Women and Information Communication Technologies in the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) region
Paper Presented 

By:

Richard Obinna Iroanya




(richard@ai.org.za, obinnarichard@yahoo.com)

    (Africa Institute of South Africa, AISA, Pretoria)

At the Conference on:

The Institutionalisation of the Dialogue between Population Research and Development Policy in Africa

Hosted by: Department of Social development, RSA

Venue: University of the North West, Mafikeng, South Africa 

Date: 5-8 March 2007

Synopsis 

This paper critically analyses the challenges faced by women responsible for information dissemination in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region. In examining these challenges, the paper clarifies the concept of ICT, against the background that its meaning and usage often tend to be limited to technologies such as the Internet and computer hardware. Further more, the paper identifies women who disseminate information within the SADC region. It equally draws attention to actual and potential opportunities that ICT has brought. Considering the challenges posed by other ICT components such as basic skills, which most women in urban and rural areas often lack; the paper stresses the niche of community radio as an effective means of information dissemination over other technologies. In conclusion, the paper recommends creation of infrastructure, technical education for women, engendering of ICT policies, liberalisation of licensing procedures, and establishment of telecentres as strategies for empowering women and overcoming the challenges confronting them in disseminating information within the SADC region.  

1.
 Introduction

Little attention is often paid to the role that African women play in the development processes of their region and countries. Women are often marginalized in the political, social and economic processes of predominantly masculine African societies. The African region is presently witnessing a change in this direction. Women are beginning to strongly challenge the notion of the masculinity of African societies and their perceived marginalization in the political, social, economic and technological advancement of the continent. Their challenge has been manifested in various forms and through various channels of communication. 

The result of the increasing strong assertion of the importance and role of women in the quest for development in Africa by women leaders of thought; is that most African leaders have begun to take women empowerment in their countries seriously. Several national and regional initiatives aimed at empowering African women to become equal partners in the development process of the region are presently being made. Thus, some women have risen to positions of influence in several African states. African women have become lawmakers, ministers, judges, president deputy presidents, party leaders and members of board of directors of large corporations in their various countries. 

Certain processes such as the revolution in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) are facilitating information dissemination that aid women empowerment process and overall development of the African region.  On the surface, the revolution in ICT is demonstrating the potentiality of extending media space, which used to be the monopoly of states and the very rich in the past. Technologies such as mobile telephones, radio and television are increasingly becoming veritable channels of communication for millions of people in the region. Consequently, diverse voices of hitherto marginalized groups, which could not be heard through the mainstream and established media, can now be heard. ICT is enabling women to create and disseminate their knowledge and to participate in national, regional and global governance of processes. Demonstration of the above potentialities of the ICT sector notwithstanding, certain challenges are preventing African women from taking full advantage of the benefits derivable from the revolution in ICT, especially as it relates to information dissemination.

Against this background, this paper critically analyses the challenges faced by women responsible for information dissemination in the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region. In this regard, the paper clarifies the concept of ICT, against the background that its meaning and usage tend to be limited to certain technologies such as the Internet, e-mail and computer hardware. Further more, it identifies women responsible for information dissemination within the SADC region. It also draws attention to actual and potential opportunities of ICT and equally highlights and discusses the main problems hindering women in southern Africa from benefiting maximally from the revolution in ICT. Considering the challenges posed by other ICT components such as basic skills, which most women in urban and rural areas often lack; the paper stresses the niche of community radio as an effective means of information dissemination over other technologies. Other interventions in support of community radio initiative are also explored.

2. 
Clarification of concepts 

There is a growing tendency to limit the meaning of ICT to computers, e-mail and the Internet. These technologies are arguably, the most visible, easily identifiable and frequently discussed components of the ICT. However, limiting ICT to just these three components has the tendency of diminishing the importance of other components of the concept. To avoid this danger, Nath has captured the concept of ICT as: “a diverse set of technological tools and resources to create, disseminate, store, bring value-addition and manage information.”
 Marcelle also sustains that ICT is: “a complex and heterogeneous set of goods, applications and services used to produce, distribute, process and transform information.”
 A critical dissection of these definitions will reveal that they fairly cover various aspects of old and new ICT and have not limited the concept to just computer hardware, e-mail, or the Internet. Following in the same path, the concept of ICT is employed as an umbrella term that connotes digital technologies (computer, software and hardware, internet, electronic mail and multimedia), telecommunication technologies, such as fixed-line and mobile telephones, cable satellite technologies and radio, as well as the print media. 

