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Context

For more than two decades, Uganda’s social and economic development were defined by a succession of internal armed conflicts among competing political, economic and ethnic interests. The considerable economic and institutional progress which Uganda had made prior to this period of civil strife was seriously damaged. The “Pearl of Africa” had been shattered and deformed.

In 1986 a new national government was formed in Uganda and was followed in the 1990’s by two successful national elections. A decade of relative peace and stability preceded the introduction of Africa’s first rural telecentre. But Uganda’s social and economic institutions were still recovering from their recent past. Although the economy was rebounding, Uganda’s per capita annual income of $224 still made it among the world’s least developed countries and, correspondingly, the rate of teledensity in the country was among the lowest in the world.

Community

Among the two sites recommended for consideration for Africa’s first rural telecentre was Nakaseke, Uganda. Located in the Luwero district, Nakaseke is roughly 60 kms from Kampala, 45 kms north on the paved highway from the capital and another 15 kms west on a narrow dirt road.

At the entrance to Nakaseke is the manually operated telecommunications switchboard and postal outlet. For the last 10 years, however, the telephone service to Nakaseke had not functioned. In order to make a phone call, Nakaseke residents had to travel 16 kms to Luwero to the nearest call station for Uganda Post and Telecommunications. In fact, the telephone line that had linked Nakaseke with Luwero had been removed in places as it was reported that local farmers would use the copper wire to tie plantain to their bicycles in order to get their product to the roadside markets.

The community of Nakaseke had suffered horrifying genocide during the protracted period of civil war in Uganda. During the second MCT field mission to the community in the summer of 1997, the UNESCO and IDRC representatives were brought to a memorial building with a dedication from the President engraved on a stone sign attached to the entrance. In a cistern-like basement, 1,300 skulls were stored. In fact, the skulls had formerly been resident in a more central location in the community. They had been removed from that building to make way for the proposed Multi-purpose Community telecentre.

In anticipation of the telecentre’s development, a small local library collection had been developed with books donated by World Vision and a Library Assistant proudly managed the service. A local Library Committee existed in the community with support from the National Libraries Board. Within the town of Nakaseke there was a regional hospital with more than 100 staff as well as a Primary Teacher’s College which was located in temporary premises. The hospital had no telephone. Its only communications capability was a radio connection to the Ministry of Health in Kampala. Medical instruments were sterilized using boiled water on a wood fire in back of the hospital. The young doctor from Kampala was the Medical Director. He had come to Nakaseke without realizing that he would not be able to communicate with colleagues, family and friends. He soon accepted another assignment and left the community in less than a year. The hospital administrator was from the nearby community of Luwero. She would remain at the hospital and become a key player in the development of the telecentre.

The Primary Teacher’s College would soon be the beneficiary of a $2.5 million investment from USAID to create an entirely new campus to train primary teachers. The new campus was to be approximately one km from the telecentre location. The Primary Teacher’s College had been planned without consideration for the use of computers and Internet based services, although one telephone had been included in the specifications for the new facility.

In the surrounding area there were 23 secondary schools. A local teacher was the Chairman of the “Cluster 23” Curriculum Development Committee which promoted professional development among the area’s teachers. As was the case with staff from the hospital and the Primary Teacher’s College, he was most interested in how the proposed telecentre might be of use to him in his work. He proudly showed the MCT visitors the resource center which included books and other reading materials that could be loaned to teachers and students.

At one of the secondary schools in Nakaseke, the MCT visitors were brought to a classroom where students in uniforms sat attentively while the teacher wrote on a slate board in front of the classroom. The topic for the day was how to read and understand maps. The teacher had written the definitions of longitude and latitude in nearly perfect cursive penmanship on the board. There were, however, no maps in the classroom.

