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Abstract
As the information and communication technology (ICT) revolution
gathers pace and information become a major factor of production in
the “global information society” in which we now live, so imbalances
in access to information become more apparent and digital divides
open up. This paper looks at the North-South digital divide, the urban-
rural digital divide and the gender digital divide. It recognizes that this
information technology is here to stay - what we have to decide is
whether to play the game - and turn it to our advantage, or lose out
completely. The paper opines that both sides have much work to do if
the gap is to be closed, that is, governments and developmental
agencies need to exploit the use of ICTs in implementing development
programmes and to open the door to ICT world for rural development.

Introduction

Information and Communication Technology (ICTs) which encompass a braod range of tools
that facilitate communication and the processing and transmission of information by electronic means,
have undergone rapid changes over the last few decades. They have enabled the advent of the
“Information Society” in which more information is available than ever before (ICT, 2004).

However, access to this enormous body of information, and to the technologies that facilitate
communication and information transfer, is by no means equitable. This has led to the coming of the
term “Digital Divide” to describe the situation in which same members of society or areas of the world
are left behind by those who have access to ICTs. Digital divide have emerged between the developed
countries of the North and the South and because of connectivity constraint; it exists between urban and
rural areas. In addition, there is a gender divide in ICTs, reflecting a bias that is especially strong in the
rural areas of developing countries.

According to a Technical Centre for Agriculture and Rural Cooperation, (CTA, 2004) editorial,
women are further away from digital opportunities than men. They tend to have less control over
material resources than men, and so are often unable to seek out and access the information they need.

North-South Digital Divide

The knowledge that exists in developed countries and the extent to which developing countries
can access that knowledge creates the imbalance which leads to digital divide. Comparatively, Africa has
the lowest levels of internet penetrations, despite the existence of the SAT3 fibre optic cable along the
west coast of the continent that provides connections to the internet backbone infrastructure.

In Africa there are just 111 users per 10,000 people, compared with 585 in Asia, 2,444 in the
Americas and 3,330 in Europe (Currie, 2005). Similarly, Africa has only three internet host per 10,000
inhabitants, in contrast 37 in Asia, 955 in Oceania and 1440 in the Americas and 299 in Europe (Currie,
2005). This limited penetration can be attributed to unreliable connections, and the high cost of using the
telecommunication infrastructure.

A recent report from Department of International Development (DFID) has estimated that
extending regional backbone infrastructure networks in Africa would cost $500-1,0000 million. There
would be an addition cost of upgrading national backbone networks and extending connectivity beyond
those networks into rural areas. It has estimated that doubling the current ICT infrastructure in Africa
could cost $8-12 billion.

The Urban-Rural Digital Divide
When we talk of Urban-Rural Digital drift, we are referring to the rate at which young people
leave the rural areas to the towns, cities or urban areas. The main issue facing youths in general is that

the young peopje are not heard. There is a saying that especially young girls “should be seen and not
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heard”. And even if the youth are allowed to speak, they are often not taken seriously. The youth hi rural
aeaseredasritelikalyHarpave access to electricity, water, proper education and health caffe. Any ideas
they may have that could help improve their communities are simply not noticed. They ate simply not
expected to come up with viable ideas.

For many rural youths, ICTs - mobile phones, video games, cash dispensers or Internet cafes -
are associated with an urban life style. This is one of the many reasons why young people in Africa,
Caribbean and the Pacific (ACP) countries leave rural areas and migrate to the cities, in search of jobs
and a better life. Many initiatives are currently underway to improve the rural connectivity, and to
provide young people with access to ICTs and the skills they need to use them. According to Tutuo
(2004), there is the Youth First Computer Centre, which offers ICT training and distance learning
courses for young people throughout the Solomon Island.

Most rural communities are engaged in agricultural activities in which timing is critical. For
example, market information that reaches a farmer by snail mail is likely to be out of date, and therefore,
no longer useful. In the health care sector too, timing is crucial. Having the right information available
when it is needed can be a matter of life and death.

In most cases, rural youths grow up with the sense that they have no choices in life. For them
relevant information is the one that helps them to expand their horizons of conceivable options as to
what they can do with their lives. These may be career and employment opportunities within the
agricultural sector which is the bulk of the rural settlement and may include options in the sectors
outside the community in which they live. You can’t prevent young people moving, but you can foster
their commitment to give something to their community, if an enhancing environment exists for them.

How can we Help Rural Youths to Deal with these Problems

The key is information and access to it. If you provide young people with access to
information, you open up a world of opportunities for them. Yet the information needs to be relevant.
Relevant information is first of all timely information. Many efforts to reach communities use outdated
means and often provide outdated and irrelevant information, leaving those they seek to help
disconnected from the modern world. Secondly, for young people, relevant information that provides
them with and allows them to make choices. Thus, such opportunities be provided. Also provide them
with relevant information that will help them to expand their horizons and options as to what they can do
with their lives.

