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Executive Summary

In its twelfth year, Highway Africa has become a Pan-African event that attracts a host of media practitioners and academics from across the African continent as well as further a field, providing a unique networking opportunity. As it has grown and developed, the conference has also become an umbrella event, under which parallel events such as the Digital Citizens Indaba takes place. With its main focus on Information and Communication Technologies, the conference has aimed to develop this through dialogue and training. However, the unique social, political and cultural aspects of the African continent still hinder the progress of ICTs. Whether the conference has made any social impact may best be measured through the people who attend it. In this way, it may be possible to assess the social capital generated by the networks created at Highway Africa.
Introduction

This research essay is focussed on social impact created through the Highway Conference. Its objective is to assess the social impact of the conference. It will clearly state the research object. It will give an outline of the conceptual framework of social capital theory in relation to networks. It will describe the context of the conference itself. It will describe the methodology and explain why it has used the in-depth interview method as the most effective. The sample used will be described, with a brief profile given of each interviewee. Finally, it will provide a summary of the findings and attempt an analysis thereof.
Research Objectives

This research will attempt to assess the social impact of the annual Highway Africa conference through the generation of social capital through networking during this conference. 

Networking:

· To investigate networks and their sustainability.

· To assess the proportion, character and dynamic of internal connections within the network.

Social Capital:
· To assess what social capital is generated by networking.

· To understand social capital and varying perceptions of it.

· To assess the social impact of the Highway Africa conference.

Conceptual Framework

Social Capital is the conceptual framework through which the social impact of the Highway Africa conference will be discussed. Social Capital theory extends the potential for impact assessment of networks by assessing the activity of the networks created at the conference. It is important to note that networks do not necessarily produce social capital. Rather, when a network is active, it yields a specific capital that would not have been achieved by an individual effort (Field in Berger, 2008). 
The definition of social capital by Putnam (1995) that will be used by this research paper is favoured as it includes the characteristics of social capital. 


Features of social life – networks, norms, and trust – that enable participants 

               to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives…Social capital, 

               in short, refers to social connections and the attendant norms and trust.










(Halpern, 2005: 1)

Despite the particularly economic terminology employed, social capital is inherently socially positive, existing in favour of the public good. Networks are not themselves necessarily public entities nor do they always function for the public good. Networks “are clusters of norms, values and expectancies that are shared by group members” (Putnam, 2005:10). Network theory (Cohen & Prusak in Berger, 2008:17) proposes that for socially beneficial networks to exist they should entail “regular communications and bonds characterized by some degree of trust and altruism”, and they are based on individuals investing time, money, energy and emotion. Social capital theory focuses specifically on the benefits that may be derived from networks.
For the sake of assessing the sustainability of the networks created at the Highway Africa Conference, the Marxian perspective is used. From the Marxian perspective, “capital [is] the dynamic of investing money to acquire more money, and investing this for yet more, and so on ad infinitum” (Berger, 2008:21). This perspective sees capital as foremost a social relation which allows the researcher to translate Marx’s economic terms to the social networks created. Extending this to a structuralist perspective, it is possible to assess the Highway Africa conference as a structure that is able to facilitate and “compel” the “continuous investment and reinvestment in productivity” (Berger, 2008:21).
Social capital is the human variable of the economic perspective. The existence of social fabric that is inherent in the communication and interaction that occurs in networks is inherently beneficial to the individuals and communities that participate within that network (Putnam, 2005:2). Adding a humanist and socially responsible aspect to social capital is to take into account the pooled resources that are available to members of a network. But it is important to take heed of the power relations that occur and may hinder the distribution of resources to various members of the community (Putnam, 2005). There exists the possibility of the political economy of resource distribution within the network- who gets what and why?
Social capital theory is not only able to assess the existence of social relations in the networks present at Highway Africa, it also able to assess the strength of these relations through the connections between networks. These connections may either be categorised according to bonding, bridging, which are described as the functional subtypes of social capital (Putnam, 2005:19).

Bonding is the strongest type of connection. These connections are often created between people who are similar to them. This is often an inward looking network, that although it encourages reciprocity and solidarity, it often leads to a lack of diversity. In its assimilationist character, it may weaken the possibility of bridging capital. The links created by bridging, sometimes referred to as linking, are weaker connections that are outward looking and are able to encompass individuals from a diverse background (Putnam, 2005). “While bonding is good for getting by; bridging is good for getting ahead. The drive for social capital promotes internal group cohesion…” (Berger, 2008:25). Linking is perhaps the ‘loosest’ form of network connection and may be a by-product of bridging. Linking allows for access to a wider source of social capital. Although ties are comparatively weaker, linkage relations allows for connections to be created up and down the social and economic scale. 

Social capital theory views the above categorisations holistically, recognising the connectivity between the different types of social capital created. The dynamic nature of the connections created is complimented by the dynamic nature of communication. Communication is the means through which Highway Africa delegates are able to access the social capital created across networks and how they are in turn able to reinvest in this capital. The types of connections generated are additionally dependent on how delegates choose to communicate; their competency and capacity to communicate with their colleagues. This view of communication also sensitises researchers to the inequalities and relationships between delegates (Berger, 2005). 

As is necessary for a functioning network, the production of social capital rests largely on the creation of an environment of trust and participation. Trust refers to the “trust of others in the network, and of institutions which provide security for the networks maintenance” (Berger, 2008:22). Media practitioners thus have not only to trust their colleagues and the organisations such as donors and media organisations that they form networks with, it is also necessary for them to  trust the integrity of the Highway Africa conference itself. The use of social capital theory therefore allows not only the benefits and investments of delegates, but the function of the conference itself. It is important for the generation of social capital that the conference is viewed as a worthwhile investment from the point of delegates. 

Reciprocity is not, however, a requirement for generating social capital, especially at Highway Africa (which is why it is important to note that social capital is not necessarily a transactionary phenomenon). Reciprocity may not necessarily occur among individual delegates, however at the macro-level of the conference, during the exchange of ideas and information, feedback as well as the training provided by the conference. Nonetheless, it is possible to assess then social capital credit or debt of delegates. Social capital theory is able to assess which delegates - be they individuals or organisations – are able to benefit more or less from the conference and are able to reinvest and increase social relations and capital thanks to the conference. This may be utilised to assess the extent to which Highway Africa creates South African-centric networks (Berger, 2008). 

Social capital theory is further helpful in that it allows one to take into account the intended and unintended effects of the networks of Highway Africa. This is due to the view that social capital is not always purposely generated. According to Cohen and Prusak (Berger, 2008:23), social capital is generated between individuals but contributes to the social capital of the organisations. In this, the social capital generated between delegates contributes to the social impact of Highway Africa. The instrumentalist view of social capital theory sees social capital as intentionally generated through the “investment in social relations with expected theory” (Lin in Berger, 2008:23). 

Berger (2008:23) suggests that is possible to assess the social impact of Highway Africa through social capital created by networking opportunities at Highway Africa. This takes into account the aspect of trust in generating social capital. Trust cannot be intentionally manufactured, but is the product of a viable environment. It must be noted, however, that the conference could either encourage or discourage this, depending on how its organisational structure. A sense of purpose is able to foster this trust and it is hoped that the planned meeting of media practitioners and organisations with a specific purpose will foster this environment. Here, it is also necessary to note “pleasure” component of creating social networks. In conversation, delegates will be able to exchange the knowledge, values and objectives that are seen as the resource of social capital theory. Highway Africa creates a space and time for delegates to exchange stories and create memories that generate sustainable social capital (Berger, 2008).

Contextual Framework
2008 marked the eleventh year that the annual pan-African conference, Highway Africa has been in existence. An initiative of the School of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes University with various corporate and government sponsorships, Highway Africa focuses on Information and Communication Technologies specific to the media. According to its nomenclature, the conference is Afrocentric, focussing on issues, progress and challenges faced by the African media within the sphere of ICTs (Berger, 2008).
In order to remain continentally relevant, the conference has hosted journalists and media practitioners from all over Africa. More than an exchange of information and ideas on technology, the conference aims to have a certain social impact in debating and improving the position of journalism and the media on the continent through information, research, advocacy and training. The vision of the conference clearly outlines its aim: 

To have a vibrant and growing network of African journalists empowered to advance                                                                                democracy and development through their understanding and use of appropriate technologies (Berger, 2008:2-3).

The conference has four categories into which its various objectives may be divided. Its objectives are fulfilled through research into journalism, new media and ICTs; education and training which intends to produce ‘early adaptors’-individuals trained at Highway Africa who will ideally go on to empower other media practitioners; a three-day conference which provides platform for the exchange of information and ideas; and news and information through an in house news agency, HANA (Highway Africa News Agency) (Berger, 2008:38).
A parallel event is the Digital Citizen Indaba, which in 2008, became part of Highway Africa. Launched in 2006 the DCI as a separate event, this conference focussed specifically on blogging in Africa. An open event, the DCI extends Highway Africa’s ICT interest by focussing specifically equipping participants with skills on “Web 2.0, participatory media, intellectual property rights and marketing” (The Digital Citizen Indaba, 2008). Bloggers, pod- and vodcasters, mobile journalists, citizen reporters, new media and ICT journalists and media organisations usually fulfil the profile of the Digital Citizen. 
Of specific interest to this paper is the advocacy objective of Highway Africa as this is an effective means to measure the social impact of the annual conference. The advocacy objective of Highway Africa is not fulfilled through specific objectives, but is produced through addressing policy, or a lack thereof through the other activities of Highway Africa. Past conferences have produced statements and declarations as a means of lobbying, such as the “Statement on 50 years of Journalism and Media in Africa” which addressed still prevalent issues on media freedom in post-colonial Africa. The advocacy object has been able to affect policy and regional processes such as the World Summit on the Information Society. Professionalism and training in the African media environment have also been addressed through this role of Highway Africa (Berger, 2008:8).

For the purpose of this paper, this impact will be viewed from a social capital and networking. Through its various activities, including workshops, the conference as well as the various social networking events such as the Highway Africa Awards evening, as well as various other adjacent meetings and events, Highway Africa has become a platform through which the more than five hundred participants are able to build new  professional networks and contacts that may lead to the exchange and new growth of ideas, information and perhaps even infrastructure outside of the actual conference (Berger, 2008).
Methodology

The semi-structured in-depth interview
The use of in-depth interviews allows for detailed understanding of the networking at the Highway Africa conference. Interviews for this research were semis-structured, with researched questions creating a framework for the interview. Semi-structured interviews include specific themes that must be covered while allowing for spontaneous information. Another variation of the in-depth interview that is relevant to this research project is ‘creative interviewing’. This allows the researcher as well as the respondent to adapt to the situation. This is especially significant for the researcher as they are able to structure the interview in order to acquire the most adequate information according to the research objectives.

