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The population is heavily concentrated in just a few scattered localities, and one third of those people
live in urban communities. More than 64% of the total population and more than 50% of the rural
population live in deep poverty. Nevertheless, the population in general is educated and literate, and the
existing social capital is relatively high. The people with the higher literacy rates tend to be those who
speak the Kyrgyz and Russian languages, and this segment of the population displays a strong interest
in information and communication technologies (ICTs).
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Pact Mongolia conducted a study into Public Access to Information and Communication Venues in
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access to information venues and the role of information and communication technologies (ICTs), with
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This paper investigates public access to information venues in the Republic of Moldova. The paper was
written as a component of the 25-country Public Access to Information and Communication Venues
research project sponsored by the University of Washington, USA. The project focuses specifically on
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relevant country and sector studies.
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Georgia was a key republic in the former Soviet Union until gaining independence in 1989. Like many
of the other former component republics, Georgia then faced an uncertain future and entered a lingering
state of political, social, and economic turmoil. Successive government administrations have struggled to
overcome these issues and have instituted a number of reforms, but so far, the reforms have experienced
only limited success. Many of the reforms directly affect public access to information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs).
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Sri Lanka is making a concerted attempt to move into a knowledge-based economy. As an important
aspect of this strategy, the government is using ICT as a lever for “reducing poverty, promoting growth,
and fostering social integration and peace.” Sri Lanka has faced protracted political and ideological
conflicts for twenty-five years that, at times, have turned violent, but the people and the economy have
been resilient, even though progress has often been slow.
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South Africa has long enjoyed a level of national wealth that evolved largely through the development
of its enormous natural resources. That financial foundation has been well supported by an aggressive
agricultural base and the ongoing emergence of South Africa as a prominent industrial nation in Africa.
A valuable outgrowth of this combination has been South Africa’s particularly robust and well-developed
media and information sector, which is protected by strong constitutional provisions. Although the overall
national economic position is secure and growing steadily, striking contrasts linger within the social sector.
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Namibia is an independent republic located along the Atlantic coast of the far southwestern reaches of
Africa. It is bordered to the north by Angola, to the northeast by Zambia, to the east by Botswana, to
the south by South Africa, and to the west by the Atlantic Ocean. The land area covers 318,260 square
miles is divided among 13 provincial regions, and has a population of about 2.1 million. Namibia has
the second lowest population density of any country in the world. Eighty percent of the population is
Christian, and the rest observe indigenous faiths. Seven percent of the people speak English, which is
the official language, while 60% speak Afrikaans, and 33% speak German.
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Uganda is a landlocked nation in central equatorial Africa, and for many years has been torn by tumultu-
ous political, social, and economic turmoil. There have been violent armed conflicts and governmental
shifts that were marked most prominently by the horrific reign of Idi Amin, who was ousted in 1980.
Throughout history, epidemics and health issues have devastated the population, and Uganda still faces
major problems with HIV/AIDS and sleeping sickness. Outbreaks of Ebola have devastated untold
numbers of people.
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Algeria is one of 25 countries participating in this study, which was designed to assess the public access
to information and communication venues, and also to examine the role of information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) across the nation’s overall economic, political, and regulatory framework. The
study placed an emphasis on the information needs of underserved groups and communities.
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Egypt is a vibrant modern nation and has been a major contributing influence on the world scene for
thousands of years. In addition to its prominent placement in the northeastern reaches of Africa, and its
historical background there, Egypt harbors a strong relationship among the Middle Eastern Arab nations,
as well as with its neighboring countries in North Africa.
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The Republic of Turkey is a modern, dynamic country in southwestern Asia with a broad-based, healthy
economy that supports a population of just over 70 million. The country spans 780,500 sq km (slightly
larger than Texas) and is bordered by Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Georgia, Greece, Iran, Iraq, Syria,
the Black Sea, the Aegean Sea, and the Mediterranean Sea. The land is mostly mountainous with a nar-
row coastal plain and a central high plateau. The climate is temperate and more than 53% of the land
is said to be arable.
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Preface

INTRODUCTION

Computers and the Internet have transformed the way we live, work and play. Marginalized communities
around the world don’t always have adequate access to information and communication technologies
(ICT), and increasingly go to public access venues such as libraries, telecenters and cybercafés to use
computers and access the Internet in order to meet their information and communication needs.

How can you make venues that offer public access to computers and the Internet actually work to
serve the needs of marginalized populations in developing countries? If access to information contributes
to improving the quality of life of marginalized sectors of the population? How do you support venues
that better enable equitable access and effective use of ICT in support of community development?

This book presents results of a research process that began three years ago to answer some of these
questions. . During 2007-2009, a group of researchers in 25 countries around the world, led by a team
in the Technology & Social Change Group (TASCHA)' at the University of Washington Information
School, studied libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés in 25 developing countries around the world. While
much research has been done about telecenters for development, about libraries and information needs
of underserved communities, and, to a lesser degree, about cybercafés and their contribution to com-
munity development, the research results summarized in this book constitute the first attempt ever to
systematically understand the phenomenon of public access computing across different types of venues
such as libraries, telecenters and cybercafés, and across multiple developing countries around the world.

The results are promising: there is a vibrant ecosystem of organizations and initiatives that support
public access computing in all the countries we studied. Libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés all play an
important role in offering access to, and use of, computers and the Internet, especially to people for whom
these resources would otherwise be difficult or impossible to reach. Each type of venue has something
special to offer, and the idea of working in closer collaboration with each other is one of our greatest
recommendations. When libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés work together to share their specialized
knowledge and resources, they can make a huge difference to the well-being of underserved populations.

The role of government in its support for public access computing is also different for each type of
public access venue: the State is a key provider of public access computers in public libraries, which
are, for the most part, funded by the government (national, regional or local), and provide access to
information as their core mission; the addition of computers and the Internet to libraries that are already
stretched for resources presents new challenges, and also new opportunities. With telecenters the best
role of the State may be as enabler of public access. In addition to ensuring appropriate telecommunica-
tions infrastructure to reach marginalized and remote areas, the State can help enable local organizations
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to provide effective access to ICT by means of grants, subsidies, supportive regulations, training and
networking opportunities, etc. In some cases, the State has also been a direct provider of ICT access
through local telecenters, but government-run telecenters are frequently less effective than those run
by local organizations (with some notable exceptions). Finally, through incentives, regulation, startup
funds, subsidies, etc. the State can be an active promoter of cybercafés set up and operated by local
entrepreneurs as a business, in many cases a sustainable one. The following figure summarizes the main
types of public access computing initiatives, and the role of the State in supporting them:

In the ecosystem of libraries, telecenters and cybercafés, this book offers a picture of public access
to information and communication technologies in each of the 25 countries studied, and a comparative
analysis of ten topics across all 25 countries. These are conversation starters, as well as pointers for
further research informed by this broad-based study. The list of topics in the comparative analysis is not
exhaustive, and we invite further analysis using the data collected for this study. The country chapters
included in this volume are valuable sources, as are all the detailed country reports prepared by each
local team using a common template, all of which are available online.?

The book is organized as follows: Part I offers nine chapters with analyses of different themes across
all 25 countries, and a chapter with a detailed discussion of the research methods, including the coun-
try selection rationale. Part II offers detailed country reports for each one of the countries included in
the study. While earlier versions of each one of the papers may have been presented at conferences or
published in academic journals, and other analyses have been conducted that are not included in this
volume, we bring the most salient of them together here to provide a unified point of reference on the
landscape of public access computing in 25 developing countries around the world.

SECTION 1: COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF PUBLIC
ACCESS TO ICT IN 25 COUNTRIES

Chapter one offers an overview of the distribution of each type of venue, and a comparison of the
strengths and weaknesses of each type of venue and how they complement each other. While public
access computing is primarily an urban phenomenon, there are about three times as many cybercafés

Figure 1. Public access triangle and the effective role of the state

Libraries
(provider)

Telecenters Cybercafés
(enabler) (promoter)
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as there are libraries and telecenters combined. This numerical predominance of cybercafés in urban
areas needs to be taken into account when reading the remainder of the book. Chapter two looks at the
kinds of people who use libraries, telecenters and cybercafés: users are mostly young people under 35.
They generally include both men and women, with some variations across countries and across venues,
and almost always users have some formal education, they come from lower and middle-income levels,
and they are living in urban areas. Chapter three looks at the importance of the people who help users
in public access venues: owners, employees or volunteers that help users identify, find, and use the
information they need. We call these intermediaries between people and information “infomediaries,”
and we analyze their critical role in the success of the public access venues.

Chapters four and five discuss users’ perceptions of public access venues. When analyzing trust,
in chapter four, we describe safety and security, relevance, reputation, and “cool” as factors that affect
users perceptions and preferences to visit one venue over another. This is followed, in chapter five, by
a discussion of the role of fees for service, and how these fees influence the use of public access com-
puters in the countries we studied. Users’ perceptions of relevance of content, and users’ perceptions of
the disposition of the operators to help them, play a far more important role than the existence of user
fees. In other words, free access to services does not appear to be a determinant factor driving users to
public access computing venues.

Chapter six goes on to analyze the experience of public access computing from a gender perspective,
and identifies benefits and barriers that affect women in particular in their use of information and com-
munication technologies. Chapter seven discusses specific challenges libraries faced in terms of broad
use of digital technologies, while chapter eight analyzes strategies for understanding and better meeting
the information needs of the populations served by public access computing initiatives.

Chapter nine offers a synthesis of factors that contribute to the success of public access computing
in the countries we studied. These success factors include (1) understanding and taking care of local
needs first; (2) building alliances with other venues; (3) collaborating with other media and community
services; (4) strengthening sustainability; and (5) training infomediaries and users in digital literacy.

Finally, chapter ten describes the research methods employed in this large-scale international study.
It describes the process to select the 25 countries included, the conceptual framework employed in the
study, the data collection tools and methods, the way data was analyzed, and the mechanisms used to
strengthen data quality and credibility of findings. We also offer some lessons we learned in conducting
large-scale, collaborative research projects of this nature.

SECTION 2: PUBLIC ACCESS ICT IN EACH COUNTRY

Section 2 of this book offers detailed descriptions and analyses of the public access computing landscape
in each of the 25 countries studied, grouped by geographic region: Latin America and the Caribbean
(including Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, and Peru);
Asia and Eastern Europe (including Bangladesh, Nepal, Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Moldova, Georgia, and Sri Lanka); and Africa and the Middle East (Algeria,
Egypt, Namibia, South Africa, Turkey, and Uganda).

This publication is based on research funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The findings
and conclusions contained within are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect positions or
policies of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. This work was only possible thanks to the dedication of
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many people: research teams in each country that contributed ideas, conducted fieldwork, and produced
fantastic results. Faculty, researchers, and students at the iSchool and the Technology & Social Change
Group (TASCHA) revised, organized, and analyzed large amounts of mostly qualitative data. Peers and
colleagues offered precious feedback and guidance to help strengthen the analysis and results. But most
importantly, we thank the people who use computers in public access facilities around the world: without
their input and knowledge, this research would not exist. We want to share these results with the hope
that we will contribute to improving the quality of life of the marginalized sectors of society, those who
use public access computing as a lifeline that connects them to what they need in the information society.

Ricardo Gomez
University of Washington, USA
November 2007- November 2010

ENDNOTES

! Formerly known as Center for Information and Society, CIS.
2 All detailed country reports are available at http://tascha.uw.edu/research/landscape-study/
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Chapter 1

Libraries, Telecenters

and Cybercafés:
A Comparison of Different Types
of Public Access Venues

Melody Clark
University of Washington, USA

Ricardo Gomez
University of Washington, USA

ABSTRACT

The goal of this book is to portray the landscape of users and uses of public access to computers and
the Internet in developing countries around the world. In 2007-2010, the Technology & Social Change
Group at the University of Washington conducted a ground-breaking study in 25 countries, the Landscape
Study, to better understand who uses information and communication technologies (ICT) in public ac-
cess venues and how. Each country conducted a discrete section of the study and shared a report. All
the data was then collated and analyzed. This book attempts to put all the pieces together in order to
make comparisons and cross-references for further research.

In order to understand the implications of this study, it is important to understand the context in which
it was conducted. Consequently, this book begins with a chapter that explores the differences and simi-
larities, strengths and weaknesses, of each of the three different types of public access venues studied:
public libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés. To begin, the following descriptions define each type of
venue in the study:

Public Library: a venue that is open to the general population, funded by the government, and intends
to meet a local communitys information needs as a public service; while all libraries offer books and
printed materials, public libraries in developing countries are increasingly also offering access to
computers and the Internet.
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Telecenter: a nonprofit venue open to the public, which offers ICT as part of its services, or other activi-
ties intended to help community development. It may or may not charge a fee.

Cybercafé: also called an Internet café, is a for-profit venue that is open to the public, offers computer
access and related services, and generally charges a fee. A key difference from the telecenter is that
cybercafés do not necessarily intend to support community development (although this may happen as

an unintended consequence).

Although this study focused on public access venues, it includes cybercafés because they are open to the
public even though they generally charge user fees. Excluded from this study are schools and specialized
libraries that are not open to the public as they limit access to students, faculty, and staff only.

DISTRIBUTION AND LOCATION OF
TYPES OF VENUES

To accurately describe the various strengths and
weaknesses of the different types of public access
venues, abroad understanding of the entire picture
ofthe public-access-venue landscape is important.
It is significant to note which types of venues are
available, as well as in what areas of the country
they are available. Figure 1 describes the total
distribution of public access venues included in
this study, with proportions by type of venue and
by geographic location (urban/non-urban).

This figure shows that cybercafés are by far
the most common type of public access venue,
representing almost three quarters of the total
number of venues included in this study. Librar-
ies and telecenters account for only 11% and 12%
(respectively) of the total count of public access
venues, with other venues accounting for only
4% of the total. There are exceptions, of course;
four countries (Georgia, Honduras, Malaysia, and
South Africa) did not report any numbers for
cybercafés, and seven more countries reported
numbers for cybercafés that are lower than other
types of venues (Bangladesh, the Dominican
Republic, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Mongolia, Na-
mibia, and Sri Lanka). Based on the descriptions
offered in the country reports, these low numbers
canbe attributed to strong public access initiatives
leading to other types of public access venues
(religious libraries, school libraries, health cen-

ters), as in the case of Sri Lanka and Namibia.
Furthermore, the Dominican Republic in particu-
lar mentions a lack of official data for their venue
counts, the lack of which may lead to an under-
estimation of the number of cybercafés. In any
case, the field of cybercafés is probably the most
understudied, and the numbers of cybercafés are
the most difficult to measure and the most likely
to grow. It is our hope that research about cyber-
cafés flourishes, as our study indicates that cy-
bercafés are the most commonly available public
access venue, especially in urban locations.
Since it seems that most public access venues
are cybercafés, we wondered where they are
located in a country. This study indicates a clear
concentration of public access venues located in
urban areas. While telecenters have a high propor-
tion of non-urban locations, public libraries and
cybercafés are primarily urban, with 64% and 91%,
respectively, in urban locations. Furthermore, on
average, only 31% of the public libraries offer
ICT as part of their services, and these libraries
tend to be in urban centers. Given that cyberca-
fés account for 73% of all public access venues
studied (the majority in urban areas), and given
that over half the public libraries are urban, it is
clear that public access to ICT is mostly an urban
phenomenon. With a concentration in urban areas
and populations, public access to ICT, for the
most part, fails to serve the majority of the rural
populations in the countries studied. The urban/
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Figure 1. Distribution of Public Access ICT Venues (based on aggregated data from 25 countries in the

Landscape Study)
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non-urban divide is by far the most significant
divide in public access to ICT (Proenza, 2006).

Insum, cybercafés constitute the largest source
of public access to ICT, and the majority of public
access venues are located in urban areas. This
finding has two main implications:

1. Thereis an extreme predominance of public
access initiatives in urban areas. This pre-
dominance has been reported before and is
noted as a failure of telecentres to serve rural
populations in many developing countries
(Kuriyan & Toyama, 2007; Proenza, 2006).
It is understandable that cybercafés are
market driven and more sustainable in urban
areas where there are higher concentrations
of population. If public access to ICT is to
make a meaningful difference for under-
served populations, the urban predominance
of current public access initiatives needs to
be addressed through strengthening initia-
tives that offer public access to ICT in rural
locations.

2. Theimportance of cybercafés in the field of
ICT for community development has pre-

viously been reported by others (Haseloff,
2005), even if cybercafés play an “uninten-
tional” social role (Finquelievich & Prince,
2007), an “instrumental” one (Robinson,
2006), or are an expression of the “public
sphere”(Salvador, Sherry, & Urrutia, 2005).
Eventhough there has been farmore research
about telecenters and public libraries than
cybercafés, the sheer number of cybercafés
makes it clear that their role in community
developmentneeds to be betterunderstood in
order to take full advantage of the increased
access to ICT that they offer to the public.
Furthermore, rather than competing with
cybercafés by setting up new or alternative
publicaccess venues, government policy and
public funds could be better directed to help
make ICT services offered by cybercafés
more accessible and relevant to underserved
populations (as well as equitable in terms
of gender, age, education, income, as well
as language, ethnicity, religion, caste, and
other inequity variables of importance in
each particular setting).
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Figure 2. Features across all countries by type of public access venue
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To assess each type of public access venue,
this study was based on the Access, Capacity and
Environment (ACE) framework, which assesses
public access to ICT in terms of equitable access,
human capacity, and enabling environment as the
key features for understanding the landscape of
public access to ICT (see more details about the
framework in the Methods chapter). The remainder
of this chapter discusses the strengths and weak-
nesses, as well as similarities and differences, of
each type of venue in relation to access, capacity,
and environment. Within each of these areas, a
number of components play a role in measuring
the way each venue deliversits services. Of course,
there are exceptions, which will be discussed in
greater detail throughout this book. This chapteris
intended to give a broad overview of the general
themes that emerged in each type of venue across
all or most countries.

Figure 2 notes the particular features of each
type of venue in terms of access, capacity, and
environment.

ACCESS

Access is defined with four main components:
physical access, suitability of venue, affordability

High political will, but very

Low popular support, some

but still seen as affordable
Offers most ICT access

High staff capacity and digital
literacy

High user capacity

Offers access to the Internet,
but does not create content
Varies from country to country

ICT access varies greatly
Staff capacity and digital
literacy vary

User capacity varies
Offers locally relevant
content

Varies from country to
country

Some political will; varies Low political will
Perceived as “cool” venue
where people want to go

Strong popular support; NGO
and stakeholder support

of'venue, and the technology available in each type
of'venue. Each of these components is comprised
of multiple characteristics. Physical access takes
into account the locations of types of venues, as
well as the hours of operation. Offering universal
access to different levels of income, providing
physical safety, and meeting local needs comprise
the suitability component of access. Affordability
of a type of venue looks at whether or not the
venue is affordable to the majority of the popula-
tionrelative to income. Availability of technology
includes whether or nota type of venue offers ICT
services and connectivity.

Physical Access: Location

As noted above, there is a clear urban predomi-
nance of all types of venues, particularly cyber-
cafés. While this trend tends to extend across all
countries, exceptions can be found. For example,
as noted in Georgia,? “public libraries are the
most widespread venues and operate within an
organized network. In general, they offer mod-
erately good physical access. Unlike other public
venues, they are widely established in both urban
and rural settlements.”
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Physical Access: Hours of Operation

The hours of operation of the venues are also
critical to sufficiently serving the population the
venue is intended to serve. Telecenters tend to offer
more convenient hours than cybercafés and public
libraries. As noted in Ecuador, the operating hours
may be a result of telecenters responding to their
community needs: “Many telecenters have been
nurtured on community needs assessments, which
provide them with an important tool to develop
services and content.” As demonstrated in Algeria,
inconvenient or too few hours of operation and
inaccessible venue location can be detrimental to
use: “Once again, when asked to state why they
elect not to go to libraries, the most common
replies were there were no libraries nearby, the
operating hours were not convenient...”

Suitability: Universal Access

Suppose there is a public library, telecenter, and
cybercafé with convenient hours in an area that
the surrounding population can get to. What
other factors of access affect the use and success
of venues? Let’s look at the suitability of each
type of venue, and how it compares in provid-
ing universal access to all income levels of the
population. This study finds that all three types
of venues are similar in this variable of access, as
discussed further in Chapter Five on barriers to
public access venue use. Chapter Five notes that
while cybercafés tend to charge user fees more
than public libraries and telecenters, fees for use
do not seem to affect which type of venue users
choose. It seems that even charging fees does
not affect whether or not the venue is affordable
or not. However, slight differences were found
in types of venues when it came to which ones
created programs and services designed specifi-
cally for different income levels. For example, in
Bangladesh: “Only non-urban telecenters appear
toreach outto the lowerincome population, which
commonly makes up 60 percent of the users.” It

appears all types of venues provide access that
does not discriminate based on income levels.

Suitability: Local Needs
and Conditions

Another component of suitability is whether or
not a venue meets local needs and conditions. As
with hours of operation, telecenters tend to rank
somewhat higher than cybercafés in meeting local
needs, but both tend to be significantly more suc-
cessful in meeting local needs than public librar-
ies. This situation could be a result of telecenters
explicitly concentrating on meeting local needs
and responding to the conditions of a particular
population. As noted above, telecenters in Ban-
gladesh make an effort to meet local needs and
conditions of the populations served, “Although
cybercafés and telecenters are generally similar
kinds of facilities ... there are some fundamental
differences. Telecenters tend to focus on infor-
mation and knowledge services for underserved
people, especially in rural areas.”

Suitability: Physical Safety
and Venue as a Place
People Want to Visit

Physical safety is pertinent when discussing indi-
cators of accessibility of a type of venue. While
this study has found public libraries to be lacking
in other access factors, public libraries tend to be
perceived as a safe space. For example, in South
Africa, “Public libraries are generally seen as safe
and secure places to study and read. Community
outreach and reading, together with children’s
programs are regarded as priority activities by
librarians.” In contrast, cybercafés are generally
seen as less safe, particularly for women and chil-
dren. This sentiment is noted in Peru, and is echoed
across most other countries: “Cabinas [the name
for cybercafés in Peru] are perceived as unsafe
for children because of the pornography contents
available in Internet, and the child pornography



networks that use Internet to contact children.”
However, just because a venue is considered safe,
that does not mean people necessarily want to go
there. People tend to prefer using cybercafés and
telecenters over public libraries, as succinctly
noted in Egypt: “In general, libraries are not often
regarded as a popular destination for people.”

Affordability

Cost or affordability of venues does not seem to
mark significant barriers to use, and this study has
not found much ofa difference in the affordability
across venues. Cybercafés are seen as slightly less
affordable, as they are the only venues that almost
always charge a fee for use, while public libraries
are more affordable since they don’t charge a fee.
Even in cybercafés, however, fees do not seem to
pose a barrier, as illustrated by Brazil: “They do
charge for services (Internet access) but we can
infer their fees are affordable, as most cybercafés
are located in low income communities and are
sustainable.” This study found most of the public
access venues to be affordable to the majority of
the population, thus affordability did not pose
a barrier to use — described in further detail in
Chapter Five.

ICT Access

Perhaps most salient to the discussion about ac-
cess to public access venues is the availability of
technology. While public libraries and telecenters
may reach more of the population in rural areas,
technology access is strongestin cybercafés. Even
when public libraries and telecenters do have
computers for public use, Internet access can be
scarce, particularly in rural areas. The case of
Namibia may be on the extreme end of low access
to technology in public libraries: “Computers are
available in 21 libraries (out of 56), but only five
ofthose libraries have Internet access.” Peru may
be on the other extreme of technology access in
cybercafés, known locally as cabinas: “Cabinas
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have become the most widely used Internet access
points in Peru, and are said to serve 75 percent of
all Internet users in the country, according INEI
(2008). For people who do not have an Internet
connection athome or who do nothave acomputer
(which is most of the population), cabinas meet
the public need.”

CAPACITY

The three main components of capacity include:
the capacity and digital literacy of staff and how
helpful they are to users, the digital literacy of
users and if the venue offers ICT training, and if
the venue provides locally relevant content and
services.

Staff Capacity

The digital literacy and level of ICT training of
venue staff, as well as their willingness to help
users, are all considered under the rubric of capac-
ity. Across most of the countries, the above-stated
capacities in staffin cybercafés tend to rank above
staffin telecenters, and particularly public library
staff. It seems that cybercafé staff have the most
ICT training and are able to help users with the
computers. In Chapter Five on barriers to use of
venues, this difference in capacity is discussed
in further detail. A typical example is offered by
the Philippines: “Internet cafes have owners or
operators who are computer enthusiasts or who
are academically trained in ICT-related studies.
Most of the staff at Internet cafes is adept at tu-
toring people who are unfamiliar with computers
or the Internet.” In contrast, researchers in Peru
found public library staff lacking in the ability
to effectively help users, as was the case in most
of the countries we studied: “staff at the libraries
is inadequately trained because of the budgetary
constraints, and that severely affects their motiva-
tion and capacity to work. That also explains why
those libraries do not develop adequate services in
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general, or make a stronger effort to attract more
users from the community.” Telecenters tend to
fall somewhere between cybercafés and public
libraries, and the state of digital literacy of staff
varies greatly from country to country.