ICTs can help to provide relevant information to youths in rural areas and allow them to
communicate with others. Young people are eager to learn how to use ICTs and they learn fast. Enough
access should be provided to them since bridging the digital divide is about facilitating access.

Gender Digital Divides

Gender refers to the socially constructed role and responsibilities of women and men and the
social relations between them in a particular historical and socio-economic context (Awosika, 1998).
Gender is a concept which draws out women’s role and responsibilities in relation to those of men.
Though gender is not synonymous with women, it is in discussing gender that issues that discriminate
against one sex or the other occur. Gender is not about discrimination against women only but men as
well. For the purpose of this paper, we would emphasize on women than men (Belabi, 2006).

According to a Technical Centre for Agriculture and Rural Cooperation (CTA), (CTA, 2004),
editorial, women are further away from digital opportunities than men. They also tend to be less well
educated, less mobile and have less control over material resources than men, and so are often unable to
seek out and access the information they need. In a similar vein, Epodo, (2006), opined that digital
divide in ICT involvement is becoming gender-biased. She noted that women are not certainly using
ICT optimally and therefore seem to be left behind.

The inequality existing on women involvement in ICT, is not just nouveau phenomenon, it is a
reflection of the shortfall of women in almost every science, and technology discipline. This is attested
to by several attempts to bridge the imbalance existing between male and female in Nigeria and all ovgr
the world (Beijing Conference, Bureau of Census in Hayble, 1998).

Also figures compiled by National Planning Commission and UNICEF show that female are
lagging behind in most spheres of life in Nigeria. 57% of male and within age 15 and above and 47%
of females are illiterates while the literacy figures in urban areas are 51% and 34% female. FOS/UNICEF
in (Lawal, 2005).
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If high percentages of women are illiterates, then no doubt, they will also be few who are ICT
complidotngTthe©idgitabDsanep dntbsperativedootyational Blsdophiedd students in ST. Augustine College of
Education, where about 35 are females, only 15 among the females can attest to being ICT compliant.
Belabi (2006).

According to an ICT editorial (ICT, 2004), three-quarters of the world’s 1.2 billion extremely
poor people live in rural areas and at leas half of them are women. Thus, the Millennium Development
Goal recognizes that empowering women to enhance their educational and economic status and reduce
their vulnerability to disease, hunger and disaster are key factors in the eradication of poverty.

Zerupa, (2004), set up a project to find out while few women in eastern Uganda have access to
relevant information that could help them to improve their agricultural production. The project first set out
to identify the constraints on women’s access to media such as radio, the most important source of
agricultural information in the region. One major finding was that three-quarters of the women did not
know how to operate a radio. It was also found that in households that possesses a radio, the men consider
it their exclusive property, restricting its use by other household members, including women.

Efforts to Bridge the Digital Divide

A lot of efforts have been made by the respective countries of the world to bridge the digital
divide and it is ongoing. In Niger, the village of Bankilare, in the extreme west of the country has neither
running water nor electricity, yet it can communicate with the entire outside world. The pilot radio stations
installed there by the Rural Radio and Information Centres for development programmes
(RURANET/CID) downloads documents via the Afristar Satellite.

These are received by a digital receiver hooked up to a personal computer powered by solar
energy. On their wind-up radios, the nomadic herders and farmers of the region are able to listen to advice
and news translated into their language by local presenters - information which opens a window into the
outside world.

In the rural areas of Africa, the radio and mobile telephone remain the most frequently used tools
or mediums. They help to relay information available on the Internet to which previously only a very few
minority of people have direct access, most of them urban dwellers. In Senegal, the small horticultural
producers of Sebikotane, in the Dakar region can follow the latest prices for fruit and vegetables in the five
Dakar markets on the screen of their mobile phones. Also in Uganda, radio stations translate market
information into local languages and transmit it to the farthest comers of the bush.

In the Dominican Republic producers can learn about weather conditions or find out the contact
details of potential buyers. The AGRNET in Uganda pools information from various institutions especially
for various institutions especially for agriculture. In South Africa, the Southern African Agricultural Geo-
referenced Information System (AGIS), and Information Service funded by the CTA, enables decision-
makers and extension workers to have a better understanding of soils and other natural resources and to
find about the economic and social data relating to the regions in which they are working.

Another important effort to bridge the digital divide is the Digital Solidarity which is an African
initiative launched by the president of Senegal, Abdoulaye Wade (Spore, 2004) at the Information Summit.
The aim is to create a fund with voluntary contributions from government, industries and consumers of the
North. For example, a percentage of the price of every computer sold in the North could help buy
information technology equipment in the South.

The resources of the Digital Solidarity Fund (DSF) would be used for: *

1. The development of infrastructure;

2. The development of applications and services for public administrations and communities
(Health, Education etc) in particular for marginalized groups;

3. The development of new markets and creation of stable jobs; and

4., Human resources capacity building. (ICT, 2005).
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Another milestone in the efforts to bridge the digital divide is the creation of the World Summit
oftatlee IniiaRORr SHHBBMPAVSIS) which is to develop a clear statement of political will and a plan of
action to ensure that everyone can participate in the Information Society and benefit from the opportunities
that ICTs can offer to create, access, utilize and share knowledge and information. (ICT, 2005). The
Sokkoine National Agricultural Library in Tanzania chose (CDS/ISIS) software to provide researchers
with remote access to the Library’s catalogue and other resources. (ICT, 2005).