In depth-interviewing provides a greater breadth of all qualitative research methodologies. Semi-structured interviews help the researcher understand the complexities of networking without any a priori assumptions that may limit inquiry. Another variation of the in-depth interview that is relevant to this research project is ‘creative interviewing’. This allows the researcher as well as the respondent to adapt to the situation. This is especially significant for the researcher as they are able to structure the interview in order to acquire the best possible information (Denzen & Lincoln, 1994).

The interaction between respondent and interviewer is a social relation which may also influence the outcome of the interview. In-depth interviewees encourage the researcher to take this into account. Semi-structured interviewing requires that a certain rapport is established between interviewee and researcher, this was done through the researcher socialising with a potential interviewee outside of the interview itself. For this reason, research on the background of the interviewee was done as far as is possible. In understanding the interviewee and the social relations that they form at the conference, research will aid in formulating questions specific to the interviewee (Fontana & Frey, 2004).

From the perspective of networking and social capital theory, in-depth interviews have allowed the researcher to assess the type of connections created at Highway Africa. It allows individual level of analysis in assessing how delegates network and whether this carries a specific purpose. In depth interviews are advantageous in that they allow the researcher a much closer analysis of the role of communication through the communication skills and competency of the interviewee. This may allow one to assess the role of language, region as well as the type of media and type of organisation in creating links through categorising the nature of connections. Social capital theory further allows assess the vertical and horizontal relations between practitioners and organisations.
Interviewees were identified in line with the sample requirements, discussed under sampling. Appointments were set up with them once they were identified as viable interviewees. Interviewees were researched according to available information and questions were structured accordingly in order to gain the necessary information on the social impact of Highway Africa. Interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder as the most reliable means of recording information. 

Participant Observation

Participant observation as naturalistic inquiry makes use of ethnographic methods, based on the premise that the research actor is best observed in their ‘natural setting’ in order to understand the dynamics of social activity (Babbie & Mouton, 2001:270). This approach places particular emphasis on the ethnographic tradition. In this approach the researcher immerses themselves in a particular social setting, observing the research subjects closely through methods such as participant observation. The findings are a co-produced effort as subjects are actively engaged in the process as the researcher actively communicates with them in order to ascertain their perceptions about themselves and their world (Deacon et al, 1999). 
During this observation, the researcher is not to affect the ‘normal’ course of events, remaining as un-intrusive as possible. In certain instances the researcher gains an insider-perspective. The role of the researcher is then not only to observe the social actor in their natural setting, but that they are able to build a certain amount of empathy with the social actors in order to understand their actions and decisions (Babbie & Mouton, 2001:271). This is especially important when there are potential barriers between the researcher and social actor, such as language, race, culture and vocation.

Gender Considerations
An expanded characteristic of in-depth interviewing is that it takes into account the gendered nature of such an interview and makes considerations thus (Fontana & Frey, 2004). This is not only relevant to the dynamic of the actual interview, but also in assessing how networks are created among delegates. 

When conducting the interviews, the aim was to interview individuals with differing experiences, from different backgrounds and with differing objectives for attending the conference. This took precedence over having a balanced gendered sample. In practise, due to an existing social gender imbalance, the sample was imbalanced with four men and one woman. This is believed to be a reflection of the professional media landscape, especially on management level. The female respondent suggested that this was due to the cultural and historical norms across Africa, suggesting that despite relatively equal numbers present, men had a greater presence at the conference and yielded more power.

Further research into the gendered aspect of networks and social capital could examine the networks created and examine which gender initiated the creation of networks, whether networks had more male or female members, dependent on who created the network, or whether gender has any effect on network creation. Further research may also assess whether gender influences the extent to which social capital is generated by networking.  
Ethical Considerations

It is important to gain the consent of the respondent as well as to inform them of the purpose of the interview in order to foster trust and encourage open answers (Cramer & McDevit, 1994).  Interviewees were approached prior to the interview to gain their permission first. This was done at least a day in advance. In the case of high profile interviewees, such as head of Corporate Affairs, Absa, Maxwell Pirikisi, familiar senior delegate, Prof. Guy Berger was approached in order to gain access to Pirikisi. This in itself was an example of networking, gaining contacts through networks. Due to the fact that Pirikisi is part of public relations and communication at Absa bank, it is important to note that his response will not necessarily be personal and is often expressed in line with Absa’s vision and mission as corporate responsibility objectives. During participant observation, it was important that private discussion were not recorded and used or that the observer did not impose on delegates.
Respondent Participation
Interviewees fully participated during the interviews, no problems were experienced and interviewees were communicative and open.
Sample

Interviewees were identified according to varying profile and experience. It was hoped that by interviewing a diverse group, the creation of social capital could be analysed from varying viewpoints, including organisational and individual. It was important that interviewees were affiliated to some sort of social responsibility, whether institutional, civic or governmental. It was also a sample criterion that interviewees represented varying African states in order to gain as wide an African perspective as possible. In addition, previous as well as first time attendees were chosen in order to gain a varying historical perspective.
Vergal Walton

A blogger from the Eastern Cape in South Africa, Walton is a first time attendee of Highway Africa’s Digital Citizens Indaba. Passionate about Irish crime fiction author, Jack Higgins, Walton has created a blog dedicated to the author. Walton is a full time construction worker, and thanks to the commercial success of his first blog, intends to create blog dedicated to the construction industry in the Eastern Cape. Walton is also involved in certain community development projects, specifically creating a blog for a secondary school for the town of Alexandria in the Eastern Cape, which has allowed the school a new form of fundraising.

 Abraham Tameru

Founder and editor of the Ethiopian niche magazine, ICT Focus, Tameru has been nominated for two Digital Journalism awards in 2007 and 2008. He has attended two previous Highway Africa conferences. Tameru was an ICT professional in Ethiopia before identifying a gap in the market and establishing his magazine in 2000. Despite challenges, the development and ICT focussed magazine continues to be published my Tameru, who intends to expand it to an online publication, an Amharic publication and especially an English regional publication in East Africa.

Maxwell Pirikisi
Representing one of the main Highway Africa sponsors, Pirikisi is part of Group Communication and Public Relations in the Corporate Affairs and Communication division of Absa bank. Absa Bank has been affiliated with Highway Africa and in 2006 signed a memorandum of understanding with Highway Africa organisers which guaranteed that for the next two years, Absa would pledge in excess of R500 000. With a presence in several African countries Absa and through British shareholders, Barclays Bank, Absa is the conferences Banking Partner. According to Pirikisi, Highway Africa represents a gateway to telling the African story, an idea which Absa has based its corporate social responsibility values and objectives for the continent. 
Gervais Henrie

Gervais Henrie is a regular attendee of Highway Africa and has been involved in parallel training initiatives as well as blogging and reporting for HANA. Henrie worked as a journalist in the Seychelles, working as a radio producer for the Seychelles Broadcasting Corporation. In 2008, Henrie became a non-elected member of parliament for the opposition movement, the Seychelles National Party. Henrie is also an active blogger, with his blog Seychelles Digital, a blog focussed on ICTs in the Seychelles. Before joining parliament, he ran a blog aimed specifically at political commentary. Henrie has been nominated for several awards recognising his activity as an ICT journalist. 

Elinor Burkett
A first time attendee, Burkett is an Associate Professor and Chair at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. She is currently on a Fulbright Foundation academic exchange programme that has seen her lecture at the National University of Science and Technology in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. Once a journalist specialising in HIV/Aids reporting, Burkett is also the author of eight books. While in Zimbabwe, she plans to produce and shoot a documentary and is actively involved in securing funding and other aid for the NUST. 
Data Collection
Interviewees were selected according to how they might offer differing perspectives of Highway Africa. During participant observation, five individuals were identified. Respondent Walton was identified at the DCI dinner. Respondents Tameru and Henrie were identified during midday lunches. Pirikisi was contacted through Professor Guy Berger at the Absa gala dinner while Burkett was identified as an outspoken delegate during a session discussing the role of citizen journalism. Once interviewees were met and identified, a certain amount of socialising occurred in order to make certain that they would be fully participating respondents. In the case of Pirikisi, no socialisation occurred throughout conference. However, as Pirikisi is head of Corporate Affairs, researchers were confident that he would be able to communicate effectively. Contact details were exchanged between respondents and researchers so that interview appointments could be set up that would suit the schedule of the respondents. In the case of three of the interviews, an informal venue outside of the conference venue was used. Interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder, and notes were taken as an alternative. Interview transcriptions are attached as Appendix I. Although interviews were guided by specific questions and themes that were to be discussed, no time constraint was given in order to allow respondents to communicate freely. This is both a strength and shortcoming of this research as, although respondents were able to communicate at a comfortable pace, this also meant that one of the interviews, that of Ellinor Burkett, was disproportionately longer than the others, although this interview still proved helpful.

As was suggested during feedback, one pilot was conducted during the Digital Citizens Indaba with interviewee, Vergal Walton. This pilot was successful and was incorporated into the main findings.   Although particular questions were suggested during the proposal, this was changed as the researchers felt a more informal interview process was required. As semi-structured in-depth interviews, guiding questions were drawn up. These questions were made as unique to the respondents as possible by researching each respondent before the interview in order to gain professional background knowledge. 

For the method of participant observation, observers kept a notepad and pen and made a note of any occurrences relevant to the research. This was done during the event, where possible, or soon after to maintain accuracy.
Summary of Observations

· Networking opportunities, such as the closed networking breakfast, that were held for or by organisational sponsors or delegates were held as closed events. This brings to question whether ordinary journalists were able to have access to organisational representatives. It must be noted that organisations had stalls at the conference, however, it could be said that individual delegates may have been too intimidated to approach delegates in a setting that may be deemed too formal.

· While attending the session African-European-North American Universities meeting, which was chaired by the University of Southern California’s Adam Clayton Powell III, a marked unbalanced dynamic was noted. There existed a certain amount of animosity, aimed especially at South African universities, and especially Rhodes University, who were seen as unfairly privileged, not only financially, but also in terms of relationships with other international universities. Related specifically to the UNESCO centres of excellence for journalism training, universities not attending the closed African Schools of Journalism session felt snubbed. One lecturer not part of the sample criticised Rhodes University’s perceived privileged position, which the lecturer felt worsened the general condition of poor journalism training facilities in the rest of Africa.

