I mpact of Government Policies on the Development of ICT in Ethiopia

Dawit Bekele
Mathematics Department
Addis Ababa University

1. Introduction

During the last decades Information and Commuroaafiechnology (ICT) has changed the lives of & vas
portion of the world’s population. Beyond any dauthe impact of ICT on the human civilization wabhntinue
to be very important for decades to come.

During the last five decades, developed countreeelused ICT to improve their production efficienlesit was
already considerably improved during the last twentaries, thanks to the agricultural and industrial
revolutions. The citizens of these countries hdwes tbeen able to enjoy quality of life that humamdknever
experienced in the past.

Unfortunately, during the same period, most thitld countries, including Ethiopia, have done viittie to

increase ICT penetration in their countries. Itherefore not surprising that their production @éncy has
remained almost as low as it was five decades%igee most of these countries also have very hoglulation
growth, the quality of life of the majority of threpopulation is in fact deteriorating instead ofpnowving.

Consequently, these countries are facing more aoré mconomic, social and political problems thatehput
them on the verge of complete collapse.

ICT is not panacea that can solve every problera sdciety. But, most development experts accepti@i
can assist poor countries in solving most of tleemnomic, social and political problems. It alsogps new
development opportunities for poor countries, as thia case of all technological inventions.

It is sad to note that Ethiopia, as is the cask wmiainy developing countries, is not taking timelyantage of
the opportunities brought about by ICT. In the pts cost of ICT equipment could be considerethasnajor
hindrance preventing the popularization of ICT eveloping countries. But, today, with the fall bétprice of
computers and communication equipments, it can aperbe considered as the primary inhibitive facton.
the other hand, it is becoming increasingly evidaat local policies of the developing countries e fact the
major hindrances for the development of ICT intiveuntry.

This article envisages examining some policies Hthtopia pursues that bear direct or indirect iotm the
development of ICT in the country. It will also pase alternative policies that the author belieass help in
improving penetration of ICT in the country.



2. ICT and development

One of the main reason why ICT is not developeftmopia is due to the fact that for decades, $ lbeen
considered a luxury by the general population amakt importantly, by high government officials, teaf
private and government organizations, etc. It ésdfore appropriate to clarify the role that ICTh gday in

solving the development problems of the countrypiigetalking about policies for ICT development.

Ethiopia, being one of the poorest countries ofvilbeld, faces a wide range of problems that ittieadeal with
in order to give its population an acceptable legwondition. Some of the major problems are:

>

>

>

Poverty: Ethiopia has one of the lowest GNP peitadp the world (around US $110). Most of its
population lives in absolute poverty.

llliteracy: Only 35% of its population is literate.

Poor education: A high percentage of its populatioes not get access to education. Successive
governments claim that they have improved accessltigation for the citizens, but it is undeniable
that the quality of education has dramaticallydiallstarting from the 1970s. The situation is so
dramatic that today’s average public high schoatlgate has acquired less knowledge in school than
a primary school graduate some forty years agogasiy with regards to languages and general
knowledge.

Poor health system: Public health facilities, whach the only health facilities that are still afable

by the majority of the population, can no longepeavith the alarming increase in the number of
patients. Budget limitations and the scarcity ofltie professional are also some of the major
problems. Brain drain in the health sector is b@og increasingly acute due to the very unattractiv

local working conditions, and high demand for healtofessional in developed countries.

Poor public service: the Ethiopian public serviaes become a major bottleneck for the whole
economy. Today, it takes several years to prodagses papers in government offices. For example,
legalizing property transactions at the municigaist generally a painful activity that needs selera
days of queuing in front of overcrowded offices &inalt takes several years to complete.

Low industrial production: The country producesnaalf portion only of the industrial products it
consumes. Its export of industrial products isualty nil.

Inefficient agricultural production: Most of Ethi@ds population (more than 80%) are farmers.
Nevertheless, the country is not food self suffitidue to inefficient agricultural methods and $ool
that the farmers use.

Bad governance: partly due to the inefficiencyhaf public service, citizens of Ethiopia are notiggt
the basic rights promised in the constitution. &mmple, due to the inefficient judiciary systemmne
falsely accused suspects stay in jail for yearsreetheir case is brought in front of a judge thetls
them free.