Still another effort to bridge the digital divide is the result of the study carried out by Zerupa
(2004), in eastern Uganda in which after the study 40 radio cassettes players were acquired and distribute
to the 40 women groups in Tororo district. The women were taught how to operate the equipment and how
to tune in to radio programmes that programmes that provide useful agricultural information. The project
also distributed audio tapes with recordings of programmes on nutrition and agricultural production
methods. Many initiatives are underway to help bridge the digital divide; the Yam Purki Youth Forum is
enabling young people in Burkina Faso to communicate with their peers around the world.

In Nigeria, Jain (2004), explains how the Owerri Digital Village is providing ICT training for
disadvantaged youths to help them develop their self-confidence and entrepreneurial spirit. In an award-
winning story, Mutasa describes how students at four schools in Graham stone, South Africa, are
enthusiastically suing computers to download information from the Internet produce a newspaper and
create their own presentations. Also another initiative to the youth digital divide is the ClicklTnigeria, a
youth-led initiative whose aim is to raise a new generation of youth equipped with ICT skills.
ClicklTnigeria informs youth in Nigeria about the information society and the emerging trends and
challenges and seeks to prepare them for global marketplace by providing training in basic computer skills,
Internet and email, networking skills, web development, programming and networking skills (Akinsanmi,
2004).

All of these examples demonstrate that providing young people with access to ICTs can open a
world of opportunities for them. Thus, access to information is the key to helping young people expand
their horizons.

Problems in Bridging the Digital Divide

The ICT technology with its revolutionary strides is relatively new to African countries whose
introduction and implementation presents a lot of problems to the continent. The following are some of the
problems encountered: The lamentable telecommunication and electricity infrastructures are hampering
third world countries from embracing the ICT technology - no good telephone services, electricity power
generation is of low capacity hence can not support the new technologies that depend on heavy and steady
electricity power supply.

High levels of illiteracy among farmers who constitute the bulk of the rural populace. Lack of
purchasing power to acquire the equipment needed to make use of such information services. Most service
providers fail to gather feedback from users to ensure that the information they provide is tailored to actual
needs in terms of relevance of content, ease of use, appropriate language and format, accessibility of the
chosen medium and the timing of delivery. The organizations, policies and funds that are supposed to
facilitate access do not deliver. There are no enough funds available. Funding priorities are not geared
towards ICT projects for rural youths.

Suggestions

1. A sensible recommendations was made by the president of Senegal, Abduolaye Wade (ICT,
2005) that to bridge the digital divide, there was a need for a transfer of resources from the
North to the South for the development of ICTs based on the notion of “Digital Solidarity”.

2. There should be a Digital Solidarity Foundation whose mission would be to manage a Digital
Solidarity Fund (DSF) that would be fed by voluntary donations from countries in the North.
For example, a percentage of the price of every computer sold in the North could help buy
information technology equipment in the South.

3. There resources of the Digital Solidarity Fund (DSF) would be used for: the development of
infrastructure; the development of applications and services for public administrations and
communities (health education etc) in particular for marginalized groups and the
development of new markets and creation of stable jobs; and human resources capacity
building (ICT, 2005).
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There should be a reorientation of nation’s activities to place communication at the core of their
workrislgihdhbenéglted Dbader Aot perativediorbyoialdgdreltiveeanitegration of the conventional and modem
communication tools. We should take advantage of the communications and information revolutions not
only to deliver materials more speedily, but ensure that targets receive material in a form that is useful to
them and in a timely fashion.

This communication is itself a challenge, because it involves a balancing act between using tools
of the information and communication revolution (such as electronic portals and satellite broadcasting) and
keeping in step with conventional technologies which most actors have access (radio, television, seminars
etc). The key lies in constantly searchingly for ways to integrate the two technologies, so that more people
can be reached and information delivered in a more targeted manner.

A blending of the old with the new can be achieved by using conventional channels to make
documentation available to rural actors and support for radio continue with the production of rural radio
resources packs and training. Partners should be encouraged to undertake more horizontal information
flow and to upload and download information for and among them. To change the above, we need to
influence policy makers. This lobbying becomes much easier if we can show that what we want has been
done elsewhere successfully.

Conclusion

Information and communication technologies have come to stay here with us. Though the fact
that there exist a lot of imbalances, there is every need for countries of the world to embrace it especially
developing nations. Its importance to our national development cannot be overemphasized. Nations should
endeavour to provide the basic infrastructural support such as electricity supply on a steady basis, finance,
investment in skills development and a strong political will since a technologically balanced nation can
grow in other spheres like economy, manpower, agriculture etc.
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