Telecentres in South Africa

Peter Benjamin

I am writing in the hope that others can learn from the experience of the telecentre programme of the Universal Service Agency (USA) in South Africa. I have worked with this programme since1996 as a researcher, and for six months I was seconded from Wits University as a senior manager with the USA in 1997.

The USA was an official body set up  by the Telecommunications Act of 1996 “to promote the goal of universal service; encourage, facilitate and offer guidance in respect of any scheme to provide universal access or universal service” (1996 Act, p49).   In practice, its main activity in 1997 – 2000 has been to set up telecentres.

By the end of 2000, in total 65 USA telecentres had been established, 11 ‘mini-telecentres’ and 54 full telecentres. They were in all of the nine provinces of South Africa.  All are in disadvantaged areas of South Africa, the great majority in rural areas.

Mini-telecentre: The minis cost around R15,000 (US$1,500), which was half paid by an entrepreneur and was run as a private small business.  The equipment consisted of one moveable cabinet with a pentium computer and a 3-in-1 (printer, copier and scanner).  Two Vodacom ‘Zigi’ phones provided telephony.  The mini was placed in whatever building the owner preferred.

Full telecentre: The full telecentres were more substantial, costing between R150,000 – R250,000 (US$ 15 – 25,000).  Most of these telecentres were owned by community organisations, such as women’s groups, civics or community forums.  A few were privately owned by entrepreneurs, and many of the newer ones are owned by government institutions such as schools, post offices or Information Points (with the Government Communication and Information Service).  The USA telecentres are expected to provide a community service, as well as being successful small businesses.

They are mainly based in existing buildings that are refurbished, painted in the USA’s white, purple and green colours, and have security bars and alarms fitted.  Furniture to provide cubicles for telephone and computer use is installed.  The equipment they receive varies a little, but usually comprises: 3 - 5  telephone lines together with a management system to know the cost of a call; 2 – 4 new computers; printer, photocopier, fax machine; and usually a scanner, TV and video recorder.  From this brief overview of the equipment, it can be seen that there was little variation in the equipment provided.  In particular, there was little or no effort to match the equipment provided with the specific needs of the local area.  This was partly due to the needs of centralised purchasing of equipment from the USA’s central office.

The 65 telecentres established by early 2001 will be reviewed.  The information comes from a national survey of Community ICT Projects, USA records, personal observation and interview, and was reported at and validated by a workshop of 50 telecentre managers in March 2001.

Of the 65 telecentres,

· 21 (32%) were not operating,

· 12 (18%) were operating without a phone,

· 2 (3%) were operating without any computers, and

· 30 (47%) had both phones and computer working.
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Figure 1 Operating status of the 65 USA Telecentres

About a third of the USA telecentres were not operating at all at the time of this study. These 21 cases were followed up, and below are the primary reasons for their not operating:

· 4 Burglary / theft: A major burglary had taken all or a majority of the equipment and there was not insurance of alternative sources of equipment, so the centre disbanded.
· 4 Technical problems: For technical reasons, the centre did not function.  There were two main reasons – lack of power supplies for rural areas off-grid electricity where generators or other alternative supplies were not possible; and no telephone lines supplied by the phone company (and no skill to operate or demand for the computers).
· 4 Managerial weakness: Unskilled or otherwise incompetent management had led to the collapse of the centre.
· 4 Financial problems: These centres had an insurmountable debt – mostly a Telkom bill they could not pay.  A debt of many R1,000s was impossible to pay, whether generated through fraud, incompetence or Telkom problem was impossible to verify.
· 3 Community conflict: Major tensions in the community between different factions over who should own the telecentre led to the centre closing down.
· 1 Fire: Catastrophic fire led to the damage to the building and destruction of the equipment.
· 1 Repossessed: A telecentre was housed in the building of a community radio station (for good reasons to promote synergy).  However the radio got into debt, their building was repossessed, which took the telecentre equipment too.  A legal case is pending, but people are not hopeful.
So, under half (47%) of the telecentres have both computers and phones working, though all had been provided with this equipment at the start.  This emphasises the difficulties of maintaining ICT equipment in rural and township areas, combined with the difficulties of centralised procurement.

‘Sustainability’

Whether telecentres are sustainable is an important and much asked question.  To attempt to address this question, three loose indicators were used:

· Salary: Whether the telecentres paid a salary to the managers. The USA gave no recurrent funding of the centres – all operating costs, including salaries, had to be generated by the telecentres themselves.  Where salaries are paid, they tend to be low, somewhere between R500 and R1,000 (US$ 50 – 100) per month. 

