EDITORIAL: THE TELECENTER ENVIRONMENT IN 2002

Royal D. Colle & Raul Roman
In this issue of the Journal, we have collected a wide range of experiences related especially to the incubation phase of telecenter development around the world. The authors have been intimately involved with finding out what works and what does not when telecenters unfold in a community. In this introduction, as we make a brief exploration of the environment that exerts forces on the telecenter movement, we will preview the ideas of the authors, whose contributions form a catalogue of Alessons learned@ and Abest practices.@ 

The telecenter movement
As it swept across the world in the 1990s, the Internet became an integral part of the routine communication activities of governments, businesses and the general public in many countries.  While many were able to get their own individual computers and connections to the digital world, many others depended on some kind of shared access. In the latter, governments, non-governmental organizations (NGO), and the private sector played significant roles. By 2002 three principal tracks of shared access had emerged: the cybercafé, the information access point (IAP), and the telecenter. Frequently Atelecenter@ is used as a generic term for all three of these approaches: however, it is useful to acknowledge their distinctive characteristics because, as Proenza notes in this publication, there may be lessons that each can learn from the other, and in fact, there may be conversions and mutations from one to the other.

Telecenters. Typically, telecenters offer a broad range of communication services related to the needs of the community, some of which are free or subsidized by external bodies such as governments or NGOs. These might include: desktop publishing, community newspapers, sales or rental of audio and videocassette and DVDs, book lending, training, photocopying, faxing, and telephone services. Others – like the Hungarian telecottages and the Western Australia Telecenter Network telecenters – offer services such as banking and employment services (see the articles by Short and Sabien).


The idea of a community sharing computer technology emerged prominently in the 1980s especially with the introduction of the telecottage in Scandinavia. The initial purpose of those telecottages was to fight against the marginalization of remote rural places in the anticipated Information Society. With the sprouting of the Internet in the1990s, a new breed of telecottages appeared in Hungary. Supported initially by the US Agency for International Development (USAID), these telecottages were built around social and economic development, computers, and the Internet. Oddly, the Hungarian program was less a technology initiative and more an effort to help Hungary rebuild local government after the collapse of the centralized political and economic structure. Hungarian telecottages were part of the robust movement that marked the close of the 20th century, with momentum that has continued into this century: Hungary, for example, is planning to expand its telecottage program from 100 to 500 over the next few years. (See the article by Gáspár.)

Cybercafés The commercially-oriented cybercafés that are found on streets adjoining China=s Tiananmen Square to the neighborhoods of Buenos Aires have been an equally energetic movement. They are usually in the private sector and focus primarily on providing customers with the use of computers and connections to the Internet and the Worldwide Web. Their clients tend to be more urban, more educated, and more economically well off than the clients of telecenters. In comparison, telecenters tend to be in the public sector and focus on more isolated people (like villagers), and lower income and less educated people. While both cybercafés and telecenters might offer training in computer and web use, the telecenter is more likely to offer other kinds of training, including non-formal education and distance learning in agriculture, health, basic education, entrepreneurship, and other fields particularly related to community development. 

IAP. Information access points fall between the cybercafé and telecenter approach. They have the narrow focus on the Internet, but tend to have a public service mandate. The most dramatic example is Canada=s Community Access Program that established 10,000 access points in rural and urban areas across the country between 1994 and 2001. Computers and network connections were placed in community centers, libraries, schools, and other public places in order to make Canada the most interconnected country in the world (Pfiester, Roman & Colle 2000). Canada=s success has energized other IAP initiatives: the Government of México is poised to establish a network of Centros Comunitarios Digitales as part of its Sistema Nacional e-México; across the world, in the State of Tamil Nadu, the Sustainable Access in Rural India (SARI) project has plans to establish kiosks in up to 100 villages in Madurai District as the first phase of an initiative that will see thousands of IAP kiosks flooding villages all over the state.

In 2000, the organization Health Information for Development (HID) in the United Kingdom laid out a plan to set up C particularly in developing nations C a vast number of health-information resource centers called Information Waystations. These are backed by information-collecting-and-processing Ahubs@ called Staging Posts. The intent is to funnel appropriate health information from nations in the North and the South to individuals and health workers in developing nations using locally relevant terms and language. This is a specialized version of IAPs.

