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I.  INTRODUCTION

1.
The AEGM on review of proposals for linking selected private sector actors to existing information networks was held at the ECA, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, from 13 to 15 December 1999.  The meeting was organised by the Development Management Division (DMD) of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa.

2. The objectives of the meeting were as follows:

(a) To consider the need for a detailed project proposal and/or case study on private sector information systems and network in selected countries for donor or multilateral funding leading to implementation of the network proposal;

(b) To review in detail, prospects, opportunities and challenges for the implementation of private sector information systems and networks in Africa with a view to:

· Examine and outline major information and network related problems of the private sector in Africa.

· Examine the information and communication technology (ICT) challenges and opportunities for the African private sector from national, regional, and international perspectives and from the private sector role in globalisation.

· Outline the constraints in building private sector information systems and networks in Africa and recommend some solutions and strategies. 

· Provide conceptual and alternative models for developing information networks for the private sector that involve small and medium enterprises (SMEs), rural and urban producers, various institutions and the government.

· Provide indication on the sets of pilot projects in areas such as capacity building, support for content development, and policy intervention, for improving private sector participation in the global information economy.

· Examine the role of ECA and other partners in improving private sector information systems and networks

(c) At the end of discussions, the meeting was expected to formulate the way forward and recommendations to be adopted at the closing session to guide the ECA on how to achieve the long-term goal of linking the private sector in Africa to existing networks in Africa and elsewhere.

II.  PARTICIPATION

3.
The meeting was attended by experts from the following countries (see annex 1): Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria, Republic of South Africa, Senegal, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

III. ACCOUNT OF PROCEEDINGS

Opening Address (agenda item 1)

4.
The meeting was opened by Mr. James Nxumalo, Director, Development Management Division (DMD).  He welcomed participants to the ECA and thanked them for responding to the invitations at a short notice.  He explained that the Ad-hoc Experts Group Meeting (AEGM) was being convened to review proposals for linking selected private sector actors to existing information networks.  He again thanked  them for taking time off from their busy schedules and responsibilities at short notice for coming to Addis to discuss how best they can tap the vast potential of the private sector in the economic growth of Africa as we enter the new millennium, in which globalization is going to be the dictum.

Election of the Bureau (agenda item 2)

5.
The Experts unanimously elected the following three members of the bureau for the AEGM:

Chairman:  Dr. Muta Tiamiyu, Director, Africa Regional Centre for Information Science (ARCIS), Nigeria; 

Vice-Chairman: Mr. Ibrahima Diagne, Trade Point, Senegal;

Rapporteur: Mr. Joel Sam, Ghana Agricultural Information Network System (GAINS)

Adoption of the agenda and work programme (agenda item 3)

6.
The meeting adopted the following Agenda:

1,
Opening of the meeting.

2. Election of the Bureau.

3. Adoption of the agenda and work programme.

4. Presentation of papers:

(i) Concept paper on “Proposals for linking selected private sector actors to existing information networks”.

(ii) Presentation by SAITIS – South Africa.

(iii) Country/Institutional experiences and case studies.

5. Preparation of the Report of the Meeting.

6. Consideration of the Recommendations of the plenary.

7. Adoption of the Report of the Meeting.

8. Closure of the Meeting.

Presentation of Papers (agenda item 4) 

(i) Concept paper: A Systems Approach to Developing Information Systems and Networks for the Private Sector in Africa

7.
The AEGM next considered the concept paper.  The Chairman introduced the paper and said that the concept paper was a guide for deliberations in the next three days.  He then said that the paper provided a background to the ultimate objective of linking the private sector to existing information networks.

8.
The consultant made the following  preliminary remarks before proceeding to give a detailed account of the contents of the document:

(a) Before thinking of the information system it was necessary to understand the background especially how the information economy is changing;

(b) It was important to focus on the patterns of change and dynamics in institutions, countries, etc.;

(c) One should know countries with high growth and with a vibrant private sector;

(d) There should be linkages with the government;

(e) There is a need for  a multi-disciplinary approach by which the private sector can be vibrant.

9.
The Consultant  provided an understanding of  key issues facing the continent from a system-theoretical basis, which was an important insight and understanding useful to developing a framework, a process and programmes aimed at improving the role of the private sector within the macro-economic environment of Africa.