In the Nakaseke region there were also numerous primary schools. At one of the more rural primary school locations in the area, the MCT visitors were introduced to an assembly of students to mark the occasion of the MCT field visit to Nakaseke. In this rural school there was no roof on the classroom and during the rainy period, instruction was regularly interrupted. The Headmaster’s office was a thatched hut. Both the Headmaster and Assistant Headmaster presented the MCT visitors with a formal, handwritten, list of the types of assistance they thought the new telecentre might provide.

With assistance from an outside agency, building materials had been provided for a new classroom. Local volunteers had been organized to assist with the construction of the new building. The maize crop which had failed several years in succession was now prospering. In another month students and teachers alike would be able to have lunch in the middle of their eight hour days at the school.

Local entrepreneurs were also among those who were involved with sponsoring the MCT in Nakaseke. One among them, who served on the District Council as a youth representative, owned a building supply and beverage retail outlet a short walk from the MCT location. In order to make telephone calls; this entrepreneur would regularly travel the 16 km to and from Luwero to the call-station there.

Uganda’s national policy of decentralization had considerably empowered local

governments. The building where the telecentre would be located was actually owned by the local District Council and they were contributing use of the building to the telecentre development. Over time community politics would come to play a considerable role in the development of the telecentre. In the spring 1998 elections, the incumbent Chairman of the District Council had campaigned actively in support of the new telecentre service. 

He was successful in his re-election bid and would later attend the BICA ’99 (Building the Information Community in Africa) conference and workshops in Pretoria, South Africa. Nakaseke, Uganda had little in the way of existing infrastructure or facilities that would recommend it as a site for a telecentre. To the contrary, its infrastructure had been decimated by the protracted civil war in the country and its people had been traumatized by the atrocities which had occurred there. However, what Nakaseke lacked in infrastructure, it more than compensated for in the spirit, drive and determination of its people. The people of Nakaseke were very well organized and, despite having almost no culture-of-use with the tools of the Information Society, there were committed to becoming the host to Africa’s first rural telecentre. 

The principal ingredient for the eventual success of a telecentre was there in abundance. There were numerous local champions for the telecentre service for whom the word failure did not exist.

Getting Started

None of those that were associated with the early formation work for the Nakaseke MCT had actually ever seen a telecentre. Most had never used a computer and only those involved with national organizations in Kampala used the telephone as a matter of everyday convenience. At the national level, the principal driver behind the telecentre project was the National Libraries Board. The National Director of the Libraries Board, although dedicated to the initiative, understood the telecentre to be something like a library. While he had broad experience and was proficient in the use of computers and the Internet, his understandable vision of a telecentre began with books.

The Uganda Post and Telecommunications Corporation (now Uganda Telecom Ltd.) understood a telecentre to be a place where telephone calls could be made and fax messages could be transmitted. Telecoms are seldom as innovative as people sometimes think. This circumstance was compounded in Uganda by the fact that the state-owned telecommunications provider was soon to have key components of its operations privatized. Accordingly, the disposition toward innovation was even less evident as officials there were understandably preoccupied with the possible impacts of privatization on the organization in which they have worked for many years.

Additionally, the actual experience with TCP-IP based services inside the telco was limited. Those young engineers inside the organization who had experience with the Internet were in considerable demand and the telecentre was not necessarily at the top of their organization’s priority list.

The third key national player in the start-up of the Uganda telecentre development was the UNESCO National Commission. UNESCO National Commissions play a key role in the social development of many developing countries. The UNESCO National Secretary in Uganda was a person who commanded tremendous respect and who had a wealth of experience.

Within the National Commission, however, none of the staff had ever used a computer much less accessed the Internet. There was, however, one young man who filled the role of National Coordinator. He was well educated and, while he had never used a computer, his cell-phone was almost permanently glued to this ear. He would later come to approach the use of email and the Internet with similar enthusiasm when he assumed the position of Telecentre Coordinator 18 months later in the late spring of 1998. By early 1999 this young man participated at BICA ’99 carrying with him his notebook computer and, in between presentations, could be seen modifying his PowerPoint presentations while listening to the workshop discussions going on around him.