User Capacity

Cybercafés tend to be perceived as providing
users with the most helpful ICT-savvy staff. The
digital literacy of a venue’s users, and whether or
not venues offer ICT training, are also pertinent
to the discussion on capacity. Digital literacy
of users appears to be more even across public
libraries, cybercafés, and telecenters, although
cybercafés tend to offer more ICT training and,
overall, tend to have more digital-literate users.
While Brazil’s public library system appears more
advanced when it comes to offering ICT services
than many other countries we studied, they still
tend not offer ICT training for users: “In venues
where ICTs are offered, there is little or no ICT
training available.” In Brazilian telecenters, the
same level of users’ digital literacy is illustrated:
“The researchers observed that most users do not
understand how to integrate ICTs effectively into
their lives or their work, either because they are
not trained to use it, or they do not comprehend
the possible benefits.” In contrast, cybercafés in
Brazil seem to attract users who have ICT skills,
and while there are little orno formal ICT training,
informal training occurs among users:

There is no training or formal educational
support offered by venues, but cybercafés do of-
fer informal help for inexperienced users. Most
learning occurs individually, or among peers.
Considering that there are no ICT training courses,
workshops, or guided activities in cybercafés, the
researchers concluded that the capacity to take
advantage of available information is dependent
a user’s functional literacy and familiarity with
available information services.

The case of Brazil serves as a typical example
of what researchers found in most countries in

terms of users’ digital literacy and the training
environment in different types of venues forusers.

Local Needs with Content
and Services

Another important element for the capacity of
a venue is the availability of locally relevant
content, as well as content in local languages.
Again, public libraries tend to fall on the low end
of providing locally relevant content. Telecenters
tend to offer the most locally relevant content in
local languages. As seen above with some access
factors, the ability of telecenters to provide locally
relevant content may be due to their mandate and
ability to respond to community needs. Overall,
this study found that most public libraries tend
to suffer from extremely outdated and irrelevant
materials, both electronic and print sources, as
demonstrated by Georgia: “The public libraries,
and especially rural libraries, suffer from a sig-
nificant lack of useful and current content. This
is particularly true with information available
through ICTs.” While cybercafés offer the most
access to [CT content, they generally donot create
or offer content that is locally relevant, besides
what is found on the Internet. Representative of
findings inmost countries, Peru sums this situation
up succinctly: “Cabinas provide Internet access,
but offer little else...they do not develop any
content.” In contrast, telecenters in Bangladesh
“tend to focus on information and knowledge
services forunderserved people, especially in rural
areas.” Many telecenters are focused on serving
the information needs of the communities they
serve, which often results in creation of locally
relevant content.

ENVIRONMENT

Three main components are considered when ex-
ploring the environment of a venue: socio-cultural
factors of discrimination, political will for venues,



and popular support of venues. The socio-cultural
factors include discrimination based on gender,
age, education, religion, socio-economic factors,
and ethnicity. Political will for a venue is made
up of a variety of factors, including national and
regional economic policies, government support
and long-term strategies for venues, legal and
regulatory framework surrounding a venue, and
issues surrounding censorship of materials in a
venue. Popular support is based on whether or not
the community supports the venue, the presence
of involved stakeholders such as NGOs and civil
society organizations, and if there are champions
of the venue.

Socio-Cultural Factors

While the venues included in this study are sup-
posed to be open to the public and non-discrimina-
tory, this study did find some perhaps unintentional
discrimination in certain venues. While perhaps
not outright, there emerged a few trends when it
comes to what types of users are visiting each
type of venue. Overall, major differences in socio-
cultural factors between types of venues were not
found. In cases where a type of discrimination
occurs, such as gender discrimination, it tends to
arise more out of cultural practices in a particular
country and not in relation to a type of venue. For
example, in Muslim countries, such as Algeria, it
is often not appropriate for women to be in public
places without their husband, brother, or another
male relative. This practice could be construed
as discrimination when cross referenced with the
number of women that use public access venues in
that country, but those numbers stem from cultural
and religious practices around women in public,
rather than from the policies of a public access
venue. Other examples that could be interpreted
as discrimination possibly occur from percep-
tions of types of venues, such as the inclination
of public libraries to be seen as places where only
students go. If the majority of users of a type of
public access venue are students and of younger
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ages, this statistic could allude to discrimination
of'age and education levels, but it’s likely not due
to particular policies of a type of venue.

Political Will

Overall, public libraries tend to enjoy more
political will (i.e., government commitment,
funding, and support) than telecenters, and par-
ticularly cybercafés (considering cybercafés are
privately-owned, for-profit businesses, whereas
public libraries and some telecenters are run by
the government and operate under government
policies and laws. Public libraries also usually
operate under a government institution, whereas
cybercafés inparticular donot, asnoted in Georgia:
“An important strength of public libraries, unlike
Internet cafes, is that most of them are organized
under a single institutional structure. This makes
it easier to implement any kind of initiatives than
it would be in unorganized venues like Internet
cafes.”

Political Will: Government
Financial Support

While public libraries are governed by national
and regional policies, it does not always mean
that the laws and policies, especially in terms of
financial funding, are followed. In Georgia, “’The
2003-2005 Years’ Concept on Maintaining and
Development of the Georgian National Library
Network’was approved by the ‘President of Geor-
gia Decree Number 246’ on January 7,2003. This
concept document contains specific activities to
maintain and develop the libraries. The document,
as well as the laws governing the libraries, has
not yet produced significant improvements in the
network’s regulation or maintenance.” A similar
lack of political support is illustrated in the case
of Peru: “Municipal governments fund public
libraries, but the budgets at best are adequate only
to cover infrastructure maintenance and salaries.
The morerecent improvements in the condition of
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the national economy are not being reflected in the
investments in libraries, and continued economic
constraints in local government budgets in some
cases have driven reductions in library budgets
and services.”

Political Will: ICT Funding

The Landscape Study found that even when gov-
ernments do follow through on the budgets and
policies for public libraries, their follow-through
rarely includes funding or support for ICT services
in libraries: In Peru, “the current regulatory and
obligatory practices make it nearly impossible for
libraries to offer the digital technologies and other
services that the public needs if the libraries must
charge greater fees to provide any improvement
in their services.” The limited budget allocation
for libraries is seen in many countries that were
included in this study; in Kyrgyzstan: “In general,
the libraries are funded by the government for their
operational and functional costs, yet few funds are
provided to them to subscribe to the latest infor-
mation resources.” In Mongolia, the same issue
exists: “Library operators and officials from the
Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science have
stated that the institutions remain underfunded
and that libraries at the same level tend to receive
identical yearly budgets of just over US$2,000
per venue, regardless of the requests submitted.”

Political Will: ICT Policies and
Regulatory Framework

Many countries have started national ICT policies
and strategies, but rarely do they take public li-
braries into consideration. Brazil offers acommon
example ofhow ICT policies exclude libraries, but
instead focus on schools and telecenters: “Critics
argue that national policies focus on telecenters
at the expense of the other public access venues.
The government has no prominent policy initia-
tives designed to equip a significant number of
libraries with computers or connect them to the

Internet, nor is there any effort to partner with
or support cybercafés. Although official data
1s not available, it is estimated that fewer than
15 percent of all libraries have any ICT infra-
structure.” However, as with most of the factors
discussed in this chapter, there are exceptions. In
the case of Turkey, public libraries are part of the
government’s e-Transformation initiative, even
if progress is slow moving: “A new investment
project in 2008 through the cooperation with the
Ministry of Transportation and Tiirk Telekom Inc.,
planned for 310 additional libraries to be built and
equipped with Internet access centers, but by June
0f 2008, only 186 libraries had been completed.”

Popular Support

Even though public libraries tend to have more
government support than telecenters and cyber-
cafés, libraries suffer from very little popular
support. Public libraries in most countries are
seen as necessary-but-outdated venues that exist
to serve students. In Ecuador, for example, “The
libraries offer content oriented to serve students
almostexclusively, and thatnarrow focus is widely
supported by the common public perception that
libraries exist only to serve students. The issue is
compounded when the population at large does
not use libraries because they do not find, or
even expect to find, information or services ap-
propriate to their own needs.” Libraries in Peru
tend to have the same perception as in Ecuador:
“The content in almost all of the public libraries
is oriented to serve students. With such a limited
focus on both the services and content, the broad
public perception that libraries exist only to serve
students is strongly reinforced.”

In contrast, cybercafés tend to be viewed as
places for entertainment rather than education.
Depending on a user’s goal, this view can either
be negative or positive. In Egypt, for example,
cybercafés are often viewed in anegative light due
to the content and services they offer: “Cybercafés
generally are perceived as convenient places to



access computers and digital ICTs, although the
sites are increasingly oriented toward gaming and
entertainmentrather than providing general public
access to information.” This perception varies,
though, from country to country. In Kazakhstan,
cybercafés are viewed as venues where all types of
information can be accessed, and they are regarded
positively: “Internet cafes are very important
venues for accessing all types of information for
all categories of users. In addition, they provide
more affordable means of communication with
other people through IP telephony, e-mail, and
instant messengers.”

Popular Support: Other
Stakeholders and Venue Champions

As with cybercafés, the perception of telecenters
varies dramatically from country to country as
well. Telecenters, however, tend to attract the
most engaged stakeholders, particularly when it
comes to NGOs and international aid agencies.
An example of tremendous NGO support is seen
in Uganda, where telecenters have been initiated
by numerous organizations such as the United
Nations Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO), International Development Research
Centre (IDRC), Worldlinks, International Institute
for Communication and Development (IICD),
the Technical Center for Agriculture and Rural
Cooperation (CTA), National Agricultural Re-
search Organization (NARO), UgaBYTES, and
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). The
same can be seen in Nepal, where many NGOs
and government ministries operate telecenters.
Sometimes a champion for a public access
venue can be justas influential as political, popular,
and NGO support. Recently, in both Egypt and
Indonesia, the first ladies have been very active
in bringing public libraries back onto the radar
of both government policies and public opinion.
While public libraries had been in a state of de-
cline, having local champions, such as the first
lady, can be pivotal in changing the course of a
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venue, particularly public libraries. This study
did not find any examples of strong champions
for either cybercafés or telecenters, though they
tend to enjoy more popular and NGO support,
respectively.

CONCLUSION

As discussed in this chapter, each type of public
access venue has strengths and weaknesses in
terms of access, capacity, and environment. It is
clear that each venue has factors that offer po-
tential and future opportunities for success. The
remaining chapters further detail the similarities
and differences across types of venues, exploring
each type in terms of barriers to use, the typical
users, how gender plays a role in public access
venues, the human-capacity element, the issue of
trust and perception of “coolness” of venues, and
success factors across venues.
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ABSTRACT

Who are the customers of public access venues, where do they come from, and what are their needs? In
order to better understand the situation — success or failure — of public access venues, and how to move
forward with policies, funding, and further research, it is crucial to better understand who uses public
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés. While there have been studies in different countries about users
of individual telecenters or libraries (Becker et al., 2010; Gurol & Sevindik, 2007, Tiwari, 2008), it is
difficult to fully answer these questions, even in a study of the magnitude of this one, which represents
roughly 250,000 venues in 25 countries around the world. Nonetheless, we can use the data collected
in this study to paint broad brushstrokes that give a better overall picture of the types of users of public
libraries, telecenters,, and cybercafés. In this chapter, we discuss the main findings in relation to the
users of public access venues, particularly in relation to gender, age, education, and income, as well as
location (urban or non-urban)’ of the different types of venues. By understanding who is using public
access venues, the providers of the access, be it a public library, a telecenter, or a cybercafé, can more
accurately direct resources to better serve their current audience, as well as identify ways to reach out
to other marginalized sectors of the population that are being left out, in order to maximize the benefits
of public access.
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GENDER DIFFERENCES

The first demographic variable we looked at was
gender. Pastexperience, and other studies of public
access venues, especially studies of telecenters
(Abbasi, 2007; APC WNSP, 2009; Gurumurthy,
2004; Kuriyan & Kitner, 2009; Obayelu & Ogun-
lade, 2006; Ramilo & Cinco, 2005), indicate a
significant gender gap in public access venues.
The venues are, reportedly, visited and used pri-
marily by men. Upon analyzing our data, we were
surprised to find that in the countries and venues
we studied, the gender differences that emerge
are not as pronounced as the literature had led us
to expect. As shown in the following figure, our
study indicates that overall trends in the gender
distribution of users of the different types of pub-
lic access venues tend to be quite similar among
men and women around the world, with small
differences that we will discuss in detail below.
Public libraries appear to have the smallest
difference in gender distribution of users, with a
slightly higher proportion of women visiting li-
braries than men (Agosto, Paone, & Ipock, 2007;
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Applegate, 2008). Telecenters and cybercafés, on
the other hand, tend to be visited more frequent-
ly by men than women. While the gender differ-
ence is smaller in the case of telecenters, in the
case of cybercafés the difference may be more
important (16 percentage points for cybercafés
vs. 9 percentage points for telecentres). This data
confirms thatan access gaps still exists with regard
to gender, but women were clearly using all of
the public access venues we surveyed, and their
use is not insignificant.

Commenting on an earlier version of this chap-
ter, Francisco Proenza (personal communication)
rightly noted that the apparent gender balance does
not take into consideration the fact that 1) cyber-
cafés are far more numerous than other venues
(evenifthe numbers are exaggerated) and 2) public
access venues are more concentrated in urban
settings. Our data is not robust enough to analyze
the urban/non-urban divide and how it relates to
gender or other variables among users, but if we
take into consideration the relative weight of the
number of cybercafés vs. the number of libraries
and telecenters, the gender difference in use of

Figure 1. Gender differences in users by venue type (based on aggregated data from 25 countries in the

landscape study, totals do not add up to 100%)
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public access venues becomes more significant.
This difference/significance is displayed in the
following figure:

If we weigh the gender distribution of the us-
ers in relation to the number of venues in each
type, the difference between men and women
using cybercafés becomes clearer given the fact
that there are far more cybercafés than other types
of venues. Taking into account the numerical
predominance of cybercafés, the gender difference
inuse of cybercafés appears to be more significant.
At the same time, this reading of the data also
minimizes the gender disparity among users of
libraries and telecenters and over emphasizes the
gender equity of the use of libraries and telecen-
ters as public access venues.

Based on the above, we suggest that public
access initiatives that explicitly address and cor-
rect social inequities and gender differences, as
is most frequently the case in public libraries and
telecenters, are more successful at transforming the
gender imbalance of women having more limited
access and use of ICT in public access spaces. But
this gender imbalance remains untouched, or is

further exacerbated by initiatives that only provide
access to technology, as is the case of cybercafés.
Additional discussion of gender and its impact on
public access is found in Chapter Six.

More in-depth research in each particular
context is needed to assess a) whether the gender
imbalance is larger or smaller than what our find-
ings seem to imply, b) whether this difference is
the result of numerical distortion in the count of
venues, and ¢) whether it represents evidence that
gender equity can be enhanced through purpose-
ful social intervention (i.e., programs specifically
designed to encourage women’s participation),
or is it market forces that limit public access to
providing access to ICT alone, ultimately reflect-
ing existing inequities in society.

Evidently, the number of users does not give
the full picture of who uses public access venues
by gender: the frequency, intensity, purpose, and
results of ICT use in public access venues are also
important for how users breaks down by gender.
Forexample, women face significantsocial restric-
tions in numerous countries, especially in some
Muslim or Hindu countries where it is socially

Figure 2. Gender differences in users by venue type (based on aggregated data from 25 countries in the

landscape study)
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unacceptable for women to be alone or without
a male in public places, or it is not acceptable
for women to interact with male operators of
public access venues. An example from Egypt
illustrates this reality for some women: “...local
cultures also sometimes affect the people’s access
to public access venues. Among these is the factor
of gender, which in some communities limits the
access of women. Cyber cafés, as an example,
witness a limited number of female users, more
so in rural areas. While this is not as extreme in
other venues, there is a limitation on the suitable
hours for females to access these venues” (Wanas,
2008, p. 31).

These cultural factors may be stronger barriers
for womento use public access venues thanjust “no
free time,” or “no training in technology.” Recent
research in India and Chile by Kuriyan and Kitner
(2009)also explores gender and shared computing.
Nonetheless, gender interactions in public access
ICT warrants further investigation and tools, such
as the Gender Evaluation Methodology (GEM)
developed by the Association for Progressive
Communications (APC WNSP, 2009; Goldfarb
& Prince, 2008; Ramilo & Cinco, 2005), which
would be useful in shedding additional light on
who uses public access venues by gender and how
they use the different types.

AGE DIFFERENCES

Now that we know there is arelatively equal gender
distribution among users of public access venues,
we turn to the next demographic of our user profile:
age. Are public access venues being used largely
by older people keeping in touch with family or
looking for employment? Or are the computers
being used mostly by young people working on
homework or playing games? Let’s find out.
Age is the most commonly reported variable
affecting usage of all public access venues, as
reported by all research teams around the world.
Public access ICT venues are frequented mostly
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by youth. As the Argentina research team clearly
stated, “Gender is not as relevant as age regarding
the use of the information venues.”

The following figure shows that the over-
whelming majority of visitors to all three venues
are between 15 and 35 years of age. While it
would have been preferable to have a finer filter
in the age brackets — for example, an age bracket
between 15 and 24 and another between 25 and
35 — variations in the scales used in different
countries make it impossible to more finely dif-
ferentiate smaller age brackets between 15 and 35.
The percentage of “senior” visitors aged 61 and
older is the lowest of all age groups in all venues.

Why is it that youth and young adults are the
primary users of public access venues? Many
studies, including the Landscape Study, have
explored many factors, and we assert that it is
most likely a combination of these factors that
make youth the primary users. It has frequently
been said that youth are “naturally close” to tech-
nologies, and that older populations are more
removed: for example, in studies of populations
over sixty years of age in developed countries
(Raban & Brynin, 2006), older populations are
shown to use ICTs very little. However, in this
same study, the authors postulate that perhaps
much ofthe relationship between age and technol-
ogy use has to do with “secondary factors that are
associated with age, such asreduced employment,
diminished resources, and lower level of educa-
tion” (Raban & Brynin, 2006, p. 49).

As we illustrated above, there are exceptions
to the gender dimension of a public-access-venue
user profile. But with age, the concentration of
users around youth, even largely defined as be-
tween 15-35 years of age, is clear across all types
of venues and across all countries. There is little
or no variation in the trend shown in the figure
above when separating urban and non-urban
venues, except for a slightly higher proportion
of adult users in the small number of available,
non-urban public libraries and telecenters. Further-
more, there are very few countries where there is
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Figure 3. Age distribution of users of public access venues (based on aggregated data from 25 countries

in the landscape study)
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aremarkable difference in the age distributions of
the users from the averages shown above. Given
that we found little variation across the 250,000
venues in 25 countries, itis odd to have significant
differences in one or two countries. In the cases
examined below, more research in each country
would be required to explain or correct the fol-
lowing extreme variations from the average.

Significantly Higher than Average

Honduras shows an unusually high proportion of
children (ages 14 and under) using public libraries,
while the Dominican Republic shows an unusu-
ally high proportion of children using telecenters.
While anecdotal evidence would suggest a high
concentration of school children using libraries
and telecenters in these countries, it is more likely
that the apparent extreme variations in these two
countries are due to measurement error, since they
both also report lower-than-average use of these
venues for the youth age group, suggesting that
the scale used to differentiate children from youth
might have been different in these countries.

At the same time, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Namibia all show unusually high proportions

of'youth using public libraries, and Honduras and
Kazakhstan show unusually high proportions of
youth using telecenters. It is possible that these
extreme variations are due to measurement er-
rors in each country, since it is unlikely that all
or almost all users of any age group would be
exclusive users of any particular type of venue,
as the data in those countries would seem to
suggest. Finally, Peru and Mongolia both show
a higher-than-average use of telecenters among
adults, but we cannot find any apparent reason
for this variation.

Significantly Lower than Average

Few countries show a significantly lower pro-
portion of youth using the public access venues:
CostaRicareports alow proportion of youth using
telecenters, Dominican Republic reports much
lower-than-average youth use of all venues, and
Georgia and Honduras both report a relatively
lower proportion of youth using public libraries.
On the other hand, Peru reports an unusually low
proportion of adult users of public libraries. As
discussed above, the cases of Honduras and Do-
minican Republic may be attributed to errors in
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measurement; there is no obvious explanation for
the variations in Costa Rica, Georgia, and Peru;
further research is needed to assess whether they,
too, are measurement errors, or if there are specific
circumstances in those countries that explain this
type of user distribution.

Taking into account the broader picture — and
with the public access landscape being dominated
by cybercafés — we created a projection of us-
ers by age that is proportional to the number of
venues of each type. The result of this adjustment
for age reconfirms the previously highlighted
trend of youth as primary users of public ac-
cess venues, emphasizing a stronger preference
among youth for cybercafés over other types of
venues, and eliminating a very slight preference
among children, adults, and seniors for libraries
over other venues, as is apparent in the analysis
described above. Nonetheless, the differences are
small enough not to warrant a solid conclusion.
We have already indicated that the nature of the
numerical data makes our analysis useful to iden-
tify higher-level trends, but not useful to explain
small differences in each particular context.

Let’s take a look at a specific country example
to support the finding that the majority of public
access users are aged 15-35. The case of Ecuador
appears to be a very typical illustration of the age
distribution of users of the three types of public
access venues, as described by the local research
team:

. Libraries: “Library users are mainly
young students (around 70% with educa-
tion level up to high school), 79% between
15 and 35 in urban areas, and 83% in the
same range in non-urban areas. Most of the
users are from medium [income bracket]”
(Bossio & Sotomayor, 2008, p. 47).

. Telecenters: “Young people between 15-
35 years old are most of the users of tel-
ecenters in urban areas; in non-urban areas
users are mostly distributed by age (50%
under 14, 17% 15-35, and 33% older than
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35). People older than 61 are not telecenter
users” (Bossio & Sotomayor, 2008, p. 60).

. Cybercafés: “Young people between 15-
35 years old use cybercafés; this segment
usually are incorporated to labor market,
so they can afford the cost of services... In
non-urban areas a significant (36%) [num-
ber of] users are under 15 years old, and
their use of cybercafés is mainly for edu-
cation purposes because they usually don’t
have other sources of information. In urban
areas highly educated populations [are the]
main users of cybercafés (70% with uni-
versity degrees)” (Bossio, 2004; Bossio &
Sotomayor, 2008, p. 75).

The fact that information needs can also be
met at the workplace with a phone in the shop or
a computer at work could indicate that adults do
not use ICT less than youth, they just use public
access venues less because they find other ways
to access ICT at work or at home. As we will see,
the same logic applies when discussing income
differences.

EDUCATION DIFFERENCES

So far, we have found that our user is either a
young male or young female, most likely between
the ages of 15 and 35, regardless of the venue we
are in; but remember, we are probably sitting in
an urban cybercafé. In order to perhaps explain
the dominant age group, we thought it would help
to look at our users’ education level. Results of
our study show that, overall, most users of public
access venues have formal high school or college
educations, while a smaller proportion of them
have elementary school educations, and only a
small fraction have no formal education at all.
Coupled with the age factor, our study shows that
the majority of ICT users in public access venues
are students, especially young students, across all
types of public access venues.
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Presented in a visual manner, the figure below
emphasizes that when looking ateducation levels,
apattern emerges in which the smallest user group
has no formal education at all, and the proportion
of users grows as the level of education goes up,
reaching its maximum number of users at high
school levels of education. The proportion of us-
ers with college level education then drops again,
but it is still higher than for those with elementary
education only. This pattern is consistent across
all venue types (libraries, telecenters, cybercafés),
and also across geographic locations (urban and
non-urban venues), except for a slightly higher
proportion of elementary school level usage innon-
urban locations than in urban ones. One limitation
of the data presented here: for most countries, it
is difficult to know whether the education level
is the current level (students actively enrolled in
education at that level) or the maximum level
reached. Bearing in mind the predominantly young
age of the majority of users described above, and
on anecdotal evidence, we are inclined to think
that the majority of users surveyed are youth
currently enrolled in school at the level indicated

here, and not adults who record this level as the
highest level of education reached.