10.
With regard to issues concerning the new economic paradigm it was observed that change is much more rapid today than before and the dynamics of the information age economy is fundamentally different from that of the industrial age.  The information age stresses the fact that knowledge is critical.  Private sector organizations therefore need to understand that information age and industrial age are two different development paradigms.  Hence, we need to be careful in particular with role models. He noted that if information and communication technology is to have a meaningful impact then it should be understood in terms of some expected opportunities and changes in: production costs, value-added chains, international competitiveness, new products and ways of doing things.

11.
He went on to say that the issues of rural development needed a complete re-assessment. It was observed that to be competitive, African agro-business sector required new skills and knowledge that are often lacking. Africa needed to be careful not to confuse rural development problems with those of the information age.

12.

He went on to say that the information industry played a key enabling role in all industries. African countries import more ICT products and services  thereby increasing the trade deficit.   He further observed that African countries compete among themselves in the domestic markets but not globally due to lack of the necessary information and communication infrastructure.  He also pointed out that taxation regimes in Africa impede growth and there are few incentives for SMEs.  In addition, the current industry policies in Africa are not coordinated and to get maximum benefits, these policies should be aligned to national, regional and international initiatives.

13.
He stressed that since Africa is competing for capital with both developed and developing countries there was a need to make the continent attractive for investment.  He suggested an integrated approach to development for Africa because this made it possible for further planning and analysis.  

14.
The Consultant pointed out further that African countries tend to depend on what they are good at like agriculture and mining. They do not venture into new challenges such as ICT. 

15.
He suggested that to achieve growth, there was need to have an overarching aspiration.

16.
He also suggested that in order to make the necessary strategic choices about which industries must be developed in Africa to sustain future prosperity, the issue of opportunity industries had to be addressed. The key characteristics of opportunity industries are:  they produce/deliver transformative technologies and exhibit high growth, significant positive externalities, increasing returns to scale, significant learning economies, as well  the fact that they are knowledge intensive.

17.
The Consultant then raised the following issues and certain questions, namely: The game we are in terms of high growth path, and ability to produce transformative economies. He stressed that on all these issues we needed to understand the nature of the economic paradigms.

18.
Competitive advantage, oligopolistic competition, regulated competition and political competition were recognized as the four basic attributes of the ICT structure.  There is therefore a need to have an understanding of the nature of  competition and implications for linking  the private sector in a network.  Without this understanding, any attempt to link the private sector will not be successful.  There were seven key challenges that African countries face as they move their economies towards the information economy which are the determinant for networking.  These are:

· Recognizing the size, impact and strategic importance of the information an communication  industries;

· Enabling users to be on-line;

· Gaining access to capital for developing the required infrastructure and facilities for information and communication industries;

· Establishing private sector driven industrial, trading and global-exporting information data bases;

· Enhancing skills formation, education and training in the information and communication technology industries ;

· Enhancing ICT research, development and innovation; and

· National leadership in the formulation of policies to enhance the implementation of the information and communication technologies and industries.

19.
Elaborating on the key challenges facing African economies, the Consultant  was of the view that African decision-makers and businesses have not come to grips with the size and implication of the global economy driven by the information and communications technology industry; though huge amount of costs and energy are involved in getting on-line, very little is however required to get existing businesses  made to understand the advantages and challenges of assimilating, adopting, implementing an approach to embrace demands of the information age driven economy.

20.
Trade deficit of Africa will continue to grow bigger and bigger if the continent does not get into the ICT industry.

21.
Skills development, education and training in the application of ICT in the private sector was identified as being very important to achieving global competitiveness.

22.
A centre of excellence in ICT skills and services was suggested as one of the key elements that could enable Africa to export ICT products and services. There was a need to establish cooperative research centres to create partnership between the private sector and the public sector.

23.
If Africa is to meet the challenge of the on-line revolution, there was a need for strong commitment and unreserved involvement from the policy makers from the top.  Strong and consistent national leadership is essential to achieving global competitiveness.    The following were the essential three issues, in terms of national leadership in the development and utilization of ICTs:

(a) Decision making;

(b) Understanding the impact of decisions; and

(c) Feedback and learning.