Similarly, the World Health Organization presented a seven-year plan to establish the Health InterNetwork Project. It is an initiative to facilitate the flow of health information worldwide using Internet technologies. Among its provisions are (1) making available reliable and relevant local and international public health content and (2) establishing 10,000 to14,000 new public health information access points, linked to an electronic/Internet-based HealthInterNetwork portal.

The international context
The first stage of the effort to help people gain the benefits of new information and communication technology (ICT) has been heavily devoted to institution building and connectivity, that is, the physical links between people and the digital world. These efforts have ranged from making computers available and creating Internet Service Providers (ISP), to inventing innovative ways of establishing the telecommunications links. (See Jensen in this issue.) Telecenter development has been part of this effort.

In mid-2000, the eight major industrial nations (the G-8) acknowledged that ICT Ais one of the most potent forces in shaping the twenty-first century [and] its revolutionary impact affects the way people live, learn and work, and the way government interacts with civil society.@  Emerging from the discussion was the Okinawa Charter on the Global Information Society. Its framers announced that Athis Charter represents a call to all, in both the public and private sectors, to bridge the international information and knowledge divide.@ The Charter also renewed a commitment of the G-8 nations Ato the principle of inclusion: everyone, everywhere should be enabled to participate in and no one should be excluded from the benefits of the global information society.@  The G-8 launched a major effort to strengthen all nations= potential to be part of this Information Age starting with a Digital Opportunity Task Force (DOT)  which reported to the G-8 in mid-2001. The DOT noted the relationship between high priority international development goals and communication (see Box 1 at the end of this article) and emphasized that
Harnessing the power of information and communication technologies can contribute substantially to realizing every one of these goals; either directly (e.g. through greater availability of health and reproductive information, training of medical personnel and teachers, giving opportunity and voice to women, expanding access to education and training) or indirectly (through creating new economic opportunities that lift individuals, communities and nations out of poverty.) Creating digital opportunities is not something that happens after addressing the Acore@ development challenges; it is a key component of addressing those challenges in the 21st century.

The Dot Force plan of action includes four principal directions for action. One deals with connectivity issues; the other three deal with non-hardware issues such as policy, capacity building, and developing appropriate content. We should emphasize here that the initiatives directed toward ICT development are relevant to telecenters, cybercafés and IAPs because, for a majority of the world=s population, for a long time, these local establishments may be their only entry point into cyberspace and the benefits of ICT. The G-8 and DOT action expressed an explicit international policy supporting the spread of ICTs and telecenters. 


In October 2001, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) provided a Afast-track follow-up@ to the G-8 action-plan by launching a Trust Fund for Information and Communication Technology for Development, with the Japanese Government making the first contribution of US$5 million. 

Examples of international approaches to ‘ICT for Development’: E-readiness and Development Gateways
Two programs supported by the World Bank are important in the telecenter movement. These are recent initiatives of InfoDev, a multi-donor unit in the Bank=s Global Information and Communications Department. InfoDev has a mandate to promote the use of ICT for social and economic development. The programs are Ae-Readiness@ and ACountry Gateways@ and they are especially relevant to building a supportive environment for telecenters. 

E-Readiness. E-Readiness is an assessment of a country=s status regarding ICT infrastructure, the accessibility of ICT to the population, the suitability of the policy environment for ICT effectiveness, and a country's everyday use of ICT. The infoDev program has become a major funder of countries that want to do such assessments. By the end of 2001 more than 130 assessments had been undertaken, with repetition as many as six times in some countries. The key actors in doing or supporting e-Readiness studies in addition to infoDev are the UNDP, the World Economic Forum (WEF), the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), USAID, and the U.K. Department for International Development. More than 15 e-Readiness assessment tools have been developed in recent years and these are compared on a web page whose URL is given at the end of this article. In late 2001, one key expert observed that there have been many e-Readiness assessments but virtually no action (Teresa Peters, Chairman of Bridges.org, at the InfoDev Symposium 2001 in Washington.) A major challenge in the e-Readiness world is gathering reliable data at the local level and building appropriate programs there. The Global Network Readiness Project, a joint project of Harvard=s Center for International Studies, the Markle Foundation, the WEF, IBM, the UNDP and the United Nations Foundation, is forming a network of experts to provide advice to nations interested in moving into concrete strategies. Two articles in this publication explore some of the challenges in developing and implementing policy (Ernberg) and conducting meaningful research assessments, particularly at the local level in developing countries (Roman and Blattman).