· Although there were a large number of women, men were more visible. The majority of the speakers were male and during this and parallel research carried out at the conference, men were often more willing to participate.

· Delegates from the same countries tended to form cliques and remain in these. Their communication was not strictly with delegates from their own countries, but this was mostly the case. Language is not necessarily a contributing factor as many delegates from varying countries spoke either French or English, and to a lesser extent, Portuguese.

· On the final evening, at the final dinner event, delegates passed out business cards quite rapidly, often without adequately engaging the other person or assessing what benefit this person may yield for their business.

· In the weeks following the conference, 2008 winner of Highway Africa’s Excellence in ICT journalism Khaya Dhlanga, was interviewed in-studio on Media Matters, a programme that focuses specifically on ICT issues. This was part of a feature on the conference. The conference was also featured on South African public broadcaster, the SABC, with the entire awards evening broadcasted.
Summary and Analysis of Data
Attendance

Three of the attendants had previously attended; these were Tameru, Henrie and Pirikisi. Only Henrie noted that previous conferences had been better organised. Attendants who were active bloggers were especially interested in training workshops offered as they felt that this would improve their blogs. Trough the training workshops, Highway Africa is able to have a social impact as it is able to improve the skills of bloggers and journalists. This impact is carried outside of the conference as three of respondents said that do in fact pass on the skills learned to at the conference. Burkett carried her skills to her students, Tameru to his staff, while Walton was involved in community outreach project that had helped an Eastern Cape school create and maintain their own blog that may be used to generate funding. 

The networking potential of attending conference sessions was as an incentive to attend. Tameru especially noted sessions that allowed him to engage with other ICT editors and journalists on the issues they faced in their countries. He felt that this exchange of ideas would help him improve his own publication especially as his was the only such magazine in Ethiopia. Burkett preferred to attend academic sessions as well as plenary sessions as she felt that they allowed her to bring to attention socio-political issues, which she felt the conference did not give enough attention to.

Blogging

Four of the respondents were asked what role they felt blogging played. All agreed that it provided a platform for debate and dialogue outside of the functional structures of the media. For Tameru and Walton, as untrained journalists, they felt that blogging provided access to a new audience. As a trained journalist, Henrie felt that blogging was a somewhat more liberated media, especially in a climate where journalists are often subjected to censorship or are forced to undertake self-censorship. In fact, Henrie began blogging after attending Highway Africa for the first time Burkett extended this and felt that blogging provided a means of subversion especially when blogs were written in vernacular languages as she was of the opinion and personal experience that media publications in minority vernacular languages were rarely subject to censorship. 

On the relationship between blogging and traditional journalism Henrie felt that journalists were threatened by the potential of blogging. As a blogger, Walton felt that blogging would never replace traditional journalism. This may be attributed to the many challengers faced by bloggers. The limitations to blogging were identified as language, by Tameru, and lack of infrastructure, especially proper internet connections by Burkett, Henrie and Walton. Burkett, especially as an American living in Zimbabwe, suggested culture as a constraint to the content of blogging. Henrie was optimistic about blogging, as he intended to create a network of blogging journalists that would be able to use the platform to overcome self-censorship. 

These views on blogging represent the fact that Highway Africa is able to generate debate and not only provide training on blogging. This was especially visible during an academic session focussing on citizen and civic journalism, attended as part of participant observation. As stated by the respondents, blogging in Africa has not reached its full potential as an alternate source of media. This has much to do with developmental issues on the continent as well as political manipulation. It is the recommendation of this paper that Highway Africa attempt to address these constraints more fully and establish dialogue that may lead to Pan-African cooperation that may serve to overcome some of these issues. This is especially due to the organisational power and international credibility that Highway Africa holds and attempts to strengthen.

Networking

All the respondents cited the importance of networking potential that the conference held. Previous attendees Tameru and Henrie said that they were able to maintain contact with delegates that they had met at previous conferences. Tameru had continued communication with ICT journalists in West Africa, with whom he swapped ideas and information on the challenges they faced as ICT publications. This year, Tameru was able to meet a Kenyan journalist who he intended to remain in contact with in order to establish a regional publication footprint of his magazine. Walton intended to approach a Marlon Parker, a blogger from Cape Town that had used blogging for community upliftment, in order to establish this in Port Elizabeth, and if successful, in other parts of the Eastern Cape.

Respondents said they were able to network with other delegates during the workshops as well as during social events. Walton described a specific strategy for building contacts that he and his friends and fellow bloggers employed while at the conference. This involved attending events as a group, splitting up so that each was seated next to or socialising with a different person that they had not met before. They would try to exchange information with these newly introduced delegates. After the event, Walton and his friends would then meet up in order to exchange the contacts they had made and create a collective network. 

Participant observation showed that often delegates did not network with delegates outside of their country or region. This is still important as it builds a regional network of contacts that may in turn grow to a Pan-African network. A regional network holds the added advantage that it is more adequately able to address localised issues. A further shortcoming of the networking at Highway Africa is that it may have been too superficial to yield any sustainable social capital. 

It is clear that interviewees attended the conference with specific networking agendas. Pirikisi indicated that Absa had attended the conference with a team that intended to network with attendees outside of South Africa so that Absa may extend their footprint across the continent. It was especially important to meet delegates from countries that Absa had recently established branches in such as Tanzania, Mozambique and Namibia. Burkett believed that although the workshops were important, they catered to a specific group of “techies” and of more importance to her was the exchange of ideas, the intellectual capital that was exchanged between delegates. Burkett attended the conference with specific objectives for the university at which she is a lecturer. In networking to produce intellectual capital, Burkett has indicated that she intends to begin an academic exchange programme with certain willing academics that would see them teach their specific skills, specifically theoretical, at the university. 

The political economy of ICTs

Internet access remains an obstacle to the progress of ICTs on the continent. But as Burkett noted, this often may serve a political or economic means. In many instances, the state remains the most powerful point of society and the development and proliferation is often dependent on the regime in power. During a session attended it was mentioned by an attending delegate that the short message service in Ethiopia had been banned until recently in Ethiopia. This was confirmed by Tameru, who said that the government had seen this service as threat. As his publication plays an active role in raising awareness on ICTs in that country, Tameru stated that little to no policy regarding ICTs had existed. Through publishing the developmental benefits of ICTs, according to Tameru his publication has played an active lobbying role.

Under the repressive political climate of Zimbabwe, Burkett insists that the reason that little to no internet access is available, the poor quality of mobile telephone networks, the lack of infrastructure and even the regularity that electricity blackouts occur are due to political reasons. There is a consensus among foreign media and analysts that this is the case. Burkett raises an interesting point that may be applied to many other states in Africa, when she says

The only time we talk about politics is when somebody mentioned governments that are preventing people from having access. More evil is not banning websites but making sure that the internet is so slow and troublesome that no-one can use it. That’s more dangerous because nobody protests about it. We just say, oh that’s Africa. But it isn’t Africa.

State intervention is also able to directly affect media freedom, as Henrie noted. He said that despite the fact that media freedom was enshrined in the constitution, the media landscape is monopolised by the state broadcaster which often forces journalists to practise self-censorship. In countries that enjoy relative freedom in a constitutional democracy with less state intervention such as South Africa, the lack of internet access is attributed to the monopoly private sector. Walton is of the strong opinion that national service provider Telkom is responsible for lack of internet access in South Africa due to high tariffs. Nonetheless, Absa representative Pirikisi felt that Highway Africa was a successful means to engage in the issues facing the African media. Pirikisi felt that it was a continental platform that had the potential to allow delegates a platform to engage corporate bodies and visa versa. Although Pirikisi did feel this was open to improvement.

This paper is of the position that Highway Africa did not adequately discuss the political economy of ICTs or journalism on the continent. Although delegates may have mentioned the political climates if their countries, this paper recommends that a formal session is introduced to address this if Highway Africa intends to generate social capital. An additional recommendation comes from the potential of networks, which is still the responsibility of individual delegates, Highway Africa has the potential to play a facilitative role. This recommendation for Highway Africa draws from a suggestion by Burkett who discussed a plan she had to share ICT infrastructure across various universities across southern Africa as well as a recommendation by previous research reports, such as the 2006 African Media Development Initiative. Perhaps Highway Africa could facilitate Pan-African networks that allow an exchange of infrastructure and the sharing of broadband, that for example allow out of use machinery to move to countries that do not have any or that would allow bloggers access to publish their blogs, which may not be possible in their own countries. In its advocacy role, Highway Africa could play a lobbying role to raise awareness of issues affecting the development and progress of ICTs in Africa.

The participation and involvement of organisations 

Pirikisi felt that Highway Africa allows delegates to have access to organisational sponsors such as Absa:

Let the media interrogate the corporates. Something like, ‘You group – the corporates – the way you give us stories, sometimes your turnaround time is not right’; and other things that we can iron out. We need to hear these things so we can address it.

However, Pirikisi felt that this was not adequately addressed by the conference in its current form. He suggested a specific session that would facilitate dialogue between delegates and organisations. When asked whether  This paper suggests that this might especially be helpful in informing delegates what criteria organisations used to identify media organisations they would like to sponsor, as was pointed out by Pirikisi. Walton pointed out that he was not adequately informed of the presence of sponsors or that he was even free to engage with them.

The role UNESCO was cited only by Burkett as this was largely in the academic sphere of the conference as part of the sessions on African Schools of Journalism. This was an aspect only sighted Burkett as she is an academic. On the subject of a standardised curriculum, Burkett felt that this was impossible as conditions, cultural, historical and economic, were to different in varying countries. Burkett felt that the standards set by UNESCO to be recognised were unrealistic. Participant observation yielded a certain amount of animosity among some academics who felt that South African university, Rhodes University was in a privileged position due to its economic standing. Although all academic delegates were invited to other similar sessions, perhaps a more inclusive standard of excellence should be discussed. Although, it must be considered what impact this might have on the quality of journalism training in Africa. Highway Africa affords the unique opportunity to be a central point for such a meeting. This will allow Highway Africa to play an impacting role on the training of media practitioners.