As with the age of users, few countries have
a significant variation from the general trend
expressed in the figure above: Egypt reports 80%
of users of public libraries are in elementary
school, and Moldova reports almost halfthe users
of telecenters and cybercafés have no formal
education. Kazakhstan reports unusually high
percentages of college level users in all venues.
We have no particular explanation for these
variations from the general trends; further research
in these countries would be needed to assess what
is causing these variations in the trends.

Most of the research teams around the world
described education as being the primary factor of
usage for public access information venues: these
spaces are being visited mainly by young men
and women doing their studies, primarily at the
high school level. People with little or no formal
education don’t appear to be visiting these venues
as frequently. This fact was expressed well by our
Sri Lankaresearch team: “There are large numbers
of people who are illiterate, who have no basic
education, and are school drop outs. Very few of

Figure 4. Education levels of users of public access venues
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these people will use public access information
venues” (Wanasundera, 2008, p. 19).

The figure above indicates a predominance of
library use by elementary and high school level
users. Nonetheless, this data does not necessar-
ily indicate that these groups are making use
of the public access venues to actually fulfill
their school-related information needs or not.
A separate chapter in this book discusses the
information needs and how they are being met
(or not) by different public access venues. While
an important feature of public access venues is
to fulfill the information needs of school-aged
children and youth, most of whom are enrolled
or have completed elementary, high school, or
college level education, the apparent preference
for libraries among elementary and high school
students is erased when we factor in the relative
weight of each type of venue: there are three
times as many cybercafés as there are telecenters
and public libraries combined. Based on user age
and education level alone, it’s difficult to confirm
whether libraries and telecenters are used more
for education-related activities and cybercafés
less. But other qualitative data collected in the
study does confirm the importance of education
uses across all three venues. As with the age of
our user, we want to illustrate the education char-
acteristic of our user with the following narrative
descriptions local research teams made about the
education-related information needs of users.

. Libraries: in Honduras, for example,
“people access every day, the majority be-
ing kids and young people in school and
university students.... Although the com-
munity has free access to the libraries,
the adult population is the group who less
visits them.... Students are the ones who
consider it not only useful but necessary.
But reading, information and knowledge
as a way to improve the quality of lifestyle
are still not as widespread amongst the
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rest of the community” (Arias & Camacho
Jiménez, 2008, pp. 81, 82, §83).

. Telecenters: in the Philippines, for ex-
ample, where telecenters are called
Community E-Centers, “the users belong
to the low- to-medium-income range and
possess intermediate education. They are
below 25-years-old and live in rural ar-
eas... These students take the most advan-
tage of accessing information through ICT
while women, farm workers, the elderly
and other underserved may have some dif-
ficulty finding time to access” (Ideacorp,
2008, p. 98).

. Cybercafés: in Kyrgyzstan, for example,
where cybercafés are called Internet Clubs,
“the majority of the users at Internet Clubs
are students and school children. They
usually look for thesis or dissertation refer-
ences or subjects they are studying for their
course work or thesis. In addition, students
and school children come to Internet clubs
to print out their presentations” (Ariunaa,
2008, p. 152).

While there is some evidence supporting an im-
portanteducation-related use ofall types of public
access venues, especially at the high school level,
itis clear that people with no formal education are,
for the most part, not using public access venues.
This disparity points to an important social-equity
gap in the use of public access venues, especially
challenging to the social role of public libraries
and telecenters: how can they better include and
serve the sectors of the population thatis currently
being excluded, like those who do not have any
formal education? We propose more research into
the education level and education uses of public
access venues is needed to understand this issue
in more depth.
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INCOME DIFFERENCES

What have we found out so far about our user,
generally speaking, across the Landscape Study?
He or she is young, in their teens or 20s, and has
some level of formal education, most likely high
school. If this were a marketing campaign for a
product or service, the company would undoubt-
edly ask, “Well, how much do they make?”” While
public access venues do not generally set out
to make huge profit margins as companies do,
income is still an important demographic factor
to consider, especially for those initiatives and
programs aimed at helping the underserved in
a region. We have found that our study appears
to confirm that public access venues around the
world are accessed primarily by individuals with
low-to-medium income (where low, medium, and
high income brackets are relative to the context
in each location, not to a set dollar value). There
is less use of public access venues by people with
higher incomes, especially of public libraries, as
the following figure indicates:

These results seem to support the idea that
public access venues do make a difference in
making ICT more accessible to lower- and-

middle-income populations, where private own-
ership of computers may be out of reach.

Some telecenters and almost all cybercafés
generally charge a fee for their services, so an
interesting observation from the above figure is
that there is not a large difference between low-
and middle-income groups in their use of free
public libraries versus fee-based cybercafés and
telecenters (a small proportion of telecenters offer
services for free; most charge some kind of fee for
service, even if it is very low or subsidized and
does not help to cover all the expenses of oper-
ating the telecenters). As discussed in a separate
chapter on fees for service, one might expect the
differences in the patterns of use to be largerif cost
was important in determining choice of venues.
Factors such as services offered, content, trust,
and preference of friends, seem more determinant
in people’s choice of which public access venue
to visit — not cost. In other words, while defining
the precise reason for income-related variations
in public access to ICT is not possible with the
data we have, the observations provided by our
research teams seem to indicate that charging a
fee is not necessarily a significant obstacle to
accessing information in public access venues.
Chapter Five discusses the issue of fees and

Figure 5. Income levels of users of public access ICT venues
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other barriers to use in much more detail, but the
discussion of fees along with the income level of
public-access-venue users is pertinent, even if to
disprove preconceived notions of who is willing
to pay a fee or not. The situation described by
the Brazilian team seems to be fairly typical, not
exceptional: “poorer people were more likely
to use cybercafés than their rich counterparts.
Among Internet users earning less than the mini-
mum wage, 78% declared they access the Web
through paid public access centers. By contrast,
only 30% of those who earned more than five
times the minimum wage relied on cybercafés”
(Voelcker, 2008, p. 16).

Aside from cost, populations also value other
aspects of public access venues, such as the ser-
vices they provide and the array of resources avail-
able. Our Nepal researchers, for instance, pointed
out that low-income groups could not afford the
services of telecenters and cybercafés, but they
also viewed these venues as being unimportant.
At the same time, these researchers observed that
high-income groups didn’tneed to come to cyber-
cafés to get their work done, the obvious reason
being that they most likely have computers and
Internet connection at home or at work.

This income-related usage is an important
issue to explore further, especially in the face of
increasing difficulties for financial sustainability
of public access ICT services, as discussed in
Chapter Nine, on success factors for public access
venues. Based on the findings of this study, public
libraries (which generally offer ICT access for
free) and telecenters (which are sometimes free
but frequently charge low fees) could improve the
financial sustainability of their ICT services by
charging user fees without significantly altering
the use of their ICT services: people of similar
income brackets appear to make comparable use of
different types of public access venues regardless
of fees, and use of public access venues seems to
decrease as income bracket increases.

Finally, these findings confirm the notion that
use of public access venues is not necessarily re-
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stricted to lower- or middle-income populations,
although these groups do constitute the majority
of users. In conversation with research partners,
we discovered that public access venues are
also used by people who have private access at
home, at work, or at school: convenience, speed,
or socializing with friends were strong drivers in
use of public access venues. The case of Peru is
unique in that there is an unusually high propor-
tion of Internet access in the country that happens
through Cabinas Publicas, the local version of
cybercafés, as opposed to through private access at
home or work. The history of Internet penetration
in the country, and the early spread of Cabinas
Publicas, might explain this unusual trend, which
is not replicated in any other country in the study.
We recommend additional research on whether
higher income populations tend to use ICT less in
public access venues because they use it at home,
at work, or elsewhere.

We have illustrated that the typical profile of
users of ICTs in a public access venue — a library,
telecenter, or a cybercafé — in the 25 countries
we studied is very likely to be people in an urban
location, very likely young (15-35), low-to-middle
income, and those with a high school or college
education. Overall, users are equally likely to be
male or female (although a majority of users of
cybercafés appears to be male, and some differ-
ences do existin particular countries and particular
venues). This typical profile highlights the notion
that public access venues are serving people who
are already benefiting from other social services,
especially formal education. In sum, public ac-
cess venues are not serving the poorest and most
marginalized and excluded sectors of society.

The most salient gap revealed in our study and
user profiles is not based on gender, age, educa-
tion, or income, but based on geographic location:
public access venues are predominantly located
in urban centers, while non-urban areas are dra-
matically underserved with very few exceptions.
Reaching rural populations with public access to
ICT is a far more difficult and costly task than
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reaching urban populations, but it is a task that
governments, development agencies, and donors
will have to address if they are to make further
progress in overcoming the digital divide.

If the driving force behind funding public ac-
cess venues is the intent of contributing to social
development, reaching underserved communi-
ties, and closing digital divides, as tends to be
the case in public libraries and telecenters, this
goal is partially being met: lower- and middle-
income users are being served, women appear
to be served as much as men, and children and
youth appear to be the strongest users of these
venues (adults and seniors far less so), and these
venues are also serving the information needs of
students. An important finding of this study: while
public libraries and telecenters are serving social-
development needs of underserved communities
in urban areas, cybercafés appear to serve these
needs just as well in urban areas of most countries
we studied. In addition, cybercafés are much
stronger players in the public access landscape,
with more numerous facilities in operation in
urban areas, and with similar patterns of users
in regard to age, gender, education, and income.
Even with their strong urban predominance, the
potential role of cybercafés in social inclusion
has been studied very little, and opportunities for
partnerships and collaboration between public
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés have rarely
been explored. Results of this study emphasize the
need for creative solutions to harness the potential
offered by cybercafés in urban areas, and to look
for ways (policies, partnerships, incentives) to
make them more accessible and useful to adults
and seniors, to women, to lower-income users,
and to those with no formal education — to those
marginalized and excluded from goods and ser-
vices in society. Other exclusion factors are likely
to include language, ethnicity, religion, caste, and
so on, which should be equally addressed in each
particular context to make public access to ICT
truly equitable. In non-urban areas, where cyber-
cafés may not find enough clients to make them

self-sustaining businesses, therole of telecentres is
especially important and warrants more attention.

What can be done to improve access and
broaden inclusion for truly underserved popula-
tions (low-education groups, very poor, and the
elderly, in both urban and non-urban areas? The
predominance of young users with formal educa-
tion suggests that just providing publicaccess ICT
does not necessarily result in further inclusion of
marginalized sectors of the population. The sole
provision of public access to ICT, without ad-
ditional training and outreach to include people
marginalized from social and economic goods and
services, may not significantly transform inequi-
table relations and distribution of resources in the
communities they serve. For example, the existing
divide between urban and non-urban communi-
ties is magnified through the urban bias of public
access venues, and the predominance of youth
seems to be trending towards a new age divide.
Those already excluded from formal education
are further excluded from public access venues,
and it is likely that the poorest sectors of society
are also being excluded. Providing access alone
doesnotautomatically result in stronger inclusion
of marginalized and underserved populations.
Other factors, such as ethnicity, religion, caste,
or language are not included in this study for
lack of comparable data, but should be explored
further as well.

The high youth participation rates intrigue us,
so we explore it more in Chapter Four on trust and
perceptions of public access venues. What are the
social dynamics in these spaces? How are they
configured as social spaces for interaction, both
online and offline? Perhaps we should think in
terms of how the technology enthusiasm of young
users could be captured to benefit communities?
How will the knowledge production processes of
young people (influenced by new communication
and information processes) affect how communi-
tiesand countries operate? While we do notanswer
all of these questions in the chapter on trust, we
do delve into youth use of public access venues
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and the notion of “cool.” As we move through the
remainder of this book, we ask you to keep the
picture of a public-access-venue user we have un-
covered here in mind: most users of public access
venues can be found in an urban cybercafé; they
are young, moderately educated men or women,
and from lower- or middle-income levels.
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ENDNOTE

! There was much discussion with ourresearch

partners on the use of urban vs. rural as
each country has a different definition of
what constitutes rural, and there is always
the issue of “peri-urban” locations; we
have, therefore, simplified this distinction
by focusing on the urban and non-urban
geographic distribution.
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Infomediaries and Community
Engagement are Key
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ABSTRACT

In the previous chapter, the authors looked at users of public access venues: the majority are young,
educationed, and from lower- or middle-income backgrounds. Given this user population, the next
question was, how do libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés meet the information needs of their users?
Three steps are required to serve a population’s information needs. (1) understand the culture fo the use
population, (2) include decision-makers who understand the user population, and (3) take advantage
of direct input from the user population from project inception. Direct input from users enables them
to access information and involves them in solving their information needs in ways that are personally
relevant (Bridges.org, 2009). The operators of public access venues play a key role in understanding
and meeting the information needs of the local population.

A review of the 25 countries studied revealed that public access venues most successful at meeting local
information needs of underserved communities often contained one or both of two important features:
strong infomediaries and/or strong community engagement. The term infomediary is used in a similar
way to gatekeepers (Metoyer-Duran, 1993), key informants (Schilderman, 2002), lay-information mediar-
ies (Abrahamson & Fisher, 2007), or boundary spanners (Mason, 2003). These authors use the term to
refer to a liaison or broker between an individual, or group of persons, and another group. They prefer
infomediary to emphasize the role of brokering or transferring information in a culturally appropriate
manner by taking into account the norms of each group of people with whom the infomediaries connect.
Community engagement, on the other hand, is the ability of community members to work together to
achieve shared goals. The authors draw from Bieber et al. (2007), who describe “enabling communities”
as those that “enable participants to work effectively towards conducting both collective and individual
activities and toward achieving collaboratively identified goals.”
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Based primarily on qualitative data collected in all 25 countries, the authors offer insights into how
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés use infomediaries and community engagement to fulfill the informa-
tion and communication needs of the communities they serve. The results of the Landscape Study show
that telecenters, and more particularly libraries, face a challenge in facilitating access to information
for underserved communities. Cybercafés, which are thriving as public access venues even without the
presence of trained infomediaries or community engagement, are generally perceived to be well staffed
and able to serve community needs. On the other hand, telecenters and libraries, whose missions are to
provide access to, and support for, ICT and information needs of their communities,tend to be perceived
as having staff insufficiently trained in the use of digital technology.

Building capacity for collecting content and enabling access to information by community members
means training staff as well building their digital capacities. The involvement of local community
members in the establishment of public access venues, and the ability of the venues to serve the com-
munity s information needs, suggests that the focus on technology may be less important than a focus
on community-gathering spaces (Hearn, 2005), i.e. the effective exchange of information may be more
dependent upon the venue than upon the technology. The expansion of information-gathering tools can

develop through these trusted centers.

INFOMEDIARIES IN PUBLIC ACCESS
VENUES

Areview of the literature confirms that infomedi-
aries are pertinent to the success of public access
venues. Sey & Fellows (2009) pointed out that
infomediaries “have been found to be important
contributors to the viability and sustainability of
apublic access venue.” The idea is not new. In his
study of knowledge and information systems of
urban poor, Schilderman (2002) suggests “social
networks are the foremost source of information of
the urban poor.” The poor tend to believe people
they trust rather than perhaps more informed
contacts with which they do not have close ties.
He identified successful ways to meet informa-
tion needs of urban poor, including involvement
of the poor themselves as equal partners who can
draw from and build on local knowledge, using
community-based communication methods, and
building the capacity of community-based orga-
nizations and key individuals within them. These
features manifest differently in each type of venue
depending on context. As discussed in an earlier
chapter, our findings must be placed in the context
of the relative proportion of each type of venue

studied: across all 25 countries, approximately
12% of the venues are libraries and another 12%
are telecenters. Cybercafés account for almost
75% of all public access venues studied.” Ac-
cordingly, in terms of public access, the relative
weight of cybercafés is three times higher than that
of’both libraries and telecenters combined. These
numbers are important to keep in mind — both for
those who will make programming decisions and
for other interested parties — in both libraries and
telecenters, which tend to have more defined roles
for infomediaries and community-engagement
activities than cybercafés.

While infomediary work is generally consid-
ered an important component of library services,
users put more value in the infomediary role of
telecenter and cybercafé operators because they
are perceived to offer more effective help with ICT
tools and services. Although, the role of librarians
is to help users find information, libraries tend to
have more limited ICT services and their staff is
generally not well trained in the use of ICT tools
(if available to them).

Infomediaries can be formal or informal liai-
sons between communities. A formal infomediary
mightbe alibrarian or telecenter/cybercafé opera-
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tor who has a paid position within the venue. Their
job is to reach out to an underserved community,
perhaps providing language bridges, literacy con-
nections, needs links, or leadership associations.
Equally important are informal infomediaries
who may supply similar links but through differ-
ent means (examples include a child to a parent
or vice versa, language translators, or unofficial
connections between communities). Infomediaries
can act on multiple levels: at a community level,
between communities, or between a community
and a venue, as well as at an individual level:
between a user and technology. In this chapter,
we focus specifically on formal infomediaries,
and we contrast their role in libraries with their
role in telecenters and cybercafés.

How do infomediaries play a role in libraries,
especially given that of the libraries studied, 44%
do not offer ICT access to the public? Libraries
that do offer ICT access generally do not have
digitally literate librarians (trained to use or help
users with ICT tools). These factors, prevalent
in the majority of the libraries studied, strongly
influenced users’ negative perceptions about the
utility of libraries to meet community needs.
Lack of ICT literacy also created negative per-
ceptions concerning the skills librarians offered
as infomediaries to members of the community.
But we found that when libraries proactively
become social and community resource centers,
the “digital gap” of the librarians is less apparent
than when libraries only provide access to books
and other non-digital resources.

To illustrate the importance of infomediaries,
we offer some typical examples of successful in-
fomediaries inlibraries. Sixty Riecken Foundation
Libraries in Central America operate in Honduras
and Guatemala. These privately funded libraries
began as democratically run community centers for
local involvement. Their hallmark is community
participation in both the setup and sustainability of
the venues. Because the communities are involved,
and locals are on the board of directors, empha-
sis is placed upon local needs and the long-term

26

Infomediaries and Community Engagement are Key

goals of the community. Library board members
develop mission statements, hold elections, and
establish library policies. The libraries function as
places for people to gather, providing information,
entertainment, and socialization. Librarians must
be educators from the community. The libraries
focus on providing support to people who don’t
know how to use the information sources, which
requires the librarian to act as an infomediary.

Another example can be drawn from Sri
Lanka. Two publicly-funded information centers
in Sri Lanka use infomediaries to disseminate
information to groups that lack information
literacy: Vidatha Resource Centers and Rural
Agricultural Knowledge Centers. These centers
disseminate content generated by national research
institutes, which helps to improve quality of life
for low-income families through an increase in
productivity and income. The leadership of the
infomediaries at these centers played a crucial
role in meeting information needs. “Leadership
was a critical factor in the success or failure of
venues in achieving their primary objective of
meeting the information needs of the communities
they serve. Operators that had superior leadership
qualities had overcome resource constraints to a
great extent and their innovativeness had drawn
the communities to the venue to use its service.
It was seen that empathy, adopting a participa-
tory approach to the development of the venue,
establishing a mechanism to get feedback from
the community, and forging links and cooperat-
ing with agencies that generate information that
is vital for the people are factors that contribute
to success in meeting the information needs of
the people.”™

InUganda, nonprofitorganizations and foreign
agencies established community libraries that
target particular sections of the community by
providing space for meetings and socialization.
Thelibrarian lives in the community and identifies
and provides for local information needs in a way
best suited to the users. For example, community
libraries that serve the primarily rural agricul-



Infomediaries and Community Engagement are Key

tural communities in Uganda collect agricultural
literature from NAADS (National Agricultural
Advisory Services) for local distribution.

While the above are fairly typical examples, a
unique example of a national library that serves
the community with ICT, despite its limited
infrastructure, is the National Public Library in
Tegucigalpa, Honduras. Because computers in
this library don’t have Internet access, the Library
Chief conducts Internet searches on her home
computer and presents the information to the users
on the following day. She files copies of frequent
requests in the library archives in order to respond
to similar questions in the future.

Despite these examples of librarians acting as
infomediaries in different contexts, the users across
all 25 countries have a somewhat negative percep-
tion of therole of librarians as infomediaries. This
trend is exacerbated by growing interest in using
computers and ICT in the other two types of public
access venues. Libraries have comparatively less
ICT infrastructure, connectivity, and digitally
trained staff than telecenters and cybercafés.
Despite a long tradition of library information
services to the public, with trained librarians and
staff (with limited training in most contexts we
studied), libraries are perceived as falling behind
both telecenters and cybercafés as public access
venues offering meaningful infomediary services.

Infomediaries in telecenters present a different
picture. Telecenter operators as infomediaries are
well documented in the literature (Benjamin, 2000;
Bossio, 2004; Delgadillo, Gomez, & Stoll, 2002;
Gomez & Hunt, 1999; Jensen & Esterhuysen,
2001; Parkinson, 2005; Proenza, Bastidas-Buch,
& Montero, 2002; Rajalekshmi, 2007), yet we
found few examples of successful telecenter in-
fomediaries, especially when compared to reports
about library infomediaries. The few reports that
do deal with infomediaries in telecenters tend to
talk about infomediaries in a positive way, par-
ticularly in regards to their help with agriculture or
health information. Typical examples of telecenter
infomediaries follow.

Telecenter projects are successful in the Do-
minican Republic where local youth are involved.
The Knowledge and Communication Community
Center in Moroceli, Honduras, acts as bothan ICT
access center and a gathering place for youth. The
center “offers workshops with every member of the
community in mind.” Because many members of
the community don’tknow how to use the Internet,
they often ask children who visit the Center for
help, encouraging youth to act as infomediaries.
The researchers emphasize the importance of
mentoring to enhance information approachability
in these venues, helping users understand how the
venues are personally applicable.

The Pallitathya Kendra telecenter in Bangla-
desh provides infomediaries who travel through
the community collecting questions from com-
munity members (mobile infomediaries). Back
at the center, these infomediaries consult pro-
fessionals and the content database in order to
provide answers to the questions from users. The
infomediaries also supply feedback to the parent
telecenter office, which helps to add new content
and improve quality of information that is locally
relevant and contextual.

Most published research on infomediaries
pertains to ICT access in public libraries and, to
a lesser extent, in telecenters. Cybercafés, on the
other hand, have emerged as an important venue
in providing public access to ICT for community
information needs, but receive little attention
in research literature compared to libraries and
telecenters, particularly in relation to the role of
infomediaries. In our study, there is little evidence
that cybercafé operators are perceived as success-
ful infomediaries, although this role is different
than their utility as assistants in ICT use. A few
exceptional cybercafés are worth mentioning for
how their operators serve as information liaisons.

In Algeria, as in other countries where gender
roles are sharply differentiated by religion and
social restrictions, female operators are preferred
and more trusted as infomediaries. Local research-
ers reported the majority of the users “said that
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they are satisfied by the cybercafé especially
because Faiza [the telecenter operator] is a very
sympathetic lady, there is no stress and there is a
print service. They also insist on a fact that Faiza
is suggesting a guide of websites. When we asked
them to mention all factors that motivate them
to use a cybercafé they answer: ‘the manager is
a lady.””

As proven successful in Dominican Republic
telecenters, youth can serve as very effective
infomediaries. Researchers in Costa Rica report
that in cybercafés “it is common to find youths
exchanging information about picture upload-
ing, music downloading, templates, layouts, and
other tools related to Web 2.0. Although many
people do not have the capacities to fully utilize
the ICT tools offered in cybercafés, other users
and operators help to develop their capacities at
least in basic issues (such as e-mail, chat, and
information download).”

In contrast to many public libraries and tel-
ecenters, cybercafés tend to have digitally literate
staff who help users with basic ICT needs. Even
if this support is limited, users value it. Across
all countries, we found cybercafés are perceived
to have higher staff ICT capacity than telecenters
and, especially, libraries. Cybercafés are market
driven, therefore, more inclined to meet userneeds.
As specialists in ICT tools and connectivity, these
venues tend to support ICT tools and services. In
contrast to telecenters and libraries, cybercafés are
notnecessarily driven by asocial mission, sousers’
expectations of infomediaries in cybercafés may
be far lower than in other public access venues.

In sum, users of ICT in public access venues
seek support to use ICT tools and services; this
support is offered more effectively in cyberca-
fés. Libraries and telecenters maintain a social-
development mission, and their staff offers, or
is expected to offer, more complex infomediary
services in line with the attributes described by
Schilderman (2002). Libraries have a bigger
digital gap to fill, and users perceive them as the
venues with the least staff capacity, training, and
disposition to meet local needs.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN
PUBLIC ACCESS VENUES

Having explored the role of infomediaries in
public access venues, we turn to the other critical
factor for success that emerged from our study.
In addition to infomediaries, our study shows the
importance of community involvement for the
success of public access venues, especially in
community libraries and telecenters. Community
engagement of the local population determines
the content and services an information venue
provides, ensuring the local needs and priorities
are addressed. While cybercafés have few proac-
tive community-engagement plans, telecenters
and community libraries often engage community
stakeholders in the definition, management, and
direction of the venues.