While the National Libraries Board, the Uganda Post and Telecommunications Corporation and the UNESCO National Commission were the initial key stakeholders in the development of the Nakaseke telecentre, fortuitous circumstance introduced another key national partner in the telecentre’s development.

Uganda Connect was a secular missionary organization that helped to train young people in Uganda to use computers, software applications, email and the Internet. Located in the same “Crested Towers” building which housed the UNESCO National Commission, Uganda Connect offered free training on the one condition that those who completed their program would agree to train someone else. Uganda Connect would provide the development of the telecentre movement there with ready access to well developed computing, telecommunications and Internet experience. By 1999, graduates of the Uganda Connect program would become the technical staff responsible for training and technology diffusion at the Nakaseke telecentre. From the point at which the concept of a telecentre was first introduced in Uganda in late 1996 it would not be until the late winter of 1999, almost two and a half years later, that computers would arrive at the Nakaseke telecentre. In the intervening period the national and local partners proved their commitment to the new service by maintaining

their drive and enthusiasm to make the telecentre in Nakaseke a reality.

Building Local, National and International Partnerships

In the Information Economy the distance from idea to market is an abbreviated one. In the developing world, where the industrial revolution has yet to be experienced, the distance from idea to market is much more protracted. In the case of the Nakaseke telecentre, the 30 months it took to move from “idea to market” is understandable. The vision for what the telecentre service might include needed to take form. The working relations among international, national and local partners took a considerable period of time to develop and the organizational capability for each level of participation had to take shape.

For example, the three international organizations that were sponsors of the pilot MCT had little institutional experience in working together. The review and approval cycles in each organization were different and, once completed, the protocols for administering funds and programs took time to develop. In the case of the Nakaseke telecentre, an Executing Agreement had to be concluded with the UNESCO National Commission to serve as the lead organization for the management of investments into the project.

Additionally, the International Telecommunications Union had to make arrangements for the deployment of its telecom infrastructure contributions to the telecentre and IDRC needed to develop norms for how its investment in the pilot project would be arranged.

At the national level, a Management Board was established for the Nakaseke telecentre project. Representatives from a variety of government, educational and industry organizations needed to be recruited and then had to familiarize themselves with the project and its intended objectives.

Indeed, among the first responsibilities of the Management Board was the recruitment and hiring of a telecentre manager. An ad was placed in the national newspaper and a competitive process undertaken to find the right person. 

Selecting a telecentre coordinator is, without question, the most important decision that will be made in the early life of a telecentre service. In the case of the Nakaseke telecentre, the contract of the first person selected by the Management Board was not renewed after the initial probationary period was concluded.

In Nakaseke, the telecentre remained a highly valued project despite the fact that little had materially occurred to warrant this sentiment. Indeed, as already described, the telecentre in Nakaseke figured prominently and positively in local District Council elections despite the fact that 18 months had passed without any clear sign of progress.

At the local level as well, the original Library Committee became reinvented as the Telecentre Steering Committee with considerable competition in the community for who might be selected to serve. Along with this the list of Core Users who would be the initial recipients of accelerated training needed to be developed and approved.

In the spring of 1998, two important events occurred which helped to maintain national and local interest in the project. Telecentre Awareness Days were held, first in Kampala and then in Nakaseke, in May of 1998. The original operating plan for the Nakaseke telecentre had included a component for what were called “Capacitation Programs.”

Those involved in assisting in the development of the Nakaseke telecentre realized that, unless there was broad understanding, “buy in” and support for the project within the key national organizations in the country’s capital, the project would not have the demonstration effect that was intended. Even more important, key policy and program representatives in the nation’s capital needed to support the project if this early pilot initiative was to be given the time and room to be successful.

