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Abstract

This paper examines the theoretical linkage between ICT and advances within a business in a ru-
ral community in the North West Province of South Africa. Various aspects are addressed like
services and service delivery mechanism, locally adapted content and context, realistic approach
to technologies and financial sustainability. A rural community centre in Itsoseng was investi-
gated regarding the above aspects and the results are provided. It became apparent that if these
above aspects are not seen as integrated activities within a rural community, success is difficult to
achieve. Success in providing human and institutional capacities that harness information and
knowledge is imperative.
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Introduction

Interaction between humans and computers has greatly increased as we embark on the 21* cen-
tury. Ability to access computers and the Internet has become increasingly important to com-
pletely immerse oneself in the economic, political and social aspects of the world. However not
every business have access to this technology. In the global digital information age those who are
unable to access the Internet through ICTs are increasingly disadvantaged in their access to in-
formation. Government policies in South Africa (ICT charter) are being established which at-
tempt to ensure that all citizens have the opportunity to access and effectively use ICT in order to
enable them to participate fully in the educational, social and economic activities and democratic
processes (Cullen, 2002, p.2). New and powerful technologies can also promote efficiency of en-
terprises competing in the global economy and public sector service delivery (CIDAS strategy,
2005, p. 5). ICTs are now a standard operating tool in today’s information society and the infor-
mation that ICTSs carry is increasingly becoming an important factor of production. Moreover
teledensity and power supply are generally accepted as drivers of economic growth in developing
countries (Saunders, Warford & Wellenius, 1994 as cited in CIDA 2005). In the poor and under-
developed regions or countries one has
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growth in the use of ICTs in India for instance has had no impact at all on what has been de-
scribed as “'the highest concentration of poverty in the world” (Rao, 2003, p. 3). Also new tech-
nologies do not always replace the old. They may co-exist and in doing so enhance the range of
human experience without necessarily diminishing the experience of those who do not use them,
preferring older technologies (telephone, radio) to achieve the same ends. The contribution of
using the Internet in rural communities seems to be on sharing global knowledge and expertise to
help support their initiatives against poverty and disease, better communication with trading part-
ners through e-commerce and the ability to trade opportunities and to use low wage economy and
different time zones to monitor and process transactions around the globe (Cullen 2002:3).

Finances and ICTs Adoption in Rural Businesses

In 1990s Cosh & Hughes (2000) indicated that the financial and employment performance of
small rural businesses deteriorated relative to urban ones. This climate has stimulated the debate
on how best to support rural business activity. Roberts (2002) and Smallbone, North, Baldock,
and Ekamen (2002) list barriers to growth in rural businesses and indicate that there is a slower
adoption of ICTs among these type of businesses. Friedlander (2001), Roberts (2002) and Warren
(2000) emphasize the importance of limited access to communications networks and technology,
high usage costs and limited relevant content as reasons for the slow adoption to ICTs in these
businesses. Smallbone et al. (2002) and Freshwater (2001) acknowledge an alternative case that
there are gaps in labour force skills and reluctance on the part of rural business owner-managers
to adapt to the changing environment. In these papers rural businesses are slow to understand the
benefits of ICT adoption.

According to Cullen (2002) and Rao (2003) the following factors can be highlighted for prevent-
ing rural businesses for reaping the benefits of ICTs and can also be seen as barriers to using
technology:

o Physical access (lack of a robust telecommunications infrastructure, computers and con-
nectivity) and costs it involves

Lack of awareness of the benefits of ICTs

Lack of ICT skills and support

Attitudinal barriers like cultural and behavioral attitudes towards technology

Language barriers in using the Internet especially if English is not the first language
Lack of local language information products or content, especially tailored to the assimi-
lation capacities of rural people or interesting and relevant to them

¢ Non-availability of governmental information online

o Lack of motivation to use information over the Internet

These above factors can play a role in a rural community and governments also need to be in-
formed of these in order to ensure they are diminished for better results.

Low demand in rural businesses can be result of information failures and market conditions. De-
akins, Galloway & Mochrie (2004) further state that global orientation is the best predicator of
rural business growth and rapid ICT adoption is also much more likely within globally orientated
businesses. Rural businesses therefore have to strategise themselves for the global market and
ensure that information is distributed correctly in order to ensure financial sustainability. Apart
from the finances and slow adoption in rural communities, innovation, taking risks and policy
issues further hampers development.
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Innovation, Risks and Policy

