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The 40 km stretch from Coutonou to Porto Novo, Benin is a tortuous one. With most of the narrow two-lane paved road now “under construction,” the cars pass lorries stacked high with goods while pedestrians navigate all over the shoulder of the road. After the 90 minutes of a harrowing trek you come upon a modest sign that reads “Centre Songhai: Engagement pour le Meilleur (Involved for Improvement) - Training, Production and Research in Sustainable Agriculture.”

Centre Songhai is a Zero Emission Research Initiative (ZERI) which is designed to develop, demonstrate and then train Africans from every part of the continent in new sustainable systems for agriculture. These integrated systems generate no waste and recycle and reuse every component produced on the agricultural compound. The relative quiet, organization and order that greets the visitor is a welcome relief to the gauntlet that is the road between Coutonou, Benin’s commercial centre, and Porto Novo, the political capital of this West African nation of six million people.

With assistance from LearnLink, a USAID contractor, a system of three telecentre/community learning centres opened its doors on the campus of Centre Songhai in April 1999. CyberSonghai is to have three telecentres located in Porto Novo, Parakou, a six- hour ride up country, and Savalou, three hours northwest of the capital city. The first CyberSonghai service, located in Porto Novo, opened in temporary quarters while the new building, an attractive circular-tiled structure, was under-construction.

The telecentre service moved from its temporary quarters just behind “Le Bar,” the Centre Songhai restaurant and meeting location, in October 1999. Situated in its new location, the CyberSonghai telecentre is situated such that all visitors will pass by it almost immediately upon entering through the security gate to Centre Songhai. A new building has also been constructed to host the telecentre service in  Savalou, a small city about three hours northwest of Porto Novo. The telecentre there opened its doors in January 2000. The site for the third telecentre in Parakou, a large city of more than 500,000 people, has been purchased but construction of the new building has yet to commence.

The CyberSonghai centres might best be referred to as “Special Purpose Telecentres.” While it is intended that these centres eventually serve the entire community, their principal market, and the people they have to make and keep happy, are the students and staff of each of the Centre Songhai agricultural training, production and research stations.

Services and Markets

The “anchor” market for the CyberSonghai telecentre in Porto Novo consists of the 125 students and the 110 staff who work at the agricultural compound. Providing them with services and helping to increase their awareness of the use of information and communications technology (ICT) in their studies and work is the most important goal of the telecentre. The system of telecentres is also supposed to serve as an extension and continuing training and education platform for students who graduate the program.

As well, CyberSonghai intends to provide distance education services to its students, to Africans and to interested parties throughout the world. CyberSonghai thinks globally

and acts locally! As with almost every telecentre start-up, the initial priority for services has almost nothing to do with the Internet. Less then five percent of the telecentre’s demand was for Internet related services. Instead, services such at photocopying, typing resumes and reports for students, “plastification” of business cards and signs, and printing represented the most important sources of revenue for the telecentre.

The staff of CyberSonghai know that over time this will change and, in fact, how much it changes is a reflection of how successful they will become. The telecentre has developed a business plan which includes an aggressive training program for local students and staff as well as an indirect marketing program through NGO’s in the region and the country. 

Along with this, CyberSonghai intends to market its services aggressively to the more than 2,000 visitors to the Porto Novo compound each year. Many of these visitors come from Europe and North America and have no way of communicating back home other than to use the services of CyberSonghai. But that is the long term plan. In the short term, CyberSonghai has to demonstrate that it can become self-sustaining and it has to do this with its anchor market, the local students and staff. In its first six months of operations, CyberSonghai was successful in generating roughly 50 percent of its ongoing operating costs from direct business revenues to the service. Given the difficulties in establishing markets for telecentre start-ups in many developing countries as well as in rural parts of the industrial world, this would have to be considered a tremendous accomplishment. But it wasn’t good enough for the management and staff of CyberSonghai. They want to be self-financing from operating revenues within 12 months of opening their doors.

CyberSonghai has a three year plan for which markets it is going to penetrate and what services it will use to do this. Once the “anchor” market of students and staff has been accomplished, CyberSonghai will begin to promote itself to NGOs and small businesses in the region, followed by graduates from other schools and universities, rural communities and local governments in the country. CyberSonghai understands how important training will be to its operating success. It needs to find ways to be paid for the training services it provides to the markets it seeks to serve. The more training that is accomplished, the higher-value services that clients of the telecentres will expect from the telecentre and the more revenue that can be generated.

The CyberSonghai centre in Porto Novo has a track record in service provision of almost a year. It has a sense of which services appeal most to its anchor clients and what the price-point and demand is for each of its services. This will, of course, change over time. For example, the staff of CyberSonghai were surprised to learn that among their most successful products was the design and printing of colour Christmas cards for clients wishing to extend greetings to friends and relatives for the holiday season.

Rather than saying that this type of product wasn’t included on the plan, they listened and learned from their clients and responded accordingly. Along with its business and marketing plans, CyberSonghai has an evaluation plan which includes daily, monthly, quarterly and annual data collection and reporting. It also has a four year plan for the development of its distance education service in Benin, other regions of Africa and other parts of the world.