24.
Based on the seven challenges identified above, the following planned sequence of actions was suggested:

(a) Implement a National Information Industries Database

(b) Support  improved industry statistics and benchmarking

(c) (i)Enhance tertiary information and communication technology education

(ii)Enhance ICT education in schools

(iii)Enhance education in the workforce

(d) Encourage the implementation of information and communication technologies in government transactions, operations and services

(e) Ensure the private sector derives maximum benefits from government procurement

(f) Introduce ICT in government procurement processes with full private sector participation

(g) Kick start e-commerce in the private sector

(h) Encourage existing private sector African businesses to go on-line

(i) Encourage selected leading edge public and private sector users to drive the application and use of ICT in the private sector

(j) Develop an Africa model framework for the economy driven by ICT

(k) Ensure greater ICT focus in R&D spending by providing support for major projects and support to essential ICT infrastructure and services

(l) Establish Internet based capital markets to stimulate internet-based trading in financial instruments

(m) Use outsourcing for private sector industrial development

(n) Encourage networking and building of alliances among SMEs so that they can do more businesses among themselves and with governments especially by building procurement and export capabilities generally but especially in ICT industries

25.
Coordination was considered to be a fundamental challenge in terms of implementing the action plan on a continent-wide basis.  The quality of co-ordination, decision-making and project management are essential factors which will determine the success or failure of ICT development initiatives. In this connection, the ECA had a decisive role to play in building a private sector driven information economy.  

26.
An approach could be developed in the ECA whereby the ICT project concepts and expected outcomes would be clearly articulated prior to their implementation and evaluated upon completion.  The evaluation could help to improve plans and help to adapt expectations for the next cycle of projects in order to establish a learning cycle.

27.
In conclusion, the Consultant pointed out that country specific funding requirements and impact of ICT projects differ thus making it necessary to prioritize these on the basis of well-defined criteria.  It is important for each country to understand the stage, nature, structure and dynamics of its industry that it currently is in with respect to its development life cycle and the establishment of an information economy.  Understanding of path dependence and evolutionary behaviour is required and these must be projected for each country’s economy.  Only then can suitainable ICT projects be defined that will accelerate development and create self-sustaining opportunities.

(ii) Presentation by SAITIS – South Africa

28.
A representative of the South African IT Industry Strategy (SAITIS) Project informed the meeting that 
SAITIS is a joint bilateral 3-year project by South Africa and Canada, supervised by a Project Steering Committee in the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) comprising the Canadian Executing Agency PLC, and the SAITIS project office.  The goal of the project was to develop a strong ITC Industry that would contribute to the sustainable economic, social development and empowerment of the people of South Africa.  The purpose of the Project was to establish, on a sustainable basis, cooperative strategies, structures, processes and  indigenous capacity to strengthen the ITC industry.

29.
The Project was driven by the Y2K problem, E-commerce, enterprise resource planning and liberalization of the global telecommunication market.  Expected impact of the project included cost reduction, quality enhancement, IT-dependent new products, IT-enabled strategic management, and IT-based new concepts and paradigms.

30.
Six working groups were formed to focus on  IT industry, comprising IT users, human resource, innovations, indicators, and pilot projects.  The framework model highlights the infrastructure applications and content opportunities of ICTs and the distinction and overlap of such opportunities between IT industries and other economic sectors of an information-based economy.  IT opportunities were envisaged in the government, financial, health care, manufacturing and educational sectors.

31.
The project addresses high stakeholder interest, human resource imperatives, the brain drain, black empowerment and the regional dimension.  The SAITIS project implementation strategy was formulated using inputs from a baseline study on the South African situation, goals and objectives, analysis of ICT opportunities, and specific pilot project proposals.  Among the lessons learned so far during project implementation are:  importance of information and communications infrastructure, business processe re-engineering, informatizing of government and private sector,  government–private sector co-operation, as well as the role of the working environment and skills level.

32.
Following the presentation, there was a discussion and exchange of views on the project, and in particular, sectoral orientation, focus of the ICT industry, emphasis on ICT in relation to other sectors of the South African economy, etc. It was agreed that the ICT industry cuts across all sectors of the economy driving quality enhancement, strategic  management, as well as new concepts, paradigms and products for all sectors of the economy. It was revealed that the South African Government was supporting initiatives to encourage the information economy to drive growth through projects like SAITIS, DOC 2025, FORESIGHT, ITC POLICY and even Satellite feasibility studies.

(iii)Presentation of country/institutional experiences and case studies 
33.
A delegate from Ghana gave a presentation on aspects of the ICT-development experience of that country.

34.
He gave an account of the historical evolution of Ghana’s Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) and reviewed some of the ICT-based information networking projects that are being developed.  Among these were: Ghana National Scientific and Technological Information Network (GHASTINET), Ghana Agricultural Information Network Systems (GAINS), Forestry Information Network (FIN), Science and Technology Information Clearing House (STICH), and the Information Networking for Technology  Investment and Business (INTIB).