Community engagement is an important
feature of community libraries and telecenters in
order to assure that information is context spe-
cific. Bieber et al. (2007) discussed community
engagement in terms of three main activities: (1)
defining the community, (2) collecting new or
existing information in collaboration with commu-
nity members, and (3) assessing the community’s
capacity. To ensure success of these three main
activities, locally relevant content and context is
key, as discussed by Peter Ballantyne (2002). He
suggests “foreign content must be matched by the
expression and communication of local knowl-
edge that is relevant to local situations ... Local
content is the expression of the locally owned
and adapted knowledge of a community — where
the community is defined by its location, culture,
language, or area of interest.” He emphasized the
need for infomediaries to “adapt and synthesize”
the information “so that the external content
is translated, transformed, and adjusted to suit
local situations.” Although actively involving
a community is a virtually nonexistent activity
among cybercafés, these venues still tend to be
perceived as meeting local needs more effectively
than libraries. Exceptions to this general trend of
cybercafé popularity are shown in instances where
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there is strong community orientation, ownership,
and management of the community libraries, as
illustrated below in Argentina and Nepal, as well
as other community centers or telecenters in Peru
and South Africa.

According to researchers in Costa Rica, posi-
tive results for public access venues depend on
increasing human investment. Analyzing commu-
nity-information processes can providerich insight
into understanding how and why people look for
information, as well as into who is involved and
what information-gathering practices they use.

Argentina illustrates successful community
engagement in what are called popular librar-
ies. These popular libraries, which are unique to
Argentina, are created by associations of indi-
viduals. They have a dual support system: citizen
participation and the governmental Protective
Commission of Popular Libraries (CONABIP),
which helps create and maintain the libraries.
Researchers in Argentina considered both public
libraries (centrally supported and funded) and
popular libraries in their analysis of libraries as
public access venues. By combining public and
popular libraries, our data coding ranks Argentina
much higher than other countries in access, ca-
pacity, and environment in terms of community
engagement.

Other community-based organizations are
successful in their public-service missions when
particular topics or livelihoods bring a community
together. For instance, the people of the Huaral
Valley of coastal Peru depend on water resources
to support their agricultural livelihoods. Water
resource managementand irrigation infrastructure
were developed by a small farmers’ organization
with the help of a local telecenter, which helped
to install eleven agrarian information-system
telecenters in rural communities. The Web-based
system provides information on water manage-
mentand cultivation monitoring in the Huaral Val-
ley and surroundings. The local community-based
organization was crucial for the farmers’ success
and sustainability. The community helped shape

the project, adapt it to the changing environment,
and influence policy makers. This project is now
being replicated in other valleys in coastal Peru.

In South Africa, the HIV/AIDS community
centers address important community health con-
cerns and build strong community engagement
that strengthens theirrole as public access venues.
The centers are near target communities, such as
orphans, vulnerable children, or people affected
with HIV/AIDS. Many community-based orga-
nizations evolve within affected communities.
Given the focus on HIV/AIDS, the information
tends to be specific and relevant to the needs of
the target communities. No access fees are charged
at the centers. Infomediaries are often utilized to
bridge the gap between technology usage and
disadvantaged communities.

Nepal encourages rural communities to be-
come involved in creating centers for literacy
and social empowerment. Community-owned
libraries function as social centers and community
resource centers. In these venues, community
members gather to discuss different issues, rang-
ing from civil liberties to human rights. Programs
are conducted on health awareness, community
development, and empowerment.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Asdiscussed throughout this chapter, infomediar-
ies and community engagement are critical factors
in producing successful of public access venues.
Key to their success is providing ICT tools and
services and having a community-development
orientation. Community direction is an impor-
tant distinction for libraries and telecenters, both
of which have strong infomediary expectations
with missions of community engagement. Com-
mercial cybercafés are more numerous but have
fewer infomediaries (although public perception
is that they have more infomediaries due to ICT
services) and lack community engagement as part
of their mission.
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In the countries studied, infomediaries in li-
braries and telecenters play an important role in
helping to provide and share information that is
accessible and useful in the local context. These
infomediaries have a level of education, credibil-
ity, and helpfulness valued in local communities.
Infomediaries in libraries, however, tend to be part
ofadigital gap that contributes to libraries lagging
behind in offering public access to ICT. Library
staff were often unprepared to use, or offer sup-
portin, ICTs in the majority of the public libraries
offering ICT. Because users increasingly seek ICT
access in public access venues, the digital gap
contributes to the perception of libraries having
the least staff training, preparation, and disposi-
tion to help meet local needs. Cybercafés, on the
other hand, play a different role than libraries or
telecentres; cybercafé operators are expected to
serve as infomediaries and help users with basic
ICT use. Cybercafés tend to fulfill this expectation
quite well. Thus, users perceive cybercaf¢ staff
as skilled and helpful with local needs.

While infomediaries may be perceived to be
more skilled in cybercafés, community engage-
ment is a critical component of the success of
community libraries and telecenters. Through
effective community engagement, these venues
become active hubs at the center of community
life serving information needs. When success-
ful, these public access venues are truly owned
and managed by the community they serve and
become an integral part of local development and
transformation. Nonetheless, libraries tend to be
deemed irrelevant in serving today’s information
needs in the countries studied, while cybercafés
tend to be considered the places to go for current
information, which gives cybercafé users a strong
sense of having their community-information
needs met.

The implications of the findings discussed in
this chapter are threefold:
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1. Inaddition to offering information services,
libraries need to reduce the digital gap by
offering public access to ICT, thereby trans-
forming their aura of irrelevance in public
perception.

2. Libraries need to complement the infomedi-
ary skills of librarians and staff with digital
literacy skills in order to offer ICT support
and assistance.

3. While libraries and telecenters are not the
main source of public access to ICT, they
are the main source of infomediaries and
community engagement. The social mission
of libraries and telecenters would benefit if
they strengthened their ICT infrastructure
and services by increasing infomediary
digitally literacy and incorporating ICT tools
and services.

Moreresearch isneeded to assess opportunities
for libraries and telecenters to collaborate with
cybercafés, such as offering cybercafés the support
of trained staff to perform important infomediary
and community outreach functions, and by assur-
ing ICT services available in cybercafés are more
meaningful to ensure community engagement and
to address local issues.

Having established who ourusers are, and how
to help them effectively meet their information
needs through infomediaries and community en-
gagement, we now turn to another critical factor
in the success of public access venues: trust and
perception of venues.
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ENDNOTES

! Ancearlier version of this paper was presented

at iConference 2010, Urbana-Champaign,
Illinois, Feb 2010.

While the numbers for libraries tend to be
fairly reliable, the numbers for telecenters
and, especially, cybercafés are estimates by
local researchers. Estimates for number of
cybercafés vary widely and are extremely
difficult to corroborate given the data-
collection informality, lack of organizing
body, and quick turnover of these venues.
All country reports are publicly available
at http://tascha.uw.edu/research/landscape-
study/. Werefer to each one by country name.
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Perceptions of Trust:
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ABSTRACT

Having explored typical public-access-venue users (male or female, young, moderately educated, lower-
middle income level, and most likely in an urban setting) and how libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés
can effectively meet these users’ information needs, the authors now look beyond the critical elements
of infomediaries and community engagement to determine what prompts users to use one venue over
another. For public access ICT to make a contribution to human development, public access venues
must be trusted and used.

In this study, the authors found that trust is a key factor that drives people to actually make use of ICT
in public access venues. Several factors contribute to building this trust: safety, relevance, reputation,
and what is considered “cool.” They discuss these factors throughout this chapter with a particular

emphasis on the “cool factor,” which is a relatively new concept in academic literature, especially in
the realm of ICT.

INTRODUCTION

Before we define “cool,” we will briefly look at
notions of trust and how it has been used in the
realm of ICT. Three conditions are common to
definitions of trust: trust is identified with a per-
son’s belief rather than their behavior or action,

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch004

trust refers to beliefs about the likely behavior
of another person, and trust is important where
context is complex, i.e. where there is no easy
contractual relation or enforcement (Lazaric &
Lorenz, 1998). Particular to ICT, Roberts (2000)
analyzes the importance of trust for knowledge
transfer when using [CT and suggests that the risks
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and uncertainties of exchanging knowledge using
ICT are reduced by a high level of trust in ICT.
Recent research on trust and ICT has centered
around building social capital. Onyx and Bullen
(2000) suggest five themes that make up social
capital: networks, reciprocity, trust, shared norms,
and social agency. Pigg and Crank (2004 ) add the
concepts of “bounded solidarity” and “enforce-
able trust,” and suggest a framework to assess
ICT based on five components related to social
capital: networks, resources for action, reciprocity
transactions, bounded solidarity, and enforceable
trust. To further our understanding of trustand how
it relates to use of public access venues, we ana-
lyzed safety, credibility, and reputation as factors
that mirror the notions of networks, reciprocity,
shared norms, and social agency presented above.
Finally, we base our analysis of “cool” on the
notion of bounded solidarity; we regard “cool”
as an indicator of trust for users of ICT in public
access venues.

We found little research in the academic litera-
ture about what constitutes “cool;” it, therefore,
remains a concept that needs further research to
understand it as an important dimension of trust.
A-recent study about social networking identifies
“cool” as an important feature for successful so-
cial media applications: “Elusive yet identifiable,
cool means different things to different people. ...
Cool has evolved to be adopted by Caucasians in
the U.S. and throughout the Western world as a
characteristic of youth. Being cool is important to
youth, and itdrives billions of dollars of consumer
purchases globally every year. Product adoption
and diffusion among youth often relies on the cool
factor for teens to recommend the product to their
friends” (Neale & Russell-Bennett, 2009). The
perception of “cool” emerged in our study as a set
of subjective perceptions that make public access
to ICT attractive: a combination of unrestricted
Internet access, friendly operators, and comfort-
able space for social interaction.

Asdiscussed earlier in this volume, young peo-
ple are the primary users of public access to ICT.

And “cool” is often connected to youth because
they are most often the sector of the population
who define it and care about it. Their perception
of what is “cool” also contributes to venue use.
The concept of “youthscapes” and youths’ use of
media, as described by Maira and Soep (2005), is
useful to understanding youth use of public access
venues. Since youth are the most frequent users of
public access computing, knowing where youth
go and how they use the facilities available to
them is important: “Young people participate in
social relations; use and invent technology; earn,
spend, need, desire, and despise money; comprise
target markets while producing their own original
media; and formulate modes of citizenship out of
the various ideologies they create, sustain, and
disrupt...while conceiving of youth as a shifting
group of people that is simultaneously a deeply
ideological category” (Maira & Soep, 2005).

If youth are indeed a deeply ideological cat-
egory, public access venues that seek to foster
community development should promote an en-
vironment deemed “cool,” where young people
will want to go to use services available to them.
Research on community radio has shown that in
order for young people to be engaged, people,
places and things must “elicit social and emo-
tional involvement and therefore a high level of
motivation to participate” (Chavez & Soep, 2005,
p. 415). This kind of emotional involvement and
motivation to participate found in community
radiois also importantin public access computing,
especially if public access venues want to attract
youth toward activities that promote community
development.

Figure 1 summarizes our findings in relation
to the main components of trust and how they are
perceived in libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés.
The following sections will describe each of the
components in more detail, grounded in the data
that emerged from each type of public access
venue studied across all 25 countries.
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Figure 1. Overview of perceptions of trust in libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés

Dimensions Perceptions of Libraries

of Trust

Perceptions of Telecenters

Perceptions of Cybercafés

Safety Considered physically safe
Considered socially safe
Cyber safety not reported

Physical safety varies
Considered socially safe
Cyber safety not reported

Physical safety varies
Generally not socially safe for
women and children

Cyber safety not reported

Relevance  Highly credible
Does not meet local needs

Not perceived as relevant

Somewhat credible
Meets user needs more than Meets user needs
libraries

Perceived as more relevant
than libraries

Least credible

Perceived as most relevant

Reputation Highest political support
Lowest popular support

Political support varies
Higher popular support than issue
libraries

Political support is not an

Highest popular support

Cool Not perceived as cool

Rarely perceived as cool

Perceived as most cool

PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY

Safety is crucial to trust. Successful use of ICT in
public access venues requires that they are per-
ceived as safe in three ways: physically, socially,
and technologically. Personal safety frequently
has to do with the location of the venue (physi-
cal safety): crime rates in the neighborhood and
in the venue itself, sufficient security to go to
and from the venue, and perceived safety at the
venue itself are some of the most salient features.
Social safety is related to whether it is socially
acceptable for certain groups of people to visit a
particular type of venue or location. Social safety
is especially important for women, children, and
minorities, especially where there are restrictions
on whether it is socially acceptable for them to
go alone to the public access venue, to spend
time there alone, or to interact with operators in
the venue. Technological safety or cyber safety
primarily pertains to protection from computer
viruses, although it also includes privacy and
security of personal data and online transactions.
Of all safety concerns, cyber safety was the least
reported in the countries studied.

Combining all three elements of physical,
social, and technological safety, and across all
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countries and venues studied, the perception of
safety tends to be higher in telecenters than the
other venues, medium for cybercafés, and lowest
for libraries. It is noteworthy that while libraries
tend to be perceived as safe, their location tends
to be seen as the least convenient, and with the
least convenient opening hours. Telecenters, on
the other hand, are generally perceived to be more
conveniently located than other venues, as they
tend to be located especially in underserved areas
where there are no other public access venues
available. Cybercafés tend to be perceived as
having the best opening hours and tend to be in
convenient locations, although we know from
previous chapters that they are located mostly in
urban areas.

Physical Safety

The physical safety of venues is of special concern.
Public libraries tend to be perceived as places with
better physical safety than other venues. This sense
of safety is frequently because of their location
or their association with a trusted government or
nonprofit organization. For example, in Ecuador:
“libraries are perceived as trustable and secure
places, especially for kids which are the majority
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oftheirusers... Libraries are appropriated, trusted
and integrated by students who use them; the rest
ofthe community positively value their service but
do not use it.”? The strong community-building
focus of telecenters adds to the perceived safety
of the venue, even if it is located in an unsafe
area. For example, telecenters in Brazil tend to be
located in places with high insecurity and crime,
but: “Telecenters are seen as safe places because
they are located inside community-based orga-
nizations or government departments that serve
low income populations. Many of these places
run daycare and after-school activities and have
a strong connection to the local community. As
a result, drug dealers, robbers and violent gangs
often respect these organizations, as their own
children often benefit from their services.”

Social Safety

Libraries and telecenters tend to fulfill an important
rolein countries where itis not socially appropriate
for women be alone in public places, or without
the company of a man: libraries are frequently
perceived as acceptable places for women to be
alone or with their children. The gender of the
librarian or operator is also an important consid-
eration in numerous countries: female operators
make it easier for women to visit venues and make
more active use of the venue’s resources. More
details of the gender differences in public access
venues are discussed in Chapter Six.

A prime example of the importance of female
operators isinAlgeria, where females are discour-
aged from using cybercafés except where thereisa
female operator. Female operators increase female
usage considerably: “Social traditions discourage
female usage of cybercafés, consequently females
constitute less than 30% of the users inurban areas
and less than 10% in the rural and desert regions,
although females constitute amajority of the users
when the venue is run by a woman.”

Similarly, in Bangladesh and the Philippines,
the presence of female staff in telecenters actu-
ally attracts female users. In Sri Lanka, there are
socio-cultural barriers that keep women, especially
Muslim women, from going to public places
without a male escort, but libraries are perceived
as socially acceptable places for women to visit,
even if they are alone.

While public libraries tend to be perceived as
especially safe for women and children, cyberca-
fés tend to be perceived as particularly unsafe for
children, regardless of the gender of the opera-
tor, especially on account of potential exposure
to pornography and other “unsuitable” content,
games, or drugs. For example, in Kazakhstan:
“There are some concerns that parents have over
safety of their children at some computer gaming
clubs, which are internet cafes at the same time.
These concerns are limited to children staying
long hours at internet and gaming clubs, missing
classes at school and being subject to various
influences (i.e. drugs).”

Cyber Safety

While physical safety and social appropriateness
were very common topics in all venues and in
all countries in the study, technological or cyber
safety was infrequently mentioned as a problem,
except for dealing with viruses in computers,
and occasional mentions of privacy concerns to
protect the screen from the eyes of onlookers.
In Mongolia, for example: “Many of the venue
operators that were interviewed stated that they
contend with viruses on a daily basis, and that this
is exasperated by the number of users who bring
portable storage devices, such as flash sticks, into
the centers. Having to repair damage caused by
the viruses often means that computer terminals
are not available for users, and that equipment is
quickly damaged, with little chance for it to be
replaced.”
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PERCEPTIONS OF RELEVANCE

In addition to safety, relevancy of a public access
venue is significant in building a user’s trust.
We identified two distinct themes in relation
to relevance that have dramatically different
manifestations for public libraries, telecenters, and
cybercafés: meeting local needs (updated, locally
relevant content, available in local languages, and
supported with relevant resources and skills) and
being credible sources of information (credibility
and censorship).

While libraries tend to be perceived as highly
credible sources of information, they also tend to
be perceived as having very little relevance with
regards to meeting local needs.

Credibility

The general perception about the credibility of
information found in libraries is succinctly pre-
sented by researchers in Georgiaand Peru. In Peru,
“Libraries are trusted as a ‘cultural place’ and are
considered safe, but the general perception about
the information they offer is that it is outdated.”
In Georgia, on the other hand, “no one doubts
the reliability of the information of the Library. It
enjoys high level of trust among all the categories
of the population. As it is generally perceived the
library offers a bit old but completely reliable
information.”

This is a recurring theme in most countries
studied, where libraries are perceived to be safe and
highly credible sources of information, but they are
generally perceived to be outdated and, therefore,
not very useful. In Brazil, “the population sees
libraries as safe places; [where] most important
information accessed is printed information from
known and reliable sources.” Due to respect for
print media, and their association with traditional
or government institutions, public libraries in
almost all countries studied are considered to be
safe, secure, and to provide trusted information.
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Meeting Local Needs

If libraries tend to rank highest in the credibility
of the information they provide, they also tend to
rank lowest in the utility of the information they
provide to solve people’s information needs. This
ranking is mostly due to an image of libraries as
anachronic and outdated, with little investment
in new materials and resources, and lagging
behind in the provision of fast, easy access to
updated information and resources provided in
local languages, and well as a lack of ability to
help solve local needs. Telecenters and cyberca-
fés, with their access to online resources, tend to
rank much higher than libraries in meeting local
population demands.

The case of Peru is a salient example of the
disdain for the utility of libraries: “ICT access
is considered a sign of progress and venues that
provide it are appreciated by most of the popula-
tion. ... [Libraries] are oriented to serve students,
so students are the main users. Focus of services
and contents in this target group is reinforced by
public perception that libraries are to attend just
students. If libraries have some updated contents,
students go frequently, especially if there are not
other information sources in their community (as
cybercafés). If libraries have a collection com-
pletely outdated, they are empty; this situation is
unfortunately very common.”

In sum, while libraries tend to enjoy higher
credibility than other public access venues for
the reliability of the information they offer, they
tend to suffer from very low utility due to outdated
resources and lack of locally relevant content.
Students appear to be the best suited users of
libraries: they are safe for children and they offer
information resources that are credible, evenifout
of date. The researchers from Kazakhstan sum-
marize it nicely: “The population trusts libraries,
but mostly people do not think about [them].”
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PERCEPTIONS OF REPUTATION

The reputation of a public access venue either
enables trust or discourages it. Users’ perceived
trustin ICT in public access venues can be inherited
from the good or bad reputation of the institu-
tions hosting the venue. We found two distinct
types of institutional reputations: one related
to the government support for the venue, and
another quite different one related to popular or
community support for the venue. While political
support tends to be highest for libraries across all
countries, libraries also tend to have the lowest
levels of popular support (with anotable exception,
Argentina, where popular support for community
libraries is highest). Overall, there tends to be little
difference in the political or popular support for
telecenters or cybercafés.

In addition to the institutional reputation, we
found significant differences in the perceived
reputation of the people operating the different
venues, particularly in relation to staff skills,
capacity, and training. Staff skills include their
level of training, their degree of digital literacy,
and their disposition and attitude to support the
information needs of the users. Overall, public
libraries tend to be perceived as having the lowest
staff capacity and training, while cybercafés tend
to rank highest in this regard.

Combining the institutional reputation (politi-
cal and popular support), as well as staff capacity
and training, cybercafés tend to have a higher
reputation overall, while public libraries tend to
have the lowest reputation of all venues.

Institutional Reputation

Political support for public access venues tends
to be highest for libraries, and of all countries it
is highest in Argentina, Malaysia, and Nepal. In
Argentina, “libraries have occupied an outstand-
ing place in equilibrating access to education and
information for the social sectors that had not
reached full social inclusion. The State and its

public policies had acomplex political relationship
with social initiatives. For some periods they have
encouraged and supported their development; for
otherperiods they have inhibited it. At present, the
State is supporting information venues.” The note
about being supported “at present” is especially
important, since most countries report the level
of government support changes over time.

The most dramatic change, however, is il-
lustrated in countries that were formerly part
of the Soviet Union (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Georgia, and Moldova) or very close to its sphere
of influence (Mongolia). These countries exhibit
a common trait in the perception of libraries as
part of the legacy of the Soviet era, as described
in Kazakhstan: “The traditional opinion is that
libraries are not prestigious places to visit. The
traditions rooted back in the Soviet era are that
libraries are viewed as book storage facilities
and are good for scientists, students, and retirees.
Internet cafes are becoming more popular with
the population.”

In other contexts, the institutional reputation
thatis inherited by the public access venue is posi-
tive. For example, in Peru “telecenters and their
technology are more trusted and better appropri-
ated when they are owned by local organizations or
have the support of them,” which reinforces what
we have found about community engagement as
a critical factor for meeting information needs, as
discussed in the previous chapter. The case of Sri
Lanka illustrates a common feature of telecenters
hosted by reputable institutions, themselves per-
ceived to be of service to the community: “With
a history of agricultural extension work behind
them, the Rural Agricultural Knowledge Centers
provide locally relevant content to the farming
community, which it has used to increase produc-
tivity and revenue. The farmers have trust in the
technology offered to them especially because of
the long association they have had with the Depart-
ment of Agriculture and its field officers... The
Rural Agricultural Knowledge Centers are also
well accepted by the community they serve as this
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service is backed by a government institution that
had been disseminating information to the farmer
community and addressing their problems over a
period of time.”

Personal Reputation: Trusted Staff

In the previous chapter, we demonstrated the
importance of infomediaries, particularly venue
staff, in meeting information needs. Infomediar-
ies are crucial in the reputation of the venue as
well. The reputation and credibility of the public
access venues can be highly influenced by the
reputation of the staff (librarian or operator) that
manages the venue and works with users to help
them solve their information needs. While it would
seem that all public access venues find a way to
serve the information needs of their users, libraries
are at a disadvantage in that they are perceived
as outdated and of interest only to students, even
if the information they provide is very credible.
What seems to really set them apart is the fact
that many of them do not offer ICT to the public,
and even those that do offer ICT tend to have
staff and librarians that are not very digitally lit-
erate, whereas cybercafés, and to a lesser extent,
telecenters, are perceived to have staff that are
knowledgeable and helpful in ICT use.

PERCEPTION OF “COOL”

Along with safety, relevance, and reputation as
determining factors toward the trust of a public
access venue, we identified early in the research
process a trend that highlights the importance ofthe
“cool” factorto drive usage of ICT in public access
venues. The perception of “cool” emerged in our
study as a set of subjective perceptions that make
public access to ICT attractive: a combination of
unrestricted Internet access, friendly operators,
and comfortable space for social interaction. We
know that young people constitute an overwhelm-
ing majority of public-access-venue users, so it
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only makes sense to look at the places that youth
think are “cool.” Youth appear to be finding public
access venues (cybercafés in particular) “cool”
places to hang out and socialize with friends,
online and offline. While cybercafés tend to be
perceived as very “cool,” telecenters and libraries
tend to discourage or block the social interac-
tions that make using ICT “cool,” especially for
youth. The decision to block or discourage social
interactions (face to face or online) is one element
of what constitutes legitimate or illegitimate,
instrumental or non-instrumental uses of public
access computing, which we will discuss in more
detail below.

