CHAPTER 1 -

OVERVIEW
1.1 Introduction

This thesis investigates the role of the Intemet in information management in
developing countries. The literature describes the Internet as an essential part of the
development process (Kole2000; Ngwainmbi 2000; Hoffiman, 2000 1999; Mansell and
Wehn 1998). The literature appeals to development organizations to speed up the
development process by adopting the Internet and modern information communication
technologies (ICT) (Kgegwenyane 2000; Thaphisa 2000; UNDP ICT Experts 2001;

World Bank 1998) This work examines the validity of those calls and assertions.

The present work examines the relationships between those technical and social
phenomena that determine the relevance and usability of the Internet for information
dissemination in developing countries in general, and in Africa in particular. The work

examines the role of the Internet in development in two ways:

e It considers Internet use environments in developing countries.
e It examines the usability of the World Wide Web (WWW) as an information

conduit for entrepreneurs in a specific developing country, namely Botswana.
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1.2 Objectives of the research

Internet enthusiasts, together with the World Bank and UN bodies, have stated that the
Internet is “the technology of the century” and that will it help Africa to move from being
an underdeveloped continent to being part of a worldwide information society. My
question 1s: “How can the factors that have contributed to Africa’s underdevelopment

(colonialism, war, famine, etc) be solved by the availability of the Internet?”

This research sets out to examine the extent to which the Internet can be a development
tool in developing countries in general and in Botswana in particular. It seeks to identify
and describe the kind of socio-technical environments that could promote or inhibit the

use of the Internet. The main objectives of the research are therefore:

e to ascertain what existing technical and socio-economic environments affect

the usability of the Intemet as an information resource in developing countries

e to establish the degree of usability of the WWW as an information conduit in

Botswana and other developing countries

1.2.2 Research problem
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United Nations agencies have identified information as a tool for development and access
to information has been recognised by the UN as a right since 1948. The 1948 United
Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights calls for freedom of access to
information. It describes such access to information as one of the basic freedoms of

humans.

The World Bank and UN agencies have all cited the Internet as a key factor in the
development of Third World countries because the Intemet offers opportunities for
storing and exchanging large quantities of information. In developed countries, large and
small business concems alike transact business on the Intemnet and items on the WWW

are at the disposal of anyone with access to the Intemnet. (Braun, 1999)

In developing countries, however, the cost of the Internet makes it inaccessible to most
individuals. “The monthly connection cost of the Internet far exceeds the monthly income
of a significant portion of the population” (United States Internet Council 2000:
http://www.usic.org). Other factors that inhibit the use of the Intemet in Africa are the
very small number of people who own computers, poor telephone infrastructures, a lack
of understanding of what the Internet does, and illiteracy (Kole 1999; Ngwainambi 2000,
United States Internet Council 2000). African presence on the Intemet generally, and on
the WWW in particular, is very low. In the light of such problems and difficulties, what
can be done to make the Internet a usable (and indeed indispensable) information storage

and retrieval tool for Africa and other developing areas?
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Botswana is a relatively rich developing country. While its gross domestic product is
US$3.5 billion, its growth rate is 6.9% per year. Its foreign exchange reserves are enough
to pay for imports for the next 26 months ( Government of Botswana 2000:
hitp://www.gov.bw). Its telephone density is 17.95 per 100. Most of the problems and
deficits that are endemic to Africa are not typical of Botswana. The telecom infrastructure
has been developed to the point where the Botswana Telecommunication Corporation has
been able to establish a subsidiary Intemet Service Provider (ISP) called Bosnet, and an
economic and telecommunication infrastructure exists to support Botswana participation

on the Internet.

By using Botswana as a case study, the researcher investigates the extent to which the
users of WWW can obtain access to information for business purposes. The researcher
also investigates the extent to which and the form in which the WWW has become a
development tool in Botswana. In the research, she focuses specifically on the textile

sector and investigates the extent to which the sector uses the WWW.

As we noted above, Botswana is not a typically poor developing country because an

economic and technical environment exists to support the Intemet. What are the issues

that need to be considered in using the Intemet in Botswana?
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1.2.3 Research questions

The research questions are grouped under the two objectives of the research. These are:

(1) To identify and describe the existing technical and S0CI0-€CONOMIC
environments are that affect the usability of the Internet as an information
resource in developing countries. This objective generates the following

additional questions:

(a) What are the prevailing environmental conditions that encourage or
discourage Intemet connectivity?
(b) What measurable benefits accrue to communities using the Internet?

(c) What policy considerations affect Internet usage?

(2) To establish the degree of usability of the WWW as an information conduit n

Botswana and other developing countries.

Table 1 below outlines the research questions that establish the degree of usability

of the WWW as an information conduit in Botswana and other developing

countries (i.e. fulfil the second research objective).

16



Table 1: Research questions for objective two

Research theme

Research questions

Information needs

1. What type of information do SMME (small,
medium and micro enterprise) entrepreneurs need?
2. What sources are currently used to provide
information?

3. Are the available information sources adequate?

Access:
1) Socio-cultural barriers

1. To what extent are gender, education and literacy
levels limiting factors in accessing information?

2. What are other socio-cultural hindrances to
information access?

2) Physical barriers To what extent do potential users have access to a
computer with Internet connectivity?
Solutions: 1. What computerised databases exist to provide

1) Identify an IT (Information Technology)
solution.

current information?
2. How much do users know about I'T?
3. What are their opinions about IT?

2) Design and install a web site.

1. Describe the specifications for an information
web site?

2. How should these specifications be adapted to
meet the needs of my target population?

3. Does my database meet these specifications?

4. To what extent does my database fulfil the needs
of my target population?

5. How should it be improved?

3) Relevance of the web as an information
delivery tool in Botswana

1. What is the degree of web connectivity?

2. What are the policy issues around Internet
connectivity and web availability?

3. To what extent can the WWW be a tool for
information delivery in Botswana?
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