Watch IT, the Nigerians are coming!
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There are indications that the slumbering giant is stirring up from a long and painful sleep. John Dada and ‘Gbenga Sesan detect a light at the end of the tunnel as individuals and groups of Nigerians within and abroad synergise to confront the many issues that threaten the country’s full engagement with the African and Global Information Society.

Regional Context

At the continental level, there are lots of activities going on in Africa regarding the Information Society. Major initiatives include The African Information Society Initiative (AISI), NEPAD, the Committee on Development Information (CODI), the African Development Forum, the Arab Union of NGOs, Internet Initiative for Africa, Partnerships for ICTs in Africa (PICTA), National Information and Communication Infrastructure (NICI), African Information Network Centre (AfriNIC), Developing ICT indicators (SCAN-ICT), African Stakeholders Network (ASN) and the Information Technology Centre for Africa (ITCA). The more visible players in African ICT initiatives include the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), World Bank, UNESCO, ITU, USAID, IICD, IDRC, OSISA and OSIWA, Association for Progressive Communication (APC), and Article 19. The plethora of initiatives and major players give an idea of the enormous efforts happening on the continent. This gives hope that the continent is waking up to this challenge and making sure its corner is protected. However, such flurry of activities may be masking some underlying discrepancies in terms of information development-differential of the member states. 

The three major components of the Information scene in Africa: the Public and Private Sector and the Civil Society, have several levels of relationships between them ranging from outright mutual distrust to effective synergy. In Uganda, the National ICT Task Force has worked complementarily with a professional association, Uganda Library Association (ULA). The ULA was able to influence ICT policies through its series of consultative workshops, conferences, F2F meetings etc. This may also explain why wireless access is legal and widespread in commercial and non-profit contexts in Uganda while many other African countries do not have spectrum allocation policies clearly defined and some have explicitly declined to license 2.4 GHz equipments. In Cameroon, a regional branch of the ANAIS network has recently lobbied successfully for the establishment of the National Agency on Information and Communication Technology (ANTIC) under the President’s office. 
Outside of South Africa, the other African countries with a proactive public involvement in a rapid evolution of the information landscape include Uganda, Zambia, Senegal, Mali, Morocco and Cameroon. The first four have implemented zero rating for import of ICT equipments, while Cameroon and Tunisia charge 10%. The Development Gateway of the World Bank has a network of 43 countries worldwide, with four of them in Africa; and this is not as a result of any ideological concerns.  Nigeria is not one of the four. Civil Society involvement in Nigeria is few and far between, while in the Gambia, it is a touchy affair and in Zimbabwe, it is a confrontational stance.

Watching IT in Nigeria

Nigeria’s telecommunications industry is now over 100 year old, but it was only in 1999 that she launched her National Policy on Telecommunications. A National Policy on Information technology followed in 2001, along with the establishment of the National Information Technology Development Agency under the Federal Ministry of Science and Technology.
The Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC, established in 1992, has the responsibility to ‘facilitate private sector participation in telecommunications service delivery, co-ordinate and regulate the activities of the operators to ensure consistency in availability of service delivery and fair pricing’. 

It has been argued that the chequered pace of information infrastructure development has been due to the security preoccupation of the military who ruled Nigeria for 23 years after its independence. This may explain the similarities in Nigeria and the former Soviet bloc: their uncertain and sometimes conflicting responses to the global information society. Up till now, Nigeria’s policy has been characterized by ‘arbitrariness and inexplicable inconsistency’.

 It would appear that the hangover of security-obsessed military past is hard to shake off. The licensing process for the establishment of community radios, whose potential as an effective developmental tool is well attested, is a case in point. Community Radios are thriving in most African countries except for a few exceptions like Zimbabwe and Nigeria where these vital information sources are still largely government – controlled. There are over 500 community radios in Africa: Mali, has over 10 Community Radio stations, Niger has over 30. Nigeria is yet to approve the establishment of these radios. 

In another instance, the NCC recently ordered Nigerian ISPs to vacate the 3.5GHZ band in which they operate because the band has been re-allocated to companies that would operate Fixed Wireless Access (FWA).

In an atmosphere where a culture of tolerance of opposing views is yet to take root, access to relevant information takes on a social justice and political dimension. Transparency has to be the watchword here if Nigeria is to make any significant inroads into the information age. For example, how was the DNS (Domain Name) for Nigeria allocated and how is it being managed? This should not be classified information, the custodians should keep the public informed of the good (?) job they are doing. 