35.
Objective and scope of these projects include documentation of agricultural research in Ghana, creation of a database of fundamental research both in printed and electronic formats including information exchange especially among agricultural researches, entrepreneurs and industry, particularly those in the agro-based SMEs. These projects have mainly relied on existing telecommunications infrastructure to achieve the connectivity requirements. However, in one of the projects, low earth orbiting satellite technology was used to link up remote agricultural research stations.  Most of the projects have been the product of collaboration between CSIR and foreign agencies and institutions which usually provided the seed money for the acquisition of equipment and the training of personnel.

36.
Efforts were also being made to commercialize the research and information dissemination activities of CSIR through private sector development projects (PSDP).  The project is expected to generate some of the funds for sustaining and expanding the scope of activities to achieve greater impact on SME development in the country.
37.
Following the presentation participants sought clarifications on the outcome of the different databases developed by the various projects, particularly their linkages with SME’s. It was explained that the databases are not directly geared towards SMEs, but to the research community in the first instance. However, the CSIR had about 30% of its management board composed of private sector actors which provides guidelines for exploitation of the research findings and databases by SMEs.

38.
A representative from Zambia gave an account of activities of the Information and Networking Division of COMESA.  She said that it was a relatively new division within COMESA. The Division currently deals with the maintenance of the Local Area Network at the Secretariat and also the development and management of the web-site.   It recently carried out a survey in the member States, which gave more insight into their levels of connectivity.  The aim of the survey was to encourage electronic communication between the Secretariat and the member States.  The organization is also involved in several information-related projects, some of which relate to the private sector and rural women.  These projects include INTIB (in conjunction with UNIDO), FEMCOM project to establish business telecentres, ASYCUDA, EUROTRACE and TINET.  The COMESA website is accessible on www.comesa.int.

39.
Concerning the host country Zambia, the representative said that the ICT industry in the country was mainly private-sector driven since there was no deliberate public national policy in this area.  A Communications Authority has been set up under the Ministry of Transport and Communications. The authority regulates the industry mainly through issuing licenses.
Problems that the country faces in the area of ICT are the common ones faced by many other African countries, namely the lack of:

· ICT infrastructure

· Access to funds

· Necessary education

· Skills and competencies

40.
Telephone infrastructure is owned by the National Telecommunications Authority.  Currently there were only three ISP’s in the country and three cellular phone service providers.

41.
One of the universities had recently started offering ICT related courses although there are many private-sector organizations and companies, which are able to provide instruction in the field.  Some are able to do so through donour funds, since access to funds remains the biggest problem for most of the population to access the ICT industry.

42.
Following the presentation, participants discussed the programmes of COMESA in the area of ICT infrastructure and facilities for rural dwellers and women. The meeting was informed that Telecentres were being established to address the needs of these groups. The low level of trade among COMESA countries was attributed to lack of information on intra-COMESA trade opportunities.  COMESA has computerised its secretariat in this regard. The meeting was finally informed that a web site has also been developed.

43.
A representative from Tanzania made a presentation on information and communications technology situation in Tanzania.  She described activities of Infotech Computers Ltd a private company established in 1989 with the objective of bringing information technology to the Tanzanian community.  Initially the company started as a training centre.  The company carried out computer applications training.  Later on the company added computer services to its operations, and had both private sector organizations and Government institutions as clients.  In 1991, Infotech Computers Ltd became the first private company in Sub-Sahara Africa to be awarded a partnership by Siemens Nixdof, Germany, because it was the sole distributor in the region for Siemens Information and communication products.

44.
Since that time Infotech had developed a philosophy of “doing the right thing”.  That is bringing information technology to the people by means of products, computers, and LAN design and installations all over the country.  Infotech undertakes service contracts with a number of Government ministries, private companies, UN Organizations, and Higher Institutions of learning.  The Company also trains staff members of the various institutions in ICT skills.

45.
Infotech Computers has a joint venture agreement with Africa Online for the provision of Internet Connectivity Services.  In this regard Infotech has made it possible for several companies and institutions to be connected to the web.  The Company has designed web-sites for  customers in collaboration with Africa On-line.

46.
Through these, Infotech Computers has been playing an increasing role in bringing information technology awareness and literacy as well as information and communication products to the people.  The Govt has selected Infotech Computers to represent the private sector (SMEs) on matters related to information and communication technology (ICT) in the country. Infotech Computers has been participating in workshops, seminars and policy formulating committees for the information and communication technology projects.