The incentivising role of awards

Awards and rewards encourage delegates not only to attend the conference again, but also to further their networking. Awards also contribute to the social capital generated by the conference as it increases the perceived prestige of those who have received the awards. Henrie, a previous winner of the Highway Africa awards for Excellence in ICT Journalism, indicated that his awards have benefited him in that the popularity of and interest in his blog has grown. According to Henrie, this has heightened an awareness of ICTs and ICT journalism in the Seychelles. For Tameru, nominated in 2007 and 2008, it was one of the main incentives for attending the conference and his nomination would be featured in his magazine once again. In the weeks following the conference, 2008 winner Khaya Dhlanga was interviewed on a media affairs programme on South African television channel, etv. That these awards contribute further to the social capital of the conference is perhaps an incentive to increase the number of awards that may perhaps include an award specifically aimed at community and social development through ICTs.
Conclusion
There is no doubt that due to the Pan-African meeting place it provides, Highway Africa has the potential to create some sort of social change through ICTs and the media in Africa. This is by no means a tall order, and is possible through the networks created by delegates attending this conference. If Highway Africa were to properly facilitate these networks in a more formalised manner in order to affect the manner of social capital they generate, the conference may be able to fully explore its potential of advocacy. If Highway Africa is to have any sustainable form of social impact, it will be through the exchange of ideas, information and even infrastructure that is made possible through the networks created by the conference.

This research paper has explored that possibility. It has outlined its research objectives and given a conceptual and contextual framework within which to place these objectives. During the Highway Africa conference, it carried out research to assess the impact of generating social capital through networking at Highway Africa through the methods of semi-structured in-depth interviews and participant observation. Through using a diverse sample it has attempted to varying perspectives of Highway Africa. It has recorded these perspectives as data, and along with the observations gathered during the conference, it has analysed the data by focussing on several emerging themes. These themes which were attendance, blogging, netwroking, the political economy of ICTs, the role of organisations at the conference and the role of awards, which illuminated the generation of social capital at the conference. Still, there were some shortcomings and room for improvement in generating social capital, which this paper has discussed and made recommendations in regard thereto. 
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Appendix I
Interview Transcripts

Vergal Walton

Is this your first time attending the DCI?
Yes it is my first time attending ha. I wanted to come for a long time. Last year I missed it because it was during the week and I had to work. This time it was perfect.

Is that why you’re not attending ha, because it is during the week

Yes that’s why.

What made you become a blogger. How did you get involved?

I got into it through Ramon. I usually checked out the blogs so I told him I would also like to get involved. So we decided to do the one I told you about, the Jack Higgins one, just for me to play around and see how it works. It’s platform where you can contact many people. Everyone is on the internet these days. If your blog comes up on Google, people leave comments from all over the world like Iceland, England, here, mostly America. They like the layout of the blog, that it’s well structured and what do I think about the characters of the books. Most people read the review on the blog after they’ve read the book. They leave good comments.

Do you design the layout yourself? Do you have some help with the technical aspects?

I’m completely in charge of the blog. The platform we use is Wordpress. They have helpful tutorials so I get help from that and Ramon, who is an expert. The lovely thing about Wordpress is that there are always add-ons coming, there’s always an update and it makes things easier. You can just write and post and change the layout like you want to. 

How long have you had internet access?

I’ve had internet access for six years, been blogging for two years.

How many people do you have on your blog?

At first it was a bit slow, but I checked the hits now and I had about 900 000 hits.

Did you attend all the workshops or was there a specific workshop that you wanted to attend?

I attended all of them.
Was there a particular one that you liked?

I actually liked the one about the session where they spoke about what is happening in Cape Town by Marlon Parker about MXit and community blogging.

Are you going to incorporate any of it?

What they do is what I wan to do in the Eastern Cape. They are really uplifting the community. Most of the workshops have been stuff I am already aware of. I’ve been playing with podcasting and all of that.

You mentioned earlier that you wanted to start a blog about construction. How are you going to use the new information you’ve learnt?

It will be a new blog but it will still be on Wordpress. I think that all the workshops I’ve attended are going to be very helpful especially the one on podcasting like on my Jack Higgins blog there are no videos. Here I can get videos of people plastering and post it on the blog.

How do you think blogs help community upliftment, especially communities that don’t necessarily have internet access?

Blogs can uplift communities in terms of donations. Most blogs give information for free, but then they ask for donations. Like people in Jo’burg don’t know about poverty stricken areas in the Eastern Cape, but if you can have a blog they can come online and read about it and see pictures and the people in development can lend out a helping hand and help the community.

How do you make money from a blog and your blog specifically?

There are two ways, Adsense and affiliate marketing. Adsense is Google placing an ad on your blog and every time someone clicks on that as or someone buys from it, you get commission from that. The more hits on your site, the more money you make. Affiliate marketing is the same. I have amazon.com-the booksellers- and Kalahari.net and if you buy a book from it, I get money. 

Have you been able to build any contacts at DCI?

That’s the reason why we’re here; we’re building our network of contacts.

Have you met anyone interesting who could help you grow the blog?

Ja, but not actually to build the blog, but they will be connections. Most of the people here are not from where I’m from, the eastern cape. Like Marlon whose from Cape Town and we’re working together in the future. most of them are form Jo’burg and they are well connected. It won’t help jack Higgins so much, but in terms of starting a new blog, it will.

Have you been able to meet with industries and businesses like Absa? Is it difficult to get to them?

I haven’t seen anyone representing them, like a PRO.

How did you meet the people you’ve built contacts with?

At social events and conferences. What we do at the conference, we’re five guys and we all sit next to different people and try to get their contacts. That’s our strategy. Then at break time we discuss who we met at the conference. We do that at every function. We do that like at the 27 Dinners. It’s called the dinners for geeks, every 27th of the month. There’s one in Cape Town and one in Jo’burg and now we’ve started one in Port Elizabeth. I meet interesting people there that would really help my business. We invite different people every time. Every time we have new, interesting and influential people.

Is internet access still an issue?

Internet access still an issue, it being so expensive because of Telkom, damn Telkom. People are anxious to blog, but they don’t have the access to facilities. We invited a school from Alexandria and they even have their own blog now- a rural area in the Alexandria.

How do they manage their blog?

They now have internet access at their school  

How did your blog attract an audience, and a worldwide audience at that?

The bulk of my audience is international because the author is Irish. The blog attracts about thirty per cent of South Africans.

How has blogging been helpful in terms of community building? Have you been able to speak to delegates from other countries about this aspect?

I mostly spoke to people from Kenyan and Ghana. They’re anxious to blog but they don’t have the infrastructure. You could go into a shop and buy a book about blogging or you could go online for the tutorials but you still need internet access to do that and the infrastructure doesn’t allow that in most African countries.

There has been much debate around citizen journalism. Do you see yourself as a citizen journalist and how do you think blogging fits into this?

I’m not a citizen journalist because although I have a specific topic, I don’t have anything that I want to convey to the world yet, like what’s happening in Grahamstown. According to me, a citizen journalist is someone that is conveying a message about an event that the world needs to have.

What role do you think online media plays?

It will never take over newspapers because the company’s that own newspapers are too big. I think that it will eventually come to a point where it will be an equal medium in terms of getting the message across.

Abraham Tameru
Your magazine is called ICT focus. Tell us more about it?

It focuses on ICT issues, technology and how we can use technology for social development. The magazine was established in 2000, the first issue came out February 2000.

And it’s been going strong ever since?

There have been ups and downs.
Are you able to get it out every second month?

We try to get out monthly. The problems are mainly financial. The main income is from advertisements. There are times when we can’t have enough advertising to cover the costs of the magazine.

What is your readership?

It is mainly based in ICT professionals, people using ICTs, managers, professors and students in universities. Our circulation is about from 2000 to 3000.

What challenges are you facing, especially with issues such as printing?

We have printer. In terms of quality, it’s not the quality we want to have. If you want a better quality, buy we have to compromise about the quality to get it out.

What challenges do you face with language? The magazine is published in English, but will you also publish in Amharic?
Since its inception, we’ve been publishing in the English language, but we’ve always had the plan about publishing a parallel Amharic publication. With the Amharic publication, we haven’t yet decided if we want it to be a newspaper or a magazine, but we’re thinking more about a newspaper, probably a weekly.

Why a newspaper rather than a magazine? Will it still be focussed on ICTs?

The market will determine that, if the paper can survivor on focussing on ICTs then that’s okay. But if we have to, then we will broaden. It’s cheaper to print a newspaper, magazines are more expensive.

How have ICTs grown in the past five years in Ethiopia?

When we started the magazine in 2002, ICTs were not much talked about in our country. We focussed on talking about how ICTs can be use for local and economic development. We were lobbying the government. When we started there were no government institutions in charge of ICT development, no policy, nothing. But after a year or two, the government decided to establish an ICT development agency that would oversee ICT development. We also started getting more private ICT institutions. Things started to grow because of the push from the ground up, because people would like to use ICTs, especially in the ICT area. There were more and more projects starting.

How were you involved in getting government to work towards an ICT policy?

We weren’t directly involved policy making. We were involved in creating awareness and showing people what ICTs can bring to them in all aspects of their lives; business, economics, social.

The Ethiopian government did not allow the short message system service until recently. What similar challenges do you face, how do you cope and how freely are able to move within a climate like that?

There are challenges, for example the telephone systems are still monopolised by one company, a government owned company. After two or three years sms service was shut down because of government instability. With the content there is still censorship, some opposition sites are inaccessible in Ethiopia. These are things that I hope will change in a country after a while I am hoping that the censorship will go away. What the government sees as a threat, after some time, the government will not see it that way. That way things will change when they realise it is not a threat. I am confident that things will change. Some years before, there were some government officials who said ICTs were not useful in our country, that we had some other priorities, but today most of them say ICTs are important. And they have a lot of projects like networking schools and government departments are digitised. 

How do you incorporate issues of development and communication, like this particular article in your magazine?

That particular article was written on a particular development project on community development based on the strategy of development and what’s going on in our country. That article focussed on what are the critical issues for development, what should be focussed on, for instance expanding the use of the internet in rural areas. One of the things we mentioned was the pattern of literacy and how ninety per cent of the content o the internet is in English so how can farmers benefit form the internet when they don’t know English. So it raised the issue of content. We must focus on producing content in our own language so that people can get access in their own language. Then there is also the problem of infrastructure. Many people don’t have electricity. How can you have access to the internet if you don’t have electricity? How can you bring new technology into an area when you don’t have electricity?

Electricity has been an often mentioned problem. How do you think we can overcome this problem?

Using solar power is an option but still government has to give priority to building more infrastructures for rural areas, but we should think about alternative power.

On the topic of infrastructure and technology, do you think your magazine will be able to go mobile?

I think so. It may not be in the very near future, but soon.

What kind of policies has your government been able to put in place regarding mobile telephone use?

The government is investing in mobile tech because it takes les money rather than others like internet.

Are there more magazines like this?

No, it is the only magazine of its kind in Ethiopia.

And what role do you think your magazine can play?

We think that it created awareness of ICTs, the benefits of ICTs for community development, addressing ICT policy and bug business.

