Nepad news - the good, bad and the ugly. 

Guy Berger, August 23.  Highway Africa conference, Johannesburg. 

Just over a year ago, African governments met to flesh out Nepad - the New Partnership for African Development - at a summit in Lusaka. The result was a major declaration on democracy and political-, economic-, and corporate governance. 

The philosophy is contained in the following quote: "Africa faces grave challenges and the most urgent of these are the eradication of poverty and the fostering of socio-economic development, in particular through democracy and good governance. It is to the achievement of these twin objectives that the NEPAD process is principally directed." 

There are lots of good things that follow in the document. For example, the sentiment that "We therefore undertake to work towards the enhancement of our human resources through the provision of more and better training, especially in Information and Commmunications Technology …" 

Similarly, the Declaration says: "The threat posed by the digital divide to the rapid development of African countries can on the whole be attributed to their inability to deploy, harness and exploit the developmental opportunities of ICT to advance their socio-economic development." 

It calls for urgent initiatives to bridge the divide between: · 

rural and urban areas. · 

           countries in a sub region. · 

           regions · 

           Africa and the rest of the world. 

Of special interest is the call for initiatives to facilitate "the effective participation of African countries in global ICT policy and decision-making." 

All this is music to the ears of the kind of people who come to Highway Africa. 

Also, encouraging is the part the declaration devoted to peer review, subsequently adopted by the African Union. This envisages a panel of eminent independent Africans who will visit countries and see how they measure up to the Lusaka declaration. The team is expressly mandated to consult with many stakeholders in each country, including - pleasantly - the media. 

What do we conclude from all this? That the preconditions, at least at the level of rhetoric, are very good for harnessing ICT for development. The challenge is for media people to publicise actions in line with this declaration, and expose failures or contrary developments. And to provide the facts for the Peer Review panel to make informed judgements. 

Well, all this would be the case, if it were not for one very worrying item in the declaration. Our role as media people is much more challenging, because the Lusaka declaration has another mention of media, and not such a positive one. 

Thus, the declaration spells out democratic conditions necessary for development, but ominously adds: "To promote and protect human rights, we have agreed to … ensure responsible free expression, inclusive of the freedom of the press." 

The qualification "responsible" is something that African democrats should get goosebumps about. After all, it is a colonial classic - the Europeans long bewailed the lack of "responsible" - ie. acquiescent - African leadership. It is red-letter word for media. Indeed, the Peer Review would be powerless to criticize if Zimbabwe's government pointed to the Lusaka declaration and justified press suppression of "irresponsible" journalists. 

In short, the Nepad document contains components that simply don't add up. It calls for democracy, then qualifies the heart of this - free expression. 

The effect is to undermine declaration's calls about ICTs. Because, if Africa's people and media are curtailed in general, then they are curtailed in debating and deliberating on delivery of the Information Society. 

As media people, we know first hand that bridging the digital divide, overcoming poverty and enabling development, cannot be done when freedom of expression is handcuffed. When governments fetter the content that travels across media and ICT infrastructure, they are also blocking the development of that very infrastructure. 

We know all this. But we have to work hard to convince our governments that Nepad and its views on ICTs and development can only work with enshrining the democratic rights of a democracy. If we are to be journalists supporting sustainable development, we also have to be journalists defending freedom of expression. 