ICT as Cool

At a superficial level, offering or having public
access to ICT is in itself perceived as something
“cool.” In Bangladesh, “Internet [itself] is the
‘cool’ factor in public perception in relation to
public access venues.” In Egypt, “the awareness
of digital ICT is perceived as a strong asset in
general and cool.” A variation on the notion of
“cool” also emerged in the findings of our study:
the government’s perception of whether offering
ICT services is a cool idea. From the government
perspective, providing public access to ICT ap-
pears to be a “cool” thing in several countries.
For example, in Namibia “among politicians the
“buzz [cool] factor” of ICT is the creation of ac-
cesspoints in each of their own constituencies.” In
Turkey, “for the government, the real motivation
is to enable the country to have an e-society via its
new e-Transformation strategy.” This government
notion of “cool” could be further capitalized to
strengthen public access ICT.

Meeting Friends as Cool

For users, particularly young users, a “cool”
venue can mean more than public access to ICT.
In CostaRica, for example, “there is a big contrast
between what the public consider “cool” and the
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government policies. In general, users consider
more “cool” [going to] places that have interac-
tive learning processes. Where they can gather
to enjoy, to develop sharing activities... librar-
ies offer some of these spaces, but in general the
conditions of use are more controlled by previous
established rules (silence, limitation on uses and
lack ofresources).” This emphasis on public access
venues as gathering places, spaces for socializing
and “hanging out” with friends, is highlighted in
several countries. The case of Nepal clearly il-
lustrates this trend: “As far as public perception
regarding “cool” is considered, most people in
the rural and semi-rural parts of the country have
accepted such venues as the major hanging-out
spot and long to go to such places not only to get
the required information, but also to meet friends
and acquaintances. Even in urban areas, libraries
have become a hotspot for meeting friends. Such
kinds of perceptions have heavily affected the
legitimate use of such venues.

Getting together with friends in a “cool” space
includes getting together with friends online.
Social networking and online gaming is gain-
ing popularity among youth in many countries,
and public access venues that enable this type
of interaction are more likely to be perceived as
“cool.” In Mongolia, “many Mongolians, espe-
cially younger urban Mongolians, view Internet
centers as place in which they can hang out, chat
online, and search the web.” Similarly, in Brazil,
“according to users, cybercafés are the ‘coolest’
venue to hang out. Most users visit cybercafés
for entertainment, their hours are extensive, and
they often are associated with a food service.
Importantly, there are no restrictions on the use of
social networking websites like Orkut, MySpace,
Facebook and instant messaging software like
MSN or Skype.” Inthe Philippines, “Internet cafes
are perceived to be ‘cool’ places to hang out in
especially for teenage boys since this where they,
along with their friends, play the latest online
games.” Libraries and telecenters, therefore, need

to welcome and promote social interaction, online
and offline, if they are to be attractive to youth.

“Cool” and Instrumental Uses of ICT

We find a clear trend of using public access ven-
ues as meeting places, and ICT in public access
venues as tools for social interaction. Nonetheless,
this trend is at odds with the intended practices in
many libraries and telecenters, whichistouse ICT
for instrumental purposes: gathering information
for school homework or for social and economic
development purposes (agriculture, health, em-
ployment, etc.). In fact, our study indicates that
many telecenters and libraries consider other
“non-instrumental” uses of ICT (social network-
ing, online games, instant messenger, etc.) as
inappropriate in the venue, and prevent or block
users from accessing such sites. In Kyrgyzstan,
not only do the Internet clubs (telecenters) not
allow game playing or access to restricted sites,
they also install digital cameras to monitor Internet
activity. Similarly, in Costa Rica, “‘some [libraries]
have applications that block social networking
sites, chat rooms, pornography, downloading
and games. Others are not that strict in terms of
Internet uses, and allow users to chat and check
social networking sites if the computers are not
been used for more legitimated uses, as Internet
searching, word processing and homework. It
will depend on the librarian to determinate what
can and what cannot be done in the computers.”

We know thaturban, educated, and young men
and women are the main users of ICT in public
access venues, so it is not surprising to find us-
ers preferring “cool” venues that allow them to
do the kinds of things they want to do: hang out
with their friends, socialize, play games. From
the perspective of the public access venues that
have a community-development goal, there ap-
pears to be a fork in the road: is ICT intended to
be for “serious,” instrumental uses for social and
economic development, or can it also be used for
socializing and other non-instrumental purposes
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as well? The researchers in Sri Lanka describe the
situation in a very compelling manner:

In both urban and rural commercial venues
more users engaged in social networking than in
looking for information on business or commerce.
Although information on education was sought
very few looked for information of a develop-
ment nature. They looked for entertainment and
information of a personal nature in both urban
and non urban venues. The services are both
supply and demand driven and it appeared that
the commercial venues with their entrepreneur-
ial spirit were willing to take risks to make the
underserved more technology savvy than ICT4D
(ICT for Development) venues.

For instance the publicly funded venues did
not allow or discouraged users to play games or
chat but some Internet cafes had actually made
special provision for users to do so. At an Internet
café in the Central Province the researchers saw
school boys, not yet in their teens, in their school
uniform leaving the venue after playing games.
“Do you allow them to play games? Where do
they get the money?” we asked the operator. “Of
course I do. In fact [ have a separate area for them.
I don’t know from where they get the money but
they pay and I allow them to play games even for
15 minutes. Maybe they use the bus fare that their
parents give and walk back home. Aren’t games
the best way to get children especially hooked on
the computer?” she asked us.

While some venues define social networking,
games, and file downloads as illegitimate uses of
ICT inaccordance to their missions, these seem to
be the very uses that make public access venues
“cool” in the eyes of the young, urban, and edu-
cated users. If these “non-instrumental” uses are
whatattract peopleto “cool” public access venues,
and “cool” becomes a more important factor in
building trust than safety, credibility, or reputa-
tion of the venue, then libraries and telecenters
may have to revisit their definition of allowable
instrumental and non-instrumental uses in order
to gain the trust and serve the needs of their users.
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The setting of limits to non-instrumental uses
is further complicated by the use of public access
ICT for pornography, which in our view, is a dif-
ferent type of non-instrumental use than social
networking or games. While accessing porn may
be a driving force for Internet use and a strong
source of revenue for cybercafés, there was general
consensus on the need to block or prohibit porn
in libraries and telecentres among all research
teams in this study. Libraries, and in some cases
telecentres, are frequently perceived as safe be-
cause parents know their kids will not be exposed
to porn. But porn in public access computing is
an important and understudied issue. As summed
up by focus-group participants in Colombia, “all
people wantis Facebook and porn.” More research
is needed on non-instrumental uses of ICT, and
porn in particular, and their relation to public ac-
cess computing and community development, in
order to better understand the challenges faced by
public access venues that want to offer ICT as a
contribution to social and economic development
of underserved communities.

CONCLUSION

We have seen how trustis an important component
in public access to ICT. We suggest that trust has
to do with the perceived safety, relevance, repu-
tation, and “cool” of the public access venues,
and discussed each one of these categories in
some detail. Overall, perceptions of safety tend
to be quite comparable across all three types of
venues. While physical safety tends to be higher
in libraries, the location of telecenters tends to be
perceived as more convenient, and libraries tend to
be perceived as being of interest only to students
or researchers. Telecenters and libraries tend to
be used with a greater sense of safety and ease
by women in many countries, especially when
the operators are also women. While we don’t
have sufficient data to analyze cyber safety in
great detail, it appears computer viruses are the
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most common problem for both users and venue
operators. In addition, there is little awareness of
online privacy and security issues in most venues
and in the majority of the countries we studied.

While safety is pretty consistent across all three
types of venues, perceptions of relevance of the
information people find in libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés varies significantly: while infor-
mation found in libraries tends to be the most
credible, it also tends to be the one least likely
to meet local users’ information needs, with the
possible exception of students. Libraries may be
seen as good sources of credible information, but
they tend to be perceived as outdated and irrelevant
to the majority of the population.

The reputation of the institutions hosting the
venues, as well as of the persons working in them,
is also critical to the users’ perception of trust
in the venue. While libraries tend to have good
institutional reputations and more political sup-
port than other venues, they also tend to have the
lowest level of popular support. Similarly, library
stafftends to have the lowest capacity and training
to meet the needs of ICT users in public access
venues: this is exacerbated by the fact that a high
proportion of libraries do not offer ICT, and many
of'the libraries that do offer ICT do notnecessarily
have trained staff to help users with the ICT tools,
which reduces users’ trust in libraries.

The final dimension of trust we analyze is the
“cool” factor, an emerging driver that requires
further research to fully grasp its nuances and
complexity and impact. Broadly speaking, it
seems that the fact of offering access to ICT is in
itself cool. And all things being equal, youth tend
to favor “cool” venues where they can meet and
socialize with their friends, in person and online,
and where they can use ICT for communication
and social networking: chat, instant messenger,
social networking sites, games. Furthermore, the
role of porn in public access computing needs to
be better understood. While these uses tend to be
discouraged or blocked in libraries and telecenters,
they are not only allowed in cybercafés, they are

encouraged. More research on the role of these
non-instrumental uses and their effects on social
and economic development is needed to better
understand the challenges they present to libraries
and telecentres and their efforts to contribute to
community development.

What have we learned so far about public
access venues in this book? Users are generally
young, educated, and have moderate income
levels. Infomediaries and community engagement
are key to meeting the information needs of users.
Trust, enabled by perceptions of safety, relevance,
reputation, and “coolness,” plays a significantrole
in use of public access venues. Having looked at
our users, how to meet their information needs,
and how to encourage use of venues, we now
look at some factors that can discourage use, or
act as a barrier to use. For example, do fees mat-
ter? This will be explored that in more detail in
the next chapter.
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ENDNOTES

! An earlier version of this chapter was pub-
lished in Information Technology & People,
Vol. 23, no. 3, p. 247-264.

2 Detailed country reports for all 25 countries

are available online at http://tascha.uw.edu/
research/landscape-study/. In the text we
refer to them by country name.
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ABSTRACT

There is a strong tradition in libraries around making their services free to all users. At the same time,
cybercafeés tend to charge user fees to drive their business, while telecenters fall somewhere in between:
some charge a fee, some are free. When a public access venue charges a fee for use of ICT, does the
fee hinder use, especially for users with lower income? Are other factors, such as relevant content and
digital literacy of staff, more important in determining whether or not the venue is used, especially by
underserved communities? In this chapter, the authors discuss three factors that emerged in this study
as important drivers for the use of ICT in public access venues: affordability and cost of ICT use in
public access venues, availability of relevant content in local languages, and the digital literacy and
helpfulness of venue staff. The authors examine how these indicators influence user attitudes toward,
and ultimately use of, ICT in cybercafés, libraries, and telecenters.

Their study indicates that public access venues do play an important role in meeting the needs of un-
derserved communities, and that user fees are not the largest obstacle for people who wish to use ICT
in public access venues. In other words, free access is not necessarily a strong driver for helping under-
served communities make higher use of public access ICT. Even with free public access to computers
and the Internet, other barriers to ICT use still remain. To help frame their findings and discussion, the
authors begin with a review of the existing published literature on user fees and other barriers to use
of public access venues. At the heart of this chapter lies the findings and discussion section where they
offer an analysis on how influential user fees, content availability, and venue staff are in determining
ICT use in public access venues. Through this analysis, they seek to have a clearer picture of what users
view as incentives and barriers to their use of ICT in public access venues. To conclude, they propose
recommendations for public access venues as they move forward and seek sustainability.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

What does the existing academic literature and
research suggest in terms of how user fees affect
ICT use in public access venues? The impact of
user fees in public access venues has been only
slightly investigated, especially in public libraries
and telecenters, and, again, the findings are often
country and venue specific. Most of the existing
literature, while revealing user behavior before
and after fees are introduced, does not come
to any solid conclusions about whether or not
fees are detrimental to venue use (Adomi, 2005;
Best, Kolko, Thakur, & Aitieva, 2007; Salvador,
Sherry, & Urrutia, 2005). One work that illustrates
this finding is Egholm and Jochumsen’s article,
“Perceptions Concerning User Fees in Public
Libraries” (Egholm & Jochumsen, 2000). The
article outlines several public library systems
that charged user fees, and offers some findings
about user attitude towards fees in public librar-
ies. In many situations, the authors note, it is not
possible to identify explicitrelationships between
the impact of user fees on library membership
and use. Even when looking at ex-public-library
users, studies have shown that user fees were of
little consequence in determining library use.
In exploring user-fee subsidies in Kyrgyzstan
telecenters, Best, Thakur, and Kolko found that
distributing waivers for user fees, essentially
making telecenter use free, did not increase use
of ICT in telecenters among underrepresented
social groups (Best, etal.,2007). Additionally, the
authors found that users who reported economic
benefits from using the telecenter did not take
advantage of the user-fee coupons.

The methods in which public access venues
charge user fees vary. One model, popular in
cybercafés and telecenters, is per-transaction, or
pay-per-use, fees where users are charged by the
minute or hour of ICT use. Another model is a
subscription-based fee system, where users are
charged for ICT use through a weekly, monthly,
or, most commonly, annual fee. In looking at
rural computer kiosks, a form of public access
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to ICT, Kuriyan and Toyama found that user
perceptions of fees differed depending on which
model was employed through user and non-user
interviews — the authors assert that annual fees or
subscription-based models, either as explicit ICT
subscriptions, or included in another subscription
(e.g., farmer cooperative membership fees), are
more widely accepted by users, while many users
and non-users alike feel that per-transaction rates
are too high (Kuriyan & Toyama, 2007).

Given the literature’s lack of concrete con-
clusions around the role user fees play in venue
use, we took a look at another characteristic of
venues that emerged as an important factor in the
results of this study: the role of venue staff. We
discussed the role of venue staft as infomediar-
ies in Chapter Three. As noted in that chapter, as
infomediaries, staffin public access venues can be
evaluated on their digital literacy and willingness
to help users as a measure of their impact on ICT
use. In their overview of literature and research
on public access to ICTs, Sey and Fellows write,
“infomediaries...have been found to be important
contributors to the viability and sustainability of
apublic access venue, helping attract users to the
site, and providing guidance and guiding users
unfamiliar with ICTs” (Sey & Fellows, 2009, p.
7). Other literature also suggests that venue staff
is critical in user experience of the venue and
its overall sustainability (Best & Kumar, 2008;
Bossio, 2004; Ulrich, 2004; Whyte, 2000).

While the literature and research currently
available suggests that charging user fees for ICT
access may not be detrimental to the success of a
public access venue, most of the literature places
particular emphasis on staff training and helpful-
ness, as well as availability of content, as the key
drivers to ICT use.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The three most salient indicators of user attitudes
and perceptions that can hinder the use of public
access venues were: cost and affordability of
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venue, availability of relevant information in lo-
cal languages, and digital literacy and helpfulness
of venue staff. Through this analysis, as stated in
the introduction to this chapter, we seek to have
a clearer picture of what users view as incentives
and barriers to their use of ICT in public access
venues. To summarize and frame our findings, the
Figure 1 illustrates affordability, staff, and content
in each of the three types of public access venues
we studied. Each of these variables is discussed
in more detail in Figure 1.

Affordability and Cost

Given thatpublic access users are generally young
people with low-to-middle income levels, we
wanted to investigate whether or not affordability
ofvenuesisrelevanttouse. Ifavenue chargesafee,
does it discourage the young users from visiting
and using the venue? Let’s frame this discussion
by looking at whether or not there is a difference
between affordability among the three types of
venues. Our analysis shows that the difference in
affordability between public libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés is minimal. Unsurprisingly, the
mostaffordable venue overall was public libraries,
where cost in relation to daily needs was lower (or
free) than telecenters and cybercafés. Cybercafés

were seen as the least affordable venue, but only
slightly less affordable than telecenters.

The trend of public libraries being the most af-
fordable public access venue was consistent across
most of the 25 countries.? One notable exception
is found in Bangladesh, where 33% of the users
interviewed reported the cost of ICT services in
public libraries was not affordable. Public librar-
ies in Bangladesh charge an annual fee, and it is
reported that fees are much lower in other venues
than libraries. The majority (75%) of ICT users in
public libraries fall in the middle-income bracket.
Furthermore, in Bangladesh, while public librar-
ies are seen as less affordable than other public
access venues, cost was reported as a significant
barrier to ICT use by all user populations across
venues except in non-urban community libraries.

With few exceptions (Bangladesh, as noted
above, but also Egypt, South Africa, and Sri
Lanka), all public access venues (including, of
course, public libraries) are seen as affordable, and
for the most part, cost is not a significant barrier
to ICT use by most user populations. An example
of statements echoed in most of the country re-
ports, across all venues, is illustrated succinctly
in Brazil’s report on cybercafés: “Cybercafés
charge for services (Internet access), but their fees
are affordable, as most cybercafés are located in

Figure 1.
Libraries Telecenters Cybercafés

Cost Not a factor in use Not a factor in use Rarely a factor in use
Most affordable venue Less affordable than libraries  Least affordable venue
Exception: Bangladesh Exception: South Africa Exception: Egypt, Sri Lanka

Staff Significant factor in use Somewhat of a factor in use Not a factor in use
Least helpful; least amount  More helpful than libraries; Most helpful staff; most likely
of digital literacy among more digital literacy among to have digital literacy among
staff staff staff
Exception: Argentina Exception: Nepal Exception: Nepal

Content  Significant factor in use Somewhat of a factor in use Significant factor in use
Significant lack of relevant ~ Moderate lack of relevant Significant lack of relevant
content in local languages  content in local languages content in local languages
Exception: Argentina Exception: South Africa Exception: None
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low-income communities and are self-sustaining.”
Fees and cost of public access use do not seem to
be a very influential factor in determining venue
use. This finding is corroborated by researchers
in Colombia, where cost is ranked #8 in a list of
ten important variables that drive users’ choice
of public access venues in a single community.

While users do not view cost as a barrier for
use of public access venues, it is interesting to
point out that operators of the venue may think
people are not using the venue due to fees, as
indicated in Nepalese libraries and telecenters:
“The services offered are quite affordable to
the population in general. For high income and
middle income population, the services are quite
affordable whereas for the low income group, the
general services as well as digital ICT services are
moderately affordable. Libraries charge anominal
fee for the use of service available in the venue.
Whereas 25% librarians believe that the services
and technologies are not very affordable to the
general public, only 11% of'the users, on the other
hand feel that the affordability is a barrier for use
of services.” Just as librarians in Nepal thought
cost was a hindrance to use, although users did
not think so, telecenter staff also believed cost
was a barrier, whereas users did not: “Only 1 user
of the 13 users surveyed in a telecenter said that
cost is a barrier for using the ICT services in the
venue. However, none of the users said that cost
is a hindrance to using the services in the venue
as a whole, which itself proves that the prices
offered in telecenters are very affordable to the
users. Many operators (nearly 50%) were of the
opinion that cost is major hindrance for them.”

Aswehavediscussed in previous chapters, the
findings of our study suggest that public libraries
have lower overall ICT use and more negative
community perceptions than other venues, so
what is influencing, or rather discouraging, user
behavior? Let’s explore two additional dimen-
sions, other than cost, which appear to drive users’
preference for one type of venue over another:
venue staff and content availability.
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Venue Staff

We discovered in Chapter Three that many users
of public access venues rely on the venue staff
to assist them in their information needs and
ICT use. The results of our study suggest that a
crucial variable that informs users’ choice of a
public access venue is, more than cost, the venue
staff’s capacity (particularly their digital literacy)
and willingness to help users employ the ICT
services offered.

To emphasize the importance of this variable,
let us point out that while the interpretive ranks
for affordability were fairly consistent across
public libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés in
most countries, a larger variance is found in the
indicators for analyzing venue staff preparedness
and support. While public libraries are seen as
the most affordable public access venue (even
though by a small margin), they fall well behind
cybercafés and telecenters in regard to the digital
literacy of the staff and the willingness of staff
to help users. Not much of a difference is seen
between telecenters and cybercafés, although the
staff at cybercafés are viewed as slightly more
ICT literate and helpful than those in telecenters.
An example of staff helpfulness and digital lit-
eracy can be found in cybercafés in Moldova, as
in-country researchers noted, “In Moldova there
are many skilled and passionate young opera-
tors, who work in such units, even with a modest
salary, only to have the opportunity to go in for
the hobby. Operators are usually ready to help
the visitors. They recommend sites, directories,
provide technical assistance etc.”

Public libraries, however, lag behind telecen-
ters and cybercafés in staff helpfulness, as dem-
onstrated in Algeria: “In general, staff of public
libraries is supposed to be librarians. This is not
always true. Also, even when they are librarians
they aren’talways good librarians especially when
it consists on encouraging people to use services.
Andevenwhen they are good librarians they aren’t
always good in ICTs.” Most countries showed
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similar results in terms of staff willingness to help
users with their information needs and ICT use,
particularly telecenters and cybercafés. However,
significantdifferences were identified in the digital
literacy among telecenters and public libraries in
a few of the countries. Countries with low digital
literacy of library staffinclude Kazakhstan, Nepal,
Sri Lanka, and Uganda. In Kazakhstan, while most
staff in cybercafés are information technology
students and trained in ICT, most public library
and telecenter staff have almost no ICT training.
Another notable exception is the case of Nepal.
While 80% of telecenter staff has reported some
type of computer training, only 50% of cybercafé
staffhas engaged in ICT training, and most public
and community library staffhave notreceived any
computer or technology training at all.

Consistent with the existing academic literature
discussed earlier in this chapter, our study indi-
cates that capacity and disposition of venue staff
plays a larger role in driving use of public access
venues than do user fees. Level of digital literacy
among staff, as well as willingness to help users,
affect the interest of users in choosing one venue
type over another. The next question we asked
ourselves was, does the actual content available
through ICT play a role in user perception and
utilization of a public access venue?

Content Availability

Abundance of digital content is clearly not a
problem in today’s information age, especially
for those who can read English and who live in a
wealthy country or part of town where some form
of public access venue is relatively accessible. In
developing regions where English is not the na-
tive language, however, availability of relevant
and accessible content may be an issue. In the
countries examined through this study, the diffi-
culties of getting to locally relevant content, and
especially content available in local languages, is
seen as a stronger barrier to ICT use than cost of
use or venue staff literacy and helpfulness. It is

important to note that while the same content is
available on the Internet at any public access loca-
tion (except for things that are explicitly banned
in libraries or in some telecenters, such as porn or
music download sites), this finding emphasizes
the importance of users perception of the content
that is available at the venues, not the absolute
value or local relevance of the information.
Across venues, public libraries again fell behind
in providing users with content they viewed as
relevantandaccessiblein local languages. As with
venue-staffindicators, telecenters and cybercafés
did not rank very differently in this measure. In
contrast, however, telecenters were slightly ahead
of cybercafés in issues around content. Many
telecenters are embedded in an organization that
provides content-specific community support in
areas such as health, agriculture, or small business,
which explains the perception of telecenters as
providing more relevant content to users.
Country-by-country analysis of availability of
locally relevant content or content in local lan-
guages revealed the most variance across venues,
as opposed to affordability and venue-staffindica-
tors. In Georgia, for example, lack of content was
seen as the number one barrier by over a third of
users surveyed in both public libraries and cyber-
cafés. Another country with a considerable lack
of locally relevant content in local languages is
Ecuador. As in Georgia, users in Ecuador cited
lack of relevant materials in languages accessible
to the local population as the main barrier to use
of ICT services in public access venues. The lack
of relevant and comprehensible content is noted
across cybercafés, public libraries, and telecenters
in Ecuador, but is especially so in public libraries,
with 75% of users indicating content as the main
barrier. Two other countries that face significant
challenges, across all venues, in having relevant
and language-accessible content are the Domini-
can Republic and Indonesia. For example, in the
Dominican Republic, it is noted that telecenters
have not invested the time or resources into cre-
ating and disseminating locally relevant content:
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“Still, an existing void is the lack of other relevant
content, since telecenters have focused their atten-
tion on digital alphabetization, and development of
specific contents that may answer to community
problems (health, unemployment, teen pregnancy,
AIDS, sexual exploitation, drug addiction, sewage
handling, amongst others) has been left aside.”

Libraries and cybercafés in the Dominican
Republic face similar challenges, particularly
in content availability in local languages. While
there are some materials in Spanish, Creole is
also widely spoken and read in the Dominican
Republic, and the Internet interfaces, digital
content, and books do not reflect this language’s
common use: “Finally, it is important to consider
books in Creole when offers are presented. None
of the libraries have anything on this language.
There is no mass media —newspapers, television
news, radio programs — on Creole. Therefore, it
is essential to introduce Creole in the libraries in
order to guarantee the right to have information
in a democratic way.”

