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The future: interviews

THE 'DIGITAL DIVIDE': GUY BERGER ON THE CHASM BETWEEN THE 'INFO-RICH' AND THE 'INFO-POOR' (8/27/03)
Professor Berger, Rhodes University and the Highway Africa initiative have been of great assistance in launching ProfNet in Africa, for which we’re grateful. In the following, Professor Berger shares his thoughts on the “digital divide.” 
Q: Looking at the Highway Africa Web site and the site for the World Summit on the Information Society, it appears that the "digital divide" in information and communications technologies is a central concern for Africans. How would you describe this divide and its consequences? 
BERGER: The divide in ICTs goes even deeper than digital technology – there is low access by most Africans for consuming (let alone producing) even “old” ICT like radio and print. Even analogue telephony remains a dream for many. 

At the other extreme, those people on the continent who do have decent Internet connectivity (even leaving aside access to broadband) are a tiny minority. And many are expatriates or international businesses with a presence on the continent. The huge gulf between the two is manifested in technological access, and reinforced by differentials in education, infrastructure, wealth, gender and region. 

The consequences of this chasm are the marginalization of the great mass of Africans from the knowledge and tools of the information age. Yet seen from the other side of the divide, there are two other consequences. First, Africa’s “info-poor” people have in fact been able to retain much indigenous knowledge, language and culture – their very exclusion from the Information Society has helped preserve this. Second, these important artifacts about being human products are barely represented in the global information society. 

The global digital divide therefore deprives the “info-rich” of knowledge of the lives and agendas of a large section of humanity. The growth of the human values of diversity and solidarity is curtailed on a global scale. Everyone, in short, loses from the digital divide. 

Q: You're viewing the next meeting of Highway Africa as an opportunity to frame a coherent platform to bring to the WSIS meeting. What are your expectations of the world community in addressing the digital divide? What changes do you, as an African, want to see effected? 
BERGER: The WSIS is convened by the International Telecommunications Union, which is significant. Most people would agree that telecoms in one form or another is central to increasing the powerful role played by information on a global scale. Connectivity across time and space via the exchange of digitalized data is the means to this. Of course, the notion of the Information Society entails much more than telecommunications – it includes issues of freedom of expression, local content, security, privacy, etc. This is why the divide in access to digital technology blurs directly into divides in information, culture and knowledge. 

Arguably, the key issue from a human progress point of view is how to bring the bulk of humanity into networks that enable communication bridges in both directions across the divide. On the other hand, many participants in WSIS have much more particular interests – commercial, educational, institutional, national, continental, etc. 

What is significant therefore is what issue will top the agenda of the WSIS in the first place. The best outcome for Africa would be the digital divide as the key focus, even though agreeing this is only a starting point that needs consensus about feasible strategies to bridge the divide. What is also needed, for Africa, is to track what impact this would have on global public opinion, international orthodoxies, cross-border donor and banking practices, etc. 

Ten years ago, outside the USA, the accepted wisdom was that telcoms was a public utility to be delivered by the State. Nowadays, it is seen as a commercial business operating under State regulation. A key issue is if the WSIS will create a climate where regulation is rejected altogether, and telecoms become solely market-driven. 

It is hard to predict what this would mean for Africa’s divide – whether enterprises would stop at cherry-picking the profitable tiers of the market, or if they would go further and grow towards a delivering universal service. But what is certain is that this would be a very significant change, and the continent would need to monitor the impact of such possible outcomes. There are many other examples one might pinpoint, where a digital divide agenda will still need to be followed through, bearing in mind the various interests at WSIS. . 

In this context, the Highway Africa conference has two objectives: 

We aim to ensure that international public opinion expressed at the WSIS includes that of African journalists. The media in general is a key player and stakeholder in the Information Society, and African journalists in particular have very specific problems and potentials that should be factored into the bigger picture. 

Our second objective is to ensure that the deliberations at WSIS should be made available and intelligible to audiences back in Africa. Accordingly, a Highway Africa newsagency will cover the event, seeking out news angles relevant to this side of the digital divide, and sending the content back to a range of media at home. Besides for alerting and educating African decision-makers about the event, the coverage should raise public knowledge and debate in general. This is therefore a contribution, albeit modest, to developing e-readiness on this continent. The impacts of the WSIS may take time to get to Africa. But we will have used the occasion to plant seeds on the continent – and tried to help us not be taken by surprise by whatever does come through. 
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