47.
The representative went on to say that Tanzania was working on a National Information, Communication Technology Policy and Plan.  The Policy and  Plan will include the participation of public sector,  private sector and all the stakeholders. The National Information, Communication Technology Policy and Plan will lead to the National Information Communication Systems (Infrastructure) Board to serve External trade. 

48.
Discussions focused on the relationships between SMEs like Infotec Computers, Tanzania and its multinational partner (SIEMENS).  Although the relationship was reported to be smooth, it was pointed out that there could be conflict if SMEs such as Infotec wanted to diversify to take advantage of growth opportunities. It was observed that SMEs should be careful on how they get tied to large multinationals. Indeed many multinationals tend to exploit skills and product ideas from small organizations. 
49.
A representative from Zimbabwe presented ICT experience in that country.  As far as telecommunication in Zimbabwe is concerned currently there is no separate regulator. The sector is the responsibility of the Ministry of Information, Posts and Telecommunications.  The government recently published a draft communications bill, the purpose of which was to establish a regulatory authority, which will regulate and license telecommunication systems and postal services providers.

50.
The government owned Zimbabwe Post and Telecommunications Corporation (ZPTC) is the sole provider of basic telecommunications services and it operates a small GSM cellular service.  Recently, two other cellular service providers: ECONET and TELECEL, have entered the market.

51.
Zimbabwe has a limited but slowly improving telephone network in general,  but with some areas facing severe problems in terms of poor reliability of, and long waiting lists for, lines.  However, despite such problems most rural areas have access to telephones which are largely installed in schools, clinics and business centers.  The situation will improve in the light of recent proposals to privatize some of ZPTC’s services.

52.
A few years ago Global–One was contracted by the ZPTC to establish a large-scale national and international Internet backbone with 256 kbps link to the US.  The service is operated as wholesale facility for resale by the private Internet Service Providers (ISPs).   Accounts on the system are sold in blocks of 20 to each ISP, which then resells them to the end user.  Since the start of the service, the link was upgraded to 1 mbps and a further upgrade to 2 mbps took place in mid-1998 with the addition of a 1 mb link to Teleglobe in Canada. Major Internet Service providers in Zimbabwe include Data Control (3,000 users, 1998), Samara (2,000 users, 1998), Inter Data (1,500 users, 1998). Samara and Inter Data are both subsidiaries of global companies, Inter Data being part of the International Tobacco Group. Other Internet Service providers are Africa Online (3,000 users, 1998) Prime Net Communications (1,500 users, 1998), Deloitte & Touch and Utande Internet Services which has merged with Intersol.  Others are Ian Internet, PC Centre, Telco Internet Services, and Zimsurf.  More than 11 other companies have registered to become Internet service providers.

53.
As far as networking is concerned, a formal government policy process for developing a national information infrastructure does not exist.  However national academic and research networking is being supported by the Research Council of Zimbabwe which has recently begun receiving assistance from UNDP. The Southern African Research and Documentation Center (SARDC) is a host to store and  forward e-mail for NGOs and individuals called MANGO.  In 1990 a cooperative of local and international NGOs established the host which was the first gateway to store and forward email to the Internet in Sub-Saharan Africa outside South Africa.

54.
Higher institutions of learning including University of Zimbabwe, University of Science and Technology and Africa University have made advances in the teaching of Information and Communication Technologies.  The rural Libraries and Resource Development Programme (RLRDP) was formed two years ago.  The project uses donkey carts to distribute books and facilitate access to ICT in rural areas.

55.
The private sector in Zimbabwe has had a significant, although largely uncoordinated, approach in providing information Communication technology.  Apex organizations such as Zimbabwe National Chamber  of Commerce, ZiM Trade and Confederation of Zimbabwe Industries are playing an increasing role in improving access to ICTs to business and to the public.  In particular the Zimbabwe National Chamber of Commerce has carried out a massive computerization programme of its various nation wide branches.  This has been  made possible through the assistance of an Italian Corporation.  The business community especially SMEs can access the Internet and related facilities at a reasonable cost.

56.
Computerization and Internet provision is at an advanced stage in various government departments through the assistance of international organizations. However, no comprehensive private sector database exists at the national level although various apex organizations have established their own separate databases.

57.
In the discussion that followed the presentation, the issue of suspicion of Apex organizations such as Chambers of Commerce by SMMEs was raised.  However it was observed that in Zimbabwe the suspicion was rather between SMMEs and large-scale enterprises (LSEs). The Zimbabwean Chamber of Commerce is currently implementing a linkage programme with Italy whose economy depends largely on SMMEs especially in the areas of forestry and agro-processing.   Rural libraries were financed by donor organizations using donkey carts to facilitate the services.   Solar panels were attached to them to generate power for computers. 