The foregoing discussion centres on the challenges facing women responsible for the dissemination of information in the southern African region using the means of ICT. This leads to the posing of the question: who are women responsible for information dissemination in the SADC region? What kind of information do they disseminate? What is the essence of disseminating such information? There are no particular individual, group of individuals, organization, ministry or department solely entrusted with this responsibility in the SADC region. Rather there are various groups, organizations and departments involved in this task or whose works are women oriented. For the purpose of this paper, women responsible for information dissemination within the SADC region may be categorized into five or groups. 

· Women who are involved in the private sector, especially experts directly involved in policy formulation of ICT companies, the creation of hardware, software, and management of information services. 

· Women who are in senior government positions such as lawmakers, ministers, and directors of public enterprises, who by virtue of their positions are directly involved in policy-making especially as it relates to ICT and women empowerment processes.

· Women academics and experts in ICT in various institutions of learning throughout the southern African region. These women impact knowledge to older and younger generations of men and women, and use the electronic and print media to create awareness on women marginalization and empowerment. 

· Women activists who are involved in women-oriented international and local Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) such as Motswako, trade unions, and also those engaged in Community Based Organizations (CBOs), as volunteers or community media activists. Through advocacy activities of these organizations, these women make positive impact on the lives of other women in both urban and rural areas of southern African region.

· Ordinary women who may or may not be community leaders in urban and rural areas who want their voices to be heard on important issues affecting them are equally included because they play a role in communication process.

The kind of information disseminated and the essence of this information are also central to the foregoing discussion. Information disseminated by women is of various forms and purposes. They range from education, agriculture, healthcare, political and human rights, to economic information, capacity building. The essence of disseminating this information strongly tends towards preventing the marginalization of women by empowering them to become equal partners with men in the development processes of their countries and region. 

In the context of this paper, information dissemination is viewed as a two way process of encoding and decoding. Encoding is a communication process of sending out information and decoding is the process of receiving, collating, interpreting and responding to encoded information. Thus, challenges facing women responsible for information dissemination in the SADC region are both in using ICT facilities to encode and decode information.

3. 
 The relevance of ICT in women empowerment process

The relevance of ICT in the overall development process of southern African countries cannot be overemphasized. Virtually all countries in the region have acknowledged the strategic importance of this sector to their quest for development. In this regard, member states of SADC adopted the Protocol on Transport, Communications and Meteorology in 1996. In August 2001 SADC member states further adopted a Declaration on Information and Communications Technology. Considering the importance of ICT to information dissemination in the region, SADC Parliamentary Forum (PF) adopted a resolution on Broadcasting Reforms in SADC countries in April 2006. These interventions aim at accelerating the development of ICT and extending of its use to every one as a necessary tool for development in the region. 

Globally, ICT is regarded as a critical instrument in the fight against poverty and underdevelopment. It has enormous potential to empower women in southern African region to overcome societal barriers to development, strengthen their communities, governance institutions, and economies.
 Among the various opportunities that ICT presents are; new forms of knowledge, educational advancement, healthcare services, alternative means of employment and participation in decision-making processes. These opportunities are examined below.

3.1 
Encouragement of citizen participation in governance
In the past communication with decision makers in most southern African countries used to be very difficult, owing to a number of factors, which include inadequate or monopolisation of means of communication by the powers that be. Women were (and still) the most affected by this development in the mainstream and established media. Thus, communication with important decision makers in government and public institutions was a rare privilege.  The current revolution in ICT has demonstrated the potentiality of bridging this gap in communication and allowing women to engage in sustained dialogue with important decision makers on matters affecting them. 