· ‘Profit’: Whether the telecentre produces a profit monthly.  This is bare operating project (income minus immediate expenses).  It does not consider reserves (e.g. for maintenance), depreciation, and almost all centres do not pay tax.  

· ‘Success’: Whether the telecentre managers and/or the USA field workers feel the centre has been successful. In most cases the managers and fieldworkers views coincided. Of course, this is very subjective.  I hope that in future more in-depth studies of these centres will be carried out, but until then this is a useful gross indicator.
True sustainability is clearly more than economic viability, and the ‘success’ indicator captures a little of that.    The figures for these three indicators for the 62 telecentres where data were obtained are given below:

	Indicator
	Num. YES
	Num. NO
	% YES

	Pay salary
	20
	42
	32%

	‘Profitable’
	23
	39
	37%

	‘Successful’
	30
	32
	48%


18 of the 62 telecentres (29%) had YES for all three of these indicators.  These fortunate few, unsurprisingly, were closely correlated with the ones with more equipment functioning.  Well under half make a bare operating profit, and just under half consider themselves to the ‘successful’.  The figure for ‘Success’ are noticeably higher than for the other two more economic measures.  From further discussion this did seem to be due to the centres seeing themselves as offering a useful service in their areas – bringing computers, and in some cases telephony, for the first time to their community.  (There also certainly was a psychological factor of not wanting to admit failure on your activity for the past few years).

Overall, under a third of the centres appear to have a reasonable chance of sustainability.  Based on focus group discussions with the telecentre managers, there was consensus that to keep operating a telecentre requires a position based on all three measures (profit, salaries and success).  It was also agreed that of the existing USA telecentres, only about a quarter of the telecentres appeared to have a chance of sustainable operation for at least five more years without external assistance.

Factors for success of a telecentre

Certain features repeated themselves in the more successful centers.

Good management: The single greatest factor seemed to be energetic, responsible and trusted managers.  A local ‘champion’ of the project who will do whatever they can to make the project work, is known and accepted in the community, and who will bring people in to use the centre. This is not the same as the most educated person.  Computer and other skills can be taught – drive and respect cannot. 

Develop new services: The better centres were able to develop new services.  The USA provided equipment, not services.  The ‘middling’ telecentres offered equipment usage (make a phone call, fax or copy, or type a letter).  Most of the more successful telecentres were able to learn what services were needed in their community and adapt the centre to provide this.  In Gaseleka they set up a local post office, Home Affairs office and started a local newsletter; in many sites they set up computer training; Botlokwa sells stationery, newspapers and cleaning products; Mkwakwalia prints registers and test papers for the local school; Mamelodi produces a community directory.  The ability to innovate and use the equipment as a tool to produce a needed service is crucial to the success of telecentres.

External linkages:  Another clear characteristic of the more successful centres was that they had links to external organisations, as well as the USA.  Various other donors and partners also supported some centres – the Dutch Nepostel provided some equipment and training; the Canadian IDRC provided extra equipment and follow-up visits to 12 telecentres; the Government Communications and Information Service (GCIS) jointly supported some telecentres as MultiPurpose Community Centres; and 6 telecentres were part of Wits University’s Information Literacy computer training programme.  These linkages tended to greatly increase the chances of ‘success’ of the centre.

Networking: The better telecentres tended to be the ones that linked with other telecentres to share experiences, ideas and solutions.  At the end of 2000, the telecentres in the Northern Province formed a committee and started regularly meeting (in Pietersburg, the main central provincial city), with Peter Lebepe as the chairperson.  This committee shared experiences (e.g. on the best and cheapest place in town to repair computers) and as a group lobbied the USA for better phone systems.

Finances of telecentres

As stated above, 38% of the centres consider themselves profitable, which means a bare operating profit. Of the 34 telecentres asked these questions, only 6 said they paid insurance and 4 paid tax.  Also as mentioned above, less than a half paid a (low) salary.  This has led to many cases of trained staff leaving for better paying jobs, which does threaten sustainability where there is not systematic passing on of skills.

Of particular concern is that the depreciation of equipment is not covered by the financing of telecentres.  Computer equipment tends to have a limited life – both from increased breakdowns, and the sales-induced push to continually upgrade.  If the marketing hype is ignored, it is still likely that computer equipment in hot and dusty areas would need to be replaced in around 4 years (which the earliest established telecentres are starting to approach).  No one (the telecentres or the USA) has budgeted for such replacements.  There are a few telecentres that do generate strong revenue. As mentioned above, the more successful centres tend to have a combination of competent managers, strong local demand, good location, the ability to innovate and develop services to meet local need, and linkages with supportive institutions.  