58.
A representative of Ghana presented a framework for the development of information & knowledge economies in African countries.

59.
The presentation stressed the importance of understanding the essence of an information & knowledge based economy which we must aim for.  The presenter highlighted the essential features of the information & knowledge based economy as highly literate and high income economy dominated by trading in ICT products and services; a large commercial service sector with a large and vibrant ICT service sub-sector; large majority of the population directly or indirectly involved in ICT-related activities, and have access to ICT-based products and services; activities in various sectors and in governments facilitated by exploitation of ICT.

60.
He then presented an overview  of a model of the different requirements for promoting the development of such an economy in specific African countries.  The model places emphasis on enabling socio-political environment, appropriate public sector policies, visionary leadership and public administrative machinery, and a highly educated work force, among others.

61.
His model also provided policy instruments and specific programmes required to stimulate the growth of the information and knowledge based economy, as well as the active participation and contribution of the presently small and financially-weak African private sectors in the information and knowledge based economy in specific African countries and at the global level.  He also stressed that the public sector input are critical, and that the model had to be applied differently in different African countries depending upon existing conditions in those countries. 
62.
In the discussions that followed the presentation, key concepts such as the PAE (Predominantly–Agricultural Economy) and PIKE (Predominantly Information and Knowledge Economy) were clarified. It was suggested that the overall framework should be viewed as more comprehensive and general than that proposed by the Consultant in his concept paper. Various aspects of the framework may be customized for specific countries such as the “SunRise Model” and the “Shocking Model” developed for different countries from the framework previously. There was an observation that the model was idealistic and hence might not be feasible. Sequencing of the requirements stated in the framework was debated. It was clarified that no sequencing was implied, and that action may be needed on many  fronts simultaneously. However some of the requirements, such as good governance and political stability are fundamental to effective plans and programmes towards the PIKE. In particular Government has a leadership role to play in the implementation of the model.

63.
One of the several representatives from Ethiopia made a presentation on the experience of City Business Service (CBS) on a capacity building project for the OAU integrated information system.

64.
The presentation reviewed the experience of an Ethiopian SME in the implementation of an integrated campus-wide LAN to support the OAU to build and improve on a sustained basis the capacity required for effective conflict prevention and management in Africa.  The desired objective was to establish an ICT-facilitated early warning system within the OAU.

65.
The strategic use of the campus LAN was to exchange information within various departments, electronic communication within and outside the OAU, including foreign missions and regional organizations; and access to the Internet generally.

66.
The presentation highlighted CBS’s role in the project and focused on the challenges and benefits associated with the project.  The challenges included the need to access multi-disciplinary expertise in order to deliver such large IT capacity building project and to access finance and advice for project implementation.  Among the benefits of the project to CBS as an SME were project management skill acquisitions from the partnership with a larger foreign management consulting firm;  technical skill from a local partner firm specializing in this niche market; and building of the indigenous resource capacity of CBS.  The project experience has now strengthened CBS’s  capability to play an active role in the information economy.
67.
In the discussions that followed questions were raised regarding CBS’s experiences with other SMEs, situation of SMEs in Ethiopia generally, and relationships between  SMEs and large-scale enterprises (LSE). It was observed that most Ethiopian SMEs lack necessary skills in project management, people skills, and international negotiation experience. It was noted that most SMEs have problems keeping pace with the times. There is also some distrust of the Chamber of Commerce by the SMEs because of close association of the Chamber with previous governments. Finally it was observed that the policies of the Ethiopian Telecom, Customs Authority and Financial lending Institutions needed to be reformed to facilitate the growth of SMEs in the country. 

68.
A representative of Senegal gave an account of experiences of Trade Point Senegal in networking the private sector.  The ensuing discussion focused on the experiences of  Senegal Trade Point with SMMEs. The Trade Point approach targets micro SMMEs (MSMEs) in the informal sector by providing  weekly information on business and export opportunities. Participants discussed the concept of the web Incubator programme which is focused on MSMEs which often have ideas and vision but lack the means of getting on the web for the purpose of business promotion. Accordingly, selected MSMEs are put on the web for a 12 months period until they are able to appreciate the value of the Internet business and fund themselves for further exposure and business on the web. Among the major constraints to ICT development in Senegal appeared to be lack of expertise and effective co-ordination of ICT programmes as well as lack of vision in some significant sectors.