The first Telecentre Awareness Day was held at the Kampala International Convention Center. The event was hosted in the largest auditorium of what is arguably Uganda's premier meeting place. More than 125 people from government, international agencies, universities and NGOs attended the session. As well, more than 20 people from Nakaseke itself traveled the 60 kms to attend the session. For many of them, this was there first time ever inside the Kampala International Convention Center. This session served as the unofficial “coming-out party” for the telecentre project. The agenda included presentations from all of the key national partner organizations, an overview of what a telecentre is and live demonstrations and role playing of the types of activities which occur in a telecentre. For almost everyone in attendance, this was the first time

that a telecentre had actually been described and demonstrated.

The second key event was also a “Telecentre Awareness Day.” This time it was held in the community of Nakaseke itself and, again, more than 100 people came to the telecentre building to participate. The session included speeches from local dignitaries and sponsoring organizations and greetings from national and local politicians.

Additionally, there were live demonstrations of telecentre functions. Uganda Connect used its portable radio transmitter truck to demonstrate HF radio-based email. A satellite phone that had been donated for the event was used to make long distance telephone calls and to access the Internet. A digital camera and color printer were used to show local businesses how they could make custom signs for their shops. A telewriter was demonstrated to show people how text and graphics could be incorporated into instruction and communications at a distance.

For a project that had been more than 18 months in gestation these events served to communicate two important messages. First, for those in the nation’s capital, the Nakaseke telecentre was important enough to host a full day workshop in the country’s leading convention center. Second, for the people of Nakaseke, the project was still alive and well and a sampling of the services it could provide was enough to rekindle the interest among those who had been involved from the beginning and to what the appetites of those local people who were learning about the service for the first time.

Soon thereafter, the National Management Board recruited the services of a new telecentre coordinator. Despite the first staffing hiccup, this proved to be a mission-critical decision. The new Coordinator had formerly worked within the UNESCO National Commission and, although he was learning to use a computer for the first time, his aptitude and enthusiasm for the new challenges before him were contagious.

Additionally, these two events solidified the role which Uganda Connect would play in providing technical support and guidance to the project. With the “orgware” for the telecentre now well founded, the Nakaseke telecentre was about to enter into its initial operations phase.

Building the Nakaseke MCT Services

Right from the time of project conception, there was a deliberate plan to involve the beneficiary community in Nakaseke and other institutions within the country that were regarded as potential partners with the development of the telecentre. Progressively and over time a core of local partners has been developed. They include:

•Nakaseke and Kasangombe local administrations

•Luwero district administration

•Nakaseke Teacher Training College

•The core primary cluster center

•Local schools

•The business community in Nakaseke and Kasangombe

•Local womens’ groups

•Farmers

The project has also established partnerships with other institutions outside of

Nakaseke on the basis of the unique services that each partnership could bring to the telecentre.

At present the telecentres’ main partners are:

The British Council - which also signed a memorandum of understanding to support the telecentre project with information materials and training needs. USAID - DISH has supported the IEC/ health sector with a number of videos and

publications (in English and local vernacular-Luganda). Kawanda Agricultural Research Institute is collaborating with the telecentre in development of agricultural extension service component. Collaborative program development activities with FAO in this area are in advanced stages.

The National Agricultural Research Organization has accepted to collaborate in collecting agro-information and market trends. The Public Libraries Board has also donated over 1000 titles of information materials and promises to give more. Book Aid International has also donated a number of information materials.

Uganda Telecom Limited has contributed 140 iron sheets and nails to roof a new telecentre building. A new building is being constructed by the community with local tax collection. Advertising and promoting the MCT services. From the outset it was clear that the telecentre concept was a new idea and that all involved were building on new ground in the country. Within the community, the telecentre printed and distributed illustrated leaflets, brochures and posters on the project. All the information materials were translated in Luganda (the major vernacular of the project area) to ensure the broadest coverage possible.

Traditional communication systems within the community were used to the advantage of the project during the awareness and consultation process and into the implementation phase. These included community meetings, discussions with opinion leaders, community leaders, religious institutions and in the school system.