As it can be seen above, the challenges of Ethim@ammense and any sensible policy maker shaaddall
opportunities that can help tackle the problems.

The following benefits can be achieved in Ethidpyamplementing ICT:

> Increased efficiency: A major cause of most socor@mic development problems indicated above

arise from work inefficiency. For example, one be tbottlenecks in public organizations is the
archive, where all documents are stored. Oftetgkies days to find a file since it is displaced or
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simply because the filing system is not properlgamized. Computerization can shorten this time
several thousands times. Simple databases thdiecancessed by all employees that need the data
can dramatically improve the currently inefficiemformation system within government
organizations.

ICT can also improve the use of the scarce ressuféer example, most government offices use
couriers to exchange reports that could insteagelné more easily, more cheaply and more quickly
using networks such as the Internet.

> Increased knowledge acquisition and disseminatiank of knowledge is another major cause of the
development problems. The problem in the educatield comes mainly because the teachers
themselves are not properly trained and they dohaoe the required means to improve their
knowledge. Students have very little source to owmprtheir knowledge. The agricultural and
industrial sectors are suffering partly because fareners and the industrialists don’'t get major
knowledge that can help them improve their methd@3. (ex: Internet) can help in bringing
knowledge from the knowledge rich countries, bebalisseminate the knowledge to the population.
For example, national school computer networks lbang to the schools up-to-date teaching
materials that can help the schools improve thditguaf the education they provide to their
students. Likewise, new technologies can be brotayfsirmers and industrialists at very little cost.

» Improved access to information: many of the proldeshthe public sector stem from the lack of
adequate access to public information by the pusilitarge. ICT can improve this situation by
bringing up-to-date information to the public. Fexample, corruption which is one of the major
problems that paralyze the public sector and greatintribute to bad governance, can only
proliferate in organizations that hide informatio@n the other hand, transparency helps
organizations fight against corruption. As the RriMinister once said, transparency is the worst
enemy of corruption. ICT cannot by itself creatangsparency but it can help a determined
government to create transparency. For instance, ¢ountry where Internet is widely used, any
organization that wants to provide information he public can achieve that goal by establishing a
web site at minimum cost.

3. Current situation of ICT in Ethiopia

It can be said that ICT infrastructure in Ethiogaery much under developed even compared withices at
similar development stage. In particular:

» The number of computers in the country is still iomspite of the continuous fall of prices of contgru
equipment. This is not only due to the limited pwasing power of the population but also because
computers are considered as luxury items.

» Existing computers are highly underutilized. Morelanore organizations are allocating budget to buy
computer hardware and sometimes provide traininghfeir staff. But very few allocate sufficient fdin
for software and for consultants fees. For thisoeathe majority of the computers in the countyld
not give more service than an ordinary typewrikat example, it is quite common for a government
organization to use the allocated budget just tpthe “latest PC” without knowing what it is going
do with it.

» Very little is done to develop ICT human resour@urrently only three units of Addis Ababa
University offer ICT related programs.

¢ The mathematics department offers degree and dglondergraduate programs in computer
science.

¢ SISA (School of Information Studies for Africa) eft information science graduate program.
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¢ Electrical Engineering department offers computeyimeering degree program.

The combined output of graduates of these units doeexceed 80 students/year. Other public cdlege
such as Mekele College and Debre Zeit Military €gHl have also shown interest to start computer
science programs. Nevertheless, their programedarget operational. On the positive, private qpdie
such as HILCOE and MICROLINK have started offerc@mputer science programs. Nevertheless,
they have a problem of obtaining competent instmsctThe assistance they get from the government is
also limited. For instance, in spite of the positpolicy of the government that provides land feeffor
educational institutions, very few of the many eglts have been granted land at the present time,
mainly due to bureaucratic bottlenecks.