The conventional model of small business behaviour which underpin most rural policy interven-
tions treats innovation generally as the driver of employment and income growth. Thus ICT adop-
tion deserves support because of its potential impact on the health of both individual businesses
and the rural economy. Yet, the previous discussion of the role of global or growth orientation of
rural businesses suggest that ICTs are more likely to have an important role in terms of transform-
ing businesses’ behaviour if their role is innovative, at least at the level of the firm. This argument
is also appearing in the policy literature. Fuller and Southern (1999) and Naidoo (2005) criticize
those governmental policies based on ‘technology push’ as being unlikely to engage with the
business development needs of rural businesses. Despite the governmental intervention the value
of imaginative ICT adoption in rural businesses cannot be underestimated. Friedlander (2001) and
Cullen (2002) argue that the content of technologies must engage with potential users’ needs in
order for it to be adopted. Mitchell and Clark (1999, p. 45) has found in their studies that locally
orientated rural businesses make very little use of computing facilities, typically using computers
for *word processing, financial management and producing accounts”. These limited usages of
ICTs limit the possibility of ICTs being used in innovative ways. Warren (2000) argues that for
micro-businesses in particular, limited use of ICTs can be a rational response to the business envi-
ronment. Thus policy interventions are more likely to be successful where they meet the clients of
rural businesses, are easily accessible, have flexible delivery mechanisms, provide services from
a one-stop-shop and achieve sustainability, so that they are not reliant upon continued public
funding (Deakins, Galloway & Mochrie, 2004, p. 7).

As Ramirez (2001) states that for communities to be sustainable they need to define what they
want to be, where they want to go and ICT are tools to be harnessed towards those agreements.
The value of ICTs should be found in community-owned activities and communication spaces
where issues of importance (content) to the community are addressed.

Huggins and Izushi (2002) argue that the sort of imaginative and innovative way of using ICTs
that enable businesses to obtain the full benefit of adoption is more likely to occur in environ-
ments in which ICTs are ubiquitous. Facilities like community centers can assist by increasing
user’s familiarity with technology in non-threatening, social settings. The design of policy inter-
ventions should therefore be guided by analysis of the nature of the causes of slow adoption as
well as an understanding of the environment within which rural businesses work. Evidence of the
following can be found: slow roll-out of high bandwidth networks in rural areas, limited training
facilities, the paucity of exemplars of rapid adoption and the uncertainty of how to use ICTs to
transform business activity. Such failures of demand are likely to prove more intractable for pol-
icy makers. Rather than simply presenting rural businesses with a menu of technologies to choose
from, public agencies have to assist businesses identify ways in which ICTs adoption and use can
enhance their ongoing activities, so that limited process innovation may occur.

The role of infrastructure upgrades to assist rural businesses in becoming economically viable is
only possible through regulatory mechanisms, governmental support and partnerships (Ramirez,
2001). A community development approach to rural and remote ICT development, calls for the
integration of economic and social development goals. In other words, while the benefits of ICTs
for rural businesses must be presented as economically feasible, at the same time they must en-
gage social and regional developmental policy dimensions. The focus on the infrastructure should
also therefore include a focus on the info-structure where access to technology can allow for rural
businesses to supply their communities with information that they might be interested about.

Information is critical to development; thus ICTs as means of sharing information are not simply
a connection between people, but a link in the chain of the development process itself. There is
now considerable evidence that telecommunications contributes to socio-economic development
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(Conradie, Morris & Jacobs, 2003; Gomez & Hunt 1999; Mncube, 2003); studies have shown
that access to information through telecommunications can facilitate many development activities
including agriculture, fisheries, commerce, tourism, shipping, education, health care and social
services (Gomez & Hunt ,1999, p. 149; Sebusang & Masupe, 2003).

In general, the ability to access and share information can contribute to the development process
by improving:

o efficiency, or the ratio of output to cost;
o effectiveness, or the quality of products and services;
e equity, or the distribution of development benefits throughout the society.

The purpose of the paper was to establish which information access a rural community needs in
order to develop itself to become self sustainable. A community centre is a means to provide ac-
cess to tools to create, access, and share information. Thus, if the contribution of a centre to the
development of a community is understood, the need exist to understand what information is
needed in the communities, and what other factors may influence the initiation and impact of ac-
tivities that may be considered developmental (from economic, social, cultural and/or political
perspectives).

Research Methodology

In order to determine whether a rural community centre can support the community with relevant
content and service delivery in an ICT based environment with financial success, a qualitative
research methodology approach was selected. The research data was obtained through the inter-
view process, site visits and questionnaires used during this study at the Ikageng community cen-
tre in Itsoseng. This is a rural community located between Lichtenburg and Mafikeng in the
North West Province of South Africa.

The data collection process utilise questionnaire sets to acquire information on the current ser-
vices offered and problems experienced with the delivery process of these services.