To ensure that the community agents/ opinion leaders send the right message to the community, the telecentre developed “a Guide for Community ” for MCT mobilizers complete with full illustrations and all the information that a mobilizer may have to know about the telecentre. This proved to be a very useful tool especially after conducting general meetings with our new community agents about the same manual. The biggest challenge was to find an entry point through which the community could better understand and appreciate the telecentre and the new community agents were very important in this mission.

Advertisements on Radio Nakaseke were aired at timed intervals. Radio Nakaseke is a simple combination of an amplifier and two low-watt loud speakers tied to the back of a tree elevated a few meters above the host shop. The community gets news on the radio very early in the morning and late in the evening at a time when the village is quiet. The conventional press was also used to an extent during start up period.

In order to mobilize partners and potential supporters, both international and local, many organizations were contacted and given full information about the telecentre. Many preferred to take the “wait and see” attitude to the MCT in rural areas but promised to join in once the project had actually developed. This was, in part, a build-up to the official opening of the telecentre that took place on March 5, 1999. The occasion was largely successful in mobilizing the community and other partners.

Training core users

The decision on how to introduce the telecentre services was not without a long debate. It was unclear how to start due to the fact that all the people who had been sensitized and mobilized wanted something immediately. The demand was so high that it was difficult to be certain how to respond to it.

A decision was finally made to start with a core of users from the community who could help to train others. This was partly based on the fact that, an initial contract to train with experts from the capital city, Kampala, was very expensive. Using them to create meaningful level of ICT literacy and telecentre awareness and appreciation in the community could not be afforded.

To make sure that the core user trainers to be trained were empowered, the community was asked to second 24 people for the free-of-charge program. The criteria included:

* Ability and will to stay with the project after training for at least six months,

* Potential to mobilize and train others and,

* Ability to read and comprehend the English language at least at the minimum  level. The language of instruction was however a combination of Luganda and English.

A foreign consultant who visited the telecentre in March 1999 on a baseline survey two months into the training program summarized the situation as follows: “…most of the trainees had established a level of comfort and confidence with the computer software. They had reasonable mastery of the keyboard and the skills to find their way through the various menu structures. If one considers that the computer training took place in a room-approximately three meters by two meters, crowded with three desktop computers, a laser printer, a flatbed scanner… and that there were as many as three people seated before each keyboard… two instructors and several observers-it is striking that the trainees’ skill levels were so well developed.”

The trainers were a group of young people (in age ranges of 16-20) from Uganda Connect. The selection of the Uganda Connect trainers was one of the best choices that could have been made in planning and implementing the training program. One trainee asked, during the program, if the trainers had a Masters degree and how they managed to get a Masters certification at such a young age. The fact was that these young people had only four years of secondary school and had received their ICT training through the Uganda Connect Workshop. It consequently became a large motivational factor that further helped to demystify the ICT issues and to build confidence that common people could master these skills.

Infrastructure Issues

The building was donated by the community and renovated by the project to an acceptable level for project work. Power was never to be any problem other than for frequent load shedding. An inverter and a set of deep cycle batteries were therefore installed to provide power back up. A generator was not favored for this purpose because of its relatively high running costs in terms of fuel yet the cost of installation of an appropriate solar power system was quoted too high for the project budget. However, the running cost for a solar system are minimal and therefore remains a debatable alternative for future consideration.

The telephone connectivity was the most problematic component. The ordinary telephone system stopped (in Wobulenzi trading center) 16 Km away from the help to train others. This was partly based on the fact that, an initial contract to train with experts from the capital city, Kampala, was very expensive. Using them to create meaningful level of ICT literacy and telecentre awareness and appreciation in the community could not be afforded.

To make sure that the core user trainers to be trained were empowered, the community was asked to second 24 people for the free-of-charge program. The criteria included:

* Ability and will to stay with the project after training for at least six months,

* Potential to mobilize and train others and,

* Ability to read and comprehend the English language at least at the minimum

level. The language of instruction was however a combination of Luganda and

English.

