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Vision can be thought of as a fore-
sight, thus a conceptual framework
whereby one articulates her/his
thoughts to armive at an end result as
envisaged A common vision i3 then a
unified view of this framework and com-
plimentary ideas that reinforces the vi-
sion ’

Not quite over three weeks ago, an
Information and Communication Tech-
nologies (ICT) conference was orga-
nized in Addis Ababa at the UNECA
conference facilities by the British
Council 1 think it was well- organized
Forums such as this are important to
build - of ity un-
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competitive environment results in
economies of scale such as fair prices,
specialization, innovation, and new
products and services

Additionally, 1o have an equitable
distribution of services and resolve
some of the key 1ssues mentioned, the
government insttutions need to be sen-
sitized about private sector business
and its development and contribution
to the y. Many capacity build-
ing seminars by the donor communities
to the government instuitions should
also discuss the value and participation
of the private sector for a sustained de-

| of the y.

derstanding of issues and to create a
shared framework. The uniqueness of
this conference was that it called for an
ICT vision in Ethiopia. To successfully
implement it, it further called for a Na-
tional ICT Task force led by the Prime
Minister himself An ambitious vision,
yet a practical one

It is a known fact that Ethiopia needs
a vision 1n ICT, perhaps even the de-
ployment of ICT could be an mpetus for
the economic development of the coun-
try. None other than the government
could also bring about this change that
will embrace this vision

Why the government? Well, consid-
ering that most of the country’s key -
stitutions and resources are still under
government management and driven by
the government agenda, the success of
our development 13 stll dependent on
these policies. To this end, the private

Many IT and communications com-
panies globally have been successful as
a result of liberal economic policies that
include the em-
powerment of the

zation in ICT advocacy in African, has

_put a lot of effort not only 1n advising

its member states, but itself investing
and advocating the use of ICT for the

_ speedy entry (o the iformation age. In

order to speed the continent's digital
inclusion, the UNECA has initiated
the African Information Society Initia-
tive (A1S1), a guiding framework on
which to base information and commu-
nication activities in Africa. This ini-
tiative was adopted by OAU Council
of Ministers meeting in its Sixty Fourth
Ordinary Session held in Yaounde,
Cameroon in July 1996,

The AISI action framework calls for
the elaboration and implementation of
national information and communica-
tion infrastructure (NICI) plans and
strategies in-
volving devel-

privale sector.
However, deploy-
ing ICT on itself
might widen or
narrow the digial
divides Thereflore,
the public policy
environment 15 um-
portant in securing
positive outcomes

The common vision for
ICT is yet to be reinforced
by the birth of African

Union (AU).
started with a new and
ambitious Interim Secre-

tary General, Amara Essy,

7\ opment of insti-

tutional frame-
works, human,
information
and techno-
logical re-
sources in all
African coun-
tries, and the
pursuit of pri-

Jump-

The right -putie and modeled on the el
policy environ- E gies, programs
ment would allow European Union, the AU aud_ projects
suitable  initia- envisions common which ¢xn 43:

tives by the public
and pnvate sectors
and by civil soci-

sector involvement in ICT in Ethiop
is quite limited Thus, its vision 1s near-
ighted or hampered by the ¢ y
that 1s d with the impl t
tion of the public sector policies.

Now, it is also evident that the tech-
nology sector in Ethiopia is character-
ized by computer products and services
companies. The most popular services
provided by computer services busi-
nesses have been limited 1o sales of
hardware/sofiware and maintenance,
training, software development and
consultancy and network implementa-
won. While there are over 30-50 com-
pames that are engaged in this business,
few do 11t well, and even fewer eam a profit
out of it, particularly sustainable profit

The reason behind not attaining sus-
tainable income is associated with the
high cost of imports ncluding comput-
ing goods and accessories and telecom-
munication costs. Whereas the limita-
tion and lack of differentiation in the
product and services could be directly
ued with the telecom policy, a govem-
ment- owned body has a monopoly of
the services thal could be used to de-
ploy ICTs

Policy changes that foster enabling
environment Suth as low taxation on
Information Technology (IT) products
and hiberalizing the telecommunication
sector will allow for competition. This

gty or ons,
individually or in

institutions such as a
parliament, a court of

sist in the sus-
tainable build-
up of an infor-
mation socicty

partnership, to
contribute to rel-
evant development and sct the context
in which enterprise and other initiatives

. would be channeled in the night direc-

uon.