The content of the questionnaires (step 3) focused on the main operational components and/or
business areas of a community centre, namely: telecentre services, desktop publishing services,
training services and business support services. The information gathered was used to design a
specific management model for the Itsoseng community (for the use in the Ikageng rural commu-
nity centre) based on the needs identified from the questionnaires.

The last step was to discuss the proposed management model with the community centre man-
agement and staff before computerising the paper model. The data obtained during this process
through interviews and informal discussions was used to support the concept multi-media proto-
type model. The concept prototype model was tested within the same community centre and the
data obtained through questionnaires and interviews was used as inputs towards refining the pro-
totype. The prototype should be adaptable to any other community centre with similar needs.

The participants for this study included both the management (n=4) and the staff (n=9) at the
Ikageng community centre in Itsoseng in South Africa. They had to each complete a question-
naire and focus group interviews were conducted in order to clarify and verify certain informa-
tion. It is important to understand that what was done during this study was to conduct interviews
and questionnaires in order to determine needs of the community and to create a prototype that
was responsive to a specific community’s needs and circumstances.

This means it is not necessarily applicable to other community centres, unless exactly the same
needs and circumstances apply. What exists is an electronic model that can be introduced into a
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new community and then fine-tuned to the needs and circumstances of that new community by

means of a similar process.

The Results

The services offered within the rural community centre are listed in Table 1 according to the key

operational areas.

Tablel: Current Services Offered by the Ikageng Community Centre

Key Operational Area

Services Offered within this Operational Area

Telecentre Services

e Sent Faxes

e Receive Faxes
e E-mail

e Internet

Desktop Publishing
Services

e Content Creation
e Publication

e Photo Copying

e Typing

e Printing

Business Support
Services

e Compile Business Plans
e Marketing Services
e Financial Services

Government Services

e Skills Development

Training Services

e Introduction to Computers

e Microsoft Word

e Microsoft Excel

e Microsoft Power Point

e Microsoft Access

e Junior Training (school kids - mathematics)

Other Services

e Complete Tender Applications for Government

Tenders

Management and staff of the community centre were asked: “What other forms of support could

be offered through the centre to meet the community members’ needs and expectations?”. The
responses were the following:

e The centre needs a support system that can assist with the management of training mate-
rial, training courses, store of standard templates to support customers’ requirements (e.g.
curriculum vitae and fax templates), etc.

e The centre could do with an information management system that contains general in-

formation concerning basic health care, educational, and agricultural content. This could
be in the form of links to websites or a software packages that contain some of these ba-

sic content.
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The Table 2 summarizes the information needs of the centre staff and management with regards
to services offered to the community members. It is categorized according to the operational com-
ponents as identified above.

Table 2: Summary of Information needs from Ikageng Community Centre
Management and Staff

Centre Operational
Component

Centre Management
Response

Centre Staff
Response

Telecentre Services

Standard calculation
sheets for example
computer and Internet
usage, faxing and
phone call services.
Daily general checklist

when opening and
closing the Centre.

Standard templates to add customer
content.

Standard financial recording and re-
porting forms.

Information with regard to the Internet
and e-mail terminologies (ex. WWW,
using search engines, etc.)

Desktop Publishing
Services

Not sure, ask the staff
working with those ser-
vices.

Standard CV templates

Interview tips on for example “what an
interview looks like for the candi-
date?” or “how to act during an inter-
view” or “asking the right questions
during the interview” etc.

List of shortcut keys for word proces-
sors and spreadsheets.

Short description on what a computer,
word processor, spreadsheets pub-
lishing and presentation is that they
can give to their clients when con-
fronted with these terminologies.

Training Services

Need more Computer
Based training material
to assist the Centre
staff with training and
continuous improve-
ment of skills.

Content with regard to training on
Microsoft Office, Internet and e-mail
Usage, etc.

List of Computer Based Training ma-
terial on the market that they could
use to train customers on operating
systems, Web Page Publishing, Busi-
ness Analysis, Project Management
and Presentation Skills.

Software packages that can assist
children in the community to develop
their mathematical skills.

Business Support
Services

Need a step-by-step
instruction sheet that
could be used when
analysing customers
business and drawing
up business plans.

Information regarding
trademarks, copyright
and patents.

Standard business plans.

Templates for financial analysis for
clients.

Need a marketing plan template to
assist customers to draw up a cus-
tomized marketing plan.

Template to assist customer in pre-
paring a financial statement.
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Need Computer Based Material to
assist staff and clients on PC support
and maintenance aspects.

for the Centre.

Technology Support Maintenance on equip-
ment in the Centre. Books and software that could assist
with technical aspects on computer
and networks.
Government Government Tenders. Government information on funding
Information Funding opportunities programmes.

