strategic alliances, including with the private sector. Coaching and mentoring activities such as knowing how and where to look for technical and legal aspects on issues at stake, develop technical expertise, participating in policy-making process. Also there were calls for alliances with media, effecting networking activities so as to collaborate with others on similar issues, based on agenda setting initiatives. Some were given including the work of APC.  Participants were encouraged to adopt and adapt experiences and best practices from other places including the experiences of ENDA and Imfundo's work in Ethiopia, etc. There were suggestions on the need to build focal points in Africa and abroad, and a need for CSOs to specialize in the areas/issues they can master best. This included capacity building and identifying expertise to input in policy-making at the international level.

At the national level, lively discussions took place regarding community radio. Many participants agreed that it is an effective way of communication with rural communities, as community specific content is delivered in local languages without the need for large investments. Community radio is offering a platform and raising awareness on issues relevant to peoples' lives, including the importance of ICT, and promoting discussions which are leading to concrete actions. Radio access projects used by CSOs such as WOFAN and the Fantsuam Foundation (in Nigeria) and HKI (based in Cote d'Ivoire) were cited as successful examples. However, some noted that unfriendly regulatory environments in some countries inhibit the effective diffusion of community radios. These obstacles include long and complicated application processes and expensive licensing fees. This reality reinforces the strong need for the

participation of CSOs' in policy-making processes with a view to reflecting on perspectives of communities and at the same time facilitate information dissemination and people's participation at the operational level.

Summary of the discussion – Week 3

Week 3 of the discussion was devoted to underlying practical and demonstrable examples and IDEAS on how ICTs can be effective tools for better governance. With expectations that such ideas and suggestions lead to recommendations and action plans for operationalising and scaling up the involvement of CSOs in the ICT policy-making process.Althought the discussion was less animated than the two previous weeks; new members joined the forum with new insights and angles.The questions for Week Three were: 

Are there any models of how CSOs are deploying ICTs for reinforcing the democratisation and governance process in Africa?

The activities described by participants could be categorized into three models:

1. CSOs are involved in the process of policy formulation. The Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA), for example, called Namibian media practitioners to give their inputs to the ICT policy being formulated in Namibia. The organization submitted its feedback, with special focus on key issues, such as the right to communicate, freedom of expression and media regulation. The same model applies to a case submitted by ENDA in Senegal, which is planning to organize a workshop to promote dialogues on ICT policies in the country. It is expected that the dialogue will help identify priority actions to be taken, to prepare for the WSIS and to propose a follow up mechanism with the concerned authorities.

2. CSOs use ICT for networking, information sharing, investigation and reporting.In the case of MISA, another aspect of their involvement in the democratization and governance process is the investigation and reporting on violations against media freedom. The reports and findings are widely distributed on the Internet and through the databases created for the cases. The information is also shared with regional partners.

3. CSOs make contributions to the democratization and governance by providing access to information at the grassroots level. The third model is concerned with operations at the community level and extract lessons learned and best practices which feed into the policy-making processes.  One example is UNESCO's multi-purpose community center projects, which combines telecentres and community radio. It provides the community with not only access to information but also a forum to express their own views and opinions. The lessons learned, for example in Nakaseke CMC in Uganda, led to the formation of the Rural Communication Development Fund project. The Kgautswane Multi-purpose Community Centre in South Africa and Mali's telemedicine project belong to this model as well.

Who is doing what, how and where?

In addition to the above-mentioned activities and initiatives, a participant shared her view on ICT policy development in Cote d'Ivoire. In Tanzania, a coalition of CSOs is actively campaigning for changes in the new national NGO policy with a view to expanding their access to information and communication channels in decision-making processes. In Mali, a telemedicine project, "Kénéya Blown",initiated by a CSO aims at establishing a network of telemedicine activities between hospitals in Mali and Europe for exchange, training, and research.

What are the lessons that can be learnt from such experience?

List members seem to agree that most of those projects are still in their early stages and therefore are not yet networking together enough to form a strong coalition on policy issues. However, MISA, for example, stressed the importance of focusing on constituencies and the need to bring to their attention any policy developments, which affect them. Accordingly, CSOs should help formulate strategies nationally, regionally and internationally and mobilize support for their cause. Another participant emphasized  the importance of ICT as a networking and collaboration tool to strengthen alliances, especially at the regional level.  

What are the challenges for CSOs in this arena?

The difficulties remain the kind of collaboration, or relationship to establish with policy makers. Some mentioned the difference in status and even in the nature of the CSOs. It still unclear what CSO stands for. Is it defined by the end result or by their intention? Not clear cut, and this renders difficulty to impact forcefully on decision making processes or putting forward CSOs agenda.

How can such models, activities and initiatives on the ground assist and inform the policy process at the national, regional and international levels?

A participant stressed the importance of sharing lessons learned with not only national but also regional counterparts which will help form coalitions at regional fora. It was also noted that success on the ground will be more likely to prompt supportive policy and regulatory frameworks which then will encourage the emergence of more initiatives.

On the national level how can ICTs inform CSOs' advocacy activities as part of the governance process?

Some members stress this can be done through genuine E-governance use of ICT, ie transparency and inclusive information process. A participant noted that ICTs help reach even the most marginalized group of people with a two way flow of information and provide a platform for public debate.

On the regional level should CSOs be active in continent-wide initiatives such as NEPAD and the AU in this regard to establish a more people-centred ICT agenda for Africa?

List members agree that CSOs had no choice, if they wanted people-centred ICT policies. The NEPAD and AU's processes target people, including women and children, which requires CSOs' involvement due to their close touch with communities. This comes back to the skills and aptitudes needed at that level.
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