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Picture this: Harvard University graduate Maria Santana gets onto Google and searches for information on the environment and hydroelectric power. The results pop up, and presto, she has dope on schemes in North America, the Nordic countries and South East Asia. 

What’s missing is info on Lesotho’s Highlands project, Mozambique’s Cabora Bassa and Zambia’s Lake Kariba, This information exists, but it is not online. Five years on, Ms Santana is working in big finance, in a position with includes substantial influence over global investment in power generation. Does Southern Africa feature on her radar? No way.
A hypothetical scenario, yes. But it well illustrates the importance of African information being available in global cyberspace. It is a story that points us firmly towards looking at what “They should do” to make African content online. The spotlight thus falls on the "They” - the media – the institutions involved in continuous sourcing, selecting, interpreting and publicizing content. Yet, why should they put – and keep - their info riches on the Internet, when most media has yet to make break-even income off a website? What does it take – and how are issues at the cyberface?

Getting African media online
An opportunity to study these questions arose when South Africa’s National Research Foundation (NRF) sponsored six key roleplayers to attend the annual Highway Africa conference at Rhodes University in 2000. The group came from news websites in South Africa, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Zambia, Malawi and Lesotho. They included reporters, editors and IT officers. What they shared was the fact that their jobs – or to be precise, a fragment of their jobs - is to ensure that there is some presence of their parent publication on the web. Thanks again to the NRF, the group returned to Highway Africa in 2001, augmented this time with more colleagues, including from one from Botswana. 
On each visit, the group produced baseline reports of their sites, volunteered for an in-depth interview, and took part in a panel discussion. Although there were and are large differences between the 10 sites, the following patterns emerged from the research:
There are serious structural weakness in most of Southern Africa’s news websites. Only three sites in the sample of 10 had functional archives and search facilities, and just two had chat facilities. While they all hoped to make money, half had generated no income in their time of existence, and the majority had no clear business model or strategy to change this. Promotion activities were minimal. Almost all the sites received their content free and direct from the print parent. They put it online verbatim, approximately once a day - with work that took up an average of 3.7 hours a day (which is all that could be spared). Commented researcher Oluseyi Folayan, a Rhodes MA student, “For most, the support of a parent medium kept them afloat – just.” 
The research reported that almost every site said it suffered from a lack of skilled and sufficient journalistic and IT staff. Very few of the people surveyed saw value in collaboration with other media outside the parent publication (typically a newspaper), although some of the bigger sites in South Africa are currently also generating headlines for delivery to cellphones. 

A global audience 
Counterbalancing this negative picture, the predominant feeling was that the web sites played an important role in serving expatriates and in representing Africa in cyberspace. Given the low connectivity within the region, most of the attendees said their target audience consisted of nationals living outside the home country, and some sites recorded high traffic from these. It may therefore be possible to devise a business model on this basis, but the prospects seem very gloomy for web operations operating independently of a parent medium or other stakeholders.
The landscape is diverse and daunting, yet what is stands out is the fact that the sites involved have not only survived – no mean feat in a context of economic recession and dot-com disillusion – but there was an overall improvement in the sites between 2000 and 2001. 
More good news lies ahead. The same group were scheduled to attend a Highway Africa “thinktank” in Durban in July, which will take the incipient network further. On the agenda: participants engage in peer review of each other’s sites. Then they plan how to cover the historic launch of the African Union both for the web and their parent newspaper or broadcaster.
September’s vision has been for a similar scenario repeated at the World Summit for Sustainable Development. The responsibility of southern African journalists there is to produce tailored content for the audiences of their websites - and for whoever else is interested. It is about sharing experience, providing training, and developing information resources. 
So, the next time a Maria Santana somewhere in the world searches Google, there’ll be yet more African knowledge online – maybe even stories about the prospects for reviving hydroelectric schemes in southern Angola. It is a modest start, but there is momentum.
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http://www.highwayafrica.org.za
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