We have to look at examples cven
close to home

For example Nigeria has over 4-5
mobile operators which initially started
as a jont venture with the government
Several Internet Service Providers

justice and a central bank. | | = Arican
countries. It
has been recog-

nized by our leaders now that building
an information society will help our
continent to accelerate its development
plans, stimulate growth and provide
new opportunities in education, trade,
healthcare, job creation and food secu-
nity, helping African countries to leap-
frog stages of development and raise
their standards of living
The ECA has also conducted the first
dition of the African Development Fo-

(ISPs) exist, and tion and
broadcasting is deregulated via the fran-
chise model. Senegal has over 8 ISPs.
Kenya possesses a similar environment.

Ethiopia, in this regard, has a single ISP -

only, providing insufficient internet
access and hosting service to an over-
crowded market The Ethiopian Telecom-
munication Corporation (ETC) can forge
partnership itially with the private
sector to improve its service delivery
capacity, and also to encourage privaic
sector penctration where the service
will be efficient and profitable The ben-
efit to government will be through re-
ceiving royalties and fees

It is worth noting at this point as we
also talk about vision for an informa-
tion society at a country level, the
UNECA, as one of the pioneer organi-

rum (ADF 99) under the theme “The
Challenge to Africa of Globalization
and the Information Age™ held in Addis,
Ethiopia in October 1999 in order 1o
evaluate the progress made in the imple-
mentation of the AISI initiatives.

The implementation of AISI is well
underway in Afnca

Some of its achievements are seen 1n
the area of policy awareness, democral-
zation of access, connectivily, and
project nitiatives such as the
UNECA's Technology Center for Africa
that have been successfully launched.
Additionally, with a view to momitor-
ing the progress and results of AISI, the
UNECA has appointed an African Tech-
mical Advisory Committee. In their role
as the African vision guiding the AISI,
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the 10 members of the committee provide
technical guidance and advisc the ECA
Secretariat on issues related to the
implementation modalities of AlSL

The recent meeting of the advisory
committee resulted in a’ successful
completion of identifying the key issues
of ICT in Africa and finally concluding
with a Common Position on Africa’s
digital inclusion to the G8's Digital
Opportunities Task Force (Dot Force)
created by the GB Heads of Govemnment.
The discussions focused on the need to
have an African voice and that a com-
mon vision already exists through the
AlSI framework and the political en-
dor and itment, and the need
to form synergies among similar initia-
tives.

With the AISI framework, we as a
continent could say that an Africam
position is now in place and Africa has
its own ageada. The emergence of glo-
bal imitiatives aiming at reducing the
digital divide between Africa and the
developed countries such as the United
Nations' ICT Task Force and G3's Dot
Force, and other similar initiatives of
development agencies and multilat-
eral organizations also reinforces the
AISI framework. The implication of
these initiatives for Africa is that it needs
to redefine its position in light of the
AlSI framework to put ICTs to the ser-
vice of development and enhance the
inclusion of Africa into the global digi-
1al world Towards this end, Africa will
be able to prepare an African Position

_ to the Dot Force, UN Economic and

Social Council (ECOSOC) United Na-
tions Task Force, World Economic Fo-
rum, and other International foras on the
digital divide.

Another development initiative that
Africa is yet committed 1o is the Millen-
nium Partnership for “African Recov-
ery” Program (MAP), which describes
the “determination of Africans to extri-
cate themselves and the continent from
the malai and ex-
clusion in a global zing world™ and
where the key-arcas among which the
investment and use of information tech-
nology and communications is covered-
lay emphasis on that “Africa is
marginalized. in the werld economy, it
is hyper-marginalized in the informa-
tion economy.”
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