In terms of HA and its themes, what have you learnt so far that you can apply, such as any aspects of citizen journalism?
One of the areas of citizen journalism is that it includes social networking and this is one of the issues we talk about. This contributes to the content of my magazine. Also, we believe that citizen journalism will be the driving force of the internet.

How does one balance quality and the empowerment that comes with citizen journalism?

For example, the cooperation and participation of citizen journalism, it helps to have the voice of the masses to be heard and it helps to have them heard and to seen themselves. It’s about exchange of ideas. In the traditional media you have journalist talk to the citizens, and yes, quality and content matter, but this is people talking to each other, it’s more informal.

This is your third time at HA. Have you been able o meet and maintain contact with people thus far?

Yes. For instance there is one Kenyan journalist who I et at HA and now contributes to our magazine, thanks to HA. Also, when I come, I’ve kept in contact with friends in Ghana who are doing the same thing in west Africa. And we talk about what difficulties they are facing and how they have been able to overcome these difficulties and challenges.

Do you make it a point to maintain contact with people?

Yes.

In terms of the exchange of information, how far have you been able to further your plans about turning your magazine into a regional magazine and how has HA been able to help you with that?

I haven’t yet talked to anyone, but I think it’s in the near future that I will become a regional magazine.

There a four people on your staff. Are you able to bring them along to the conference?

We try to get others, but it’s not always easy. It is difficult to get scholarships. 

One thing I haven’t mentioned is that we usually get news from HANA and we publish it into our magazine and also on our website.

How successful has the website been able to be?

We have been nominated for an award. This is the second tine in consecutive years.

Are you able to make use of blogs and podcasts on your website?

Not yet, but I have attended workshops on how to do this.

Blogging has become quite popular. Now that there is an emerging market in blogging, how has it grown in Ethiopia and of so, how are you able to use it in your magazine?

Blogs are not used much in our country, they are not very popular. I think the problem is language. In Ethiopia, most of our media publications are in Amharic, our local language, and in Ethiopia we have our own alphabet and we have not yet solved the problem of putting our alphabet on the internet. Most of the font we use is not compatible with browsers so usually you go to an Amharic website and you have to download the font. Most of the internet text is saved in image format so when you click it you have to read it in a PDF file which is very time consuming. Unless there is an issue of creating an internet friendly font.

How far is the process of creating an internet friendly font?

There are some projects underway, partnerships with Microsoft, but until now, they haven’t come up with something accessible. There are some projects that are working. But where it works on internet explorer, it might not work on Mozilla Firefox. We need it to work across browsers. 

Which  workshops have you attended thus far and how has it been helpful?

Until now I’ve attended one workshop, editing made easy. It was very interesting to hear the challenges that other editors in Africa face and how they overcome them. You always meet new people, there are always new speakers.

Is HA making an impact on Africa?

I think so. In most of our countries ten years back there was no citizen journalism debate. I think HA has made an impact because now it’s common for journalists to use the internet for investigation et cetera. Things have changed a lot. For example, on reporting ICTs, now things are progressing. In our country it was only certain magazines focussing on ICTs, now there are other media like business media and other publications, who rarely talked about ICTs. Now I see more and more coverage from other publications. 

On your background, you said you weren’t trained as a journalist. What is your trained profession?

I am a trained ICT professional.

If you do become a regional magazine, do you foresee any competition for markets and advertising?

The publications that are in Kenya focus on Kenya. Our aim is to make it regional. 

Maxwell Pirikisi

How has Absa’s relationship with HA grown over the years?

It’s grown over the years. We started on a small scale, not really involved, we would give small donations of about R50 000 which wouldn’t do much other than give you a few t-shirts, but we realised that we need to do more given the size of our business and also given how HA was going. So in 2006 we discussed with the organisers, Prof Berger and Chris, and we agreed to sign a memorandum of understanding an agreement to which we bound ourselves fro two years and we would give half a million rand and upwards. This year we gave a million. So it has been growing and the reason this has been growing is because we see the increased value of HA.

Have you been able to extend Absa’s footprint across Africa through HA?

We have a vision for Africa, we have a mission for Africa. Our goal is to be the best bank in Africa and to grow the market. We do not just go to any market. We enter the market where we think we can get a return on investment and secondly, we have a passion for making a difference in people’s lives so we choose the markets in which we can make a difference. So for us HA is an enabler, we are the business, we have a story, but we need people to tell that story. Hence our link with HA because we think there’s a story coming out of Africa. We’d like to think that this is the same as our business, but we don’t have the capacity to tell that story. 

In keeping with the theme of having a vision for Africa, there has been much talk about the Millennium Development Goals and the African Renaissance. How much do you think that the media play a part in that and how does Absa see this?

When you talk about the Renaissance and the MDG, they all speak to one thing really: We want the African success story told out there. We need to connect with people on the continent and even beyond that. When you talk about the MDGs, that means poverty eradication, literacy and similar objectives, corporate will provide the finances and other resources to attain those goals, but once this is done, we need the world to know what we have done, for the world to know what corporates are doing. Also we need the media to publicise opportunities for the corporates. For example, we wouldn’t know what certain conditions are in Mozambique, but if the media in Mozambique can highlight issues, then the corporates will see the gaps and opportunities and go in and make a difference and in turn the media can turn around and tell a success story. I think that’s the beauty of Highway Africa as a conference in partnerships with the corporates.

You spoke earlier about specific markets that you target. Within those markets that you target, have there been specific projects that you have undertaken?

We have relations. Just for the record, we’re operating in Tanzania, we’ve been there since 2000. One of my associated has been the founding member. I myself was based in Tanzania for five years in the corporate affairs portfolio, but that’s beside the point. We have corporate affairs units that look after corporate affairs over there. In fact we’ve got a colleague who is here at the conference to build their own network on the ground. What we do is, I sit at the centre, setting up strategy, giving alignment between Absa and the countries, giving guidance. But we’ve realised that we can’t have a localised network from a central point of view from South Africa. So those people build networks in other African countries. HA of course, brings those people, those media and professors to us and then I get to meet them and get to talk to them.

The people that you meet, are these usually organisations or have you been able to work with individuals working in fields like community radio?

Yes we do that, in fact in the markets that we look for, we would rather work with up and coming people in the media, not that we neglect the nig ones, but much of the need comes for the smaller ones. When you look at them, they have the potential but they don’t have the capacity so we try to work with them. We know that advertising provides the revenue they need so we’re lenient about where we place our advertising in the community. And besides, those are the mediums that we reach a wider audience, they’re cheaper and compared to newspapers, but they’re much more accessible, they might technological challenge in order to reach the rural areas, but they have the biggest reach.

What characteristics are you looking for among the smaller organisations in order for Absa to build a sustainable relationship with them?

We have an absolute commitment to community development. So if you are going to work with Absa or Barclays, you need to share our vision. We’re not in this for commercial purposes. If you’re in this because you want to make a little money on the side, or more importantly community development we can help you. If all you are about is to make money, we will not look at you. But chances are, if you have a vision for your local community, then we can work together. For some organisations, as long as you work close to the community, with that effort and vision, that’s what we’re looking for.

Do you focus more on developing journalists or infrastructural development?

We have a programme that we are considering now that we would like to role out across Africa, hopefully in partnership with Highway Africa. We want to achieve , we don’t want HA to be a two or three day thing, we want it to be an all year round thing so we might sponsor a bursary for people, journalists from other countries to do their diplomas or degrees that we feel we’ve contributed to the teaching, training and development of the media’s Pan-African role. So we have a programme and we’ll soon be talking to your profs to see ho we can make that work.

And in terms of infrastructural development, how do you go about that?

That’s a bit of a tricky one because in terms if community, we focus on three things. We focus  on education, job creation and health. So when you talk infrastructure, that’s a bit outside. Unless you can present it in such a manner that, whether it works in terms of education, job creation and training, then we can look at that. But in the mean time, we are looking at our education programmes and we’ll probably look at Rhodes and other countries if there are media institutions and if they can do training there.

You have said that you have a plan on rolling out plans like education. Where do you start to roll out a plan like this?

We start is the market that we are currently working in, that is Tanzania, Mozambique and Namibia. We count Namibia because we will soon be going into Namibia in 2009. And then on a global level, because we’re part of the Barclays group, because Barclays does  business in places like Egypt, Botswana and Nigeria, places where we would like to do something in areas like these.

Moving on, whenever development in Africa is mentioned, funding is always an issue. Media bodies like the AMD suggesting that funding and loans should take into account the difficulties and constraints of the media. Do you think that this is a feasible option?

I think it is the way you structure it. I think you’ve got to look at it holistically, you can’t put it into different silos. Of course, if the corporate would like to get into it, they would like to have a say in developing such a programme. They wouldn’t just to say, ‘Rhodes University, here’s a million rand, please do something.’ They would also like to have an input, which is something very close to us as Absa. When we look at HA that facilitates training, especially in this case, in ICTs. We’re also beginning to raise issues, suggestions to say: ‘This is also a platform for journalists to meet corporates. There are issues that are important to journalists that the corporates need to know and there are issues close to the corporates that the media needs to now so somehow in one of these sessions, there’s got to be a session where the media actually interacts with the corporate people.

Have there been such [above mentioned] sessions?

Well, I’ve been raising that over the last two years, but its not really getting any attention. I think next year, if we come back as Absa as a partner, that is something we’d like to look at, even if its an hour session. Let the media interrogate the corporates. Something like, ‘You group – the corporates – the way you give us stories, sometimes your turnaround time is not right’; and other things that we can iron out. It doesn’t help to sit as the media, and complain that Absa never came back to us or their spokespeople are never available. We need to hear these things so we can address it. For me it is one of the important things that I would like to discuss with Chris in the next conference.

You mentioned that you would like to have the corporates to have a say in how the conference is managed. How far does that extend. Would it go all the way to content?

That’s the idea. It would have been much more beneficial. Look, the conference is great. It could always improve. Bear in mind I am not even a banker, I work for a bank, I’m a journalist and I’m now in the corporate side, so I have knowledge of the media side and I have knowledge of the corporate side. And there are many of us in the corporate world who would have done the public relations and corporate communication. There are resources in the corporate world to help the media in terms if development. And we’re saying tap into those resources, don’t just use us for funding.  Apart from the financial input, there are skills that can be used.

Gervais Henrie

How has HA been thus far?


