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Abstract

The digital divide between the rich and poor nations is widening and

Africa’s absorption and use of digital technologies has been

worrisome. The situation currently has a spill over effect on Africa’s

information service delivery in libraries and information centres; since

they rely on information technologies for their effectiveness. This

article underscores the foregoing and further zeroes in on the

advancements in the area of digital technologies, stressing the need for

the emergence of true digital libraries in Africa. The imperatives for

bridging the divide and remedying information services delivery as it

were, were emphasised. The paper concludes with the position that

closing the digital divide and salvaging Africa’s information service

delivery will remain a farce unless Africa addressed her basic

problems of poverty, illiteracy, lack of general infrastructure and

decay etc and raise capacities of her people.
Introduction

The digital revolution of today no doubt transformed society profoundly. In many parts of the

world, information technology has been harnessed and used in improving all aspects of the
socioeconomic and cultural life of the people. In the industrial nations of the world, information and
communication technologies have served as the engine for development, but the scenario pervading
Africa and other developing economies of the world leaves much to be desired. In fact, majority of the
world’s population are yet to benefit meaningfully from this revolution. There is a serious digital division
between the ‘rich’ nations and the ‘poor’ ones. What we have now is a technology gap, that actually
opened up during the industrial revolution. The global digital divide appears to be widening and
invariably making the attainment of a truly global information society a farce. The information service
industry (as depicted by library and information centres) in Africa has not achieved much in global terms
because it lacks the financial and technical capacities to compete. Libraries and information centres in
Africa have not seized the opportunities of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) to take a
guantum leap forward; thereby developing its operations and invariably developing its creative capacities
and becoming properly integrated into the virtual knowledge economy. The task of bridging the yawning
global digital divide calls for actions locally, nationally and internationally.

The Widening Gap and Africa’s Dilemma

The absorption and use of digital technology in Africa, over the years, have not been
encouraging though significant progress has been recorded in other areas such as mobile telephony and
internet connectivity in the continent. Moyela (2002) avers that all African countries are currently linked
to the Internet. South Africa was the first to connect in 1991 and Eritrea did it last in 2000. He adds that
the number of mobile networks in Africa grew to 100 in 2000 from 33 in 1995. With many African
countries now having competitive mobile markets, Africa’s mobile subscriber user base is likely to be on
the ascendancy. Despite all these achievements, African telephony map and Internet connectivity in
recent times, teledensity ratio in Africa in the opinion of Hommer-Dixon (2000) remains poor in global
terms. Indeed, Internet use is still very much limited.

Physical access to digital technology in Africa remain a problem. Majority of the people in
Africa, cannot afford these ‘luxuries’ owing to poverty. According to Ishaq (2001) internet density is still
much higher in industrialised as well as in affluent and educated communities in every country than
elsewhere. The Internet, he adds, threatens to magnify the existing socio-economic disparities between
those with access and those without, to levels unseen and untenable. Compulife (1998) cited in Fajola
(1998) also contends that the Internet status as a world wide network is largely an exaggeration, that
recent estimates suggest that about half of the computers hooked up to the Internet are in North America
with the rest spread out in other countries. The fact remains that the divide is widening just as
information and communication technology advance broadband. This situation will
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prevail unless there is concerted effort to bridge it stopping it from being too expansive and intractable.

Indeed, Africa has a great deal to do in terms of ‘catching up’ with the industrialized nations.
As tremendous advances are being made in digital technologies, the future for Africa’s Information and
Communication Technology absorption and use looks the more bleak. Like any technological
revolution, digital technology advances, according to Gates (2001), will come in waves; the first which
spanned the 1990s transformed how we communicate and get information. Almost overnight, the
Personal Computer and Internet enabled business and people to exchange e-mail, ideas and data
instantaneously. The next wave he adds, will have far broader impact as the Personal Computer will be
joined by a growing range of intelligent devices, all connected by faster, cheaper and more reliable
network connections; we will see a vast transformation of products and services into digital form, from
books to movie to business billing systems.

Few years from now, the average home entertainment system might not look much different
from what it is today. But it will probably have an Internet connection that enables it to download and
play digital music and video, display album artwork and song titles on the television and even interrupt
your listening, if an important message arrives. It will have a central processor, disk storage, graphics
hardware and some kind of intuitive user interface’, add a wireless mouse and keyboard and this house
entertainment system will start looking a lot like a personal computer (Gates, 2002).

The above scenario points to the fact that we are in the early years of a truly digital decade, in
which the intelligence of the Personal Computer is finding its way into all kinds of devices;
transforming them from passive appliances to more significant and indispensable tools for everyday
life.

The lessons from these advancements in relation to library and information service delivery in
the establishment and proliferation of digital libraries in the continent. Magara (2002) conceptualises a
digital library as automated or electronic library which offers activities such as accessing, retrieval,
processing, automatic indexing and textual analysis. He adds that a digital library is enabled by the
users of computer and telecommunication systems, offering facilities for accessing collection of
automated libraries on-line. Digital libraries and information centres, in the words of Adebisi (1998),
will facilitate greater capabilities of bringing vast and useful information directly to users. It also has
the potential to improve educational standards, promote knowledge, information related activities and
ultimately an informed society. Citing Sloane (1997) Ojedokun (2000) stressed that digital libraries
hold more useful up to date and relevant information than most university libraries and certainly all
categories of libraries. They also contain a wealth of simple information of direct applicability to
everyday subjects and they offer a number of other advantages, one of which is ubiquity.