A foreign consultant who visited the telecentre in March 1999 on a baseline survey two months into the training program summarized the situation as follows: “…most of the trainees had established a level of comfort and confidence with the computer software.

They had reasonable mastery of the keyboard and the skills to find their way through the various menu structures. If one considers that the computer training took place in a room-approximately three meters by two meters, crowded with three desktop computers, a laser printer, a flatbed scanner… and that there were as many as three people seated before each keyboard… two instructors and several observers-it is striking that the trainees’ skill levels were so well developed.”

The trainers were a group of young people (in age ranges of 16-20) from Uganda Connect. The selection of the Uganda Connect trainers was one of the best choices that could have been made in planning and implementing the training program. One trainee asked, during the program, if the trainers had a Masters degree and how they managed to get a Masters certification at such a young age. The fact was that these young people had only four years of secondary school and had received their ICT training through the Uganda Connect Workshop. It consequently became a large motivational factor that further helped to demystify the ICT issues and to build confidence that common people could master these skills.

Infrastructure Issues

The building was donated by the community and renovated by the project to an acceptable level for project work. Power was never to be any problem other than for frequent load shedding. An inverter and a set of deep cycle batteries were therefore installed to provide power back up. A generator was not favored for this purpose because of its relatively high running costs in terms of fuel yet the cost of installation of an appropriate solar power system was quoted too high for the project budget. However the running cost for a solar system are minimal and therefore remains a debatable alternative for future consideration.

The telephone connectivity was the most problematic component. The ordinary telephone system stopped (in Wobulenzi trading center) 16 Km away from the telecentre site. Although the project budget provided for a special telecom equipment

system, it would not be delivered in a reasonable period of time. Later consideration of wireless technology was also complicated by the distance factor and in some cases, the nature of topography of the area, which is hilly towards the telecentre site. It was decided that a landline be established to run 16km to the telecentre and link it with pairgain equipment which allowed for a multiplication of a single line into several (in this case up to three lines). The plan worked fairly well in providing limited voice connection to the telecentre but data applications have remained difficult to get through because of the poor quality of the telephone line. This will be solved when the originally budgeted telecom project equipment is installed in the last quarter of 1999.

Start-up applications and services

The telecentre started with a modern library/resource center complete with custommade information materials (a survey was made during the consultation period on what kind of materials the community wants). Also included were newspapers and magazines, a photocopier, computer services and training and community education/training seminars. However, due to the expressed interest of telecentre clients, other services have been introduced like free topical and feature film shows every Friday afternoon, games facilities every evening, functional adult literacy classes every Friday and radio listening for particular groups.

First group to use and adopt the services

The early adopters of the telecentre services were mainly people who seemed to have wanted the services that the telecentre offered and were travelling 16 kms to have access to telephony. Others had just given up on the idea of such services. These included:

* Teachers, students and pupils, who wanted photocopy services and a good resource center. Nakaseke sub-county has a total enrolment of 2,935 boys and 3,329 girls in 79 classrooms.

* Medical officers who often wanted a good and appropriate reference library.

* Business people with the interest of communicating with others in the capital city and an interest in innovations to make their own receipts and custom-made letters.

* Community members, elders and opinion leaders with the interest of reading newspapers and following current affairs. The 1996 Population Census reports the total population of Nakaseke alone at 31,004 and that of Kasangombe about the same figure. However until the opening of the telecentre there was no source of newspapers in the community and people who wanted to read could not afford them.

* Young people who were just interested in getting exposed to new skills. These provided the first core user group in the extension program.

*Women in development groups who wanted to enhance their work by getting information on videos.