Country Gateways. In September 2001, infoDev announced a Country Gateways program and allocated US$1.8 million for fiscal year 2001. It is a partner to the World Bank=s Development Gateway initiative which is directed by the Development Gateway Foundation, a public-private partnership created in December 2001 and whose Board of Directors represents civil society and public and private donors. The Development Gateway is an Internet portal for information on sustainable development and poverty reduction. It expects to help fill the knowledge and communication needs of government officials and promote government quality and efficiency by providing information on best practices, networks for sharing solutions and experiences, and tools for analysis and problem-solving.  Its Asearch engine@ is dedicated to helping public, civil society and private sector people navigate the Internet to find useful information and resources. For one example, officials in a community in a developing nation wants to attract investors to the community. They need to advertise the community=s assets and provide legal information and data on infrastructure and the local labor market. The Gateway provides an international Aplatform@ for diffusing this information widely.  

When it was first introduced, the Gateway stirred up substantial controversies because some perceived it as a Asuper-site@ and a gatekeeper on development information, and some thought its management and control might not be impartial and beneficial to all. AA measure of success of the Development Gateway Foundation,@ says a Bank official, Awill be how much it helps connect existing Internet portals and networks and brings together more resources for government, civil society, and donor agency ICT initiatives.@
The Country Gateways are independently owned and operated partners of the Development Gateway. Each gateway (32 have reached the planning stage) is designed to provide country-level information and resources, and promote local content development and knowledge sharing. In some cases, Country Gateways will provide e-government, e-business, and e-learning, and, overall, contribute to better connectivity and use of ICT. InfoDev provides funding for planning of gateways (an average of US$50,000, but up to US$100,000) and may also provide funding for start-up activity.

Major challenges for 2002


These international efforts, plus many by bi-lateral and multi-lateral donors such as USAID, Canada=s International Development Research Center, the UN=s Food and Agriculture Organization, UNESCO and the ITU remain important in the incubation of telecenters, especially those intended to produce social change and alleviate poverty. In the next stage of telecenter development, they and a variety of other actors will need to continue beyond connectivity and physical infrastructure concerns and concentrate on how to use ICT and telecenters effectively for development. The question of telecenter effectiveness merges into a discussion of sustainability and viability, a significant subject that is woven throughout this issue of the Journal. (For example, see Proenza, Short, Sabien and Dagron.) Based on those articles ideas and our own experiences with telecenters, we offer a list of factors vital to telecenter sustainability and for the purposes of the following discussion we will revert to using Atelecenters@ in the generic sense.

1. Concerted efforts to make telecenter content relevant to local needs.
One of the biggest challenges telecenters face is providing relevant information and services for its stakeholders. To survive, telecenters must be substantially demand-driven (although Dagron offers a different perspective on this matter) and this translates into the need to have relevant and useful content. Some organizations B such as the Country Gateways B are working on the content problems but much of the information available via electronic networks may not meet communities= needs for local and localized information on agriculture, health, entrepreneurship and jobs, and nearby markets. A telecenter may also have low relevance if information is in unfamiliar or inappropriate language or dialects. For example, while there are more than 12,000 web page listings under Ahealth@ on the Internet, the material is useless to many because most of it is in English, and much is expressed in ways unfamiliar even to English speakers in Kenyan towns and villages.

A case in India shows how the staff of a Avillage knowledge center@ dealt with the issues of relevance and language. The M. S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) was convinced that the local people had the capacity to absorb the new communication technology, but the question was: can people get the information they need and want in the way they want it? The centers established by the Foundation demonstrated ingenuity, creativity and sensitivity in developing their information products. In one case, because some villagers were not literate, computer network information such as weather reports was downloaded as audio files. These were then played on loudspeakers in front of the centers. In addition, project volunteers in the villages built their own data bases to go with those external sources to provide local information on agricultural, health and government programs for low income people. 

 The clustering of telecenters in some fashion can help support a Avalue addition center.@ MSSRF has made this arrangement, and the cost of producing local information is spread over a number of telecenters. (See Thamizoli and Balasubramanian in this collection).  We take this up in another context below. 

(2) A commitment by policy-makers, and following that commitment with funding and organisational support for multi-year programmes.
tc \l4 "(2) A commitment by policy-makers, and following that commitment with funding and organisational support for multi-year programmes.
The Canadian Government went beyond the rhetoric of an Information Society and committed people and funding to making the Internet affordable in rural and urban communities across the nation. It made a six year commitment, providing start-up money and an infrastructure to help local organisations make it work. While the resources offered are not enough for a complete comprehensive multi-purpose telecenter, the imprimatur of the national government combined with some serious money significantly motivated a nation-wide community-based effort that commanded provincial, regional and local participation (Pfiester, Roman and Colle 2000).