Top-down programmes

Unintentionally the USA telecentre programme created dependency and stifled local adaptation and ownership.  Crucially, the contract with the suppliers of the telecentre equipment were signed by the USA and not the telecentres.  This was done for understandable reasons of centralised discount purchasing and simplified tender procedures, but this took away control from the telecentres when things went wrong.  To respond to equipment failures, all the telecentre managers could do was hassle the USA.

In some cases, the interests of a local telecentre can be different from the national plan to set up universal access.  A centre in the Northern Cape did not want a payphone installed in the community as this would provide competition and undercut the telecentre.  This led to the Telkom payphone being vandalised.  The telecentre became a block to universal access to telephony – the opposite of its intended role.

As a national system, the Universal Service Agency found it hard to provide a telecentre product that was effective at a local level.  From the experience with telecentres, one could say that top-down planning is very unlikely to achieve bottom-up development.

In conclusion

The USA telecentre programme in South Africa has had very mixed results: a few extremely strong projects where local organisations could use the technologies to meet local needs; and many others where a combination of technical, financial and managerial problems or lack of capacity limited the effectiveness of the telecentres. 

One problem was that the focus of the projects was on the technology more than the development services. To use American slang, we ‘dig’ all the broadband, multi-media, real-time, interactive systems before seeing how they will be applied. There is a ‘Dig-it-all’ divide – a division between the hype of the technology and what how it can be used by people in poverty.   I am glad to report that in 2001, under a new head, the USA appears to be shifting its focus to addressing development more than technological goals.

While we are learning how to establish centres in rural areas to get this technology out, we have not found how useful these technology can be in  supporting development.  Where the community ICT projects have not failed, they have served to diffuse the technology.  To use the phrase of Manuel Castells (1996), we have increased the spread of Global Informational Capitalism.  The real question is how these technologies can increase the capacity and freedom of people to bring about their own development (Sen, 1999).

In South and Southern Africa, we are building a network to share experiences between community ICT activists.  For more information, please check www.communitysa.org.za, or email me on peter@sn.apc.org
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		USA Telecentre Status report																																		1		Not op

		21 March 2001																																		2		Partial (No phone)

																																				3		Partial (with phone)

		Data from USA report, discussions with fieldworkers, CICT survey.																																		4		Phone & computer

		PROV		NAME		Internet		PC usage		Pub phone		Fax		Copy		Org Type		Org Link		Profitable		Salary		Successful		Comment

		Gaut		Mamelodi		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		IDRC, IL		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well.  Burglary in Dec 200										4

				Tembisa		No		Yes		No		No		No		Priv		IDRC, IL		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing OK.  Govt code phone problem										2

				Siyabonga		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		Dutch		Yes		Yes		Yes		Recently started working										4

				Ikwezi		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-								Just started										4

				Tswelopele		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-								Just started										4

		Mpum		Moteti		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		IDRC		No		No		No		No phones, focus computer										2

				Makoko		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-								Just started										4

				Mpuluzi		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing OK, breaking even.										4

				Graskop (Mini)		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Just break even.  Problem with DECT phone coverage										4

				Kwamhlanga (Mn)		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Priv		-		No		No		No		Telkom problems.										2

		KZN		Bhamshele		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		GCIS		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well.  New GCIS MPCC site.  Govt code Telkom.										4

				Ekuphumuleni		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		Dutch		Yes		No		Yes		Operating OK after Telkom problem.										4

				Inanda		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating after burglary, April 2000										1

				Emgazini		No		No		Yes		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Operating weakly.										3

				Senamile		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Improvement after not operating.										4

				Ndumo		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating - Telkom phone bill problem										1

				Ndundulu		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating										1

				Bulwer		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Managerial problems.										1

				Bhekuzulu		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Operating weakly - phone bill metering problem										2

				Emangweni (Mini)		No		No		No		No		No		Priv		-		No		No		No		Started well, now tech problems										1

		W C		Khayelitsha (Mini)		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Running OK										4

				Khanya, Paarl		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Burglary Nov 2000.										1

				Zwelethemba		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		GCIS		No		No		Yes		Operating now, since Jan 2001										4

				Andrie Gopie(Min)		No		No		No		No		No		Priv		-		No		No		No		Not operating. Financial problems, fire early 2000.										1

				Vuyani Tyilana(Min)		No		No		No		No		No		Priv		-		No		No		No		Not operating - not making money										1

				Sir Lowry's Pass		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Did operate.  Community Conflict										1

		PROV		NAME		Internet		PC usage		Pub phone		Fax		Copy		Org Type		Org Link		Profitable		Salary		Successful		Comment