Due to the limited number of institutions offerif@T programs, the number of graduates is very small
compared to the high demand for graduates in thelsks. As a result, only organizations that cafeof
very high salaries (Non Governmental Aid Organ@adi and International Organization mainly) have
the chance to hire graduates from ICT related arogr For example, it has become almost impossible
for government organizations to hire computer smegraduates. Thus, they often use existing staff
with little or no training in the field.

» Computerization of activities: In spite of all stfafis, it is undeniable that the number of compsiie
the country, is increasing. Nevertheless, very &twities are being computerized. Most government
offices continue using the old manual operationsaiwy out their daily activities. This is becaumsest
organizations still do not have a good understap@icomputerization. In general, they believe that
computerization consists of only purchasing compbtgdware. In practice, they allocate little or no
resource for software and consultancy. As a resodist computerization projects do not contribute
considerably in the increase of the efficiencyhaf brganizations.

» Participation of government organizations in thee@oment of ICT: The government was involved in
ICT development through at least two agencies: harttee Ethiopian Science and Technology
commission (ESTC) and the Ethiopian TelecommuracaiCorporation (ETC). During the 1980s,
ESTC has been at the forefront of the introducaad adaption of some of the IT technologies in the
country. ETC, that has been the sole provider lectenmunications services for the past decades, has
expanded its span of activity to Internet.

Unfortunately, both agencies could not fulfill thebjectives due to organizational problems. In the
1990s, the ESTC reduced its activities in the Baazonsiderably and limited its involvement to majo
national issues, such as the Y2K problem and thieldement of the National IT policy. In additiogt
ESTC offers technical assistance to other orgapizatin developing their ICT infrastructure (ex:
Ethiopian parliament).

The ETC, on the other hand, still holds total masgmn all telecommunication and Internet service.
Nevertheless, despite repetitive promises, the E®@d not satisfy the demand in all sectors of its
activity. Especially in the Internet area, the @ygtion has not only been able to provide access to
large number of applicants but has also failediv@ @n acceptable quality of service to the current
subscribers.

» Participation of private organizations in the deypehent of ICT: most private companies working in
this area are engaged in import and sales of ca@npduipment and provision of primary users
training. A few software development companies hstegted here and there, but only few managed to
stay in market for long. The difficulties facing fsware developers stems mainly from lack of
appreciation by potential user organizations indbentry. Very few private companies attempt to get
involved in the communications area due to the ipibhe policies. Even minor activities such as
Internet Service Retails (cyber cafés) are stidkereed for the ETC. Since, no hardware manufagurin
factories exist all computers used in the counteyimported.



» Telecommunication Infrastructure: The telecommuioce infrastructure remains unsatisfactory
ranking at the bottom of the world, despite the amdble efforts of the ETC to develop telephone
services, especially in remote towns. Only 3 in(P@rsons have access to a telephone, 3 in 100,000
persons have access to Internet and 3 in 10,009 dwoess to mobile phone.

4. Current policy problemsrelated to ICT

Telecommunications

The major obstacle blocking the development of I€The country is the monopoly that the state hddals
provision of telecommunication services. In spitedaw that was passed by the Parliament morettivae
year ago allowing private companies to participatthe provision of mobile, Internet, data commuaticn

services by purchasing licenses from the Ethiopelecommunication Agency (ETA), it is not still ziisle

for any private company to work in this sectorsdems that the government continues to favor tame it
generates as a sole provider of these servicesrritan development of the sector through partimpaof

the private sector.

Computer Hardware and software

Import of computer hardware and software i &txed. Although import tax on computer hardwase
relatively low, parts are heavily taxed. As a resivestment on computer hardware manufacturingy an
assembly is discouraged. Hence, the prices of ctergare higher than the international prices.

As for software, nothing is done to establish antbee pertinent software copyright laws. Hencealo
software producers are obliged to use complex pipaotection mechanisms which are not always ridiab
For this reason, the environment is not conduaivpdtential software producers, thus creating @wasan
which cripples the whole computerization effortioé country.

Furthermore, due to acute lack of awareness that managers and owners have regarding the use of
software, only few organizations accept to pay ethen relatively low price for software development
Consequently, most organizations possess only dmargputers without the necessary software requived f
the computerization of their activities.