Challenges

The task of bridging the yawning digital divide is a challenging one that requires an urgent
attention of the African continent as a whole. First and foremost, closing the digital gap in the opinion
of Moyela (2002) must be done without tying African countries to outdated technologies. Opportunities
for economic growth and development must be created within the context of the global village which is
divided between the “haves and have-nots” ignorance and poverty must be tackled as tackled as
economic progress takes place.

African political leaders and governments need to have the political will to put in place, the
right environment capable of attracting investments. There is also the need for a responsive regulatory
interjections and a more pro-active positioning. This will, in turn, ensure improvement in information
and communication technology infrastructure, and the springing up of digital projects in many places
including digital libraries. All such projects will need to be supported, promoted and replicated with
national and international assistance. This is because, the more widespread the digital opportunities
become, the greater will be the incentives to gain access.

Africa must also make itself attractive and encourage foreign direct investment (FDI) which is
a key to helping developing economies grow. The foreign direct investment in Africa in recent times
has stagnated and something urgent must be done to reverse this situation. In addition, there is the
need for Africa to step up domestic investment initiatives, so that capacity and buoyancy can be
generated with the markets and its institutions. This position is in line with the belief that some, if not
most of the solutions to Africa’s digital problems, reside within the African environment.



Towards Salvaging the Widening Digital Divide and Information Service Delivery In Africa

Bridging the digital divide, and salvaging Africa’s information service delivery also require the
building of capacity for existing institutions and skill acquisitions. Existing digital libraries, information
centres and information and communication technology institutions, especially regulatory ones, need to
help build and upgrade the in-house expertise and the human resource base. Increase in the use of African
expertise should be encouraged so as to breed technical know-how locally.

Information service delivery as carried out by libraries and information centres in Africa will
thrive and ensure development only when African countries build and maintain a national digital
information infrastructure which according to Alemie (1998) cited in Ojedokun (200), consists of a
communication network, a strategic national information system network and widespread access to
address the shortage of management and technical expertise in Africa. This is necessary to fully exploit
the potentials of digital information service delivery, can be tackled through the acquisition of
information literacy skill which Ojedokun (2000) described as the knowledge and skills relating to
locating, processing, exchanging and effectively using information regardless of delivery mechanism and
types of format.

Finally there is the need for increased access and use of digital technologies in Africa. Access
according to Ishaq (2001) is a basic necessity, if not a right. While the industrial nations guarantee access
to Information and Communication Technology anywhere, anytime and through many types of devices,
African countries lack the infrastructure, and the countries cannot afford such array of choices.

What Hope For Africa?

The point made above are noteworthy, but can this divide be effectively bridged? Can Africa’s
information service delivery system get out of its present situation? The answer to these questions are
elusive for now. This is because, the digital and information revolution for now is still growing, so it will
be impossible to predict whether it will provide unique opportunity for the poor to leapfrog into
prosperity and economic growth or whether the divide will widen the more with time, thus relegating
majority of the world’s population particularly Africans to a technological underclass. On the whole, it is
pertinent to note and indeed certain that the digital divide between developed and developing nations and
the pervading poor library and information services in Africa transcends physical access to technology.
The constraints at local, national and international levels with regard to access is purely financial. The
funds for building the necessary local infrastructure and procurement of equipment are lacking. At the
national level, foreign exchange cost of importing equipment and services has to be met while the
funding mechanism at the international stage to promote universal access has never been galvanized. It is
necessary to mention at this juncture that, in reality, the widening divide is the result of complex factors
which have little to do with technology. The divide cannot be realistically closed until we are able to raise
the basic capacities of the average African. The poorest countries will find it difficult to commit
substantial resources to technology initiatives when their citizens are illiterate, do not have enough food,
have limited or no access to good health services and lack other basic needs such as social security.
Simply providing technology and the necessary conditions for it to work will not close the divide. The
same applies to Africa’s information service delivery which relies on digital technologies to be effective
and efficient. But because majority of the African people are poor and saddled with meeting the basic
needs of life, their understanding of the need for information services for meaningful living and for
competitive advantage will suffer blurred conceptualization Africa needs to address its basic problems
before embracing integration in the context of the true global economy.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The benefits inherent in the absorption and use of Information and Communication
Technologies and widespread use of digital libraries cannot be overstressed even though the so called
digital divide is widening and African libraries and information centres have not seized the
opportunities provided by Information and Communication technology as desired. And as the gap
widens owing to advances in Information and Communication technology, and Africa continues to lag
behind in providing effective and efficient information services, it become imperative for the African
people and their governments to brace up to the challenges ahead. In addition, it is pertinent to
recommend here, that African governments and indeed Nigeria’s government must come to terms and
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in fact recognize the significant role information plays in national development; particularly as the world
drifts towards the true digital age.

Adequate emphasis must be placed on capacity for the people and for African institutions so
that they can be equipped with the necessary knowledge, skills and technical known-how needed for the
digital age. Mass sensitization and education of the people from primary to tertiary levels, should be
carried out in Information and Communication Technology (ICT) appreciation and use. Governments in
Africa should also welcome foreign technical assistance and investment in the service delivery and
technology sub-sectors of their information sector. Also an enabling environment for the success of the
foregoing must be put in place, while the governments of African states must encourage local technology
initiatives and also invest in local digital information infrastructure such that the digital culture and could
emerge effortlessly. Above all, it is crucial to note the foregoing will become a reality in African only
when Africa tackles its basic problems of poverty, illiteracy, instability and general infrastructure lack
and decay before reaping the fruits of global integration.
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