		E C		Duncan Village		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		Yes		No		Yes		Operating OK.  Good computer training.										4

				Lebone		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not op. DECT & No electricity										1

				Tshatshu		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not op. DECT & No electricity										1

				Tombo		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		GCIS		No		No		Yes		Phone problems, just starting.										2

				Siyahluma		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Priv		IDRC		Yes		Yes		Yes		Women owned. Just started, OK										4

				Ndevana		No		No		No		No		No		Com		IDRC		No		No		No		Closed - conflicts, phone bill.										1

				Machibini		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		No phones - awaits commission. Break-in Jan 2001										1

				Siyakhana		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		Yes		Started recently.										4

				Kowa (Mini)		No		No		No		No		No		Priv		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Finance problem.										1

				Hlwahlwazi		No		No		No		No		No		Com		IDRC		No		No		No		Vodacom finance issue										1

		N P		Gaseleka		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		No		Com		InfoLit		Yes		Yes		Yes		Very successful. New services										4

				Mohodi		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		IDRC, IL		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well, esp comp train										4

				Botlokwa		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		IDRC, IL		Yes		No		Yes		Small, mostly comp train										4

				Mankweng		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		Yes		Breaking even, but little need in area, small demand										4

				Mothapo		Yes		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		InfoLit		Yes		Yes		Yes		Successful, esp comp train, but phone disconnected.										2

				Apel		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		IDRC, IL		No		Yes		Yes		No phones, comp train										2

				Thakalang		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		-		No		No		Yes		Operating, but phones disconnected as bill too high.										2

				Makuleke		No		No		No		No		No		Com		IDRC		No		No		No		Weak management, not operate										1

				Lwamondo		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Com		-		No		Yes		Yes		Operating OK.										4

				Mkwakwalia (Min)		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well.										4

				Acornhoek (Mini)		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing very well.  Very profitable.										4

				Marota (Mini)		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Priv		-		No		No		No		Managerial problems										4

				Lekgoathi (Mini)		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well.										4

		F S		Mangaung		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Building repossessed (with Radio)										1

				MUCPP		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating - no phones										1

				Zastron		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Operating, problems: Elec poor, bad UPS & Proptel.										4

				Clocolan		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Running well.										4

				Reitz / Petsana		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		Yes		No		Yes		Running well.										4

				Twedeng		No		Yes		Yes		No		Yes		Com		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well, with Zigi phone										4

		PROV		NAME		Internet		PC usage		Pub phone		Fax		Copy		Org Type		Org Link		Profitable		Salary		Successful		Comment

		NW		Boitekong		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Priv		IDRC						Yes		Computers doing well.										2

				Masana		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		OK, but poor phone management system										4

				Modimosana		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Priv		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		No phones, but computers doing OK										2

				Vryburg		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Management problems.										1

				Epelegeng		No		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		Yes		Yes		Yes		Doing well with phones.										3

		N C		Mathlomola		No		Yes		Yes		Yes		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Management weak, underused equipment.										4

				Newtown		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Not operating.  Burglary - eqpt recovered.										1

				Valspan		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Operating weakly.										2

				Pescodia		No		No		No		No		No		Com		-		No		No		No		Closed down.  Community conflict										1

				Leliefontein		No		Yes		No		No		Yes		Com		-		No		No		No		Underused- small pop, 80% unemploy, low demand										2

		PROV		NAME		Internet		PC usage		Pub phone		Fax		Copy						Profitable		Salary		Successful

				Total YES		5		42		32		24		41						22		20		30

				Total No		60		23		33		40		24						38		41		32

				% Yes		8		65		49		38		63						37		33		48

		SUMMARY				Numb.		%				PROVINCES

				Data on:		65												Gauteng		N P		F S		Mpum		N C		KZN		WC		NW		EC

												Total number						5		13		6		5		5		10		6		5		10		65

				Not operating:		21		32				Not operating:						0		1		2		0		2		5		4		1		6

				Partial (no phone)		12		18				Partial (no phone)						1		3		0		2		2		1		0		2		1

				Partial (w/ phone)		2		3				Partial (w/ phone)						0		0		0		0		0		1		0		1		0

				Phone & computer:		30		46				Phone & computer:						4		9		4		3		1		3		2		1		3

				With internet		5		8		(Mothapo, Gaseleka, Siyahluma, Zastron, Bhamshele)

																				Internet		8

																				Fax		38

																				Public phone		49

																				Copier		63

																				PC Usage		65

																				Salary		33

																				Profitable		37

																				Successful		48
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