Human resource development

As indicated earlier, an acute shortage of humaouree prevails in the ICT area. Although this el
known fact, the government has not yet definedeargbolicy on ICT related human resource developmen
For instance, ICT related education is not givem shme degree of importance given to education and
research in agriculture. Hence, it is feared thahethe existing ICT education programs, espectalbge in
government higher education institutions, may bendbned altogether. A glaring example that jlesithe
foregoing fear is that the Addis Ababa Universiuld not obtain the necessary fund to purchase new
computers for the computer science laboratoriest@apay their maintenance while hundred of thousanfd
Birr is allocated to equip and maintain older ladories (chemistry, biology...).

Integrated national | CT development strategy

At the national level, one major constraint preiurenaccelerated growth may be attributed to tlok k= an
integrated national ICT development strategy. Assallt, each organization implementing computeionat

is required to find its own solutions. For exam@bknost every organization, government or privageds

to computerize its payroll, stock management, meamemt information system. Likewise they need
software to use Geez script in computers. Thosanzgtions with dispersed offices also need tolG3e

for information exchange between their offices.tihese endeavers, there is virtually no exchange of
experience resulting in unnecessary duplicatioaffoirts and waste of resources. For example, thastly

of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Informatio®ystem is a huge project that tries to establistataon



wide computer network. At the same time, the ET@Is® striving to form a similar network that wile
connected to the Internet, and that will be usethleygeneral public. It would have been more ecocaino
mobilize these resources in order to establishgleinational network that can be used by all sscto

5. Alternative | CT policiesfor Ethiopia

Presently, what little policy exists relating toTiGas evidently proved non conducive for developnun
ICT in the country. As a result, Ethiopia is nottog the benefits and opportunities that thesarnetogies
can offer. Therefore, it is high time for governmhemmake major policy changes with regard to ISéme
alternative policies believed to accelerate theettgwment of ICT are proposed hereunder.

Liberalization of the telecommunication sector

It is virtually impossible to make any tangible gress in ICT before the necessary improvementsnage

to the telecommunication infrastructure and sesuidethiopia’s history as well as experiences ofepth
countries has shown clearly that state monopolysdoet in any way help the development of
telecommunication services. On the contrary, staiaopoly creates shortage and poor servicesalgi®ss
mistake to believe that progress in this sectorlmamachieved and stay abreast with other countri¢ise
world, by maintaining state monopoly.

Some policy makers justify state monopoly by thecsgd nature of telecommunications services thatire
monopoly to run efficiently. That may be true iretpast, but today, with wireless telecommunication
technology, there is virtually no area of this secincluding local loops, that requires monopoly.

Therefore, it is strongly recommended to liberatize service so that private companies may be eaged
and motivated to invest in the telecommunicatiaekif It is said that the government is headingams
establishing “strategic partner” while maintainiogyrent monopoly. This may improve the situationt i
still continues to deny the market the benefittaofcompetition.

Aggressive | CT human resour ce development

There should be a national education policy thatorfe ICT human resource development. Public
universities should be granted adequate fundsiméed to run the existing programs but also hetpstart
new ones. Private colleges should also be encodiragstart programs in ICT related fields at alldis of
education.

Furthermore, all higher institution programs shattetain ICT courses that will enable graduatesse and
take part in the development of ICT in their fielidactivity. For example, management students shiealrn
the importance of ICT and it can be used to imptbeeperformance of the organization they manage.
Finally, there should be a nationwide strateggromote ICT awareness and skills of the worldorc

ICT Infrastructure development

There should be an aggressive national policy addrg ICT infrastructural development with pricegi
given to improving telecommunication services, talde better access to computers for citizens and t
encourage establishment of appropriate softwarehandware industry. The concerned authorities shoul
realize that on the long term the country will bigneore from a well developed ICT than it currentl
generates through import taxes imposed on ICT agenmp or state monopoly on the sector as a whole.

It should be understood that development of thentgls ICT infrastructure is not limited to advance
domestic economic growth but will also attract fgreinvestment that the country desperately nedds.
the contrary, if nothing is done to improve ICT rastructure, we must face the grim fact that even t
limited number of investors may be forced to lethe country since it is becoming increasingly difft to
work efficiently in any sector without ICT.