Consideration of the recommendations of the plenary  (agenda item 6)

Following the presentation of the concept paper, as well as country and institutional experiences and case studies, the meeting debated and reached the following conclusions and recommendations:

69. The meeting acknowledged the crucial role that information and communications technologies (ICT) can play in transforming the predominately agricultural economies of African countries to information economies in response to the challenges of the information age and globalisation.

70. The meeting agreed on the need for increased awareness of information industries within government, across industry and throughout the community. It is particularly important that there be far greater appreciation of the significance of the on-line revolution and of the urgency with which opportunities and threats must be approached. If Africa is to seize the opportunities that the on-line revolution will bring, information industry suppliers must be central to transactions in Africa in the same way as the banking sector and business.

71. The meeting also agreed that the African Information Society Initiative (AISI) of the ECA adopted by the 22nd Meeting of the ECA Conference of Ministers in May 1996, and the National Information and Communication Infrastructure (NICI) Plans provide suitable framework within which African countries could respond to challenges of the information age and globalisation.

72. The meeting identified the following potential stakeholders in the African private sector that should be encouraged and stimulated through appropriate programmes to play significant roles towards attaining the desired African information society:

· Chamber of Commerce

· SMMEs

· Cottage Industries

· Private Training Institutions

· Media

· Trade Promotion Organizations

· Farmers Associations

· NGOs

· Trade Unions

· Professional Associations

· Cooperative Societies

· Financial Institutions

73.
The following actions were identified and recommended as immediately viable towards facilitating private sector active involvement in the development of African information based economies:

· Implementing national information industries databases to generate and disseminate information about products, enterprises, imports and exports, as well as market intelligence.  Such database should be Internet-based and should provide support for improved industry statistics and bench marking to facilitate understanding of the size and trends in both ICT and non-ICT sectors.

· Initiating human resource development programmes to equip private sector (particularly SMMEs) in the exploitation of ICT in business processes and for E-commerce.

· Initiating programmes for getting existing SMMEs online for business related communication.

· Formulating proposals for specific pilot and replicable projects under each of the actions itemized above.  These projects may be implemented in a few African countries under each action area, followed by evaluation to assess impact and sustainability. 

74.
The meeting also made the following recommendations aimed at identifying specific projects for stimulating active participation of the private sector in the global information economy based on network linkages. The following components of the action programmes in the concept papers were endorsed:

· Implement  National Information industries database

· Support improved industry statistics and benchmarking

· Enhance tertiary information and communication technology education

· Enhance ICT education in schools

· Enhance education in the workforce

· Drive the implementation of information and communication technologies in government


1.
Blue-print for a National Information Industry Database

The meeting elaborated and recommended the following blueprint for the national  information industry databases recommended in the two preceding paragraphs.

75. For the private sector to drive the economy, there is the need for  information about market trends, size, growth, threats and opportunities. Hence, all relevant aspects of market intelligence and market knowledge should be organized in a structured manner in national information industries databases. This information should be made accessible to the entire private sector.  The digitalisation of market information and market knowledge could be a powerful tool for the private sector and could be done in accordance with knowledge-based management and best practices.

76. The effect of this initiative would be an increased understanding of market conditions and opportunities for information industry suppliers. This would allow them to structure their products and services to take advantage of the opportunities available. It would also provide a stimulus for increased ICT capability within the private sector. The increased awareness and understanding of the size, impact and importance of the information economy would consequently lead to appropriate action by the private sector to position themselves in such a way that they become relevant and ready to adapt themselves to the changing competitive environment.

77. Further, the increased awareness and understanding brought about by appreciation of market trends, new technologies, client needs, market size, market growth and market opportunities would unlock creativity and innovation since the private sector would try to find ways and means to meet the needs of clients in the information-driven economy.

78. The national information industries database would also support improved industry statistics and benchmarking. Reliable and comprehensive statistical information was an important requirement for planning and measuring the establishment and elaboration of successful information industries; the use of information products and services; and the success of national information industry initiatives and strategies. 

79. The value of statistical information depends on the success in establishing a broadly agreed set of industry and commodity definitions for setting the scope and coverage of the database. While most bureaux of statistics provide information, often there are long delays in publishing and disseminating this information.  In addition information produced is not relevant to the dynamics of the information economy. 

80. Private sector performance benchmarking is also important for the successful implementation of any national strategy and this should be a component of the database. There should be both international benchmarking and regular reviews of appropriate measures and indicators of competitiveness.