HA has been very good. It’s been very interesting and I’m particularly excited about this year’s theme. I am a journalist and I have been blogging now for some time now and I am also doing citizen journalism and yet I am also a professionally trained journalist, so balancing the two, I’ll have to see about it. We know that there is a bit of controversy about journalists who are not too keen about people coming into their territory, to claim their position. But when journalists themselves are doing it, it is an interesting thing to think about and we haven’t really talked about it.

You are a member of parliament and you are a blogger and you’re a journalist. How do you balance these three roles?

Honestly I am still in a transitional phase to see how exactly I am going to balance it. How I can make the best of the skill that I have, how I can get the maximum out of it. It’s been relatively easy to do because you have the knowledge, the knowhow, but it’s been selling the concept to people that has been the most difficult part. So this is why, whilst I’m here I’ve been attending the workshops that are talking about how to take your blog to the next level, how to do a successful podcast. I am hoping to gain the maximum knowledge and take it back to make it successful.

Why is selling the idea of blogging back to people the most difficult part?

Access to the internet itself is still a problem and when people do have access, it’s what are they looking for online. Most people are interesting in news, or celebrity gossip or sport. They are not interested in ICT news or political news. If they are not, how do you get them to start taking an interest? This is how I think we should, not just me, but everybody else who is caught in that dilemma to find the best way of mixing everything together and making it more attractive to the audience you are trying to target.

How long have you been blogging?

I started blogging in 2005 or 2006 – I can’t recall. 
Do you have any specific themes that you concentrate on in your blogs?

I have two blogs; one is an ICT related blog. I only blog about ICT news coming from the Seychelles. I’ve been involved in HA since 2004 so we’ve been trained as ICT journalists so it was important to me to put to use what I have learnt. Then when I went into politics, I thought it would be a good idea to blog about politics, especially news related to the constituency I am working in. 

Are you still a practising journalist?

Yes I am.

Then how do you balance objectivity. I know that on the blog you’re not required to be objectivity. But outside of your blog, how do you balance being an MP and a journalist?

That’s interesting. One thing, because I am a properly trained journalist, it is difficult to step away from objectivity so I try to keep at it as much s possible. But on my political blog, because I have to make a   stand, I am not necessarily writing as objectively. I have to make my own conclusions. But for the ICT blog, that’s straight news. I guess that when I am doing my cit blog, that’s straight news. 

How much time do you dedicate to blogging?

That’s the most difficult part. To be a blogger, you have to be dedicated to what you’re doing. You have to be disciplined. Frankly, I haven’t touched my ICT blog in a while because the last entry was the CAF not being showed in the Seychelles because of cost and that was also picked up by allafrica.com. With my political blog, I try to have an entry once a week. My ICT blog, maybe when I get back after HA I will be motivated again. And now because I can do photography, I know how to add pictures to my blog. And I will also add podcasts, because I am a radio journalist by trade, I need to merge all these things together.

Given the ongoing problem of internet access, how do you attract an audience and is your audience more local or is it more international?

On my ICT blog, interestingly, its audience is more international. From Sweden I am getting hits, and from South Africa. I have also been approached my people looking for information about Seychelles, usually investors who want to know about banking and satellite connectivity. They’ve tracked me down and asked me particular questions which I’ve gladly helped with. But the political blog is much more local. Because it is the constituency I blog about, it is very, very local. So it’s a mixture of both.

With your political blog, how much of it is you voice and how much is it actually the voice and policy of the opposition party? And to what extent do you have to toe the party line?

It blends, because right now I am not a directly elected member, I came in on a proportional ticket. The way I would speak is not toeing the party line as such, but promoting me through the party policies. I will give my point of view and then say what the party is about. I give the party’s view and my beliefs.
How many times have you attended HA?

This is my fifth consecutive year.
Before, you worked as a HANA journalist. How has this experience been?

HANA was formed in 2003 and they had a group of journalists in 2003. I joined that group in 2003 because that course was being offered through NiZA. So Seychelles being a member of SADC, the SBC was offered the opportunity to send a participant and I was doing this ICT magazine at home. Just doing it without really knowing what ICT was all about. So they sent me for training. When I get here, they liked my work. Actually, I am the only person who is still part of HANA that is from the 2004 group. And I have worked with journalists from Malaysia, Kenya, and Ghana. It’s been exciting.

How is your experience of HA this year?

One problem is that it is a confusing thing for us, and this was the same last year: Do we come as journalists or do we come as delegates. Because once we get here and we get things moving, they say, you guys have experience; you have to help us out. So now I’m attending the lecturers as a delegate and I’m rushing to load stories. So we have to do two things and there’s always pressure for deadlines and we don’t get to enjoy the conference as much as we would like to. We’ve all been complaining, give us a break, and let the students do the work for once [laughs].

You have won an award for excellence in ICT journalism at a previous conference. Has the award brought any new opportunities?

That was in 2007 and then again in 2006 I won the best radio show for ICT and gender. It has made people notice my work more because know when they’re reading my blog, they know it is from someone who knows what he is talking about, who has a passion for it and it has also doubled my devotion to ICT journalism. ICT journalism is not like sport, people don’t’ find it sexy so we have to write in a way that entices people. Now, in any type of story, I can see an ICT angle. In an environment, you would have never thought that there would be an ICT angle, but it’s there. Business and anything else, there can be an ICT angle. It will make me more committed.
There are many delegates at the conference who specialise in ICT. Have you been able to make any contacts that you might be able to use in the ICT field?

Ja, just like any other conference, networking is very important and different relationships with different people are important. This year, a group of us has a particular project. We have seen the global voices project and we were very interested and we would like to do something like this. We thought that as ICT journalists, who write about other stuff, let’s have our own. We will find someone to design a website for us and then we will appoint a moderator and then maybe we can do a tourism site. We can report on our country from tourism point of view, but that’s different from how trained people write about and promote tourism. We will be writing about it in a different way. We still want to write about good things about our country and hopefully next year, we will have something started ready for the awards.

How freely is the media in the Seychelles able to operate?

It’s a bit tricky because on paper there is press freedom in the Seychelles because the constitution allows this. But in practise, that’s not the case. You see the government that we have, they’ve been in power for thirty two years and they know how to bend the rules to stop you from expressing yourself. One thing, radio license is enormously high in the Seychelles. It’s about R800 000 for a population of 80 000. Imagine, how can you make that sort of money on that island? There’s no way you can make it. So that’s the first barrier, there’s no private radio station. Secondly, the printing press. All the political parties, we have three main political parties, they have their dailies, and the church has a monthly. The licence is relatively cheap so we have many publications, but if you write about them, they take you t court and the judge will impose a hefty fine and you just go bust. If they keep treating you like this, after a while you’ll have to shut down. When you talk about press freedom, what is press freedom? Are the people, the Seychellois population really getting an independent media because all the parties have their own newspapers and the media landscape is very fragmented and divided so I wouldn’t classify it as freedom of the media. I think that we still have long way to go.

And do you think blogging will be able to make any inroads into this?

The thing is, we have a couple people blogging but most of them have particular passions like sport and environment. I have been talking to a few journalist and hope that we can get together and have news blog so that even if we work in different organisations we can write about a story that we cover in our own point of view without attracting any attention to your organisation, the people are afraid because they know there will be repercussions and they will be punished for that. Journalists are very self-censored and again that affects press freedom.

Ellinor Burkett

How did you end up teaching in Zimbabwe?

Do you know the Fulbright programme? Right after the WWII, a senator named J. William Fulbright realised that Americans knew nothing about the rest of the world, so they began this programme which is an exchange of students, professors and academic scholars with 183 countries. I’m a working journalist and I needed to take a break so I went to Zimbabwe to teach at National University of Science and Technology in Bulawayo on a whim. My husband and I were thinking ‘Oh we’ll go live in Africa for a year’; and we fell in love with it. The University hired me and here I an. And that was four years ago. 

How has the experience been thus far?

It’s a fascinating challenge because the obstacles to building really good journalism are economic, political and cultural so it really taxes your imagination. How to bash down all the obstacles at the same time, especially in an environment where everybody’s very depressed.

Can you elaborate on the cultural obstacle that you mentioned?

In a session we were talking about blogging and a guy, who is South Africa, said he was very uncomfortable with blogging because what if someone just started blogging that the chief had a bunch of women or something-well that’s a cultural obstacle. Because journalism is about the truth and about making sure that people know what is going on but you have a certain cultural belief (which everybody has) that certain cultural traits aren’t supposed to be spoken, you’ve got a cultural problem. My greatest area of expertise is Aids and when I started reporting on Aids in the Unites States, you weren’t supposed to write in family newspapers on the front page about sex. And I remember the first day that I wrote, it was World Aids Day and they asked me to do a side bar (this is early, like 1987) of how to get HIV. Most people would put sex, but I believe that we have to be much more specific, so I was very specific. We had a wonderful women editor and she came to me the next day, throws the newspaper down on my desk and says, ‘The words “anal intercourse” will never appear on the front page if my newspaper. That’s offensive in a family newspaper.’ So I said, ‘Well then you won’t report about Aids.’ Because I crossed a cultural line; every society has cultural things that are traps fro journalists.

But then surely as a journalist, one should be able to adjust that cultural line?

I think that some cultures do it more successfully than others and I think that some people are more comfortable with it than others. Like the Christian Right in the United States will never be comfortable with my writing about anal intercourse or homosexuality as normal and that’s fine. They will never be comfortable and that’s not my problem. I’m a journalist and I will write the truth and if you don’t like it, that’s fine, don’t read it. I think that there are a lot of cultural issues like that. What he brought up was a very interesting point. We talk about that a lot in Zimbabwe in our community newspapers and our community radios. The position of the chief is such that you’re not supposed to talk about the chief critically. But what if he’s corrupt? Especially when you’re my age- I’m 62- it stretches you to try to figure out how to help young people to navigate the waters in any culture. And this is not my culture and this makes it harder because first I have to understand it, like there are gender stuff and chief issues and then there’s race in a country like Zimbabwe.

On the topic of gender, our team has been observing people and we’ve noticed that there aren’t as many women at the conference. Well, this has just been a general observation. What has your perception been about this?

I don’t know what the headcount would be, but they’re presence is much smaller that the presence of men, even if the numbers are the same. They’re quieter. There was a lot of effort to make sure that there were a lot of women speakers but I’m not sure that they were the same stature as the men in many cases. But the women, especially the West African women, are very tough. But I didn’t see many women.

Ten years ago, Kim Bryson of the Open Source Foundation said that the conference does not take the African context into consideration. What is your take on this?