One exception in terms of relevant content in
local languages can be seen in Argentina, par-
ticularly in libraries, where there is very high use
and satisfaction with the content meeting users’
information needs. Many libraries in Argentina
participate in the Citizen’s Information Program,
which has created an information base for the
community. Through the Citizen’s Information
Program, which is disseminated through library
websites and CD-ROMs in libraries not connected
to the Internet, users can find information about
their citizen rights, government services, health
information, cultural information, and community
participation.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter presented the analysis of findings
of our study of user fees, staff helpfulness and
digital literacy, and availability of locally relevant
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content. While some exceptions were apparent,
we illustrated that user fees (or absence of fees)
do not hinder use of public access venues. More
significant in user participation of ICT services in
public access venues are issues surrounding the
digital literacy and helpfulness of venue staff and
relevancy of content as well as its availability and
language accessibility.

In order to encourage use and appropriation of
ICT services in public access venues, developers
and managers of these projects and organizations
should focus their efforts on increasing staff’s ICT
literacy, overall skill capacity, and motivation to
help users meet their information needs. Many us-
ers of public access venues do not have extensive
ICT training and using computers is often new to
them. The role of staff in helping the users use
the ICT services to successfully retrieve informa-
tion needed and desired is critical to the use and
success of public access venues. In order to meet
users’ information needs and desires, however,
public access venues also need to offer services
and content that is appropriate and relevant in the
local context.

The implications of our findings are of critical
importance to telecenters, and especially to public
libraries. These two types of public access venues
have a social mission to provide public access to
information and contribute to community devel-
opment, a mission that is not necessarily shared
with cybercafés. But cybercafés tend to be more
successful in meeting local needs of users. Users
tend to perceive cybercafés as offering relevant
content and good customer service and support,
even though they charge user fees. By contrast,
users tend to perceive libraries as outdated and
irrelevant to their local needs. These kinds of
issues make telecenters and public libraries face
important sustainability challenges, such as de-
creasing funds for public access ICT initiatives.
Libraries and telecenters may have the opportunity
to strengthen their mission by focusing on improv-
ing staff digital literacy and customer service to
meet local needs, which are generally lacking, and
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should also explore ways of generating revenues
through user fees.

If more relevant content and better support
service can potentially drive more users to libraries
and telecenters, thus potentially attracting more
donor support to help sustain these venues (in
addition to implementing user fees which have
shown to not be a factor in driving users away),
the question is, how can these venues improve
the relevancy of their content? In The ICT4D 2.0
Manifesto: Where Next for ICTs and International
Development, Heeks calls for the users of ICT to
be the producers and innovators of content and
services available to them (Heeks, 2009, p. 28).
Instead of using the common top-down approach
that infuses ICT venues with information coming
from the North, venues should concentrate on ad-
dressingusers’ actual information needs and wants
that are relevant to them. If the content available
in public access venues is not relevant, or in a
language that can be understood, and ifthe service
and support offered does not meet the needs of the
local population, the venue and ICT services will
remain unused. Further research could explore
how enhanced staff training and integration of
locally relevant content affects venue use and
uptake, and assess whether venue sustainability
increases with improvements in both these areas.
This research could be done cross-venue, or in a
subset of specific venues.

Now that we have addressed some of the fac-
tors that can be barriers to public access venue
use, let’s take a look at the role of gender in public
access ICT use. While we know that a public
access venue user is just as likely to be female
as male, does gender affect use of public access
venues? Is it more critical to development that
women utilize ICT services? What other issues
existsurrounding gender and public access? These
questions, and more, will be discussed at length
in the following chapter.
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! An earlier version of this chapter was pre-
sented at iConference 2011, Seattle WA. ©
ACM 2011.

2 In addition to the country chapters included
in this volume, all detailed country reports
arepublicly available at http://tascha.uw.edu/
research/landscape-study/. In this chapter
we refer to them by country name.
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ABSTRACT

Studies show that due to systemic gender biases in the use of and access to ICTs and their applications,
as well as socio-cultural norms that position computing as a predominantly male activity, women in
developing countries are more likely than men to face barriers to reaping the benefits of ICTs for their
personal and community development. Gender analysis “asserts that power relations in class, race,
ethnicity, age, and geographic location interact with gender, producing complex and hidden inequalities
that affect social change” (APC WNSP, 2005). A review of recent literature on gender and ICT, and the
results of the Landscape Study, suggest that there are both personal and collective benefits to women
through the use of ICT, as well as barriers that prevent marginalized groups in society, and women in
particular, from realizing these benefits. What are these barriers? What benefits does ICT offer women?
Throughout this chapter, we will explore these barriers and benefits through examples drawn from our
findings in the Landscape Study, embracing a cultural approach in analyzing the ways in which women
transform their lives through the use of ICT, with a particular emphasis on ICT use through public ac-
cess venues.

INTRODUCTION

for their personal and community development.
Gender analysis “asserts that power relations in

Studies show that due to systemic gender biases in
theuse ofand access to ICTs and their applications,
as well as socio-cultural norms that position com-
puting as a predominantly male activity, women
in developing countries are more likely than men
to face barriers to reaping the benefits of ICTs

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch006

class, race, ethnicity, age, and geographic location
interact with gender, producing complex and hid-
den inequalities that affect social change” (APC
WNSP, 2005). A review of recent literature on
gender and ICT, and the results of the Landscape
Study, suggest that there are both personal and
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collective benefits to women through the use of
ICT, as well as barriers that prevent marginalized
groups in society, and women in particular, from
realizing these benefits. What are these barriers?
Whatbenefits does ICT offer women? Throughout
this chapter, we will explore these barriers and
benefits through examples drawn from our find-
ings in the Landscape Study, embracing a cultural
approach in analyzing the ways in which women
transform their lives through the use of ICT, with
a particular emphasis on ICT use through public
access venues.

Earlier in this book, we discussed what a
typical user of public access to ICT looks like:
young, with some formal education, and low-to-
middle income levels. While there weren’t huge
discrepancies in the gender proportion of users
across all venue types in all countries, use of
ICT is not gender neutral. Technical, social, and
cultural barriers emphasize women’s exclusion
from the benefits of ICT.

When women use ICTs, not only can they
experience significant personal benefits, but their
communities can benefit as well. In the following
sections, we will explore the personal and col-
lective benefits that result from women’s use of
public access computers in developing countries,
as well as the barriers hindering their use of this
technology. We compare what is reported in the
specialized literature on gender and ICT with
data from the Public Access Landscape Study.
Based on these results, we suggest that devel-
opment policies around ICT take the following
three-pronged approach to improving ICT access
for women: provide ICT training for women,
establish partnerships to raise awareness of ICT
benefits for women, and produce content relevant
to women users.

The details discussed in this chapter are in-
formed both by the findings of the Landscape
Study and by a review of the literature of gender
and ICT. The literature review did not precede
the study but was done simultaneously with the
analysis of a gender dimension of public access
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to ICT. The findings may not be an exact reflec-
tion of any single country, but they represent a
meaningful source of trends and patterns about
gender and public access ICT for community.

Let us first define gender, as we will use it
throughout this chapter. We frame our discussion
following this definition offered by the Association
for Progressive Communication (APC):* gender
is defined as “a concept that refers to the social
and cultural constructs that each society assigns
tobehaviors, characteristics, and values attributed
to men and women, reinforced by symbols, laws
and regulations, institutions, and perceptions”
(APC WNSP, 2005). The concept of gender is
not synonymous with “sex” — it does not simply
refer to the biological traits men and women are
born with. Rather, gender is used to understand
how the concepts of femininity and masculin-
ity are constructed (APC WNSP, 2005; Gillard,
Howcroft, Mitev, & Richardson, 2008). Further,
traditional gender roles are often oppressive to
women and limit their opportunities (APC WNSP,
2005), including their use of ICT.

It is important to put this discussion of gender
and ICT in a brief historical context. Present-day
tensions are often a result of what has happened
over time in the field oftechnology. Early feminist
studies of women and information technology
focused on women’s under-representation in
IT occupations and their over-representation in
operator and clerical jobs. These studies drew
attention to the disparity between men’s and
women’s salaries in the information technology
industry; the proposed solution was to increase
the number and proportion of women in the IT
industry (APC WNSP, 2005; Henwood, 1991a,
1991Db). In the 1980s, feminists turned their atten-
tion to the gendered nature of technology itselfand
began calling for a technology based on women’s
values: “Feminists from this perspective promote
women'’s greater humanism, pacifism, nurturance
and spiritual development and seek a new vision
oftechnology that would incorporate these values”
(APC WNSP, 2005; Griffin, 1983).
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A Marxist feminist perspective views tech-
nology as a neutral tool that gets leveraged for
capitalist and gender oppression: “women’s ex-
clusion from technology as a consequence of the
gender division of labor and the male domination
of'skilled trades that developed under capitalism”
(APC WNSP, 2005; Hartmann, 1976). Construc-
tivist approaches, on the other hand, reject the
notion thattechnology is neutral and instead argue
that technology and gender are socially defined.
Instead of advocating for women’s inclusion in
work defined as technological, feminists from
the Constructivist perspective suggest “a total
re-evaluation of work so that many of women’s
traditional tasks are recognized as skilled and
technical and [are] given appropriate remunera-
tion” (APC WNSP, 2005; Ravertz, 1965).

Given this context, let’s move towards the
current thinking about technology and gender.
The morerecent “technology as culture” approach
views technology and gender “not as fixed and
given, but as cultural processes, which (like other
cultural processes) are subject to ‘negotiation,
contestation, and ultimately transformation’”
(APC WNSP, 2005; Haraway, 1997). This per-
spective emphasizes the need for women to not
only gain access to the knowledge available
through technologies, but also to participate in
knowledge creation — to transform the gendered
relations of technology by becoming involved in

creating technological culture (APC WNSP, 2005;
Gurumurthy, 2004).

The field of gender and ICT highlights the
potential far-reaching benefits that computing can
offer to women in developing countries. However,
researchers agree that merely providing access to
computers and the Internet is simply not enough
to ensure women'’s use of the technology (Cooks
& Isgro, 2005; Gillard, Mitev, & Scott, 2007,
Goldfarb & Prince, 2008; Gurumurthy, 2004;
Huyer, 2005; Sreberny, 2005; Sreekumar, 2007;
Torenli, 2005). In general, women in developing
countries face significantly more cultural, social,
and economic barriers to public access computer
use than their male counterparts.

Figure 1 summarizes the key ideas discussed
in the remainder of this chapter:

INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE
BENEFITS FOR WOMEN

Much of the literature on gender and use and ap-
plications of ICTs in the developing world cites
multiple benefits for women that could result
from women using the technologies. Here we will
focus on the benefits that affect them individually,
followed by a discussion of collective benefits.
In each case, we discuss the benefits in relation
to existing literature on gender and ICT, as well
as their manifestations in the Landscape Study.’

Figure 1. Gender benefits and barriers in use of public access to ICT

Individual Collective

(Affect all,
but especially women)

Increased self-
esteem

Economic growth

Location, infrastructure, and
connectivity

Reduced isolation Improved health

Time and money

Access to markets Improved education

Lack of relevant content

Empowerment Capacity building Low education and literacy
Access to health Cultural transformation Social norms and perceptions
information
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Increased Self-Esteem

One ofthe most commonly cited personal benefits
of public access computing for women in the
developing world is increased self-esteem, which
is considered a necessary component to empow-
erment. The literature suggests that wherever
women have used computers and access to the
Internet for their own purposes, they often report
increased self-esteem (Alumanah, 2005; Huyer,
2005; Long, 2005; Sengupta, Long, Singhal, &
Shefner-Rogers, 2007), which is thought to come
from the confidence gained “from mastering new
skills and an unfamiliar technology” (Conway,
2003Db). In the report from Bangladesh, women
who used ICT services “professed a higher self-
assessment and realization of their potential and
worth insociety.” The confidence and technologi-
cal capabilities women can develop from using
public access computers can help them to further
their empowerment goals (Gurumurthy, 2004;
Huyer, 2005).

Reduced Isolation

Another personal benefit from using the tech-
nology is reduced isolation. Several studies on
gender and technology have emphasized how
women in many societies are often confined to
the private sphere, whereas men can freely par-
ticipate in the public sphere (Long, 2005; Moreno
Minguez, 2005; Obayelu & Ogunlade, 20006).
According to Moreno Minguez (2005), confine-
ment to the private sphere can be isolating and
can limit opportunities for personal growth and
development. He states that, “greater integration
in employment, community and political life —
that is, in the public sphere — widens horizons of
awareness, opportunity and experience in various
ways; while greater enclosure within the private
world of family, household and kinship relations
limits personal and social horizons” (2005). The
Internet is seen as a way to connect women with
family members and support networks to reduce
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feelings of isolation and increase networking (Best
& Maier, 2007; Gurumurthy, 2004; Sengupta, et
al., 2007; Somolu, 2007). Goulding and Spacey
(2003) write: “The Internet. . .creates opportunities
for dialogue, exposing women to the issues and
perspectives of other women living and working
thousands of miles away.”

Access to Markets

Increased dialogue and networking can not only
lead to reduced isolation, and improve one’s well-
being, but also can increased access to global and
local markets, thereby increasing women’s poten-
tial to earn income (Gurumurthy, 2004; Obayelu
& Ogunlade, 2006). Huyer (2005) writes that the
Internet can “provide women with skills, train-
ing, and market information for their small-scale
enterprise[s].” Similarly, Skalli (2006) writes that
Internet access for women “encourages women
to think about new ways to establish professional
relations, forge alliances, and broaden the scope
of their interventions.” Mbarika et al. (2007)
take it one step further, noting that neglecting to
provide Internet access to women “deprives them
and their families of income.” The Uganda report
suggests that Ugandan women could improve
their economic status with access to information
on budgeting through the Internet. The Turkey
report notes that women could use public access
venues to find jobs and improve their social status
in their community.

Empowerment

Access to the Internet and public computers can
also lead to women’s empowerment through
providing access to knowledge. One of the most
commonly cited types of empowering knowledge
is civic awareness, which can lead to a better
understanding of women’s rights, voting, and
increased civic participation. Gurumurthy (2004)
writes: “E-governance programs have been initi-
ated by some governments using ICTs to make
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government services more accessible to citizens
by providing them electronically, in some cases
with an explicit strategy to ensure these services
reach women and others who face barriers to ac-
cess.” Huyer (2005) suggests that the knowledge
of women’s rights gained through the Internet
and other ICTs can lead to “increased freedom of
movement, freedom from physical violence, and
political knowledge and awareness.” The report
from Uganda supports this belief, indicating that
women could use the information they access
through the Internet to seek help from domestic
violence situations. According to the Nepal report,
“the majority of women are still unaware of their
basic rights,” which could be remedied by the
use of ICTs.

Access to Health Information

In addition, women can greatly benefit from
nutrition, reproductive health, and general health
information available on the Internet (Gurumur-
thy, 2004). Many studies on gender and ICTs in
developing countries identify obtaining health
information on vaccinations for children and
preventative measures for epidemics as one of
women’s primary information needs, especially
in rural areas (Comfort, Goje, & Funmilola,
2003; Conway, 2003a). This notion is supported
by the Uganda report, which states that many
Ugandan women currently need access to in-
formation about preventing HIV and AIDS, and
access to the Internet could assist in meeting this
need. Also, according to Huyer (2005), access to
reproductive health information on the Internet
could improve women’s income-earning ability
by improving their health and decreasing their
number of children.

In addition to the many personal benefits for
women using public access computers, several
studies cite a range of benefits for society as a
whole. Here we turn our attention to the collective

benefits —those shared by a community as aresult
of women’s use of public access computers. How
does the community benefit when womenuse ICT?

Economic Growth

Considering that women make up approximately
half of the population of most communities, im-
proving their access to information and knowledge
available on the Internet can ultimately result in
greater strides toward the communities’ social and
economic development (see the Uganda chapter).
In fact, Mbarikaet al., (2007) posit that “gender
inequality tends to slow economic growth.” The
authors quote the International Telecommunica-
tions Union: “Neglecting to give women access to
[ICTs] not only deprives them and their families
of income, but reduces the skill-level of anation’s
human resource, limits national productivity, and
bars a country from being competitive in the global
market” (2007). Huyer (2005) notes that “women
engage in 60-90% of the agricultural production
activities in the developing world; they tend to be
responsible for the gathering and use of energy
for cooking, as well as for water and sanitation
needs in their communities.” Thus, Huyer notes,
the value of information to women is tremendous
and affects not just their lives but also the lives
of others in the community. Mbarika et al (2007)
write: “women can play an instrumental role in
lifting their families out of poverty by participat-
ing in the labor force. Women are more likely
to invest their earnings in their children, and to
assume critical, life-sustaining responsibilities.”
Elnaggar’s article, “Towards Gender Equal Ac-
cess to ICT,” states that ICT can enable women to
“participate effectively in numerous development
fields, including planning and decision making
at the family, institutional, and societal levels”
(2008).
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Improved Health & Education

In addition to the potential for economic devel-
opment, several studies have noted other social
benefits for communities in which women and
men have equal access to computers. Chiefamong
these are improved health and education services
within the community. Gurumurthy (2004) writes
that ICT devices “can enable health education and
information dissemination, bring communities and
health facilities closerto each other through regular
systemic information exchange, and offer simple
solutions for collecting and analyzing informa-
tion about disease and health-seeking behavior
to help health interventions become more locally
relevant.” It is important for women in develop-
ing countries to have access to such information,
not only because they are often the providers of
family health care (Huyer, 2005), butalso because
studies have shown that when women have access
to information, they are more likely than their
male counterparts to share their knowledge with
others, creating a “multiplier effect” (Sengupta,
etal.,2007). Abrahamson and Fisher (2007) have
proposed amodel for this type of information shar-
ing, which they termed “lay information mediary
behavior” or LIMB. Lay information mediaries
(LIMs) are those who “seek information on behalf
or because of others” (Abrahamson & Fisher,
2007). As women often play the important role
of lay information mediaries in their families and
communities, particularly with regard to health
and education issues, it follows that increasing
women’s access to information available on the
Internet could benefit the community as a whole.

Capacity Building

Additionally, studies indicate that when women
in developing countries are given equal access to
relevant [CTs and adequate training in using the
technologies, they develop the capacity to produce
their own information using ICTs in addition to
consuming and sharing the knowledge with oth-
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ers. For example, Somolu (2007) studied African
women’s access to and use of blogs. Her study
found that African women were, among other
things, blogging about: art, career/education, cur-
rent affairs/politics, religion/spirituality, fashion,
food/health, parenting/pregnancy, relationships,
sports, technology, and women’s empowerment
issues. According to the study, “When women blog
— irrespective of the topic — they are sharing their
life experiences and perspectives, documenting
and passing on knowledge, reaching out to other
women (and men), and giving women a voice”
(Somolu, 2007). The issue of capacity building
as a benefit of ICT is salient in the literature
on gender and ICT; nonetheless, there is little
evidence of capacity building benefiting women
in the results of our study. A closer look may be
needed in each country to assess whether it was
missed, or whether it was not there.

Cultural Transformation

Lastly, but perhaps mostimportantly, women’s use
of public access computers in developing coun-
tries can contribute to cultural transformation and
changing stereotypes about gender and technology.
As many women are confined to private spaces
in developing countries, their mere presence in
public access venues could have the potential to
change cultural norms so that it would be more
acceptable for women to participate in the public
sphere. Furthermore, Conway (2003b) reports
that women users of telecenters in Mozambique
who have received computer training “no longer
feel that computers are for men.” In addition,
women’s rights organizations around the world are
collating and disseminating material on women’s
legal rights, sexual and reproductive rights, and
human rights on the Web (Gurumurthy, 2004).
As more people in developing countries become
exposed to this information, there is a growing
potential for social transformation and a realiza-
tion of gender equality. Islam and Hasan (2009)
suggest that the education and awareness within
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rural populations that result from women’s in-
creased use of telecenters in Bangladesh could
reduce “social harassment, particularly of women,
like superstition, dowry (property given at mar-
riage), child marriage, polygamy, throwing acid
on women, women torture, etc.” Additionally, the
report from Nepal (see the Nepal chapter for more
details) highlights the country’s sex trafficking
problem, in which girls in rural areas are lured
by the prospect of a nice job in a foreign country
only to find themselves victims of the sex trade.
The report indicates that bringing awareness to
sex-trafficking issues to women via the Internet is
one step toward combating the issue by enabling
them to understand that it exists and what courses
of action they can take to protect themselves.

BARRIERS TO REALIZING
THE POTENTIAL OF ICT,
ESPECIALLY FOR WOMEN

We have seen above that there are tremendous
benefits that arise when women use ICT, both
individual benefits and wider collective benefits.
Despite these potential benefits, there are numer-
ous barriers that prohibit many women in devel-
oping countries from using these technologies.
Some of the barriers affect both men and women
equally, whereas others appear to be more targeted
to women. In order to reduce, or eliminate, bar-
riers to ICT use that women face, we must first
understand these barriers.

Location, Infrastructure,
and Connectivity

Perhaps the most common barrier shared by
men and women in developing countries is poor
infrastructure, particularly inrural areas. Irregular
power supplies and underdeveloped communi-
cation systems present significant obstacles for
achieving Internet connectivity in some communi-
ties (Alumanah, 2005; Bonder, 2002; Comfort, et

al., 2003; Elnaggar, 2008; Islam & Hasan, 2009;
Olatokun, 2008; Somolu, 2007). Additionally,
the materials, installation, human resources, and
training necessary to improve the infrastructure
and provide Internet access are costly and over-
whelming (Alumanah, 2005; Best & Maier, 2007;
Elnaggar, 2008; Gurumurthy, 2004).

Some of the barriers identified in the literature
as more significant for women are related to the
public access computer venues themselves. As we
found in our chapter on public access users, many
of these venues are seen as “gendered spaces,”
in this case meaning that they are perceived as
masculine places, unsuitable for women (Kuriyan
& Kitner, 2009; Long, 2005). Several reports cite
the lack of women support staff and trainers in
telecenters and cybercafés as a deterrent for many
women, noting that women are more likely to
frequent public access venues that are staffed by
other women (APC WNSP, 2005; Sengupta, et
al.,2007; Sreekumar, 2007). Due to social norms,
some women may not feel comfortable using
the venues in the presence of men. Reports also
indicate that some public access venues are seen
as entertainment centers, which men frequent to
access pornographic content (Gurumurthy, 2004;
Long, 2005), and, in such cases, women may not
feel welcome in the centers. Huyer (2005) notes
that “where women are present in public access
centers..., gendered patterns of behavior and inter-
action such as harassment, belittlement of women’s
abilities, and the prevalence of pornography at
cybercafés will mitigate against use by women.”

We have learned in our chapter on users that
there is a strong urban bias of public access ven-
ues. The physical location of public access venues
is another commonly cited barrier for women.
According to Huyer (2005), women make up
the majority of the population in rural areas of
developing nations, and because infrastructure is
often weak or nonexistent in these areas, many
public access venues are located in urban areas.
In some cases, socio-cultural and religious cus-
toms, such as restrictions on travel for women and
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girls, make it more difficult for women to reach
these venues. These socio-cultural and religious
factors are at play in some rural areas of Egypt
where “stricter rules apply [to] girls and they
are less likely to go out and have many outdoor
activities.” In some Muslim and Hindu cultures,
it is not socially acceptable for women to ven-
ture out in public without a male chaperone, and
traveling sometimes poses safety concerns for
women. All of these factors pose access barriers
to women (Best & Maier, 2007; Elnaggar, 2008;
Gurumurthy, 2004; Hambly Odame, 2005; Huyer,
2005; Kuriyan & Kitner, 2009; Olatokun, 2008;
Sreberny, 2005).

Time and Money

Time is another commonly cited barrier for
women. Bestand Maier (2007) write that women’s
environment in developing countries...

is almost always primarily domestic, situated
within a patriarchal highly traditional society,
where women are deemed to be much inferior to
men and must simultaneously juggle three roles,
that of primary care giver for children and elderly
relatives, that of housekeeper (cooking, cleaning,
gathering firewood, looking after livestock) and,
frequently, that of income-earner for the family,
working in the fields, as a domestic servant or
selling wares and produce.

With so many demands on their time, there
is little time left for women to travel to and use
public access centers (APC WNSP, 2005; Elnag-
gar, 2008; Goulding & Spacey, 2003; Hambly
Odame, 2005; Kuriyan & Kitner, 2009; Obayelu
& Ogunlade, 2006; Olatokun, 2008; Sengupta,
et al., 2007; Somolu, 2007). In Costa Rica, “the
absence of day care centers with social visions
prevent mothers [from attending ICT] capacity
building programs.” Furthermore, some public
access centers have operating times that are
inconvenient for women (APC WNSP, 2005).
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Because of their long workdays, if women have
free time, it is generally in the evening or at night,
and some facilities are not open during the evening
hours. Even if the facilities are open during later
hours, it may be culturally unacceptable or unsafe
for women to travel to the center after sundown
(Sengupta, et al., 2007).