The increasing expansion of media space through innovations in ICT is not only providing opportunities for active engagement with key decision makers in government but more importantly tends to be encouraging transparency in public administration. Through the so-called e-governance, governments in southern African region are seeking to improve electoral and legislative systems, as well as access to justice and public service delivery.
  An empirical example could be found in Mozambique, where the government is embarking on the implementation of e-governance project called the Government Electronic Network (GovNet), which is envisaged to link fifteen national public administration entities in Maputo.
 Other countries such as South Africa and Namibia also have similar projects. Although these initiatives are not targeted particularly at women, women stand to benefit a lot from them.
3.2
Provision of information on health issues

Innovations in ICT are enabling women in the SADC region to mount sustained information dissemination on health matters, especially as they affect women. It is therefore becoming common these days to find video footages and CD ROMs produced by women activists narrating their experiences on health issues such as HIV/AIDS, infection and treatment of other sexually transmitted diseases, maternal mortality and complications of pregnancy. Such videos also focus on treatment of diseases such as diarrhoea in urban and remote places using oral rehydration therapy (ORT). Acquisition of knowledge of how to treat and manage these diseases especially where health facilities are in short supply is helping to improve public health in the region. 

The production and distribution of CD ROMs, maintenance of databases and telephonic services on diverse health problems affecting women by various women organizations and NGOs facilitate health education, and communal interaction. Apart from helping to ensure the dissemination of quality health information and advice at grassroots level they also enable the gathering of relevant health information that could form the basis of national health policies. In Mozambique for example, the government is exploring the benefits of ICT to provide quality health services to its citizens. Authorities in Mozambican, in collaboration with the International Communication Union (ITU) are working to establish links between hospitals in its major cities. This project commonly referred to, as Telemedicine, will enable health personnel in Mozambican cities to improve services in medical consultation, pathology diagnosis, education and emergency services.
 Women as part of the population of Mozambique stand to benefit immensely from the project. 

3.3 
Promotion of education among women

One vital area in which ICT greatly assists the empowerment of women in the SADC region is education. It is a known fact that the level of literacy among southern African women is very low due to several factors which unfortunately falls outside the purview of the foregoing discussion. Recent innovations in the ICT sector are demonstrating the potentiality of providing women with formal, non-formal and continued education. In countries such as South Africa radio and television stations are becoming vital means of presenting educational programmes, which are beneficial to both men and women. TopBilling is one of such programmes. Availability of personal computers (PC) facilitates open and distance educational system. This development promises to help women who may be unable to access public places due to disabilities, to pursue learning from the comfort of their homes. On the same hand, ICT has the potential to enable teachers and those who disseminate information prepare their curriculum and design their work according to local needs and preferences.

Several schools in various SADC region countries are introducing their learners to the use of computer as an important tool in the learning process. The introduction of computers at early stage in the learning process has the potential of increasing skills acquisition among women. Governments in the SADC region in collaboration with several international NGOs are also exploring the possibility of setting up of telecenters in rural areas of their countries. A telecenter is an access point with ICT facilities that provides members of a community the opportunity to use these facilities in a publicly shared manner with little or no fees. Although this has not been fully explored in the African region, it has the potential of helping women who live in rural areas to be well informed about government policies as they affect them and also issues of global significance. Through these centres rural women can create and disseminate their knowledge and engage in global networking.
 Telecenters also provide young women who may be inhibited by customs and traditions, to search for relevant information such as carrier opportunities and also learn new things.
 

3.4 
Global and regional Networking 

Increase in communication and networks brought about by the Internet are leading to effective collaborative efforts between SADC member states and other countries on the continent. It is also providing good opportunities to form alliances and build international coalitions among women organisations. The efforts of women organizations such WomenNet South Africa and Motswako are very critical in this regard. In 1999 WomenNet, brought together African women journalists and NGOs to explore ways of creating suitable indigenous media content on Africa by Africans. Other organizations such as the African Women Development Communication Network (FEMNET), formed in 1988, as a consortium of five sub-regional networks representing north, central, west, east, and southern Africa is also instructive in understanding how ICT is facilitating the building of strong global networks among women. Networking facilitates the mobilization of international public opinion against discriminatory and unjust actions at local levels
 

 3.5 
Provision of access to global market

Southern African women who are mostly peasant farmers and live in rural areas are often exploited because economic activities are organized in such a way that they depend on middlemen to market their farm produce and art works. This situation is changing rapidly as Internet access is providing marginalized women entrepreneurs both in urban and rural areas with the opportunity to sell their products directly to clients.
 Although some may argue that online business transaction is not been fully developed in the southern African region, it is nevertheless a potential source women empowerment in the sub-region. When fully developed, it is capable of ensuring the elimination of scrupulous middlemen who are more interested in exploiting vulnerabilities of women especially in rural communities than in helping them become better entrepreneurs. In South Africa, this channel of business transaction (Online banking for example) is rapidly developing and proving to be very reliable. 