81. In order to avoid duplication of effort and to reduce the cost of developing national information industry databases from scratch in every African country, it is proposed that a specification for a generic blueprint be designed under the guidance of the ECA within the framework of the African Information Society Initiative (AISI) and The African Development Forum 99 (ADF’99).   This can be adapted as required and implemented by individual countries. 
82. Further it is recommended that the pilot development and roll-out of such a database must be undertaken in a limited number of selected countries (three or four) and the learning and experience so gained could then be shared and made available to all African countries by the ECA.
2.
Role of the Private Sector

83.
The meeting endorsed the recommendations of the AISI framework document on the necessary role of the private sector, which was required to assume leadership in application of ICTs and in seizing new business opportunities such as e-commerce made possible by the Internet. The meeting further agreed that:

· The private sector can and should play a bigger role in the development of third generation information infrastructure and human resource development despite the existing constraints in various African countries.

· The role of government in providing the enabling environment within the framework of the NICI is critical.  The necessary role of Governments in creating demand for SMME outputs through appropriate procurement policies is vital. 

· The private sector must spearhead ICT initiatives by itself rather than wait for  government support and development agencies. 

· Partnership and collaboration between public and private sectors is critical to sustain and build upon donor assisted projects.

84.
The meeting recognised the private sector as a key partner in the development and exploitation of the opportunities of the information economy in African countries. It identified the followings as some of the key roles that the private sector can play in partnership with  government and other stakeholders:

· The development of National ICT Policies, and corresponding National Information and Communication Infrastrustructure (NICI) Plans.

· The development of the physical telecommunication and communications infrastructure and other ICT infrastructure.

· The development of the information resources “infostructure” to support the activities of various sectors of the economy.

· Human Resource development in ICT and other skill area required by the information economy.

· The promotion of ICT awareness and the benefits of the information economy.

· The development of the ICT service and production sector of the economy to accelerate the process towards moving the economy from predominantly agriculture economy to that of predominately information and knowledge based economy.

· In the implementation of National ICT programmes, initiatives and projects in areas like Telemedicine, Electronic Commerce and Trade, SchoolNets, Telecenters, etc.

· Lobbying of government and its agencies to implement suitable policies, incentive programs and packages that will facilitate the active involvement of the private sector in the development and participation in the information economy.

· In the development of suitable Standards, Best Practices and Guidelines to facilitate the deployment, exploitation and utilization of ICTs in the society and economy.

· The mobilization of both domestic and external financial resources and other technological resources to aid the process of developing and exploiting the opportunities of the information economy

· Promoting and supporting R&D initiatives directed at the development and exploitation of the opportunities of the information and knowledge economy.

3.
The Role of ECA

85. The meeting discussed the roles the ECA can play both generally in the context of AISI and NICI, but specifically in the context of the identified actions and proposed projects for stimulating private sector active participation in national and global information economies. 

86. The meeting acknowledged that the ECA, within the framework of AISI and in collaboration with other partners, has been coordinating the development of National Information and Communication Infrastructure (NICI) Policies, Strategies and Plans in a number of its member countries. As part of this initiative, governments in partnership with the private sector and civil society in a number of these African countries, are developing comprehensive ICT Policies, Strategies and Plans within the context of their overall socio-economic development plans towards transforming their economies into information and knowledge based economies.

87.  The meeting recommended that:

· ECA should take the lead in co-ordinating existing efforts at national levels in Africa towards AISI and NICI.

· ECA should implement and co-ordinate pilot projects within the context of the identified actions in selected African countries.

· ECA should provide the framework that will facilitate the implementation of projects for linking existing private sector databases and systems in Africa countries to global networks thereby ensuring the flow of information required for effective exploitation of regional and global business opportunities.

· ECA should handle the fund raising activities for financial support of the specific projects under the identified Action Programmes.

· ECA should initiate the establishment and maintenance of an “Electronic Discussion Forum” as an immediate follow-up to this meeting to be initiated by ECA.

Adoption of the Report of the meeting (agenda item 7)

88.
The Chairman presented the draft Report.  It was discussed by the meeting and adopted. Participants were invited to send comments and amendments to be included in the final report.

Closing of the meeting (agenda item 8)

89.
The Director of DMD, Mr. James Nxumalo thanked all the participants for accepting the ECA invitation to attend the meeting at such a short notice. He further thanked Mr. Mahdi (the Consultant) for the excellent concept paper.  He promised to ensure appropriate follow-up on the recommendations made at the meeting.  He then declared the closure of the meeting.