While we discovered in the previous chapter
that, overall, fees do not present a significant
barrier to ICT use to the majority of the popula-
tion, the cost of using the facilities is another
concern for many women, especially considering
that more women than men are living in poverty
(APC WNSP, 2005; Gillard, et al., 2008; Gould-
ing & Spacey, 2003; Gurumurthy, 2004; Ham-
bly Odame, 2005; Obayelu & Ogunlade, 2006;
Schreiner, 1999; Sengupta, et al., 2007; Skalli,
2006; Somolu, 2007; Wheeler, 2007). Gillard et
al., (2008) state that “within poor households,
women are the poorest of the poor.” Gurumurthy
(2004) suggests that women, in general, have less
economic power than men, and that, particularly
in developing countries, “men hold the majority
of high-skilled, high value-added jobs, whereas
women are concentrated in the low-skilled, lower
value-added jobs.” According to Obayelu and
Ogunlade (2006), Nigerian women experience
poverty in myriad ways, including:

Economically through deprivation; politically
through marginalization in terms of their...denial
of the rights to land ownership (inheritance)
and access to credit facilities and other inputs;
socially through discrimination in terms of their
participation in decision-making at home and in
the community, culturally through ruthlessness,
and ecologically through vulnerability.

For these women, and others in similar situ-
ations, their poverty is due to complex systemic
socio-cultural and political problems that are not
easily overcome.
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Lack of Relevant Content

Several studies point to the lack of relevant content
for women in developing nations as a primary
barrier to their use of public access computers,
including the Brazil and Sri Lanka reports. In
order for women to use the technologies avail-
able at public access centers, “the technologies
must have a direct link to [their] basic needs and
daily activities” (Conway, 2003a), and itis widely
believed that the viewpoints, concerns, interests,
and needs of women from the developing world
are not adequately represented on the Web, or in
computer hardware or software applications (APC
WNSP, 2005; Best & Maier, 2007; Gurumurthy,
2004; Huyer, 2005; Olatokun, 2008; Skalli, 2006;
Sreberny, 2005). The fact that these applications
are most often designed by white Western men is
seen as the root cause of this issue (APC WNSP,
2005; Olatokun, 2008), which points to the un-
derlying need “for women to systematize and
develop their own knowledge and perspectives
in order for them to be genuinely present in these
spaces” (APC WNSP, 2005).

Additionally, the English language dominates
the Internet and computer applications, which
further limits access (APC WNSP, 2005; Comfort,
et al., 2003; Elnaggar, 2008; Gurumurthy, 2004;
Huyer, 2005; Islam & Hasan, 2009; Olatokun,
2008; Skalli, 2006; Sreberny, 2005). The English
factor is also reflected in the Peru and Algeria
reports, which indicate that the language barrier
is a common problem for users of public access
venues.

Low Education and Literacy Levels

Studies have shown that in the developing world
women receive less education than men and suffer
from lower literacy levels, which greatly inhibits
their use of computers (APC WNSP, 2005; Best
& Maier, 2007; Bonder, 2002; Comfort, et al.,
2003; Gurumurthy, 2006; Hambly Odame, 2005;
Huyer, 2005; Islam & Hasan, 2009; Obayelu

& Ogunlade, 2006; Olatokun, 2008; Schreiner,
1999; Somolu, 2007; Sreberny, 2005; Sreekumar,
2007). In fact, “women make up nearly two-thirds
of the world’s illiterate, and one out of every
two women in developing countries is illiterate”
(Vodanovich, Urquhart, & Shakir, 2010). Low
education and literacy levels were identified as
barriers for women’s access in the Peru, Turkey,
and Ugandareports. Furthermore, girlsand women
in developing communities often receive poor
ICT training, or sometimes none at all (Elnaggar,
2008). Sengupta et al., (2007) note that technol-
ogy is seen as “requiring skills that women do
not have or are not given a chance to develop.”

Social Norms and Perceptions

The perceptions about gender and technology in
many developing nations are identified as an ad-
ditional barrier to women’s access to technology.
Studies report that due to socio-cultural norms,
gender discrimination, and lack of training, many
women lack the confidence they need to learn
new technologies, and they frequently have lower
expectations of themselves (Applegate, 2008;
Moreno Minguez, 2005; Obayelu & Ogunlade,
2006). Moreno Minguez (2005) states:

Men are more likely than women to think they
have the skills to use scientific/technological tools
and equipment. This likely reflects qualifications,
training and work experience. It also signals the
well-known finding that women lack confidence
in their capacities for science and technology,
which not only leads them to avoid such fields but
also not to recognize the scientific/technological
skills they actually possess.

Computing is commonly perceived as a
male activity (French, 2005; Gurumurthy, 2004;
Hambly Odame, 2005; Huyer, 2005; Obayelu &
Ogunlade, 2006; Sengupta, et al., 2007; Skalli,
2006; Somolu, 2007). In conservative areas of
Algeria, according to the Landscape Study re-
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port, it is considered shameful for a woman to
go to a cybercafé and “many families forbid their
daughters to go to cybercafés because they think
that this will reduce their chance to be married.”

Transgender Communities
and Public Access

A small but important factor was found in one
of the countries in this study, opening an entirely
new area of inquiry. In our research of gender and
public access computers, we found no literature
on transgender individuals’ access to and use
of computers in developing countries; all of the
literature we reviewed is focused on comparing
women’saccess tomen’s. And yet, the Nepal Study
report identifies the transgender community as a
relatively significant minority population in the
country. The report states that although women
hold a lower social status than men, transgender
individuals are even more marginalized and are
referred to as “untouchables.” The author reports
that there is no mechanism in place to monitor the
transgender community’s use of libraries, telecen-
ters, or cybercafés in Nepal, but it is believed that
these individuals are virtually excluded from all
public access venues. While the report does not
cover the information needs of the transgender
community in depth, it does note that the com-
munity could benefit from accessing information
available on the Internet about their civil rights
and hormone treatments. We suggest that, like
women, transgendered individuals may also
benefit from online networking opportunities that
reduce isolation, connect them with others in the
transgender community, increase their access to
global and local markets to improve their earning
potential, increase their access to health informa-
tion, and provide means to share their stories
safely and anonymously. Clearly, more research
is necessary to identify the information needs of
these individuals and their barriers to using public
access computers. We also suggest that further
research be done to measure the prevalence of
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transgender communities in other developing na-
tions, and appropriate policies be formulated and
enacted to ensure that the transgender community
has equal access to information and technology.

MOVING FORWARD:
RECOMMENDATIONS

Given the complex barriers to women’s use of
public access computers in developing countries,
itis clear that a multi-faceted approach for gender
equity is vital. Based on our literature review and
data provided in the Landscape Study, we suggest
that ICT for development policies include the
following three components:

1. Provide ICT training for girls and women

The literature makes it abundantly clear that
ICT education should be required in primary and
secondary school curricula, with an emphasis on
gender equality. If girls are taught and encouraged
to use computers at a young age, they will gain
confidence in using the technology. Boys and girls
alike will be less likely to view computing as a
male activity, and traditional gender stereotypes
associated with technology will be transformed.

Providing ICT training for girls and women
must also be a priority for public access venues.
Telecenters, cybercafés, libraries, and other ven-
ues that have fewer women users must make a
concerted effort to recruit and train women staff,
who can, in turn, recruit and train women users.
These venues can also offer “women only” hours,
thereby providing a safe space for women to use
public access computers without having to experi-
ence harassment from male users.

2.  Establish partnerships to raise awareness of
ICT benefits for women

In order for governments to prioritize offering
ICT education in schools, government officials
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will need to understand the potential benefits
of the technology and how it can contribute to
development. Likewise, in order for women to
carve time out of their busy schedules to attend
computer trainings at public access venues, they
must see how computing can benefit themselves
and their families.

Thus, women’s development and educational
centers should provide role models for girls and
publicize the benefits of ICT use for girls and
women. Also, these centers should work with
publicaccess venues to establish partnerships with
government, businesses, and international organi-
zations to implement ICT policies and programs
that contribute to gender equality. Such alliances
will help spread the word on the importance of
ICT use by women and provide opportunities to
strategize ways to improve infrastructure and
reduce connectivity costs and service fees.

3.  Produce content relevant to women users

As awareness is raised on the importance of
ICT use by women in developing countries, the
IT industry must focus its efforts on developing
tools to break down language barriers to informa-
tion access. The majority of women in developing
countries do not understand the languages that
dominate the Web. IT professionals can develop
multilingual tools, interfaces for non-Latin alpha-
bets, and graphic interfaces for illiterate women.
Producing content in local languages is essential
if ICTs are to meet the needs of women in the
developing world.

Once trained in computing, women users,
like the African women bloggers in Obayelu
& Ogunlade’s article (2006), can produce their
own content that is meaningful and relevant to
other women in their communities. Furthermore,
through training, women can become empowered
with the tools and skills they need to enter the
IT field, where they can develop software and
hardware applications more suitable to women
users in their communities.

In this chapter, we took a gender perspective
to analyze the personal and collective benefits
of women’s use of public access computers in
developing countries, as well as the barriers that
prevent women’s use of the technology. We noted
how these benefits and barriers are both manifested
in the Public Access Landscape Study and well-
documented in specialized literature on gender
and ICT. In light of these findings, we present
three key recommendations to increase women’s
access to and use of public access computers: /)
provide ICT training specifically addressed to
girls and women, 2) establish partnerships to
raise awareness of ICT benefits for women, and
3) produce content relevant to women users. Now
that we have explored some key success factors
for increasing benefits to women, and reducing or
eliminating barriers women face when using ICT,
let us expand on these recommendations in the
following chapter by offering the five key success
factors for all public access venues, regardless of
gender, which can be taken as recommendations
for public access venues to thrive.
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alsoreferred toas GEM (APC WNSP, 2005),
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ABSTRACT

Libraries play a central role as venues that offer public access to information. Increasingly, libraries in
developing countries are offering access to computers and the Internet, as well as to books and other
types of information services and resources. Given the relatively scant literature on public access to ICT
in libraries in many countries, we explore in this chapter the specific challenges libraries face in the
countries we studied in the Landscape Study. How are public libraries serving the information needs of
marginalized communities in developing countries? How is access to new information and communi-
cation technologies (ICT) changing the landscape of public access to information? How can libraries
better collaborate with other types of venues (such as telecenters and cybercafés) that offer public access
to computers and the Internet? These are some of the questions that we seek to answer in this chapter.

INTRODUCTION

Libraries play a central role in offering public
access to information. Increasingly, libraries in
developing countries are providing access to
computers and the Internet, as well as to books and
other types of information services and resources.
Due to limited literature on public access to ICT
in libraries in many countries, in this chapter we
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explore particular challenges face by libraries in
the countries we studied. In ths chapter, we look
at the following questions: How are public librar-
ies serving the information needs of marginalized
communities in developing countries? How is
access to new information and communication
technologies (ICT) changing the landscape of
public access to information? How can libraries
more effectively collaborate with other types of

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



venues (such as telecenters and cybercafés) that
offer public access to computers and the Internet?

There are many factors that contribute to the
social appropriation of information (the ability to
utilize information in ways that can help improve
a person’s position in society) and how it might
be used to improve one’s quality of life. How
information is used, and how it helps to improve
one’s life, must be seen through the perspective of
the user. Services, resources, and affordability are
important but small parts of the picture. Capac-
ity must also be considered, which refers to the
level at which the staff and users can utilize the
resources, and whether this is meeting the user’s
information needs. This approach incorporates
how the user perceives the information or ICT
environment, its utilization, and applicability.

A great number of resources and time have
been invested in ICT in developing countries.
The past ten years have provided success stories
in terms of economic data, such as GDP, growth
and reforms in the telecommunications sector,
network and broadband connections, telephone
subscribers, and productivity (World Bank, 2008),
but questions remain about the attribution of this
success to ICTs. Looking solely at economic
figures ignores important social implications that
are much more difficult to measure.

David Tyckoson (Director of public services
at California State University in Fresno) proposes
a way to look at how libraries can converge with
user needs in order to improve the perception of
libraries (2008). Library users desire three things
from their information venues: information, enter-
tainment, and socialization. Access to information
is the traditional use of a library, while libraries
providing entertainment and socialization op-
portunities are relatively new phenomena. ICTs
provide importanttools for satisfying these needs.
Socializing might include book clubs, or access
to Facebook or Internet gaming sites. Entertain-
ment might include media centers, scrapbook-
ing, or simple computer usage. How do libraries
accommodate these needs? As we found in our
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research, public libraries around the world are
struggling with traditional notions of library ser-
vices that regard entertainment and socializing as
inappropriate behaviors for users. We also found
that the majority of users of public access venues
are looking for precisely these kinds of services,
which presents a double challenge to libraries
in developing countries: How they can include
non-traditional library roles while embracing new
opportunities that ICTs have to offer.

This chapter presents aggregated dataacross all
countries, giving special attention to commonali-
ties among them. We discuss three key challenges
facing libraries as they revisit their public service
mandate and embrace the information age. These
challenges are interrelated. We describe them one
by one and conclude with a set of recommendations
to help libraries capitalize on the new opportuni-
ties presented to them:

. Perceptions matter: The perceptions of
users and governments shape the actual
uses of library services

. Users matter: This study helps inform a
more accurate understanding of who li-
braries actually serve

. Power and money matter: Government
prioritization in the allocation of resources
makes a difference in the success of librar-
ies as public information venues

All three factors are intertwined. Library
services are often tied to user perceptions, such
as who uses the library and why, and whether
the government allocates resources for library
services. Government prioritization and resource
allocation often correlates with how libraries are
perceived by the public, as well as by the govern-
ment, and who the library has historically served.
Inaddition to the country chapters included in this
volume, we draw from the detailed country reports
thatare publicly available at http://tascha.uw.edu/
research/landscape-study/. In this chapter, we refer
to the reports by country name for clarity’s sake.



Challenges for Libraries in the Information Age

PERCEPTIONS MATTER

The goal of libraries is to help users to access
information — not just information itself, but
the processes involved in finding the needed
information. Libraries may be viewed currently
as places to study or store books (as we found
in many countries), but this image may need to
evolve with the information needs and the per-
ceptions of the population. In order to serve its
constituents, libraries need to step beyond catering
mostly to scholarly usage and step towards help-
ing everyone who needs access to information,
whether users know what they are looking for or
not. Incorporating technology into this change
is an essential part of the vision, expanding the
purpose of libraries and how they suit the needs
of their users. A building containing books serves
a limited public purpose if it serves only a select
few, has little equipment, lacks resources and
content suitable for the local environment, is too
expensive for poorer segments of the population
to use, and is not adapting to the everyday needs
of the community it aims to serve.

As more people become literate, both in the
book sense and the digital sense, libraries are no
longer simply a place for learning in a traditional
sense. The introduction of ICTs has significantly
increased the demand for faster, easier ways to
answer information needs, and produced new
means for people to utilize technology to create
original and innovative content. The case of Tur-
key illustrates this issue: “The content available
are not so limited but the content used are mostly
related toresearch. Therefore, students are the best
matches for such venues. Changing the image of
these venues from being part of a classical view
of the library to ICT information access centers
can help in two ways: one, building a new user
base and second, relevant content that are used
in these venues.”

How users perceive a library and its usage
has a great effect on whether and how it is used.
Perceptions of library safety and trustworthiness

can greatly affect who feels comfortable in a
library. Cultural norms influence this perception
by adding gender, age, socio-economic, religious,
ethnic, and racial factors. Actual discrimination
may be unrelated to feelings of discrimination.
Included inthe perception of a library is whether it
is viewed as an acceptable or even a “cool” place
to go, and whether it responds to users’ needs,
such as providing current information.

Our study shows that libraries are almost uni-
versally perceived as trustworthy and safe (both
in terms of their content and physical space), but
what often discourages users is lack of current
content and a belief that libraries are for students
and the academic community, as discussed below.

When other options are present, such as
telecenters or cybercafés, they are preferred for
information access because updated information
is available (shown in the Dominican Republic
and Peru), generally through ICTs. Community
centers are also important information access
venues because they are built to respond to local
user demands.

Another perception that discourages usage is
the fear of ICTs from people who have not been
exposed to them. An example is presented from
the Honduras Public Libraries: “If we speak about
services in general, the access is less limited, but
if we talk about libraries that have ICT services,
the use is more restricted in adults, because of
perceptions and fears of the technology. In this
matter, those who possess more capacities are
the children and young people. The restrictions
are perceived by the adults as personal barriers,
but if the adult population does not learn with
the technologies, they will not develop suitable
capacities.”

USERS MATTER

Do libraries around the world serve the needs
of all people — men and women, those with
disabilities, various age groups, urban and rural
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populations, the highly educated and the illiterate,
people from impoverished areas, users unfamiliar
with technology, people from diverse ethnic and
religious backgrounds, users who don’t speak the
dominant language, and users whose needs differ
from those of the majority of the population? This
is a question that must be accurately answered if
improving public access to information is a policy
goal, particularly ifunderserved communities are
to have opportunities to gain access to information
to help improve their lives. A typical response from
many countries was exemplified by the following
quote from our Uganda research team: “The il-
literates had no idea how libraries could improve
their lives through access to information[, ] hence,
they thought libraries were ‘only for elites” and
were irrelevant to them.”

Several countries have created community
libraries in areas that are underserved, or not
served at all, by public libraries. These libraries
are not government supported, but predominantly
community run (such as in Argentina, Bangladesh,
Nepal, and Uganda). This practice allows access
to information in non-urban communities where
it can be hard to reach public libraries, where li-
brary hours are too restrictive, or where the public
libraries are simply not serving the public needs.
Community input is essential in order to serve
user needs and effectively utilize public spaces for
access to information, as shown above regarding
community libraries in Nepal.

Non-urban localities frequently possess fewer
services than urban communities. This circum-
stance is correlated to a lack of government priori-
tization and resources, a dearth of infrastructure,
and a shortage of demand and appreciation for
what libraries can provide. Unfortunately, this
often means that less affluent communities are
not served as well.

Responding to user needs can be an important
element in helping local populations utilize infor-
mation services. As part of the State Reduction
of Information Inequity Program in Kazakhstan,
the government aims to provide free access to
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future e-government services, particularly in
rural areas. Public access sites are being installed
in every major post office and in many telecom
offices and mayors’ offices, as well as in some
provincial libraries, airports, larger supermarkets,
and other public venues. Priority has been given
to areas where the public gathers to help integrate
information access with everyday activities.

Public libraries can also provide essential sites
for student access to textbooks and a quiet place
to study. According to the country report from Sri
Lanka, “Provision of reading and study rooms
help especially those whose housing conditions
are substandard.”

Finally, success in providing services to under-
served communities is greatly influenced by staff
training, especially in the use of [CTs. According
to The Library Association (2002):

The skills and motivation of staff are crucial if
quality services are to be provided to marginalised
groups and communities. This must include con-
sideration of how representative library staffare of
the population make-up of their area. It must also
include an acceptance that marginalised groups
and communities are as entitled to a professional
level [of] service as more articulate and engaged
sections of the community. Specific knowledge and
skills may be required to meet the needs of some
groups who are socially excluded and each public
library service will have to develop appropriate
training strategies to meet those needs.

A lack of training impedes staff capacity to
serve the users in the best possible way (as dis-
cussed by our Nepal researchers), and the need
forincreased training for both users and operators
emerges as a dominant factor in inhibiting the use
of ICT in some libraries. Mongolia demonstrates a
typical response from our research partners when
discussing digital capacities of library staff, which
affects library ICT usage: “Library staff often lack
the technical skills required to properly assist us-
ers in utilizing technology-based services, or to
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maintain the equipment. The need for increased
training for both users and operators emerged as
a dominant factor in inhibiting the use of ICT in
libraries.”

The Riecken foundation, which operates in
Honduras and Guatemala, approaches the issues
of training and capacity building from a different
perspective. These sixty privately funded libraries
began as democratically run community centers,
framed within the institution of libraries. Their
primary goal is to provide centers for local involve-
ment. Their hallmark is community involvement
in both the set-up and sustainability of the venues.
Because the communities are involved, and locals
are on the board of directors, they ensure the li-
braries cater to local needs, and are invested in the
libraries’ sustainability. Library board members
develop mission statements, hold elections, and
establish library policies. The libraries function as
places for people to gather, as well as for provid-
ing information, entertainment, and socialization
opportunities — one could say these are perhaps
the 21% century vision of a library.

RESOURCES MATTER

Thelevel of political will and public support for the

public library system in Moldovais unsatisfactory
and inadequate to its needs. This fact has had a
very negative impact on public libraries. On the
other hand the inadequate political will for public
libraries is dictated by the poor socio-economic
situation in the country. Main government objec-
tives are: toimprove the social-economic situation,
reduce poverty, etc. It seems that authorities don t
perceive that public libraries also can contribute
to realization of these objectives by offering public
access to information, which in turn offers con-
crete solutions for solving community problems.
(Moldova country report)

Without the support of the local and national
governments, building and sustaining strong
public libraries is not feasible. According to our
Philippines research team: “Since every local
government unit has its own priorities, support for
the public library is also variable. There are local
government units that fully embrace providing
ICT services to [their] users, and there are some
that prioritize paving roads over equipping the
libraries with personal computers and internet
connection[s].” In Costa Rica, researchers point
to corruption, as well as institutional bureaucracy,
for delays in payments to employees — all to the
detriment of library users.

Aside from change in governments, what can
be done to make public libraries a priority in terms
of regulation and resource allocation? This ques-
tion takes us back to community requirements and
governmentresponses to those needs and demands.
Ifthe services being offered by public libraries are
not what users need, then, not surprisingly, users
will ignore these offerings. At the same time, if
governments do not prioritize discovering user
needs, how can service offerings support these
needs? In developing countries, there is always
the argument that when people are starving,
information needs cannot be prioritized, but this
short sightedness fails to grasp the fundamental
relationship between information and issues re-
lated to poverty, as seen in the quote above from
the Moldova Public Libraries.

Perhaps the most pressing resource-related
priority thatneeds to be addressed in global public
libraries is the production of local content in local
languages (Ballantyne, 2002; Bridges.org, 2009).
Many underserved communities have the facilities
to access information but no useful information
to access. Several of our country research teams
mentioned the lack of available content in local
languages for all types of library materials. This
lack of content in local languages is particularly
relevant to technology, as the Internet (and the
majority of digital content) is primarily an English-
language medium. Literacy also affects people’s
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access. Without specific accommodations for
illiterate people, the content becomes inappropri-
ate. Georgia exemplifies the state of information
availability in the former Sovietrepublics: “Public
libraries suffer from lack of book supply, but they
also face the problem of overloading by irrelevant
content, like books of outdated political character
of [the] Soviet epoch, [and] books with scientifi-
cally outdated information.”

Further evidence of need for government sup-
portis shown in the demand for ICTs. It was voiced
inseveral countries that the number of ICTs avail-
able is not sufficient to meet user demand. This
technology-resource deficiency affects library us-
age. Our Egyptresearchteamreported that “These
[i.e., technology] services have become the major
attractions to these venues, in contrast to traditional
access to books.” In Moldova, computer services
considerably increased the number of users in
libraries, and staff mentioned that “access to the
Internet provides new opportunities for users.”

Similar to the Riecken Foundation’s approach
to library capacity building in Honduras and
Guatemala, involving the community in decision
making about what services are needed is essential
toproviding information services to all communi-
ties and populations. There are several flourish-
ing examples in our study of community-driven
organizations that serve underserved populations.
The common element in all such institutions is
their ability to determine what is needed in the
community, and to incorporate the local popula-
tion into the implementation of these projects.

Argentina provides a fine example of how
community libraries can help bring people into
libraries. The country combines both government-
supported public libraries and community-sup-
ported “popular libraries.” The strength of popular
libraries is shown through local participation that
responds to community needs, recognizes access
barriers, and involves stakeholders. In terms of
ICTs, Argentina’s government support, along with
the community involvement, together provide
the added support needed to finance and sustain
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technology that is not available in many develop-
ing countries due to low prioritization of libraries.

Uganda’s community libraries differ from
public libraries in that they are created by and for
a local population, and usually are not supported
with government funds. The needs of the local
community are the primary target, and the library
collection and services represent those needs. In
addition, the librarian lives in the community and
can identify and provide for those needs in a way
that is best suited to the users. Serving mainly
rural communities in Uganda, where agriculture
is the primary activity, community libraries col-
lectagricultural literature from NAADS (National
Agricultural Advisory Services) and other partners
with existing community based organizations and
nongovernmental organizations on how to develop
local content that suits the communities.