3.6
Expansion of employment opportunities

Within the context of empowering southern African women; the revolution in ICT is resulting in job creation for women, especially young women in schools and those gainfully employed in public and private sectors. On the job training is helping women in both public and private sectors to improve their works and skills through continuous training in technical and general use of ICT. Others are also securing employment in the ICT sector due to their skills and are also helping train less privileged women in urban and rural areas in basic computer skills. The essence as pointed out earlier is to ensure that women are equal beneficiaries of the revolution in this sector of the regional and global economy.
  

3.7 
Human Rights Campaigns

It is equally important to stress that advocacy activity of human rights groups have been greatly enhanced by innovations in ICT. Through the Internet, radio, fixed line and mobile telephones and television stations; human rights and gender equality advocates both in the southern African region are creating, collating and disseminating information on the rights of women. Among materials commonly distributed through websites, e-magazines and emails are legal rights, sexual and reproductive rights, and women’s human rights.
 

In Zimbabwe for example the Kubatana Project’s website, (kubatana.net) is becoming an effective channel for disseminating current and accurate information about socio-political and economic developments in Zimbabwe. Through the website, Zimbabwean civil and community-based organizations articulate and disseminate their views on new legislations, and other social issues affecting Zimbabweans. Women’s Radio Listening Clubs in the country equally make room for dialogue between rural women and policy makers. These clubs work in such a way that women gather at a particular place and listen to radio programmes on important social issues. They record these programmes and debate them later. Through national radio station they raise pertinent questions, which are communicated to the decision makers, and responses from those in authorities are then aired at the next programme.
  WomenNet Community Radio in South African is also serious working to increase gender content in community radio stations.

This section of the paper has highlighted and discussed actual and potential benefits of ICT to women in general and those responsible for information dissemination in the SADC region in particular. The next section of the paper will examine the main challenges facing these women. While some of the challenges are general in nature, others are regional and country specific.

4. 
Challenges of information dissemination in SADC region 
In the last section of this paper the actual and potential benefits of ICT, especially in aiding information dissemination by women in the SADC region were critically examined. Though the examination to support the fact that ICT holds the key to the effective information dissemination and women empowerment in the region; the reality on the ground is that there is a huge gap between anticipated benefits of ICT and the actual levels of its use in different SADC countries. This huge gap poses a serious challenge to women responsible for information dissemination in the region. While some of these challenges are physical, political, and economical, others are social-cultural, and technical in nature. They include, but not limited to, inadequate infrastructures, varying policies on ownership and control of ICT, accessibility, and low level of ICT skills, linguistic and cultural barriers. These barriers are presented and discussed below. 

4.1
Infrastructures

Inadequate infrastructure is a major challenge that confronts women who disseminate information in the region. The levels of economic and technological development of countries in the region differ radically. While some countries have well developed physical infrastructure that aid advancement in ICT others do not. Women in countries such as the Kingdom of Lesotho, Malawi, the DRC and Mozambique for example face this challenge. The Kingdom of Lesotho relies heavily on South Africa for electricity supply and transport infrastructure. In Malawi it is estimated that only 10% of the population have access to electricity. Absence or limited access to electricity is a serious challenge to information dissemination among women because electricity is an indispensable infrastructure for the development of the ICT sector in the region. Lack of this vital infrastructure makes it difficult for people to learn about and own personal computers (PC) in these countries.
  

In countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), several years of civil war and obsolete telecommunications infrastructure hinder information dissemination among women. The same reasons equally explain the poor state of ICT infrastructural development in Angola. Within the countries, there are also disparities between urban and rural areas in terms of infrastructural development. Thus, ICT infrastructure tends to be concentrated in the urban areas more than in the rural areas. Even in South Africa where ICT is relatively well developed and which also has the highest teledensity in Africa, there is still wide gap in terms of infrastructural development between urban centres and rural areas.  As articulately noted in the Communication Handbook of 2005 “the bulk of telecommunications infrastructure does not extend beyond the largest cities and therefore does not reach the majority of the population.”