Similarly, in Australia the Federal Government=s move to create the ANetworking the Nation@ fund has been instrumental in Tasmania=s development of 59 Open Access Centres, and a program in New South Wales to set up 55 multi-purpose ATechnology Centres@ (Short and Latchem, 2000; and both Short and Sabien in this issue). In South Africa, the 1996 Telecommunications Act created the Universal Service Agency which has been the key actor in establishing and funding telecentres in under-served and rural areas of the country. (Benjamin, in this issue). 

Besides the direct funding available and the administrative push, a national policy can also be instrumental in providing a favourable regulatory and tariff climate, and in producing the human resources that are vital to a telecenter movement. For example, to support its policy goal of becoming an Information Society superpower, the Indian government doubled the number of persons it would graduate from its technology training institutes. The Egyptian Government=s plan for incorporating ICT in its business and socio-economic development includes C besides Technology Access Community Centres in rural areas C creation of facilities in all its 27 provinces that can train 30,000 people annually in computer uses. (Kamel, 2000, and Hashem, in this issue).

Sustainability and government policy are often closely related. For example, governments are being pushed to make policies that will enable communities to take greater advantage of ICT. In December 2001, the State of Alaska persuaded the USA=s Federal Government to allow schools with low-cost subsidized Internet connections to use the same facility, with its excess capacity, for the community during after-school hours. This allows Alaskans in remote communities without toll-free dial-up service to have an affordable telecenter by Apiggy-backing@ on the Internet access already available in schools that, as in many rural areas, are already the center of their communities.

3. Partnerships for translating national policy into action through governmental and non-governmental bodies at the regional and local levels. 
tc \l4 "3. Partnerships for translating national policy into action through governmental and non-governmental bodies at the regional and local levels. 
National policy and national government funding do not necessarily translate into centralised planning and operations. Hungary has demonstrated that a former socialist country steeped in centralised planning could develop a Atelecottage@ system built on local non-governmental organisations (NGOs) with community ownership and management. It is called a Acivic initiative@ with its emphasis on local NGOs applying for government telecottage grants and showing that they have the support of local governments or private organisations. (Gáspár in this issue).

Where are the universities?
One of the oddest characteristics of the telecenter movement is the absence of universities as partners in the production and packaging of research-based factual information, even though many have been very active on the technical side, including, for example, India=s Institutes of Technology and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology=s Media Lab. The social role of the university historically has been to create, store and diffuse knowledge, a collection of activities that partially parallels some telecenter operations. Yet, few major link telecenters to universities as an institutionalized source of information. Universities could play a significantly broader role in the world=s efforts to employ ICTs for sustainable development and poverty reduction. We have identified at least ten ways this could happen. These include the following roles for universities: 

(1) Conduct continual research on community information needs so that appropriate information resources can be developed.

(2) Conduct on-going e-Readiness studies at the regional and community levels and interpret their results for regional and local policy formulation and action.

(3) Convert its own research and Aacademic@ knowledge into education, information, and training packages suitable for community use.

(4) Mobilize, interpret, integrate, and package information from external authoritative sources and tailor it to the needs of populations in surrounding communities.

(5) Train students in the application of ICTs to development problems by: assigning them as student interns at community telecenters, having them collect indigenous case studies and "lessons learned" related to development initiatives, involving them in data collection and processing related to e-Readiness and information needs analysis studies, and training them in the process of information packaging.

(6) Design and execute ICT training programs for various community groups, especially those who are likely to be by-passed by conventional ICT training.

(7) Through their participation as students in this program, prepare a new generation of professionals in various sectors to use and support the application of ICT and telecenters to community development and poverty alleviation programs.

(8) Provide on-going monitoring and evaluation support to the initiative.

(9) Actively contribute to the Country Gateway system.

(10) Orient university officials and faculty to ICT-for-development so they can be opinion-leaders in this area.

