POVERTY REDUCTION AND ICTs –

A DRAFT CONCEPT NOTE

INTRODUCTION

The level of poverty in Africa today is such that any policy initiative that does not endeavour to tackle and tame it runs the risk of being relegated. This recognition has been fully endorsed at various conferences convened by the United Nations and its Agencies, Development Partners, the Bretton Woods Institutions and National Governments. Thus Poverty Eradication Strategies and Medium Term Expenditure Frameworks through which budgetary allocations are made are all geared to reduce the impact of poverty on the poor. Pro-poor policies have become even more common with the articulation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

In November 2004, UNDP convened a regional meeting in Dakar on “Poverty Reduction and ICTs”. In January 2005, IDRC too convened a regional meeting on this topic, but with a slightly different focus. In both meetings, the need to demonstrate the role of ICTs in the success or otherwise of poverty reduction was recognized as a high priority. More recently, during an ITU/SATA (South African Telecommunications Association) Mission to DRC and Angola, the need to mainstream ICTs into poverty reduction efforts was acknowledged as the surest way for States and Governments to pay due attention to ICTs. Within the Kenyan context, this fact has been underscored in the Government of Kenya’s PRSP/ERSP as well as within the framework of the UNDP/UNESCO National Information and Communication Infrastructure (NICI) Policy Initiative.

THE ROLE OF ICT IN NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The role of ICT in national development has been stated in many a fora. However, the specific benefits to be derived from these roles towards poverty alleviation have not quite come out clearly, and therefore when funds are being allocated to various sectors of the economy the ICT sector never commands a high priority at all. This gap must be bridged, and the missing links between poverty reduction and ICTs clearly established The study pre-supposes that ICTs infact have on poverty. As to whether they reduce or aggravate it shall be left to the study findings.

BRIDGING THE MISSING LINK

We  propose the following interventions which if undertaken successfully can demonstrate the impact of ICTs on poverty:

· Case study of 2 or 3 selected existing and/or planned ICT projects and the impact they are creating,

· Design and Implementation of  selected Pilot Projects specifically geared to deal with poverty, 

· Mainstreaming Poverty Reduction into the National ICT Policy discourse, and

· Evolving pro-poor strategies based on sound global baseline surveys that can inform the policy implementation process.

CASE STUDIES

It is proposed that 2 or 3 major ICT projects be selected for study and analysis on their impact on poverty. At least one of the projects should be ongoing (eg. the Safaricom Mobile revolution, or the Community Phone “Simu ya Jamii”), and one planned (eg. the intended launch of mobile communication in the Northern Frontier District).

Apart from permitting analysis of the impact of ICTs in poverty reduction, the project will also allow the documentation of these vital projects and collection of data for other future research purposes. It is noted that analysis of impact on poverty reduction can only be medium to long term. In the case of a planned project (eg. the expansion of mobile phone access to North Eastern Province), a baseline study could be conducted now just before the provision of the service, and a year or two after its arrival, another baseline analysis be conducted for comparison purposes.

Assuming that wealth and employment creation are some of the ways to reduce poverty, it is noted that the focus on the “Safaricom Magic” project would be on “wealth creation” in an extremely short time, while the “Simu ya Jamii” one shall be on “employment creation”.

PILOT PROJECTS AIMED AT “REDUCING POVERTY THROUGH ICTs”

Two or three projects shall be selected after mutually agreed criteria between IDRC and the ICT AND POVERTY REDUCTION CONSORTIUM. However, top on the list of  priorities are Agriculture, Education, Health,  Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and the Girl Child. Some of the likely candidates to be considered are the support for small-scale farmers in rural areas as currently being executed by the Kenya Agricultural and Commodity Exchange (KACE). In such a case, the use of appropriate technologies, notably community radio and/or short-messages (SMSs) shall be considered, alongside others.

Within the education sector, the Kenya ICT Trust Fund, and the Network Initiatives of Computers in Education (NICE) would be an interesting example. If the school-based access points can be used as multi-purpose, “village banks”, some quick gains can be easily realized.

In either case, an appropriate data collection and analysis programme shall be embedded for ease of subsequent monitoring and evaluation (M&E).

POLICY INTERVENTION

Kenya is on the verge of realizing a National ICT Policy that has eluded it for more than a decade. Specifically, the Ministry of Information and Communication has released for public debate a “Draft National ICT Policy”. The Policy is expected to be launched in May 2005.

