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A worm’s eye view… and its policy consequences
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It’s good that there are people worrying about policies regarding how ICTs can help reduce poverty. It is equally important though that precisely such people, even while having their heads in the national policy clouds should also keep their feet firmly on the ground. 

In this context I have been privileged to be part of a Rotary development initiative in Cura village, a rural community not too far from Nairobi. Through the Rotary Community Corps that we set up in Cura I was able to shift from the bird’s eye view of life – to which one gets accustomed in the likes of KEPSA and KIF – to the worm’s eye view one moves to when sharing the realities of day-to-day village life.

As a result of an initial SWOT analysis with the community leaders, we started launching initiatives across pretty much the whole spectrum of Millennium Development Goals. We have been very active, and ambitiously so, in education, health and infrastructure. We have stimulated a number of income generating activities, including in agriculture where land productivity has been greatly enhanced with the introduction of tissue culture bananas, hybrid maize, the planting of trees, beekeeping and so on. We have nurtured women’s groups with soap making, youth groups with food production, and more projects are in the planning stage. 

Among the various activities, we have been introduced IT to the community. Initially, thanks to resource constraints, this was in a very rudimentary way – a few recycled computers were donated through Rotary connections, and our Rotary Club partnered with the community to prepare a suitable computer room (concrete flooring, security, cabling etc). 

GOAL-ICT, an NGO that encourages and develops youth to enrich the lives of communities through the use of ICTs, facilitated the acquisition of a few more computers, and brought in two IT students on attachment from the School of Professional Studies to start exposing the students. It was all very exciting, more so as Cura seems to be unique in the country as a community primary school dabbling in technological waters. Later, volunteers from Canada, Tanzania and Kenya, through Canada World Youth, continued the training. They brought in teachers, parents and the broader community. The excitement spread.

We discovered that some of the local youth were IT literate, and they are being strengthened so they can continue the training, now from within the community. Meanwhile, Cura Primary School has been adopted by Computers For Schools Kenya as one of three pilot primary schools through which it will roll out its national programme at this level. (So far it has been focusing only on secondary schools.)     

There is a long way to go before we see the impact of ICTs on the reduction of poverty in Cura. We are but at the beginnings of a long-term awareness-raising and skills-building programme. Much of the immediate benefit will continue to accrue to the students at the school, whose IT literacy will stand them in good stead as they progress to the secondary level. Already the advent of the IT classes has considerably raised their overall level of motivation and excitement about learning (for the teachers too), and has resulted in the school attracting many more new students.

As we move forward with GOAL-ICT and Computers For Schools Kenya, we shall be drawing up more formal objectives and strategies in the ICT field. This will be in the context of the establishment of a full Community Information Resource Centre, where we will learn from the experience of those who have gone before us. It will definitely focus on cost-justified benefits relevant to the community and on sustainability. 

The development of the ICT component of Cura’s overall awakening reflects the style we have adopted across the board:

· Start small, with whatever meagre resources you have

· Think big, taking advantage of opportunities as they arise

· Through networking identify and motivate partners, building ongoing relationships

· Go for quick wins, so as to build a track record and a momentum of success, and the development of self-esteem and self-confidence and hence boldness

· Accept that progress is neither linear nor continuous

It is important to state that when we came on the scene in Cura, there was an atmosphere of stagnation, of hopelessness almost. People were poor… and expecting to get poorer. 

Subsistence farming was the dominant activity, and fully one quarter of the 6,000 strong community consisted of unemployed youth. The people of Cura had long since given up on the prospect of seeing the government (the MP, DO, Councillor, Chief etc) ‘bring development’. But they certainly did not see themselves as having the capacity to break the cycle of poverty. 

Now, three years after we engaged, the culture of Cura has been transformed. We have established a great partnership with the community leaders, and I can confidently state that now their expectation is of ongoing improvement in their standard of living… through development activity which they own and drive. Strong partnerships exist with external providers of human and financial resources; and sustainable economic and social activities are present everywhere. This encourages further support, both from existing and new partners. 

Before, the people here felt as dependents of a non-performing government. Now they see themselves as masters of their own destiny, able and willing to keep learning and to try new things in order to better their lives and those of their children.

Those of us who started the Rotary Community corps are not development experts. We are amateurs, and of course part time at that. We are practical, results oriented people who want to see the people of Cura have a better life. The initial SWOT showed there was so much potential, and we have just been helping them fulfill that potential. 

From the outset, we saw the awakening of Cura as a pilot, a possible role model for other villages. For sadly Cura is probably like so many other villages: very poor, full of problems… and bursting with dormant, unfulfilled potential. Already, people are coming from surrounding villages to learn from what has been happening there. The MP, the bishop, the DO, the Rotary world, are finding out about the new energy in Cura, and about the ‘secrets’ of their transformation.

What can we learn about the Cura experience that can enlighten policy development that supports poverty reduction… and the use of ICTs as a tool to help in that mission?

· The government must grasp the nettle of providing incentives to support such initiatives: with tax write-offs for charitable contributions; with active support for broader Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives; and with incentives for investment in otherwise non-commercial investment in education, health, rural electrification etc… and of course for ICT infrastructure, software, skills… 

· The government – and civil society and the private sector (through Corporate Social Responsibility) – must build leadership capacity within Community Based Organisations… not dependent on politicians and civil servants

· Awareness must be raised of the power of ICTs to reduce poverty. In Rwanda, before researchers sought rural people’s views on what they would need to reduce their poverty levels, they sensitised them on how ICTs could help. So the reaction was quite different from the PRSP experience here. In Kenya no such prior sensitisation took place, and so no interest was expressed in ICTs.
· The engagement of youth as ICT resources must be supported. They must be encouraged and empowered to act as ‘inverse mentors’ within their communities.
Let me conclude by saying that, like the villagers of Cura, we too must surely not wait for ‘government’ or for ‘policy’. Each of you is from a village. What are you doing, beyond contributing to the occasional fund-raiser for the church, for an operation or a funeral, for school fees and other immediate financial needs? Are you helping to build capacity? Shouldn’t you? Couldn’t you? 

I think you can and you must.  