A small start is being made in India where the Tamil Nadu University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences (TANUVAS) is revamping some of its training and research centers to make them into telecenters support units. While the related village information centers can access web pages from far distant places, they will also have available information from the university=s research labs, packaged to their needs by the TANUVAS information support unit. (Roman and Blattman). Some universities already have experience and commitments that are relevant to community development information and training through ICT and telecenters. For example, in some parts of the world, universities have been involved in extension, a system designed to link researchers with potential users of their research. And since the days of correspondence courses, universities have used a variety of media for distance learning, especially focusing on formal education at secondary school and college levels. However, few universities have yet taken the step toward linking their knowledge resources to the potential of the telecenter movement. 

Some universities have become involved in the new Country Gateway activities. For example, universities in West Bank and Gaza, the Dominican Republic, Rwanda and Nicaragua have received planning grants from the InfoDev program. (Personal communication from Robert Valantin, World Bank.) 
4. Local Achampions@ (innovators) who can mobilise others (early adopters, opinion leaders) to accept the vision of an ICT telecenter programme.
tc \l4 "4. Local Achampions@ (innovators) who can mobilise others (early adopters, opinion leaders) to accept the vision of an ICT telecenter programme.
The main reason for the extraordinary reputation of the Gasaleka Telecenter as one of the most active and vibrant in South Africa is Masilo Mokobane, director of the project. In spite of nagging infrastructure and economic problems, we discovered him to be a telecenter visionary. From the first day, Mokobane has not only been fighting for survival of the center, but he has been entertaining new ideas to better serve his community through the use of new communication technologies. He personifies what we call a Achampion.@


The obscurity and abstractness of the AInformation Society@ requires the missionary zeal of individuals who can translate and demonstrate the relevance and application of these kinds of concepts to the realities of the community. And for the innovator to be from the community itself increases the credibility and potential diffusion of the telecenter initiative (Rogers, 1995; also Rogers and Shukla in this issue).

5. The significant value of community volunteers in operating telecentres.
tc \l4 "5. The significant value of community volunteers in operating telecentres.
In most communities, volunteers offer a variety of benefits to multi-purpose telecenters. They contribute to the day-in, day-out supervision of the facilities B a potential personnel expense that many cannot afford. But the volunteer has deeper significance: the variety of volunteers in a system provides telecenter clientele with personal models with whom they can identify and feel comfortable. In telecenters throughout the world, one can find high school and college students, retired business people, active and retired school teachers, and others providing one-on-one and group training and assistance. Volunteers can also contribute to enlightened decision-making in the telecenter because they reflect a variety of community constituencies. 

The challenge for telecentres is to move from largely spontaneous use and management of volunteers to developing an explicit strategic plan for recruiting, training, retaining and rewarding volunteers. Trish Barron in Western Australia=s Telecenter Support Unit summarises the volunteer issue in three words: AGain, Train, Retain.@ The important issue is to find incentives to fit the kind of volunteers available. For some it is the recognition, for others it is free time on the computers, and for others it may be college credits in the local university. 

5. Clustering or networking telecenters to develop and share resources. 
tc \l4 "5. Clustering or networking telecenters to develop and share resources. 
The Western Australia Telecenter Network Support Unit illustrates well what can be done when telecentres are combined in some way so that they share a support system. The Support Unit lobbies, seeks funding, develops initiatives, and carries out a variety of other management functions for the 76 members of the Network (Sabien).  As Kyle (Brazil) and Gáspár (Hungary) point out in their articles, opportunities for expanding content-related services such as Tele-agriculture, Tele-business, and Tele-culture are more affordable when serving multiple branches.  

Architects of telecenter systems can build such support components into their systems, and devise a method for funding them, such as membership fees. One of the major recommendations to the Government of India that came out of a 2001 national ICT workshop in Chennai was that the GOI foster the establishment of an NGO National Association of Telecentres. The recommendation included the following list of tasks for such an association. 

(1) Coordinate content supply with developers and suppliers.

(2) Negotiate with resource suppliers. 

(3) Arrange public relations advocacy and awareness campaigns for ICT and telecenters.

(4) Provide liaison with government departments and NGOs.

(5) Train telecenter personnel and organizational users of telecenter facilities.

(6) Promote and arrange telecenter research.

(7) Provide liaison/negotiating with other communication enterprises (for example, cable television operators, equipment suppliers)

(8) Provide leadership and enforcement of minimum standards of service and professional codes of conduct

An addition to this list of the participants might be: collecting, archiving and diffusing information on telecenters (possibly in collaboration with a Country Gateway). 