Enabling environment for development of | CT industry

It is neither realistic nor fair to expect the goweent to undertake the entire ICT development avaies

all by itself. The main role of the government slaoloe to create an enabling environment for deveakaut

of ICT industry. This can be achieved by providiag incentives for investors engaged in the seaods
removing certain bureaucratic bottlenecks thataohfave been a major obstacle. Since there are many
potential entrepreneurs that lack resources forrtigementation of their ideas, financial resourskeuld

also be availed to them.

National Standards should be established to fatliinteroperability of computer hardware and safewv
In particular, since most Ethiopians use the Geeiptsfor their writing system, character encodisug
keyboard standards for the script are urgently eged

Increased accessto I nternet

There is no doubt that the Internet is becomingld ghine of resources to those who wish to impriesr
knowledge. By providing easy Internet access togieeral public at an affordable cost, the couniity
move one step towards solving many of its develayroballenges. For example, the education sectbr wi
benefit because instructors and students, eveheimemote areas, will get up-to-date teaching nadser
Furthermore, teachers and students alike can tbaage knowledge with other teacher and students all
over the world.

The very low economic power of the population iskhably a major barrier preventing popular Internet
access in the country. To counteract this shortagnmeommunity Internet access centers should dayhig
encouraged. In addition, there should be a natiplaal to provide universal Internet access fociitens,
through community centers. This effort should net donsidered as an unrealistic goal, since wireless
technology enables the provision of telephone ambelhet services even to very remote areas atdaifbbe
cost.

Greater use of proper ICT in the public sector

The public sector should be a model user of ICTuBing ICT, the public sector will also improve a&n
operational efficiency, which currently is dangesiyuow. In addition, this move brings more bussesto

the ICT thereby offering the field more opportunity grow. The government agencies should adopt
complete ICT solutions that are appropriately desijto handle their day to day activities. Otheewis
instead of being models that encourage othersad@ik, they may contribute towards dissuading them.

Furthermore, the use of ICT in the public sectolpieto bringing good governance by enhancing
transparency, thereby giving more opportunity fitizens to participate in public affairs. Such gree also
helps to fight the major disease in the public@ectamely corruption.

Using opportunities offered by the information age

The information revolution is literally changingetiface of the world. In terms of geography, it has
eliminated the distance barrier that existed betweeoples living in different parts of the worldhig
breakthrough has already opened new opportuntiesnhany countries are using. For example, Indéh an
Ireland are both benefiting tremendously from dfbie software development. Some companies based in
developed countries are literally moving their acting departments to developing countries where
inexpensive but qualified labor and good ICT infrasture exists.

These opportunities, like all opportunities, wiitrast forever. Therefore, the government shoolidact a
thorough evaluation of all opportunities that canused by Ethiopia, considering the economic, sacid
other situations of the country, and create enghgituation by providing the necessary assistandbdse
companies that seek to exploit these opportunities.



6. Conclusion

Ethiopia, as one of the poorest countries in thddvaces a number of economic, social and polificablems
that continue to adversely affect the quality t& bf its population. ICT can bring some means taat be used
to solve many of the problems and help to makestagwable change. Therefore, it is high time tlziomal
policies which have so inhibited rapid advancenténCT are replaced with policies that are morediaive
for their development. It is a good sign that tbeeynment has currently established a nationald@hmittee
and has prepared a draft national ICT policy. Nénedess, it should be prepared to take concreierscsuch
as liberalizing the telecommunications and Inteerets in order to have positive results.

There is a cost associated with developing ICT. el@w this cost is far less than the prize one pgysot
developing ICT. To say the least, without proper i6frastructure and environment, the country wat only
fail to benefit from global opportunities, but wallso face the risk of being marginalized furtherenioom the
world’s economy.

Ethiopia should therefore establish effective peido create an environment for the developmel€of It
should also enact laws and regulations to implertie#e policies within a very short period.

Otherwise, after having missed development oppdresrbrought by the agricultural and industrialateition,
Ethiopia will miss the opportunities it is given the Information revolution.
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