There is such a cultural chasm between South Africa and the rest of the continent, and that just is. So people are sitting here, coming up with these fabulous ideas about all these things that could be done in South Africa, or at least, could be done in urban South Africa (I have to be very careful about that) that would be totally unrealistic in the rest of the countries. When somebody kind of yelled at me the other day - it was Dumisani Moyo, a Zimbabwean who works here - about the cellphone network. Well the cellphone network stinks in Zimbabwe. If you get about twenty kilometres outside the city, unless you’re on certain main roads, there is no cellphone signal, so that’s not an option for me.  If I want to send students out during the election or to cover election violence as I want to send my students to contact home to find out what’s going on so we can map the violence, well two thirds of them can’t because there’s no cellphone network at home. I know, in all of Zimbabwe, seven people who have broadband and they’re all businesses owned by white people. No university has broadband. I guess you could blog without broadband, but it’s so slow and you’re paying for your telephone call per minute, it’s going to cost a bloody fortune, so it’s not realistic. Three years ago I brought in a very good expert on blogging to do workshops both for our students and working journalists and for the NGOs. We got to the university and the electricity was off. So that was okay, I had arranged a generator as a back-up. But then the server was down and then we had no blogging workshop. I mean, you can teach blogging theory but practise is a little bit hard and that’s the reality of every university, that’s the reality of UNESCO and the United Nations and the US Embassy and for everybody else. The phones don’t work, the electricity is down all the time and the servers crash and for the percentage of the African population who live in rural areas, maybe at road-points there’s electricity and yes there are cellphones in some cases, but people have trouble charging them and so people use them very carefully because they might have to travel an hour and a half to have them charged. Because what we need in Africa is a wind-up charger so I think we have to figure out how to do high-tech in a low-tech way. When I realised that’s what we have to figure out, I got a little less depressed about the conference. Four years ago we were trying to publish a student newspaper, but printing became too expensive so I said well fine, let’s go online. Because I think it’s a better idea anyway because the students are learning an extra set of skills when they do that so I arranged generators. I arranged all these things we had another problem, in order for us to upload to the university or website, the vice-chancellor refused to let us do it directly. And we had to always go through IT so that means we gave them something to upload and we saw that there were spelling mistakes, we’d have to go back to them, we can’t change it. And it also feels a little bit like censorship. So what do we do? And we just stopped because we had no solution, and then I realised, well no, there is a solution: I can just get some other university and maybe I’ll ask Rhodes, because they don’t have to be in the same place. If they can give us just a tiny little bit of server space and access to it, and then I can FTP the file to them and ask them to upload it and I can as the vice-chancellor to get stuffed. So even if I don’t have electricity, I can still email off dial-up. If there’s a spelling mistake I can just email them and say ‘Can you just change one little thing for me?’ and maybe it is a ridiculously low tech solution, it depends on somebody else’s being in a higher technology, but I think these kinds of partnerships. And I think it’s especially important on the part of South African universities because there is resentment, there is no doubt and I think the way to deal with the resentment. Rhodes is an example of someone who’s trying to do it; for universities like Rhodes to help the rest of us a little a bit. And I know that Rhodes doesn’t have a huge amount of money, but these kinds of partnerships won’t cost Rhodes and I’m sure Rhodes has a gigantic server and to really have this much space, would be nothing for them And especially because Rhodes has probably the highest number of Zimbabwean students outside of Zimbabwe of any university on earth and I’m encouraging this sort of linkages will allow us to do some things that we couldn’t do otherwise. For example, there’s the whole south of Zimbabwe that have no communication with the rest of Zimbabwe, but they have it with you [South Africa] and with Botswana – the area towards the Botswana border. They don’t get Zimbabwe radio, they don’t get Zimbabwean television, but they get SABC and none of them use Zimbabwean cellphones because there’s no coverage. They use Botswana and Zimbabwean cellphones. Okay, so then I can do it through South Africa the Botswana government will not be cooperative. That makes sense to me. And to people who live on the Zimbabwean border and the people who live on the Mozambican border, it is the same thing. So I think this kind of partnership, this kind of skills sharing stuff is important. I have now found out that we are in much better shape in Zimbabwe than I thought we were which is a humbling thought. Because what we have is intellectual capital, which they don’t. We still have very educates, very sophisticated people in and Zambia or Malawi doesn’t. What they have is leaving or has left or they didn’t have that many to start out with. But some of the countries have more technological skills which we don’t. So then we need to share. We’ll lend them intellectual capital (I don’t know how we’re going to do this, but we’re going to do this) and they’re going to help us with technological skills. I think that’s what Pan-Africanism is supposed to mean but rarely does. It’s a problem with South Africa. Were you in the meeting when I yelled at the vice-president for International Affairs?

The small session attended only by lecturers? Professor Vermaak?

He was trying to get control of the meeting, trying to get the University of Southern California, to give Rhodes a lot of things and he kept talking about what Rhodes needs and I could feel that everyone else was really uncomfortable but I was the only other white person from Africa. And I finally turned around to say that Rhodes didn’t really need anything and that it was a little bit gross. Look, it’s his job by the way so I didn’t take it personally. It’s his job to demand everything for Rhodes, on the other hand, look at your beautiful computers. We’ve got computers from Computer Aid and they’re 1998 computers. Namibia told me that their Macs were from 1995. It had this much memory. So I think there are a lot of problems to be figured out here but the great thing about something like Highway Africa is that we can meet each other in one place. Because travel in Africa is so expensive, that it’s hard to get together. It is cheaper for me to travel to New York then it is for me to fly to Dakar; and if you want to get to Ouagadougou, forget it- very hard. And so people tend to meet each other at international meetings rather than Pan-African meetings because they’re so expensive. If I were a journalist writing about this conference, I would write about how much it costs, I would ask how much the transport is to get everyone here. Hugely expensive for the Nigerians to get here, for the Ethiopians to get here, for Benin, Ivory Coast and that’s a terrible problem for us to figure out. And everyone is so busy establishing linkages with the exterior because they’ve got money, that we forget about each other.

That’s another question I would like to raise with you; because everyone wanted to collaborate with the University of Southern California, but were universities actually swapping ideas because you mentioned high-tech needs and low-tech needs. Did anyone actually take you up on your offer?

Yes, this guy from Ghana said he’d move to NUST in a flash. Another guy from Makwere did not say that yet, but I’m going to make him say that. I think for a country like Zimbabwe that has fallen so low, seeing a country like Uganda, which is coming up really fast, is an important encouragement. But there’s some sort of it, but there’s not enough. Everyone in Africa is so into competing with each other because if you get, I won’t get because the pie is really small and how to get people to think cooperatively in such a competitive structure is very difficult. I think it’s a kind of neo-colonial disease – the competition. And we’ll have to figure out a way to get through it. For instance, this other Zimbabwean guy I’ve been talking to a lot from very small university that we would say is not as good as us. I could probably destroy his department because we’ll get everything and he’ll get nothing. What we need to figure out is what my department doesn’t want to do that his department does want to do and not overlap. Why are we overlapping? It will just bankrupt his department to overlap because I am aggressive; I know how to get stuff- they don’t. And it’s not just me, I work with really, really, really good journalists who’ve all lost their licenses. They’re not aggressive in the same way that I am because they’re African, not New York Jews, but they know exactly how to get what they want. His department is academics and they don’t know how to do this. None of us are theoreticians; we have no theoreticians in our department.

The possibility of a standardised curriculum was mentioned during one of the sessions. How do you suppose this might work?
They’ve been trying to do this thing for a long time. UNESCO has this idea that there should be a standardised curriculum for journalism schools in the emerging world.

So that would not only be Africa, but pretty much most of the world?

Well it changes from week to week. Is Brazil emerging or is it emerging?

But what happens when you’re not moving at all?

We still call you emerging. I think South Africa has already merged. I think you’re above emerging but I’m not sure. It’s a racist idea because what it would be in the end is a bunch of Geneva bureaucrats sitting around trying to tell us that we all have the same needs. I mean the curriculum that I would use in Bolivia (and I’ve taught in Bolivia so I know this) would not be the same as here. So I’m expecting, but I don’t know, that the curriculum that they would use in Mozambique would be very different from Zimbabwe because the history is very different. So this standardised curriculum nonsense, I think what we should be mixing towards is a kind of standardised goals. But when their standards of excellence are imposed, that many of us adopted, one of the UNESCO bureaucrats, in announcing them to the media actually said, ‘Well after this process is finished, if you don’t have a degree from one of these standards schools, you won’t be able to become an accredited journalist’. Well if that’s what they’re thinking of doing, well then they’re not getting my cooperation because I don’t believe in accreditation and I think there are lots of great journalists in the world who have no degrees, or have two year degrees or maybe they didn’t finish secondary school. So it’s a little unclear to me what is this process is about, what their agenda is. I think we’re all clear what our agenda is, which is the important thing. Our agenda is to work with each other to come up with a common vision. Guy [Berger] just showed us this video from this First World Journalism Educator’s conference and it was about Africa and it was absolutely disgusting, horrible. And I think there was only one black person interviewed and then a whole lot of white people. They talked about ‘Oh, there are these Bushman that have not seen a payphone.’ Well there are twelve Bushman left, so let’s just be clear about that. The question is, what makes journalism in Africa different? Well, it’s not as corporatised and centralised as American journalism, for better and for worse. It’s not as slick. What can everyone else in the world learn from us, that’s the question that Guy is asking. That’s funny, because I have an answer, which is courage. And I think it’s so obvious that he forgot it. I’ve been a journalist for a long time in the United States and when somebody gets thrown in gaol, in a very comfortable gaol for three days, we all are horrified. And I live in a country where people are getting murdered and I think that the world could learn about courage. And community newspapers in the vernacular. A lot of these discussions make it sound as though all big media must be in the same big languages and in our department we talked about newspapers in the vernacular. I think in Zimbabwe, the editor of an Ndebele newspaper was just fired for defaming the president. He’s been defaming the president fir five years but the Minister of Information doesn’t read in Ndebele so he doesn’t. Vernacular newspapers in minority languages have real potential to be subversive tools but no one talks about it. People in Zimbabwe are very nervous about blogging so when we do blogging workshops, we teach people how to use secure and untraceable websites. But the other thing they can do is, if they are communicating just with each other, they can blog in tshiVenda. Nobody in the Zimbabwean government can read tshiVenda. There are all kinds of things that Africans have learnt to get around authority, and maybe especially South Africans in this case. That’s what the rest of the world could use a few lessons on. It’s a kind of quiet subversion because as Americans we so out-there subversive. Sometimes quiet subversion is the smarter thing. So I think there’s some potential here for us to do some very interesting collective stuff. I think we’re clear that for all different reasons, that South African institutes have to do this not only because it’s their moral obligation but because if they’re going to credibly speak for Africa, they better speak for Africa, not South Africa. The rest of us can’t lead ourselves, but if we share resources, maybe we can collectivise.