6. A systematic, persistent effort toward community awareness about information and ICT as a valuable resource. 
tc \l4 "6. A systematic, persistent effort toward community awareness about information and ICTs as a valuable resource. 
Clark (in this issue) describes how her organization used various ways to change the mindset of people who thought that Athe telecenter is only about computers.@ She may need to work on computer-giant Bill Gates who startled many in the information technology field when he declared in the Guardian newspaper that Athe world's poorest two billion people desperately need healthcare, not laptops.@ (Helmore and McKie, 2000). We hear the message around the world: it=s no Afield of dreams@ B referring to the appearance of telecenters in a community and the absence of a sufficient number of users. These situations reflect that many people may see little significant connection between ICT and direct benefits to a family=s or a community=s welfare. Yet, there is anecdotal evidence that information does matter: A woman in India who complained about her vision (she said it was like having a saree over her eye) learned at a telecenter about a travelling health team visiting her area. She had a simple operation and the Asaree@ (cataracts) was removed. Another story is about the farmer in northern Shaanxi Province in China who travelled 500 kilometres to an agricultural information centre where he found information online that helped him profitably market his apples and start up a pumpkin export trade.

Malaysia=s National Information Technology Council recognizes the challenge in establishing a community=s awareness of the benefits of information. Its vision is Ato evolve a value-based knowledge society in the Malaysian mould where the society is rich in information, empowered by knowledge, infused with a distinctive value-system, and is self-governing.@ So, high on its strategic agenda is an effort to develop a national mindset that includes making Malaysians aware of the emerging e-World and to building it into the grassroots culture. (See http://nitc.org.my.)

Government or private sector initiatives targeting popular participation in the Information Society should consider planning vigorous campaigns to illustrate the benefits of information as an important resource for daily living C assuming they, themselves, are reasonably convinced. As the Malaysians suggest, the target includes producing AICT-fluent@ professionals.

The importance of awareness-raising was illustrated recently in Korea where there was a conference related to gender and ICTs. Given the recent release of a major study indicating the importance of ICTs and telecenters for women in developing nations (see Haskins and Taggart in this issue), we asked Gail Short to report to us on the outlook of women participating in the conference. She comments:

The thing that was wonderful was that the women suddenly realised that the Telecentre Movement was so powerful, not just another project but a movement that they could collectively use to make their voices heard while assisting their communities. They realised that this was a tool which was readily available to change things and make a difference and that they could be a part of it. (Personal communication.)

Information and public relations campaigns promoting telecenters is part of the solution but the parallel challenge lies in the appropriate development of services. Telecenters can systematically assess community information needs and the communication needs of various local organizations, and be creative and entrepreneurial in dealing with these needs. It is this more comprehensive community service approach to the Information Society that helps centers become more firmly woven into the fabric of the community and puts them on the road to self-sufficiency.

7. Research as a telecenter management tool.
Research for needs assessment and project evaluation is an important component of telecenter operations because a research program provides the tools to meet community needs, foster participation, and monitor the financial viability of the telecenter. However, research is not a common practice in the telecenter incubation process. (See Roman and Blattman.)

Telecenter personnel should have simple, reliable tools to use in on-going operations B tools that (1) help them discover and continuously monitor the needs of the community, (2) get a reliable picture of the demographics of the area, (3) systematically monitor on-going operations, and (4) help check systematically on outcomes and consequences. This goes beyond counting the number of users, although this is an important statistic.

8. Long term sustainability and business plans that fit the culture of the community.
tc \l4 "8. Long term sustainability and business plans that fit the culture of the community.
Other than urban cybercafés, most telecentres operate in a not-for-profit mode, but that does not mean not-for-income. Typically donor agencies reduce or discontinue financial support for telecenters after an initial incubation period. In this issue Dagron argues that telecenters that have a mandate to contribute to a community=s welfare should not be responsible for their own full financial support any more than a community library is. Proenza offers a contrasting view in suggesting that telecenters should be more rigorous about adopting business models. Perhaps the compromise answer is that telecenters need to have a financial plan for whatever the sources of support will be.

Telecenter systems have been innovative in developing income-producing activities to support telecenter operations. Among the telecottages in Hungary, there are more than 50 different services offered to the community. A major source of support for telecottages are the contracts that they obtain from government agencies, thus becoming (for a fee) extensions for government services (Bihari and Jókay, 1999). The Queensland (Australia) Open Learning Network=s Learning Centres offer training courses which are paid for by trainees= employers or by the individuals themselves. Businesses and industry groups pay for use of the teleconferencing facilities, and institutions in the community pay membership fees to the Centres. (We have seen very few instances of telecenters recruiting individual memberships.)