The Consortium proposes to hold a 1-day Roundtable Workshop to seek ways to mainstream ICTs into the on-going Poverty Reduction efforts. It is observed that in its present state, “poverty reduction” or “ICTs for development (ICT4D)” are simply mentioned in passing in the Draft ICT Policy. It is hoped that the provisioning for an early Chapter or Section on “Poverty Reduction and ICTs” will be successfully lobbied for.

It is recognized that the Roundtable on itself shall not be sufficient. The Consortium suggests the following additional interventions within whose framework the ICT Policy process can be positively influenced:-

· To facilitate public debate and policy mainstreaming, it is proposed to hold a number of “Breakfast Briefings” with Members of Parliament and other senior policy makers. For Parliament, four groups have been identified: the Parliamentary Service Commission (presently in the process of establishing an Information Management System for Parliament), the Communications Committee, the Legal Affairs Committee, and the Women Parliamentarians Caucus. Besides, similar consultations have also been held with the “President” of the Youth Parliament within the context of “establishing Resource Centres in the respective constituencies”.

· Policy dialogue in 3-4 regional/provincial headquarters other than Nairobi (eg. Mombasa, Kisumu, Nakuru and Embu). Some critics have claimed that as currently constituted, what is in place is a draft “Nairobi Telecommunications Policy” with good reason. One-day dialogue with regional opinion leaders (eg. local authorities and resident associations) will serve dual purpose: inform the participants, but also get their input.

· The role of the media in mainstreaming ICTs in national development cannot be gainsaid. It is proposed to have strategic Luncheons with a) the Media Owners Association, b) the Editor’s Guild, and c) a “Convergence Luncheon” to bring together a few selected key players from each of the ICT sub-sectors, together with a few key players in the poverty reduction arena.

BEYOND THE ICT POLICY

All arrangements are in place to finalize the Draft National ICT Policy and have it launched by May. It is recognized, nonetheless, that a “Policy” is only as good to the extent that it is implemented. In this project, we shall be proposing interventions that will ensure that pro-poor strategies are adopted in implementing the ICT Policy. In so doing, special attention shall be paid to vulnerable groups, particularly the rural folk, urban poor, women, and the youth. Once the implementation plan is drawn, it will be vital to craft also a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) strategy. The M&E strategy can only be effective insofar as it relies on accurate statistics. Once the necessary indicators are identified, we propose to conduct a comprehensive baseline survey (including actual status of ICTs deployment and usage in Kenya) and a global needs assessment. Indeed, had the current crave for a National ICT Policy been structured, perhaps this is where it should all have began!

Specifically, the following activities are proposed to ensure the policy implementation remains on course in as far as poverty reduction is concerned:-

· Comprehensive baseline survey to establish precise status of ICTs deployment and usage in Kenya;

· Influencing implementation plan development to ensure that pro-poor interventions are incorporated;

· Monitoring and evaluation of the policy implementation; and

· Mechanism for periodic review of policy and implementation plan.

POVERTY REDUCTION AND ICTs CONSORTIUM

Presently, the following organizations are members/represented: Poverty Reduction Commission (PEC), IPAR, KIPPRA, SIDAREC, ARCC, Kaputei Plantation, Research Triangle, ALIN, ICT Policy Centre, ICT Policy Consortium – Africa, Teknik Communications Ltd, Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS), Media Council of Kenya, Kenya Library Association (KLA), AMREF, NGO Council, NICE, Kenya ICT Trust Fund, KACE, ActionAid, Centre for Strategic Development (CSD), UNITEL Ltd, K-REP, ADTEL (Simu Ya Jamii), Directorate of Employment (Ministry of Labour), Computer Society of Kenya (CSK), Kenya Country Business Incubator (KEKOBI), Kenya ICT Action Network (KICTANet), African Centre for Women in ICTs (ACWICT), and Kenya Community Media Network (KCOMNET). It is expected that other organizations and Government departments will inevitably come on board once the project takes off.

SOME OF THE POTENTIAL COLLABORATORS

The following could be approached to partner with the Consortium in this project: IDRC, UNDP/UNESCO, DFID, CATIA/APC, ITU, UNIFEM, UNICEF, Finnish Embassy, Italian Embassy, World Bank, USAID/COMESA, Fredrich Ebert Foundation (FES), European Union, CIDA, SIDA, NACADA, National Aids Control Commission (NACC), and ICIPE.
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