The Future

Major impacts thus far:

One year and five months since the start of the telecentre, there is a long way to go to establish good indicators for impact assessment but some light can be seen:

The community has a modern library/resource center, telephone connectivity and an ICT core unit for all ICT related activities/services. The school community (7000 school going children) as well as community workers and medical officers have benefited a lot in the resource center. One of the telecentre trainees, in one of her exercises wrote “…(telecentre) has started enhancing the prospects for development because most of the people have been communicating and receiving information after travelling very long distances and wasting a lot of money…..but now they can use the telephone in the telecentre and save the money for other development activities.” She is now a volunteer ICT trainer with the telecentre and promoter of the telecentre in the community. The community is gradually appreciating the importance of information as evidenced by the growing number of people inquiring about information on a variety of issues.

Farmers are now requesting for market rates and general trends on the crops they grow. The daily newspapers at the telecentre have also helped to keep the community up-to-date with what is going on in the country.

Computers in Nakaseke are no longer strange and mysterious machines. The telecentre has demystified the computer and computer communications to some extent through training and general awareness programs. Over 60 community members have now been trained in ICT and computer communication services at the telecentre which has led the growth of a core of ICT skilled people within local community.

The telecentre has proved that ICTs in rural areas are useful for development. A good number of development groups have visited the telecentre with a view of establishing a similar one in other areas.

MCT start-up measures that worked

The telecentre appreciated the fact that there were few, if any, lessons from other parts of Africa to guide its development. Accordingly, the telecentre was understood to be a ‘do as you learn’ affair. Consequently, many initiatives were attempted and some failed while in other cases they worked out very well and often better than anticipated. These include:

1. Using community leaders, opinion leaders during the consultation and mobilization process. This helped to bring the telecentre concept even nearer to the community than it would have been if promoted by a ‘foreigner.’

2. Distribution of leaflets, brochures, posters and other information materials on the project before it actually started. Probably the other vital element was the fact that the materials were also illustrated and translated into Luganda language, which is the most dominant local language of the community.

3. The training of core users from within the community to train others. This helped to rapidly build ICT awareness, skills and capacity within the community earlier than it had been anticipated. Today, ICT training programs are conducted by our own trainees and some young early adopters have started doing great things with the ICTs including making web pages.

4. Installation of a contingency telephone line has paid off dearly. The telecentre was started without any telephone line. Although the project provided for hi-tech telecom equipment, the process seemed to be a long one. Therefore a decision was made to get a landline running up 16 km to provide basic telephone services. The line is not very good but it has sustained a reasonable service to the community. Considering that there was no connectivity at all before, the temporary landline was seen as a break-through in the eyes of the community.

5. Recruiting volunteers in the telecentre has provided vital human resources and a base for the training of the community as part of the sustainability strategy. Young people are volunteers who have now received some good skills on the job. In a report of the baseline survey conducted by and external consultant in March 1999, it was indicated; “…all members of the core user group with whom the consultant collaborated manifested an open attitude to learn, a commitment to work hard and a dedication to stick with even most difficult tasks… indeed …(they) form the kernel of the Nakaseke MCT, and provide a stable, solid foundation for the MCT.”

6. Involving the community at an early stage in the planning and implementation of the project has helped to mainstream telecentre issues into the general activities of the community. The community has successfully, out of their own tax collections, erected a permanent building for the telecentre and found other donors by themselves to support the construction work from the roofing stage.

7. Localizing the ICT applications to a level that is understandable to all community members helped to sell the telecentre. A combination of ICT use has been adapted from the seemingly ordinary video shows, the telephone and the modern computer applications. Local games and sports activities for the young people have been added to the telecentres’ entertainment and recreational program to ensure that the telecentre is not seen as only for the educated elite. The clients have appreciated this so far.

8. Instituting a lending system for information materials in the library. This has helped clients who could not do their reading/learning in the telecentre. So far the fear of losing the materials once lent out, which had prevented the program from taking root, has been proved wrong.

9. Continuous consultation with clients has been a strong element in reviewing services. Meetings have been held with key sectors of the community within the telecentre to familiarize them with services and also to get their input on how best the telecentre could serve them.