4.2 
Accessibility 

 One of the consequences of lack of basic infrastructure necessary for ICT development in the SADC region is limited access to technologies such as the Internet. Two main factors are possibly responsible for this development. The first is the issue of connectivity. Large communities in the region are still not linked to the world even with the advent of mobile telephone. Again whereas in developed countries the cost of making a telephone call is considerably low, it is still a luxury in many countries in southern Africa to make telephone calls. With the Internet increasingly making the world a global village, many communities in the SADC region still do not have access to this important component of the ICT. Where little access exists, it is usually expensive for many to afford, and usually dominated by men. 

Thus, teledensity of the region is very low. The teledensity of the entire continent is 7.6 telephones per 100 persons and 1.3 computers per 100 persons.
 This is the lowest in the world. With respect to Internet access, the download speed in Africa is much slower than in other parts of the world. In some parts of South Africa for example, downloading items from the Internet takes very long. This limits the use of the Internet and also the dissemination of information as people easily become bored waiting for several minutes to download a document or send e-mail messages. Moreover, modern Internet facilities such as audio and video technology are not readily available in many SADC countries including South Africa. Secondly, there is also the technical issue of bandwidth. This is technically defined as “a range within a band of wavelengths, frequencies or energies.” The entire African region is said to have low bandwidth, which limits broadcasting efforts.

Women NGOs and CBOs need access to computers, radio, television and the Internet to disseminate information on human rights, influence policies and contribute to knowledge production in the region. However, these women organisations in most cases lack access to numerous ICT facilities. Thus, while the entire African continent is digitally marginalised, African women (including those from the SADC region) in general, are doubly marginalised because men constitute the bulk of ICT users on the continent. This poses a serious challenge to information dissemination among women in the region.

 Limited access to ICT also hinders women from availing themselves of the benefits of e-governance facilities designed for the public. This has also resulted in some governments in the region refusing to vigorously pursue e-governance as a veritable channel of interaction between them and their populations. A good example in this regard is Botswana. Authorities in this country have argued that “access to IT, specifically the Internet, remains too scarce to justify investment into government e-portals for public services.”

4.3
Socio-cultural and linguistic barriers

Certain cultural attitudes equally obstruct information dissemination among women in the SADC region. Among some of these socio-cultural challenges are widespread poverty and illiteracy in many SADC countries. As mentioned earlier the level of illiteracy in the region is quite high and women, both in urban and rural areas, tend to be the worst affected by this phenomenon. Worsening the challenge of illiteracy is the fact most women lack training in basic computer skills. Most are not also very knowledgeable in the dominant languages of technologies such as the Internet. Nath has posited that much of the information contained in the Internet is in the English language, which is not well understood in poor communities in southern African region. The implication of this is that only a small fraction of information in the Internet is in the vernacular language of non-English or other European language speaking communities.
 This makes it difficult for women to create and disseminate their knowledge and also to learn from information found about other societies in the Internet. 

Although Nath’s argument is very sound and instructive, it does however, appear that it fails to acknowledge that linguistic barrier may be a function of widespread illiteracy in most developing countries. For one thing even if information in the World Wide Web is contained in vernacular languages of non-western language speakers, it may still be difficult to access it. This is because it has been shown that only educated people in Africa can read and write in their native languages while the uneducated cannot. Thus, repackaging of information in local languages poses serious challenge to women responsible for information dissemination in the region. Cultural and Linguistic barrier pose a serious challenge to information dissemination in the SADC region in another way. Due to colonial experience about three European languages, namely English, Portuguese, and French are spoken in the region. This makes it difficult for harmonisation, and exchange of information and networking among women in the region. The use of these technologies such as mobile phones, multimedia, and the Internet for criminal acts such as child pornography is also a serious challenge facing women who disseminate information in the region. This is because young women continue to fall victims to these crimes committed over the internet. Parent often prevent their young girls from surfing the net for the simple reason that they may fall victim to Internet criminals.  

Similarly, household responsibilities such as child-raising, do not allow women to make maximum use of ICT. In some instances women especially in the rural areas consider the computer irrelevant to their needs since they may not see how knowledge of computer can translate into food on their tables. Marcelle has pointed out several ways in which socio-cultural barriers discriminate against women’s access to technology and technical education. She eloquently argues that in certain communities:

 Women are less likely to own communication assets- radio, mobile phone. Those in poor households do not have the income to own or use public facilities. In cases where information centres exist, they may be located in areas that women are not comfortable visiting.
 