Government Tenders.

Basic Agricultural Con-
tent to expose the chil-

Educational content to assist school
kids with mathematics and perceptual

Specific Content dren to farming prac- skills on Saturdays.

tices. e Agricultural content on sustainable
¢ Basic first aid content. farming practices.

Operationa| Manage_ e Guidelines for the staff
ment (Day-to-Day is- on managing the centre | e« Need standard checklist to ensure a
sue) operations on a daily quality service to the community.

basis.

Based on the above feedback a business model was developed electronically to assist them.

The Business Model

The operational and business model is based on defining the income-generating potential of the
main operational components. The main operational components are:

Telecentre Components with an income generating potential;

Desktop Publishing Components with an income generating potential;
Training Components with an income generating potential;

Business Support (SMME) Components - with an income generating potential.
Technology to support the main operational component.

The basic income generating components of an ICT equipped community centre could be illus-
trated graphically as in Figure 1.

Each major component provides a range of services to the community at a fee. The typical trans-
action value of the components of service delivery follows an exponential increase from R1
through to R500 as illustrated in Figure 1.

The low-cost, high volume business found in the first two components (Telecentre and Desktop
Publishing services) can create the fundamental cash flow needed to support the higher-level ac-
tivities (Training and Business support). These elements have been combined with anticipated
volumes of transactions to arrive at the target income and other aspects of the business plan, to
analyse the potential for the rural community centre to support itself as a self-sustaining business.
It could also reduce the digital divide (Jacobs, 2003, pp. 108-138).
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Desk Top Technalogy Business
Publishing Support

Training

Figure 1: ICT-Hub Income Generating Components
Source: Adapted from Conradie, Morris & Jacobs (2003:212)

Figure 2 is the electronic version of the business model for rural community centres as illustrated
in Figure 1 above.

Figure 2: Community centre Operational Components
Source: Adapted from Jacobs (2003:197).
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The electronic business model was designed to be a user-friendly information system and support
tool for the management, staff and users within a rural community centre. The operational and
business model was based on defining the income-generating potential of the various operational
service delivery components of a rural community centre as previously discussed. The main op-
erational components of the electronic version are the same as for the illustration in Figure 2; ac-
cept for adding two extra operational components to support the need of the community, namely:

e Sector Specific Content containing information regarding agricultural, health and educa-
tional aspects identified by the community centre staff and management (locally adapted
content and context).

e Government Services contain links to government related websites for information pur-
poses (content).

Throughout the research it became evident that a need exist within the Ikageng community centre
to develop an electronic system that are fully interactive and easy to use by the centre staff and
management. The level of complexity of the information in the system as well as the usage of the
system must be equal to the level that the users at the community centre.

Conclusion

The results from the research indicated that a need exist for an electronic system that can support
community centre staff and management to provide a more repeatable service to the customers
(community members) to improve service delivery. It is important to note that this study was only
conducted at one centre and that needs of communities differ when it comes to access to informa-
tion for their own development or advancement. The results from this study further indicated that
such a system must have a logical or systematic approach to service customer and staff needs and
focus on relevant local content.

It is evident from the results obtained in this study that information contained in any type of elec-
tronic system must take care of two sets of information, namely:

e customer support content and
e centre support content for staff and management.

It is therefore evident that ICT-equipped community centres can be instrumental in the develop-
ment and well-being of a community. Not only can they provide people with access to informa-
tion related to health, nutrition, education, agriculture and other social basic necessities, they can
support local entrepreneurs with various business services, market information, and e-commerce
opportunities; they can help people connect with distant family, friends, and government officials;
and they can provide a setting for entertainment and social affairs. It is important to note that not
all information should be electronic and that rural community centre’s should also make use of
posters or billboard displays to communicate valuable information.

It is therefore essential that ICTs be demystified and deployed with the interests of local commu-
nities in mind. An example of a success in this regard was the Information Kerala Mission of
1997 in India where the State-level Informatics System for Strengthening the Decentralized Plan
Implementation (SLIDE), government decision-makers throughout India realized the important
role that ICTs would play in modern governance. Focused on creating efficient and responsive
mechanisms for governance at the local level, the SLIDE project employed a variety of ICTs to
help local institutions mitigate the transition to a decentralized governing system that is unique to
the State. It was seen as one of the biggest technology literacy-building programmes in India.

By engaging Government officials and members of civil society, the electronic business model
initiative promises to strengthen the Ikageng community centre’s position as a high-technology
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centre in the country, while enhancing the states’ profile in the global economy just as the Kerala
project in India.
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