There is a meeting tomorrow with the UNESCO centres of Excellence. I know that it includes only the schools that have been on the list, but doesn’t it make more sense to include everyone present at the conference that may need to learn from it?

Well Zambia’s mad. Well UNESCO has this process of their mine centres of excellence and their thirteen or twelve potentials – I’ll be damned if I knew how they were chosen. There were these 42 categories and sub-categories and sub-sub-categories and I think a lot of the universities didn’t even apply. And so the first meeting we had in March I didn’t come but UNESCO called it. And one of the things that Rhodes wants is to host its second ever World Journalism Conference on behalf of Africa. So because Highway Africa has everyone here, we could have a second meeting and a lot of it’s geared towards that and what we’re going to do collectively. And everyone else wasn’t invited because they weren’t chosen. To be fair, Guy [Berger] says that he’s identified two hundred schools and training centres. That’s too big a group, you can’t have a committee of two hundred. I don’t know how many of them are here. I didn’t see Mozambique, I didn’t see if Ivory Coast is here, or Cameroon. Maybe they have been here and I just haven’t seen them. At the least there were twenty five. Even that’s a little big, but that’s functional. That would be one good reason for this, it’s just too big.

How do you think African universities and how does the African media move away from donor dependence?

I’ll be damned if I know. It’s the hugest problem. We just had this discussion about the quality of journalism in our country. How much does a well-paid journalist make in South Africa. In Zimbabwe it’s about US$10 a month, you can’t live on that. That’s the reason that good people don’t stay in journalism because they simply can’t afford to. And nobody’s newspaper, except in South Africa, is big enough that they’re going to have the advertising revenue that will be big enough for them to be able to do something. And maybe we’re going to have to move towards wider newspapers. Like there’s this guy named Dele Olijele who’s a Nigerian who lives in Johannesburg, the only African to win a Pulitzer. He wants to forge a continent wide newspaper. Not necessarily own it, but forge it. South African newspapers can have more West African content. Maybe that’s going to be a solution. But I think it gets harder and harder to make this economically viable because of the internet. American newspapers are all taking a terrible beating. Their subscribers are down, their stock prices are down, their budgets down because an increasing number of people are reading the newspapers online. Online advertisers don’t want to pay any money so it’s bad enough if you’re the New York Times, which is an amazingly wealthy corporation, but if you’re in a smaller country and you want to start a newspaper, how do you do it. I don’t think that you have to be donor dependent, but you’re not going to make any money.

So how do you make any money?

Well I have some ideas, I’ll give you some ideas. I think, well one idea that I have for Zimbabwe, once we can function again. I think we need a radio station nd a newspaper that are joint ventures between business and my university. We need training sights, really good training sights. They need really good students and maybe they need some financial support so maybe we need to do it as a joint venture, which can cut costs hugely. I think- and this would be more relevant to South Africa than Zimbabwe. I think that New York Times or the Washington Post a few years ago bought this so called Kaplan it’s a testing service. So if you want to take any of our standardised exams for universities, you usually have to book from Kaplan, which is the test preparatory course and then they have classes and courses. It’s an immensely profitable company. They bought it so they’re losing a little bit on the newspapers, but they’re making a profit on Kaplan. This was a big joke of at the New York Times, like a buy a chain of gas-stations. Traditional economic logic would be, that you dump the newspaper because you’re not making any money from it. But if you approach it from newspaper, make money from the one and use the other as a write-off. I think you have to do things smaller and smaller. One of my colleagues, four years ago opened a newspaper for about four issues before the government shut it down but in four weeks it went from five thousand to thirty thousand copies. He gave people what they wanted. The news was written in a snappier form, it was short, half in vernacular, half in English. It had a lot of attitude and it was a different and he used a lot of students to help him produce it. That’s the kind of synergy I was talking about. I’m working on a documentary film right now. It my world the given truth is that it costs a feature length documentary made in Africa, half a million US dollars. I’m going to do it for a third of that. Lots of joint ventures to borrow equipment. One of our production managers is the head of a video department at an art school in Maryland so we’re trying to do our shoots whenever we can on vacations of the school when the equipment is available. No students are there so we can borrow it without ripping any students off and we don’t have to buy it. With television, they’re using P2 cards, they’re no longer using tape. The problem with P2 cards u that they’re digital so then you have to dump into something, it’s a gig a minute. We’ll have about 250 hours before we’re done. So we have twenty terabytes of data right now. If we had to buy twenty terabyte drives, so we had to find some university where you have a friend where you have a big tape thingy where you can dump it. It’s all about collaboration. Those P2 cards cost about US$1 800 a card, we need four and we went to a friend of ours, a filmmaker and we said, let’s but half of the cards from him, we’ll go half. That’s the same thing I would like to have happen here.

Have you been to Highway Africa before? 

I have no historical perspective.

Talking about a lack of infrastructure and skills - What do we do first and how because it is a bit of a chicken and the egg situation?

Both. I think skilled people know how to figure out infrastructure. And the presence of infrastructure attracts skilled people. We have to push for both at once. A lot of the problems are politicised. There is a tendency here at Highway Africa to believe – and I’ll use Zimbabwe as an example- that the internet is lousy because we have no money. That’s not the only reason, there are plenty of nice cars driving around Zimbabwe. If they cared about the internet, there would be better internet. There’s really slow and lousy internet because it serves the political purposes for us not to be able to spend any time on the internet. It’s not just economic. It’s also political will. Do the people who are in power see it as a threat or as an advantage to them for a better infrastructure to happen? Why did the Deputy Minister say South Africa is doing the cable? Why is South Africa spending a billion dollars on this broadband cable? I’m assuming because they want to rent it to the rest of us so they can make a bundle of money. That’s the obvious reason to do it. But they see it as in their self-interest. So I think we have to do both. I think that in the sort run there are way too many people dependent on people like me. I should be unnecessary in Africa. But at the moment, my presence means that my university can get stuff because I know the embassies. If a white person walks into the British embassy, even speaking the wrong accent, she’s more likely to get a reaction. And some of it isn’t even charity stuff. Some of it is my colleagues need their PhDs. When they write grant applications to overseas universities. They don’t know what the white people on the other end want to hear. I do.

What do they want to hear?

Personal stories because it’s always true. The personal story is always true. Not some highly intellectual blah blah, they want personal stories. I would tell you this if you were upper middle class white America or African, they want to hear personal stories. And I know how to make Africans sound sexy to Americans. Those people are intellectual capital. If and when they come back, they know how to navigate between these two worlds to help cajole and convince those in, and about infrastructure. They know the people that can give them the deals, they know how to negotiate and we need a huge, gigantic group of these people. I think that will begin to move us away from dependency. I think the Indians are going to help. The Indians are making cheap everything. That cheap everything isn’t going to be perfect, but they’re new cheap stuff like the US$150 computer is absolutely fine for my freshman, for my first year students. So they can just learn to write a story or for elementary courses. They don’t need any more. The prices of all of this will come down. I think some of the problem is technological. But this isn’t going to work if we don’t find a way to reduce the brain drain that’s the problem to me. 
Regarding the political context, is Highway Africa taking this into account?

People have discussed South African politics a tiny little bit. There was a moment in that really small session where the guy from Zambia said his Vice-Chancellor will not cooperate, that’s a political decision. So what about these cables? Drawing your internet from a satellite is not as good as a broadband cable. There is no doubt, but it’s a cheaper to put up, and it’s faster. So why is South Africa doing this and not and SADC? And the same with the East African development community. Where is the political discussion? And I thought that this was really interesting. And I thought that was really interesting. The only time we talk about politics is when somebody mentioned governments that are preventing people from having access. More evil is not banning websites but making sure that the internet is so slow and troublesome that no-one can use it. That’s more dangerous because nobody protests about it. We just say, oh that’s Africa. But it isn’t Africa. It’s not a big deal to set this up. For an immensely wealthy country like Gabon, with an very small population. How come there is isn’t broadband on every corner? Bongo has been the president for forty seven years and he doesn’t want people to know that. We should ask Chris why politics isn’t spoken about? Have you asked him? I’ll go down and ask him why there was not one session dedicated to new technology and politics. Is there a model for country X or even a province, to motivate their country to do this because without that you’re just sitting around waiting for the goodwill of a government, not even my own.

Your experience of Highway Africa, are you well satisfied? Have you been able to form networks that might help you I the future?
Well for me what was really great was just meeting everybody. Making those connections has been more valuable than the sessions. Conversation at the dinner table, meeting this guy doing this there, thinking we could do something together. I’m just beginning to get a feel. The Ethiopians came up to me and said, ‘Let’s do trade’. The Zimbabwean media academics who live here said we need a conference of all the Zimbabwean media academics, not the NGOs, not the professional journalists, just the academics because we have to decide what we’re going to do demand the government t change. And we can’t because the NGOs speak for us. They’re all scratching their own back, that’s what NGOs are about. And we need a programme to say this is what we want, this is what is going to be. That was a good idea so Dumisani Moyo came up with a great idea, saying it has to be in Zimbabwe. We’re the only ones who can do that. There is no alternative to us and how we do it. It just came up because we met each other. And that’s the real highway; the highway is all the humans. It’s very nice to have the internet and all the digital stuff, but the human part of the highway is what actually makes the highway move and that’s the kind of stuff that is a unique contribution that South Africa can make because nobody else can afford it, nobody else has a Telkom who has enough money. I keep thinking that MNet steals money form all of Africa. Why don’t they sponsor it? They should be giving huge money because there’s no country they’re not present. And they charge a lot of money for DSTV.

Have you been able to talk to MNet about sponsorship?

This conference I want to have, I’ve just spoken to MNet and these trades and stuff, these companies can sponsor it. I mean, with Telkom, if Africa Online gives us better internet. Africa Online has broadband in Zimbabwe. I would like broadband at my university; why can’t they support that? At US$50 a month, they could do it. So give it to me at the university, at least then we’ll have one broadband pocket. I think that’s the kind stuff that is unique about this and that’s what makes it incredibly valuable. I think everybody gets different stuff out of it. The real techies have the techie stuff. Like that guy who won the award last night. There are 80 000 people in the Seychelles. He’s out there all alone. He’s not a journalist- he’s an environmental biologist and suddenly he finds out that people appreciate him and that encourages him to keep doing it. People have very different agendas. My thinking is that most people have agendas and that at least one of their agendas is met, and that’s pretty good.