The essence of information dissemination among women as noted from the beginning is to promote women empowerment. Theoretically, this implies that initiatives such as e-governance must be tailored towards meeting the needs of the people or creating an opportunity for engagement between men, women and those in authority. In practice however, the so-called e-governance initiatives fail to live up to expectation as a medium of interaction between rulers and the ruled. Gurumurthy has succinctly noted that e-governance initiatives “focus only on administrative efficiency and fail to take off as platforms for active citizen-state interaction.” 
  The consequence of this is that women become “consumers of information and not stakeholders in development” and as such “do not effectively engage with public policy and programme implementation”

4.4
Lack of Skills

The apparent lack of capacity and skills is another challenge that women who disseminate information in SADC countries face. Knowledge creation, networking and information dissemination using ICT facilities demand certain level of competence in the use of these facilities. As already stated the level of ICT skills and technical knowledge among women in southern African sub-region is very low compared to those men. The level of competence in the use of these technologies among women in the region also varies from one country to another. Women are not mostly found in the core technical side of the ICT business such as hardware and software creation and web designs but mostly in the peripheral sides of the ICT as end users. The situation is worst in southern African region where illiteracy is widespread.
 

4.5 
Policies

At the level of policy the challenge that face women who disseminate information in the region are two folds. The first is at the international level and the second is at the national level. As already stated in the preceding sections, there is no level playing ground in the ICT sector. At the international level Africa is digitally marginalised both in terms of ownership, control and regulation of the technologies that fall under the umbrella of ICT and in the benefits that accrues from them. The ICT sector is heavily dominated by transnational corporations (TNCs) and their subsidiaries that develop software and hardware technologies, telephones, and satellite networks. 

Other companies classified as Internet Service Providers (ISP) control every thing that is necessary for the Internet to work. These include information content and infrastructure, Internet Protocol (IP) addresses, domain name systems, and technical standard. Others are communication protocols, mail and document formats, and sound and video formats.
 The American corporate giant Microsoft exemplifies this digital domination. The company monopolises the ownership, control and marketing of software technology worldwide. It makes huge profits by selling copies of software, and suffering little or no additional cost of production in the process. This is simply because it sells only the license (permission) to use its software and not the software itself. By implication consumers of its products are forbidden by law to alter or make changes to its software, as it may suit their needs.
 

The monopoly of these multinational corporations has been made possible through Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) regime. Advocates for the liberalisation of the ICT domain argue that existing IPR regime is harsh and unfair and therefore hinder the free flow of information necessary for women empowerment in regions such as southern Africa. They further argue that policies governing the ICT sector are not gender sensitive.
 In this regard Sonia Jorge of the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) articulately captures the effects of the monopoly of big TNCs and consequent marginalisation of women in this arena thus: 

Women are vastly under-represented in government, business, political and social institutions; men still hold most of the management and control positions in telecommunication companies and regulatory or policy making bodies; regulatory decisions are made without any impact analysis; services licenses are attributed to companies without equal opportunity policies and controlled mostly by men. 

At the national level women still face serious challenges in using ICT for information dissemination. As Jorge brilliantly argues men occupy most of the managerial and control positions in telecommunication companies and regulatory agencies in most SADC countries. In countries such as Angola there is no appropriate regulatory framework for ICT development. The country is yet to evolve appropriate policies aimed at developing sufficient ICT infrastructures, and also policies tailored towards maximizing the benefits of the digital economy.
 By implication Angola has not started thinking seriously in the direction of empowering women through ICT development. Countries such as Lesotho and South Africa have gender sensitive ICT policies in place but effective implementation of these policies has been constrained by several factors.

4.6
Licensing 

The domination of the ICT arena by men and big corporate bodies result in the marginalisation of women with respect to awarding of authorisation for the provision of telecommunication services or what is commonly referred to as Licensing. Licensing agencies in the SADC countries regulate the industry, set criteria and rules that very few if any women-owned businesses can meet. Thus, owning of telephone companies, satellite television and radio stations is difficult even with the liberalisation of these sectors in some countries such as South Africa. The implication of this difficulty in obtaining licences to provide telecommunication services for women in the SADC region is that they lack adequate medium of communication and participation in the governance processes of their countries. 