A National Frequency Management Council (NFMC) for the bulk allocation of the radio frequency Spectrum is expected to be established soon. This brings to three, the organs responsible for this assignment; the others are the Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC) and the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC). A case of too many cooks…?
Before the advent of GSM phones, Nigeria had 400,000 connected phone lines for its population of 120 Million. The GSM phones have been an economic bonanza for its operators, and it is expected that they may recoupe their investment within a record period of time. Considering that the GSM is priced beyond the reach of most Nigerians, and requires landlines for its coverage, its introduction has only succeeded in redistributing what was already in existence. Its urban ubiquity may give the impression of more connectivity, but the reality is that rural telephone penetration remains a mirage, and the GSM has reinforced digital exclusion of 80% of Nigeria’s population. Nigeria still remains among the world's 50 Least Developed Countries (LDCs) in terms of telecommunications infrastructure.

The Nigerian IT policy is full of hope and ambitious as may be expected of a country that boasts of eminent communication and information specialists. However, the President’s hope ‘to make Nigeria an IT capable country in Africa and a key player in the Information Society by the year 2005, using IT as the engine for sustainable development and global competitiveness’ has not been backed by the necessary legal instruments. This has crippled the activities of the National Information Technology Development Agency, which is expected to manage the National Information Technology Development Fund (NITDEF).  

Vision Of The Future

The objective of the World Summit on the Information Society  (WSIS) is to formulate a common vision and understanding of the global information society. The African Regional Conference on the WSIS which was held in Bamako, Mali  (26 – 30 May, 2002) established an African Regional Bureau, and produced the Bamako Declaration. The conference emphasized ‘that narrowing the digital divide should go hand in hand with the development of telecommunication infrastructure’

In spite of these setbacks, there are signs that Nigeria is now walking rather than crawling forward. Infrastructure development will pick up with the planned reduction of import tariffs to 5%. Nigeria has four local computer manufacturers, and a Silicon Valley project under the West African Institute of Information and Communication Technologies (WAIICT) is under way in Delta State. One of the  catalysts that will move Nigeria into global information focus and keep her apace with the Global Information Society is the Nigerian Information Technology Professionals in the diaspora. The group has a vested interest in Nigeria’s future, they have the resources, and thankfully, they are organized and focused. The Nigerian Information Technology Professionals in Americas (NITPA) met with major stakeholders in Nigeria’s ICT industry in September in Abuja. They are considering the Global University System for Nigerian tertiary Educational institutions.

Even at home, the sound that fills the air is that of the emergence of Nigeria from obscurity to its rightful place of prominence. In the first half of 2002, majority of the stakeholders of the nation’s ICT industry met at a Public hearing organised by the Senate Committee on Science and Technology in Abuja. At the meeting, the bottlenecks in the way of Nigeria’s progress were considered and follow-up events led the arrival of the Nigeria Computer Society, the umbrella body for Information Technology professionals in Nigeria.

The Nigeria Computer Society (NCS), in conjuction with the Nigerian Information Technology Professionals in the Americas (NITPA) held a round table conference in September 2002 (in Lagos) and the meeting did not end the usual way – participants did not only give empty promises, they left with a mind (and plan) to act! Since then, much work has been done and that includes educational  and legal inputs, the creation of the Nigeria IT World (a one-stop website for the IT industry in Nigeria, and for Nigerians) and the establishment of the Nigerian Skills Bank (a database of Nigerian professionals, regardless of location and field of expertise).

In response to the need for growth, the Youth of Nigeria have also given their voice and action to the growth of Nigeria’s ICT industry. Outside their involvement as core human capital for the industry, they have made their voices heard at every possible decision-making meeting, including the Senate Public hearing and the NCS/NITPA round table conference. Not satisfied by empty boasts and inactivity, young Nigerians have demonstrated willingness to join the global Information Society through breath-taking projects and dynamic Information and Communications Technologies for Development (ICT4D) initiatives.

It is now right to say that a new Nigeria is emerging and while it will be built on the labours of our past heroes, it will be engineered by the strength of the youth! These young people have begun the journey of personal development, nation building, regional co-operation and global participation. They have decided to carve for Nigeria, an enviable tomorrow today.

Watch IT, the Nigerians are coming! Even at the recent ICT Policy and Civil Society Workshop organized by UNECA and APC, Nigeria had the largest delegation from the Civil Society. A Nigerian was also elected to the Chair of the African Technical Advisory Committee of the ECA and a young Nigerian stood for the empowerment and inclusion of Africa’s youth in decisions and events that would impact their lives and future. Some members of the Civil Society in Nigeria have established a budget monitoring mechanism as a way of improving accountability of the democratic dispensation (www.nigeriacivilsocietybudgetmonitoringnetwork.org). 
If the NCS, NITDA, NITPA, Civil Socety and Nigerian Youths and all stakeholders would join forces to give a fillip to the slow but steady convergence of the various developments in Nigeria’s IT field, the resulting synergy will be such that we must warn the Global Info Society to Watch IT, the Nigerians are coming!
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