In our research on telecenter training (in which we surveyed a panel of experts from around the world), one of the most frequently suggested areas of training for telecenter managers was in the area of business planning aimed at making telecentres self-sufficient and sustainable (Roman, 2000).

In approaching the issue of sustainability, telecentres face the question of how they can generate income yet serve those in the community who cannot afford to pay for Apublic goods@ kinds of services (like access to health information). Some centers use the income from user fees and other income services to make public goods more affordable or free. We have used the name Communication Shop to denote the commercial possibilities of community-based communication centers (Colle, 2000).

10. A strategic approach for gaining community participation

tc \l4 "10. A strategic approach for gaining community participation
With widespread interest in the Adigital divide@ issue, broad-based community participation may become part of a telecenter=s mandate. This may present a challenge in reaching out to ethnic minorities, women, children and the elderly who are often on the minus side of the divide. Sometimes the Alearning@ label on a center, or the technology, or its location in a library or school intimidates those who might benefit from the services. So physical connectivity may not equal sociological access. 

It is generally accepted that conscientious attention to participation can yield benefits in such activities as assessment of information needs, planning, and operations. The value of participation is woven throughout the Hungarian and Brazilian case studies in this issue of the Journal. Yet, one of the most under-appreciated aspects of the participation issue is that it is not a spontaneous phenomenon. 

Part of the problem results from the ambiguity of the participation concept, and the need to translate it into concrete action terms. A previous issue of the Journal addressed this subject (Pfiester, Roman and Colle 2000; see also Roman and Colle 2001 and 2002). Briefly, the strategy should be explicit and address at least the following questions:

Why is participation important to this project?

Who should participate?

How might people participate?

How much participation should be sought?

When should participation take place?

What incentives can be offered?

Conclusion
For many who work professionally in development, the discussion surrounding computers, the Internet, telecenters and other aspects of the digital world seems distant from the reality of poverty and hopelessness. Supatra Koirala, who works in a private nursing home in Kathmandu, captures that perspective when she says: AOur priorities are hygiene, sanitation and safe drinking water. How is having access to the Internet going to change that?@ Yet, the contributors to this edition of The Journal of Development Communication are persons who have been in the field and have had enough of a glimpse of what the potentials are for ICT and development that they agreed to share with readers a bit of the reality that suggests that e-Development should join the e-Business, e-Government, e-Readiness and other e-Somethings as a priority in this decade. We are indebted to the publishers of this journal for allowing us to assemble these colleagues to contribute to the discussion that follows in these pages.
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Web Pages

In the fast moving world of digital communications, several web pages can help the reader keep up with the pace. While this is a short list, the items on the list provide a gateway to a huge array of links to other relevant web pages and resources.

http://www.comminit.com B This is the web page of The Communication Initiative, a project of a consortium of private foundations, multinational and national international development agencies, and non-governmental groups active in development programs. Valuable for its case studies, teaching materials, organizational contacts, and other web pages dealing with development communication.

http://www.col.org/Telecentres/telecentre_intro.htm. This reference provides a comprehensive picture of the status of telecenters in the early 21st century. It is the Commonwealth of Learning publication Telecentres: Case studies and key issues, edited by Colin Latchem and David Walker (Vancouver, BC, 2001). The full document found online includes some excellent telecenter case studies and a guide to ICT hardware.

www.bridges.org/readiness/report.html.  Web page for comparing e-Readiness assessment tools.
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	Box 1 The International Development Goals

The international community has identified seven International Development Goals (IDGs) that are at the heart of the fight against poverty and the struggle to create opportunity, prosperity, health, safety and empowerment for all the world=s people, especially the poorest and traditionally marginalized groups. The 7 IDGs are:

_ Reduce the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by half between 1990 and 2015

_ Enroll all children in primary school by 2015

__Make progress toward gender equality and empoweri1g women by eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005

__Reduce infant and child mortality rates by two-thirds between 1990 and 2015

__Reduce maternal mortality ratios by three-quarters between 1990 and 2015

__Provide access for all who need reproductive health services by 2015

__Implement national strategies for sustainable development by 2005 so as to reverse the loss of 
environmental resources by 2015
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