In concluding this section of the paper it is important to note the observation of one of Africa’s most distinguished scholars, Ali Mazrui, who once remarked that: “There are universities in the United States which have more computers than computers available in the whole of Bangladesh or Senegal.”
 This is very critical in understanding the true meaning of the so-called global digital divide. Africa lacks the necessary ICT infrastructure and is marginalised in terms of ownership and control, software and hardware development. African women are the worst affected by this continental marginalisation and as such find it difficult in creating and disseminating their knowledge in the region. 

5. 
The niche of community radio

Women empowerment in SADC countries can only be ensured and accomplished through effective dissemination of information within the region. The foregoing discussion has however shown that information dissemination using mainstream media is inadequate given that southern African women are marginalised both in the global and national mainstream media. To this end it has become necessary to explore the use of community radio for information dissemination among women in the SADC region. 

In many respects radio appears to have several advantages as a medium of communication over other components of the ICT. The first advantage is that radio broadcasting tends to be the commonest of the technologies that fall under the umbrella of ICT. This makes radio sets readily available and also affordable by women who live in urban and rural areas of the southern African region. The process of obtaining license to operate radio stations is also more liberalised than licensing procedures for other components of the ICT. In this connection David and Vonk remark that “in urban areas the democratizing of the controlling authorities has resulted in FM (Frequency Modulation) licenses for numerous private or commercial radio stations.”
 The “democratisation” of the sector in many SADC countries such as South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia and Mozambique has resulted in the establishment of a number of commercial radio stations.

The second advantage of radio over other technologies of the ICT is that it reaches a wider audience. It is believed that an estimated 60 percent or more of the African population are reached by radio broadcasting networks.  In Mozambique for example radio broadcasting is the main source of news and entertainment for most citizens. While there is only one state owned radio station in the country, Mozambique has over 40 community radio stations being funded by the government and aid organisations. This makes it possible for more people in remote areas of the country to access this technology.
 Other ICT technologies such as satellite televisions are expensive and can only be viewed by rich people who live in mostly urban areas. In Malawi for instance access to the Internet is a rare privilege. It is estimated that there are roughly 20 cyber cafes dotted around urban areas in Malawi.
 In Angolan fixed line telephone serves only about 0.6 percent of its population.
  The government, aid agencies, and NGOs therefore rely on radio broadcasting to reach majority of Malawian and Angolan populations who live in remote areas.

A part from reaching wider audience, radio broadcasting also has the advantage of making direct and lasting impact on rural and urban dwellers in the southern African region. This is because it is not deterred by obstacles associated with other ICT technologies, such as skills and domination of unfamiliar languages.
  Operating a radio set does not require rigorous training and skill. It is also not deterred by lack of electricity, good roads and other infrastructure because it can be operated with dry cell batteries and can also be effortlessly carried about even by nomadic people. While mainstream media address issues of little or no significance to rural and urban women community radio stations focus on pertinent social issues and causes. They also enable information affecting women to be repackaged and disseminated in a manner that makes them easily understood and appreciated by women. 

Radio broadcasting creates opportunities for ‘story swap’ or exchange programmes between community radios in the region. Through this exchange programmes information on issues affecting societies and women in particular are disseminated. In December 2002 for example, rural communities in several part of the African region benefited from story swap initiatives of the World Association of Community Broadcasters (AMARC). The shared stories were on how communities affected by HIV/AIDS epidemic were coping with the disease. This programme provided opportunity for rural communities in northern Tanzania to openly discuss HIV/AIDS and in the process enhanced their knowledge and understanding of its infection and treatment. 