Staffing

CyberSonghai has four full-time staff not including a trainee who now manages the telecentre at Savalou. The staff structure includes a telecentre manager, information consultant and administrative/operations coordinator and clerical/administrative assistant. Along with this, CyberSonghai has access to volunteer and contracted consultants to work with the service for periods of time. The Network Administrator who worked at CyberSonghai for almost a year was a volunteer from Spain. The business planning consultant was a telecentre advisor from Canada.

Having access to sound technology know-how is a major challenge for CyberSonghai as it is for all telecentres in the developing and developed world. CyberSonghai has recognized this as a major challenge but has not yet found a way to resolve it. For the time being at least, CyberSonghai will have to rely upon periodic consulting visitations and the development of a learning system within their own staff to advance their technological capacity and maintain the services which they have developed on regular basis. This is especially the case in respect to the more remote telecentre locations in Savalou and Parakou where access to technology capacity will be even more limited and infrequent.

Technology

The initial technology set-up of CyberSonghai included the following:

• Photocopier

• Mechanical binding and cutting machine

• Telephone with time counter

• Laminating machine

• Digital camera

• One standard telephone line for data transmission from a local ISP

• Four workstations

• Two printers

• Access to an LCD projector

In the fall of 1999, the CyberSonghai was visited by a consultant who established a RACAL radio connection for voice communication among the Porto Novo, Parakou and Savalou telecentre locations. Telecommunications represents a major challenge for CyberSonghai. The telecom service at Porto Novo is generally reliable, albeit with occasional interruptions. But the telecom services at Savalou and Parakou are much less reliable.

There is no immediately apparent telecom solution to the circumstance facing CyberSonghai. As with so many telecentre locations in the developing world, networked based services depend almost entirely upon the capability and roll-out plans for upgrades by state owned telecoms. Alternatively, leap-frog, satellite based services are technically available but are generally considered to be expensive and would need to clear national regulatory regimes which are often the same institution responsible for telecom generally. This creates somewhat of a disincentive for allowing competition to enter the same market which the state-owned telecoms are trying to serve, however unevenly.

Finances and Sustainability

CyberSonghai has to become self-sustaining, just like every other element of the Songhai agricultural training, production and research compound. Although its buildings and equipment were contributed through a “social investment” by LearnLink, CyberSonghai has to include the amortization of all its assets in its monthly statement of revenues and expenses.

The system of telecentres has a clear plan for developing services and has sufficient experience to have some sense of what rates to charge which are low enough as “entry-costs” but will generate sufficient revenue to finance operations. After six months of operations two important changes in the organization and delivery of services became apparent.

First, more of the services at the telecentre had to become “self-administered” or self-serve. Rather than the office manager or clerical assistant helping each person with their photocopying, word processing or telephone needs, the technology and the organization of services had to be changed to liberate the personnel at the telecentre to engage in higher value service provision.

Second, CyberSonghai needs to develop a higher value training service. 

CyberSonghai had to both develop an approach whereby the agricultural institute would pay them for training both staff and students as well as to seek new clients from outside their principal market that could either pay, or arrange financing, for training. The training approach essentially provides a double benefit to CyberSonghai in that revenue is generated both to develop new markets for higher value services and to deliver those new services as the market matures.

This is not as simple as it may sound. The major challenge facing CyberSonghai is one of mission and mandate. On the one hand, CyberSonghai is understandably expected to be an African and global digital expression of the tremendous accomplishments which Centre Songhai’s agricultural research, production and training programs. This takes development time and money. On the other hand, CyberSonghai is expected to meet its payroll and pay its bills as a business unit of the entire Centre Songhai operation, sooner rather than later.

Learning Systems for Evaluation and Monitoring Telecentre services, like all digital services are, in the language of economics, invisibles in that the exchange is a service rather than a primary or manufactured product. It is especially the case in the developing world, as it was a decade ago in rural regions of the developed world, that most people have little or no idea what to expect of the computer, the network or the Internet. In the absence of common experience with the technology and its outputs, people tend to “invent” their own notion of what a telecentre ought to do and what success means.

For the comptroller of Centre Songhai, success means revenues meeting expenses, and soon! For the students of Centre Songhai, success means getting access to document production and telecommunications as inexpensively as possible. For much of the leadership of Centre Songhai, success means “leaping tall buildings in a single bound” and helping to develop digital tools and expressions which support and demonstrate the vision, mission and success of this impressive Zero Emission Research Initiative. For the agencies involved in contributing the “social investment” to provide initial capitalization for the system of telecentres, success means lots of people using, modifying and developing suitable applications for the Internet.

Services are not like cassava. There is general agreement when a cassava is ready for harvest and how much value it has once harvested. No such shared judgement for success exists for a telecentre and the services it provides.

Accordingly, CyberSonghai has developed a system for monitoring daily activities at the client level and formative systems for helping to initially define and subsequently converge what success means to all the stakeholders in Centre Songhai and coming to some agreement on how it can be evaluated and measured. As people’s knowledge and experience grows these definitions of success will become a moving target. In Year One, for many, success may mean making lots of photocopies. In Year Three, it may mean counting the number of online subscribers internationally to the monthly Centre Songhai electronic newsletter.

Conclusion

CyberSonghai represents an important case example of a “Special Purpose Telecentre.” It begins with a clear and relatively easy to define market. It has an established sponsor and anchor stakeholder that offers ownership of the service from the very start. Although it is still in its infancy, it represents an important case example to observe, learn from and support.
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