MCT start up measures that did not work

The recruitment of a project manager during the early stages of the project development turned out to be the biggest failure. The officer later appeared to be the most unprepared of all project partners to take up his job yet he was deemed to be the key player in all activities. A lot of time and funds were spent at project cost before sorting out the matter and disengaging with him.

The telephone line that was expected to provide at least voice service and e-mail has not been even 40 percent reliable. Although in telecentre ICT training and appreciation programs there has been teaching about the Internet and e-mail, clients have been unable to use the services at the telecentre and this has generated considerable disappointment.

Major Lessons Learned

The first year of the telecentre has been the roughest period and had all the most unexpected yet good learning experiences. The “Lessons Learned” have included:

1. The best mobilizer, manager, co-ordinator and promoter of the telecentre is a “son or daughter of the soil.” They know the community better than any other expert and communicate in the ‘language’ that the people understand.

2. Illustration of new concepts and programs is the key to deep appreciation and understanding especially if it concerns an illiterate community.

3. Ensure that news of the telecentre is heard and read.

4. If you can, recruit a team of young volunteers when starting a community program. They often have the interest to learn knew skills and try them without fear of making mistakes.

5. Mistakes are just part of telecentre implementation but the most important thing is to learn from the mistakes and forge ahead.

6. Co-ordination and sharing with other actors in and out of the country provides vital information and resources.

7. To promote community ownership of the project a committee from within the community is essential. However such a committee must be respectable within the community and able to provide feedback from the community to the telecentre as well as getting the telecentre into the community.

8. It is not necessary to provide community services on a pre-planned program. The community needs to be consulted on a regular basis to review the services and tailor the activities to their expectations and some times one may have to get off the rules of the game. In Nakaseke it proved necessary to introduce special programs like entertainment and feature films (as a launching pad for other programs) to attend to the interest of the young clients who are not eager to read or use computers.

9. Soliciting support and partnerships is a daily activity and can yield both positive and disappointing results but one must try harder each day.

10. If it is not possible to meet all your objectives due to some reason, concentrate on what you can do best. In Nakaseke it was not possible to provide Internet and e-mail services in time despite the big campaign in the community for the service, which in fact raised a lot of expectations. It was, therefore, necessary to turn to other services that had been possible at the time and made sure that the demand for these services was well

satisfied to compensate for the gaps.

11. For a new and interesting initiative like the telecentre, one can not afford to forget documentation. This has helped Nakaseke to keep up with the big wave of visitors and those who seek to learn from this experience. Of course we were very lacking on documentation but this challenge has helped us move some steps forward. Endurance is key to getting to the goal, but the MCT requires a lot of it. Rural communities appreciate the value of information in the development process.

The way forward

Year II of the project is featuring more service diversification and operationalizing linkages.

In particular the plan is to focus more on the following:

* Roll out all the key services of the telecentre including the Internet and e-mail which have so far been put off by the capacity of the telephone lines.

* Seeking more partners, both locally and internationally, and ensuring that they provide some input.

* Involve the community even more as preparations are made for hand-over in the year 2000.

* Forging practical linkages within ICT initiatives in and out of the country. This has already started through sharing documentation systems and record keeping with other telecentres involved in the pilot system within the country.

* Establish a framework in which other institutions could support the telecentre for at least another two years as a means of consolidating the achievements.

* Strengthening the telecentre entertainment and youth programs.

* Consolidating the open learning and functional adult literacy program, which has just started, with a lot of interest from the community.

The future of Nakaseke telecentre is bright. The community has accepted responsibility of owning the project but a lot more is needed to ensure that the initiative is sustained. It is indeed a big undertaking to introduce ICT in a community that did not know what a telephone was and to attempt to develop the services on a sustainable basis in a period of three years. This is simply enough time to prepare the ground and establish a small core of early adopters.
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