Radio broadcasting can be targeted at particular group of people or professionals. For example there are community stations that are specifically designed to address issues affecting farmers in rural areas. WomenNet Community Radio Project in South Africa is seriously working to increase gender content in community radio stations. Thus, issues affecting women in urban and rural areas are the concern of this NGO. The establishment of community radio stations enables the formation of listening clubs by rural dwellers. Through these clubs issues affecting communities are elevated to the authorities concerned. In Zimbabwe there are 52 listening clubs or more whose membership are largely drawn from women in rural areas.
 Other ICT components may not be effectively used to mobilise women in this manner. 
Whereas other ICT technologies such as the Internet require some basic skills and language proficiency radio broadcasting does not necessarily require these.  Radio broadcasting can therefore be effectively used as a developmental tool to the benefit of both the educated and the uneducated. Variety of technical, social and economic messages required for development can be communicated to rural dwellers in languages that they understand. They can also respond to government initiatives in languages that are familiar to them. David and Vonk describe radio broadcasting as a “top-down approach to distributing information.”
  However, it could also be a down-top approach to information dissemination, given that through community radio stations, important issues may be raised with relevant authorities and these issues could later form the bases of future policies. It is as a result of the niche of radio broadcasting over other ICT technologies that initiatives such as regional radio stations dealing with particular socio-economic needs of regions, listening clubs, phone-in programmes, which attempt to build a dialogue with the audience are presently being explored by decision makers.
 

6. 
Conclusions/Recommendations

It is the conclusion of this paper that information dissemination is the most effective means of empowering women in the southern African region. The paper also maintains that effective information dissemination among women in SADC region can only be achieved through ICT technologies such as the Internet, television and radio broadcasting. To reach this conclusion, the paper explored the meaning of ICT, against the background that its meaning is often limited to technologies such as the Internet and computer hardware. It also identified and conceptualised women responsible for information dissemination within the SADC region. This was followed by the examination of the actual and potential opportunities that ICT has brought to women in general. Similarly, the main challenges hindering women in the SADC region from benefiting maximally from revolution in ICT for information dissemination were highlighted and discussed extensively. Among some of these challenges discussed were widespread poverty, lack of infrastructure, skills, language, and digital marginalisation of the African region.

Considering the challenges posed by other ICT components in that they require certain skills which most women in urban and rural areas often lack; this paper has stressed the niche of community radio as an effective means of communication over other technologies. Radio sets are readily available and affordable, and requires little or no skills to operate. Radio broadcasting is also relatively less vulnerable to prohibitive barriers such as rigorous licensing procedures, infrastructure, and foreign language which obstruct maximum utilisation of other technologies.

The foregoing discussion has equally rendered the conclusion that Information dissemination among women in the SADC region is an effective tool for women empowerment and as such should be seen as the responsibility of all stakeholders. This includes women, men, ICT companies, regional bodies, national governments, international agencies and the donor community. Community radio may be an effective means of information dissemination among women; however, it is not a cure-all.  For effective information among women in the SADC region, other ICT facilities should also be developed.

To enhance information dissemination among women in the SADC region as a tool of empowerment within the context of limited access to other ICT facilities, it is recommended that:

· National governments create new infrastructure, improve, and maintain existing ones and improve the socio-economic condition of their peoples by creating employment opportunities. 

· Regional and national bodies use existing gender units within government departments, where this exists and to create such units where non-exist, to promote women initiatives in the region.

· Stakeholders should consider the establishment of community access points such as telecenters, in rural areas of the SADC region where women could be provided with information to support their socio-economic and political empowerment and from where they can also respond to government interventions.

· Technical education among women should also be encouraged. The objective of this strategy should be to improve women’s technical capacity, especially as it relates to skills acquisition and employment opportunities in the ICT sector of the national and regional economy. 

· Sensitisation of women to the role of ICT in the empowerment processes of governments in the region should be highlighted at access points. Telecenters for example should be used to provide information on legal matters affecting women such as violence against women and children, government social grants, religious laws, workers rights (minimum wages), and fundamental human rights.

· Licensing procedures for the acquisition of ICT technologies should be more liberalised so as to enable women owned companies obtain licenses to provide telecommunication services.

· Mobile phones have become important means of communication. However, lack of network services in rural areas of the region has not allowed for maximum utilisation of this channel of communication for women empowerment. More so, the technology is relatively expensive and moves so fast that women in urban and rural areas may not keep up with the pace. Stakeholders should consider extending network services to remote areas of the region and regulating the price of this technology.  

Finally, it is equally important that stakeholders engender policy processes and interventions as part of the process of information dissemination and women empowerment in the SADC region. This is because, as several feminist scholars have observed, it is still possible to overlook women even in the context of improved communications and networking infrastructure. Countries such as South Africa and even Lesotho to some extent have gender sensitive ICT policies intended to address the issue of marginalisation in this sector. This is a good development; however, evolving gender sensitive policies is meaningless if such policies are not effectively implemented. 

Thank you for your attention!
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