In developing countries, the use of digital
cameras, mobile phones, flash disks, printers,
photocopiers, computers for typing, the Internet,
and other digital services cuts across almost all
sectors of the population. Many individuals in
these countries have access to, and know how to
use, ICT-related tools, and there is a trend toward
these people integrating information services in
public access venues into their daily lives.

This widespread use of technology is what we
mean by “public access” —where everyone is wel-
come to participate and feel a part of the process;
it’s where community building occurs. Does this
type of public access manifest in the “traditional”
library in many developing countries? We have
seen much evidence to the contrary. So, if public
access is the goal, then the traditional library
must change to accommodate its users and the
community.

Information policymakers need to review
successes and failures in serving local needs. If
telecenters and cybercafés are more popular than
libraries, then libraries are not satisfying public
information needs, and thus it might be appropriate
to re-evaluate the purpose of a library, and how
public finances are being utilized. Rather than
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abandoning libraries as institutions, policymakers
must upgrade and revise the library’s function,
usage, and services. This change must be based
on user and staff capacities and training, physical
usage of spaces, infrastructure, and so on. But
most importantly, if the goal is to provide public
access to all, government agencies need to: 1)
prioritize libraries as a space where people go
to satisfy their information needs, 2) understand
user needs, and 3) recognize how funds would be
put to best use in order to service all populations.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Probably libraries are the venues which are [most]
grosslyunderutilized in the country. As apublic ac-
cess venue they have acceptability within the com-
munity. However, due to inappropriate resources
and integration of ICT they are not utilized fully
by the users. Integration of ICTs both at the back
and front end would enhance [their] potential and
more young people [could] turn their attention to
these venues. Community libraries are [a] good
example for this. (Bangladesh country report)

We have discussed people’s perceptions of librar-
ies, and how meeting users’ needs and adequate
resource allocation help strengthen the mission
of public libraries. This information is based on
findings from a global study of public access
venues in 25 countries around the world.

Most public libraries are supported by local
or national governments that often do not have
the financial capacity to provide ICTs to meet
popular demand. In many developing countries,
particularly in rural areas, this lack of financial
support means much of the population has little
or no exposure to ICTs and is not aware of their
usefulness. By combining the resources of private
supporters and/or charging minimal amounts for
ICT usage, there is potential for ICT sustainability,

butthis cannot be implemented without the support
of national and local governments. Supporting
libraries, which includes financial support, as
well as prioritization, should be considered part
of'a government’s social obligation to its citizens.

For users to be able to incorporate ICT usage
into daily routines, access needs to be convenient
in terms of hours, location, transportation, and
comfort level within the venue. Often, commu-
nity involvement can provide the incentive and
support to bring venues closer to home and pro-
vide motivation to keep the venue running. This
type of community involvement is in contrast to
government-run libraries that often lack inputand
involvement from the local community, which
was true for a majority of the public libraries in
our study.

Involving local communities is central to
the success of the library mission. It may entail
a re-imaging of libraries as places where both
individuals and communities develop skills and
confidence, as well as where they can improve
social networking. This new vision could involve
developing libraries as community resource cen-
ters, as well as providing access to communica-
tion, information, and socialization. In addition,
forward-thinking libraries might share facilities
and services provided by other local agencies,
and form partnerships with other organizations
with similar goals. In conclusion, libraries need
to adapt to changing times. What good is a library
if no one sees it as a place to meet his or her in-
formation needs? Our study shows that libraries
are trusted institutions that represent a place to go
for information, but content, services, adaptation,
accommodation, and sustainability all go hand in
hand to make a library the place to go, not just a
place to go for information.

Stated simply by our Peruvian researchers:
“If libraries have updated content, students go
frequently, especially if there are not other in-
formation sources in their community (such as
cybercafés). If libraries have a collection com-
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pletely outdated, they are empty; this situation is
unfortunately very common.”

Inorder for libraries to adapt to the twenty-first
century, draw in users, and incorporate [CTs, this
paper argues the need for three clear strategies:
1) implement reforms to change people’s percep-
tions about libraries that make them interesting,
relevant, and “cool” places to go, 2) find out what
users want and need, including the growing inter-
est in use of computers and ICT, and incorporate
these needs into the content and activities of each
library, and 3) influence government resource
allocations to prioritize and fund public libraries
to serve the needs of all populations. Other key
tasks include strengthening user and librarian
capacities to use ICTs as part of service offerings
to help meet the needs of everyone in the com-
munity. This strengthening and capacity building
can be facilitated by effectively coordinating ef-
forts between public and private institutions, and
between libraries and other public access venues
in the community, in order to create sustainable
environments that service user needs.
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ABSTRACT

User information needs vary by geographic location as well as by economic and social standing, among

other factors. These factors drive the format, content, currency, and language in which information is
produced and presented. Information needs of users of ICT in public access venues are satisfied in a
variety of manners. The question arises as to how public access venues determine information needs
in a community, and how best to satisfy those needs. There is no lack of information. What needs to be
established is where do people presently get information, and if ICT can help to service their needs in a
better way. In this chapter, we consider what types of information users need, and what they seek when

they go to public access venues to use ICT.

INTRODUCTION

Information needs vary by geographic location as
well as by economic and social standing, among
other factors. These issues drive the format, con-
tent, currency, and language in which information
is produced and presented. Information require-
ments of ICT users in public access venues are
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satisfied in a variety of manners. How do public
access venues determine information needs in a
community, and how are those needs satisfied?
There is no lack of information: what needs to be
established is where people presently get informa-
tion, and if ICT can help to service their needs in a
better way. In this chapter, we consider what types
of information users need, and what they seek
when they go to public access venues to use ICT.
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The Landscape Study revealed three key factors
that are important to consider when evaluating
how user information needs can best be served.
Most ofthe countries studied emphasized thatuser
needs vary according to social, religious, gender,
cultural, economic, educational, and geographic
variables. (In addition to the country chapters in
this volume, detailed country reports are publicly
available online at http://tascha.uw.edu/research/
landscape-study/; in this chapter, we refer to them
by country name.)

One cannot generalize that all people within
a particular environment require the same things,
or that community and individual needs are the
same, although there are recurring themes. We
describe these themes below, with a primary focus
directed towards content, followed by adiscussion
of user and operator capacity, concluding with
a set of recommendations to help information
venues develop and provide information that
serves its users:

1. Production of locally relevant content is
essential for serving individual and com-
munity information needs, which includes
up-to-date information.

2. Information produced in local languages
makes an enormous difference for access
to underserved populations. It is also neces-
sary to consider literacy levels, and to create
content for illiterate users.

3. ICT user capacity must be developed in
order to provide underserved populations
with access to ICT-driven information; ICT
training for and by venue operators is also
imperative.

PRODUCTION OF LOCALLY
RELEVANT CONTENT

Content must be applicable to the users. As our
Peru report states, “Each group or specific com-
munity would benefit from better public access
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to information, but such information should be
appropriate, it means that it should be relevant,
opportune, understandable, and usable.” Infor-
mation venues such as libraries, telecenters, and
cybercafés may provide access to information,
but information must be geared towards the tar-
geted audience. If indeed the goal is to provide
information to underserved communities, then
providers would do well to determine what type of
information is needed, and supply that information
in a manner that is accessible and approachable
for all users.

Different cultures, regions, and sub-regions
require variable content, as needs are based upon
the users’ educational status, their vocational and
entertainment requirements, cultural, sexual, and
religious constraints or conditions, and techno-
logical and economic restraints. The political
environment in which information is presented
will also influence content, format, and access
to certain types of information.

Several of countries that we studied (Sri Lanka,
Honduras, Indonesia, Nepal, and Uganda) are
primarily agriculturally based economies. In these
environments, user-information needs focus on
weather conditions, market prices, government
support, improved production, etc. Other areas,
where there are high emigration rates (Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, Honduras), users require infor-
mation about obtaining visas, passports, immigra-
tionrequirements, etc. These particularneeds also
affect the information and communication needs
of friends and relatives who are emigrating or who
have emigrated. Those who are “left behind” are
motivated to learn how to use ICTs in order to
stay in touch with their loved ones.

Not surprisingly, mobile phones have begun
to fill holes in user information needs. Many
examples (Bangladesh, Indonesia, Mongolia,
Namibia, the Philippines, South Africa, and
Turkey) were presented in which mobiles were
used to obtain government data, account services,
food and health information, and stock data, and
of course they provide opportunities for long-
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distance communication. Mobiles can be essential
foruser access to information in rural areas where
access to computers and information centers is
much more problematic due to distances and lack
of availability.

Other examples of locally relevant content
to serve users look at the educational needs of
students who are unable to attend school daily.
In Mongolia, students are leaving school to help
families with herding, making standard school
inaccessible. Another population that lacks access
to relevant information in Mongolia is miners:
“The lack of infrastructure coupled with a lack of
awareness about the possibilities and potential of
digital ICT services in informal settlements such
as those created by small-scale miners means that
many of the miners and their families may find
themselves unable to access information that im-
pacts on their lives as citizens, and further isolates
an already stigmatized population.”

In addition to accommodating user needs,
user capacities must be considered. In most of
the countries that we studied, particularly in rural
areas, the use of ICTs has not penetrated, either
due to lack of infrastructure or a lack of user
awareness. A majority of the countries still use a
combination of traditional information sources, as
well as new ICT and non-ICT channels. Informal
channels (social networks), such as face-to-face
communication, are still dominant in many parts
of the world, as are television, radio, and news-
papers. Much of this outcome can be attributed to
the fact that many portions of the population have
no idea what ICTs are, how they function, or how
they can be applicable to themselves or their daily
lives. A quote from the Egypt report: “... the high
illiteracy rate and the limited awareness of the
importance of digital ICT have contributed to the
slow pace oftechnology penetration, especially in
under privileged areas.” This lack of penetration
makes capacity building a bigger issue because
the awareness of, access to, and infrastructure to
support ICTs must come first.

Creation of Current, Updated
Information in Local Languages

One of the most commonly mentioned barriers
to information access, particularly in libraries, is
the absence of current information. Many users
are dependent on up-to-date information in order
to be efficient in their occupations. Farmers can
be helped by knowing the latest market prices,
or advanced agricultural techniques that may
facilitate productivity, or climatic variations that
affect crop production, etc. Similarly, fishermen
are dependentupon weather predictions, fuel costs,
and supply and demand. Each vocation has its
own needs, and current information helps almost
everyone in their decision-making.

As mentioned in several of our reports, users
often prioritize the venue by whether or not they
perceive current information as available. Librar-
ies are often viewed as places to get information,
but users commonly opt to frequent cybercafés or
telecenters instead, where current information is
available through ICTs that are not as well sup-
ported in libraries (see chapter on libraries, in this
volume for more details on this topic). Obviously,
itis easier to provide up-to-date information with
ICTsthan in static-information conditions. A quote
from Mongolia illustrates this phenomenon: “Be-
cause of the KBIC (library), I can get information
whenever I want it. Before, if I missed the news
on the TV, that information was lost to me. Now
this has changed.”

The production of locally relevant content is
illustrated in a variety of AIDS/HIV community
centers in South Africa. These centers provide
a dynamic interaction between the community
and the centers, which respond to the community
needs. The centers are typically setup in locations
accessibleto the target communities: near orphans
and vulnerable children (OVCs) or people affected
with HIV/AIDS. The needs orientation of the
services offered at the centers means that there
is a high relevance to their offerings, including
counseling, life skills, clinic services, education
(such as homework support), and general OVC
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care. All the centers are within walking distance of
most oftheirintended beneficiaries, while outreach
programs into homes, clinics, and schools mean
that beneficiaries are able to integrate the services
into their daily routines. No fees are charged at the
centers for accessing public information, including
through ICTs. LoveLife is one of the life training
programs that operates within these community
centers. LoveLife provides public information on
health and life skills via messaging on billboards,
radio programming, magazine inserts, online con-
tent, and trainees who go out into the community
to talk about HIV/AIDS and the life challenges
facing young people. Mediamessaging is aimed at
the country’s youth and seeks to change behavior
by empowering and raising awareness. LoveLife
has integrated various life-skills issues into its
computer literacy curriculum.

Providing information to underserved com-
munities requires determining what type of
information is needed, as well as how to supply
that information in a format and language that
users can understand. In many countries that
we studied, not only was content provided in
the dominant language, with little provision for
indigenous or local languages (which may even
be oral), but it was repeatedly noted that Internet
content is predominantly produced in English, or
in other locally dominant languages, like Spanish
in Peru, or Russian in Georgiaand Moldova (other
countries that produced content largely in the
dominantlanguage included Algeria, Bangladesh,
Dominican Republic, Georgia, Namibia, Nepal,
the Philippines, Uganda). A typical example of
this situation comes from Kazakhstan: “English
and Russian are the major ICT languages in Ka-
zakhstan and the forecasts are that the prevalence
of Russian will be increasing. Therefore access
to ICT is limited for the population not proficient
in these two languages. The Kazakh language is
developed at household level. Technical, literary
and other segments of Kazakh are developing too
quickly. The majority of the population cannot
keep up with this pace, and poorly understands

76

the ‘new’ Kazakh. This means that the language
cannot effectively be used in everyday life.”

Clearly, each region is variable in its language
needs, as are the languages spoken within those
regions.

Ideally, information needs to push beyond
production of content created in local languages
towards production of content directly gener-
ated by users, for users. User-produced material
provides incentive for local-language production,
as well as opportunities for “less connected” in-
dividuals to learn the tools, and, as they become
proficient, to even use technology in creative
new ways. In turn, those users in need of local
information in local languages are serviced. This
way of engaging less-connected users raises the
need for infomediaries, sometimes referred to as
information brokers. Infomediaries are members
of a community who are actively involved in in-
formation venues and directly feed information
back into their community (see Chapter Three on
infomediaries), providing information in general,
as well as being a liaison for local information.

The quality of the information produced by and
for users depends on the community’s capacity
to communicate and understand infomediaries.
In South Africa, “Due to the high cost of Internet
access or bandwidth, lack of a pervasive broad-
band infrastructure and the low level of awareness
generally, online information drives do not reach
their intended communities effectively. In many
cases, information intermediaries are necessary
to download the information and explain it to
beneficiaries (government-driven, multipurpose
community centers recognize this gap although
the skills levels of staff to provide this service are
often lacking).”

Unfortunately, the production of local content
and servicing local users is not a high priority for
government entities in many countries (Algeria,
Bangladesh, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador,
Mongolia), particularly for excluded groups.

[lliterate users have much to gain through
infomediaries, although not all communities are
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lucky enough to have someone who can cross
the information divide to provide content for
underserved communities, including those who
are less educated and/or illiterate. In this case, it
is important to provide subject matter in digital
format thatis accessible to users who do not speak
the dominant language or who are not conversant
in technological applications. As seen in Nepal,
“the major factors hindering accessto ICT services
in the rural areas, apart from the inadequate rural
telecommunication and electricity infrastructure,
are widespread illiteracy and the ‘under poverty-
line’ population. Also, the ICT awareness is really
low in the country, more so over in the rural areas.
Inmany rural parts, people even do not know what
a computer looks like.”

Brazil has a program entitled InfoBahia, a por-
tal for services offered by the state of Bahia, which
utilizes icons to display content. “Researchers
believe Brazil must work to improve the functional
literacy rate while also delivering information in
more visual ways (i.e., less text-heavy), by taking
advantage of ICT services.”

Improving User and
Operator Capacity

A recurring theme in many of our reports was a
lack of user and operator training in the usage
of ICTs. Across all venues, users of ICTs were
expected to have a certain level of digital literacy
in order to utilize the equipment. Operators or
librarians were infrequently trained or able to
provide instructional opportunities to their users.

According to the country reports, a major-
ity of the users of ICTs in public access venues
are youth (aged 15 to 35). This group often gets
some ICT training in school, which benefits
youth and populations that can afford education
and/or supplementary educational services, such
as computer training. There is a clear connec-
tion between education levels and users of ICT
venues; in our study, a majority of the users were
high school or university educated. There is also

a pattern of users from medium- and low-income
brackets, with very few upper-income users, which
may be attributed to the latter category having
access at the office or in the home. Furthermore,
this digital literacy tends to favor youth who are
often bigger risk takers in terms of learning new
technology. Olderusers often fear new information
technology but can be encouraged to adapt, given
proper circumstances, such as appropriately geared
courses, a need to communicate with loved ones
who have emigrated, and teachers or trainers who
understand the older users’ needs and uncertain-
ties. For example, in Georgia, “another important
type of information is the information on their
civil rights. Most of the population of Georgia
don’t have information about their status, rights,
responsibilities. They don’t know how to access
public information even if there is available the
piece of information they need.” This is especially
important for older populations, according to the
local researchers in that country.

Class distinctions can lead to perceptions
about whom a venue serves, discouraging those
who feel uncomfortable using a given site to ac-
cess information if they feel unwelcome. This
perception of service discrepancies is often a
reality when it comes to gender. Some cultures
do not allow women to access particular areas
at certain times of day, in certain circumstances,
and in certain areas (Algeria, Egypt, Indonesia,
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Uganda, Turkey).

Proper training of operators can lead to en-
hanced user education, which ultimately encour-
ages user application and practice. Eventually, un-
der proper circumstances, enhanced user capacity
can lead to peer training, ultimately strengthening
community building. In many of the country re-
ports of the Landscape Study, parents have been
observed learning how to use technology in order
to help their children with schoolwork. Equally,
students are sharing their computer skills with
their parents, either to teach them how to use the
equipment or to gather information from comput-
ers that their parents request.
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Anexample of a flourishing capacity-building
project that trains public-access-venue operators
comes from the Dambulla Public Library in Sri
Lanka. This library’s project illustrates how the
dedication of a trained operator who caters to the
needs ofthe users, as well as collaboration between
institutions and commitment to improving aware-
ness, can make the difference in the success of a
venue: “The Dambulla library opened in 1968 but
it took ten long years to get it up and running. A
temporary librarian was appointed in 1978 and she
started work with one book rack, atable, four chairs
and 60 books. But she had 97 members and that
wasremarkable for this rural area. Today the library
is thriving with over 15,000 books, periodicals,
newspapers and a special section for the library.
But what is remarkable about this library is the
proactive measures taken to meet the information
needs of the community using digital technology.”
Because over 90% of the population depends
on agriculture for their livelihoods, there was a
need for access to agricultural information. An
AGRINET (Agricultural Information Network of
Sri Lanka)-supported program was implemented
as aresponse to that need. Through the Damballa
Public Library, farmers are provided with access to
pertinent information, an arena for discussion, and
afacility that collects and disseminates indigenous
knowledge. For support services, the library com-
municates with specialized farming agencies, the
local agricultural office, the economic center, and
other local officials. A seminar held to introduce
these services to local farmers revealed that none
of the farmers had ever used a library before.

Without proper operator training, user training
will develop much more slowly, if at all. Some
students are utilizing computers in schools, but
that training is limited to youth, leaving most
other populations without adequate knowledge
on how to use ICT tools. Some older populations
may be exposed to ICTs in their jobs, but many
have no exposure at all. Particularly at risk are
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elderly populations who have never been exposed
to modern technology and who are less likely to
receive training in ICT usage.

Additionally, as previously discussed, the use
of infomediaries can make a marked difference
in successful ICT usage. In their role as liaisons
between communities, infomediaries can help
to bridge the information needs of communi-
ties. Infomediaries are crucial links for capacity
building because they help to connect people and
communities with technology, provide connec-
tions to remote and underserved communities,
and connect youth with older (and other non-ICT
literate populations) through youth training pro-
grams that enable digitally literate youth to work
with less-experienced users.

According to the Ugandan Ministry of Educa-
tion and Sports, “education is a key component of
human capital quality that is essential for higher
incomes and sustainable economic growth. It
is also recognized as an essential ingredient in
poverty eradication. The Uganda Population and
Housing census (2002), states that education is
not only fundamental for well-being, but also a
fundamental human right. Education is crucial
for poverty eradication, as it equips the popula-
tion with the information and the ability to make
informed choices.”

The primary information need for underserved
communities ina majority of the countries studied
was education. Whether education was needed for
youth or adults, basic education or technological
training, distance learning, or vocational knowl-
edge, a preponderance of responses from both
users and operators who visited ICT venues was
the desire for additional training opportunities.
Alsoimportant was access to news, entertainment,
health and personal information, and government
services, but without attention to individual and
specific community needs, “generic” information
serves little purpose. What use is international
news if you need to know who will buy your
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fish nets? What use is information on diabetes if
you are infected with HIV/AIDS? What use are
movie times in Dakar if you want to know when
the festivities begin in Pikine? Further, women
need information that may differ from what men
need: women need data on healthcare, childcare,
theirrights, etc. (Hambly Odame, 2005; Olatokun,
2008; Wheeler, 2007). Youth need information on
job opportunities and school-related information.
In Ecuador, “the Internet provides opportunities
but it is designed from the top down. We need to
look at the usability of services to users.”

South Africa has responded to the great user
demand for HIV/AIDS information by adapting
appropriate media and developing appropriate
content for its target audience. This sector has
explored the potential of alternative multimedia
platforms including radio, TV, print media, bill-
boards, and using face-to-face orientation and
training programs. One of these projects, Soul
City, uses multimedia edutainment to address a
broad range of health-related topics, primarily
targeted at HIV/AIDS. These programs target
children as well as adults through a mixture of
print media, outdoor marketing, television, and
radio with outreach and support programs. They
also partner with other organizations to produce
newsletters on health and communication issues,
and focus on HIV/AIDS awareness and life skills.
Local media go beyond public access computing,
and offer new opportunities for synergies and
collaboration.

Beyond production of content for local rel-
evance, it is important for social development
for users to produce their own content. This user-
produced content serves the local population, as
well as “fosters authorship and interactions and
helps to develop literacy skills.” Rede.Lé (the
Digital Inclusion and Literacy Network, www.
ufmg.br/rede.le/) in Brazil is a collaborative pub-
lic—private association that promotes collective
production of knowledge via Internet-facilitated
cultural exchange among communities. Its goal

is to promote the development of existing local
activities and create new projects through the
use of ICTs. Through this network, telecenters
are being utilized to create local content through
radio and television. They produce “CD-ROMs,
websites, printed and on-line publications, and
books and others, exploring content related to
local sustainability, education, cultural patrimony,
design, graphic arts, hardware maintenance and
the creation of open source software.” Through
“TV Read” and “Radio Read,” communities are
creating their own programs, facilitated by Rede.
Lé, which provides access to online courses that
teachusers how to publish Internet content. “Thus,
the new information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) gain a new status: the sole purpose of
literacy, become a means of production of cultural
goods” (A Rede Lg, 2009).

Ultimately, we return to user needs. As stated
in the Brazil report, “the education system has ...
failed to equip many Brazilians to succeed in the
workplace.” Beyond education, it is necessary to
determine what the users need. Ifemploymentis a
primary focus, then resources need to be directed
to skills that will increase employability (Garrido,
Sullivan, Gordon, & Coward, 2009; Sullivan,
2009). If current information is the need, then
updated data will best serve the community. Not
only do users need current information, they need
to know where to access this information. Our
Peruvian researchers mentioned that users do not
know what options they have for access to cur-
rent information. Honduras needs information on
agricultural supplies, entrepreneurism, and micro-
enterprises; Moldovaneeds information on human
rights; Georgia needs official information to be
accessible at more local sites, rather than having
to walk twenty kilometers to access up-to-date
information; Kazakhstan desires uncensored in-
formation about lifestyles and social and economic
issues; Uganda craves recreational information
and interests to draw people away from “activities
that may be detrimental to their health, especially
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social vices including prostitution, drug abuse
among others. Most of the respondents hoped
that with access to better entertainment activi-
ties through computers and provision of leisure
reading materials in libraries, this could help to
reduce the social vices.”

CONCLUSION

Fundamentally, we must address three primary
issues in order to better serve the information
needs ofunderserved populations: the production
of locally relevant content, information produced
inlocal languages, and building user and operator
capacity. The application of ICTs into auser’s daily
life is undermined if the content is not directly
targeted to the needs of the local population. The
drive towards relevant content, however, must
take into consideration literacy levels, available
technology, cultural and regional variations, and
the capacity of the users to use any given piece
of technology. Emphasis must be placed on user
and operator training, and on increasing user
awareness about ICTs, so that ICTs can be uti-
lized to their full potential and directed towards
underserved communities. Further, it is essential
that information is current in order to serve many
occupational and social needs.

Vital to including underserved communities is
the production of contentin local languages, which
includes the consideration ofilliterate populations.
Apotential solutionutilizes infomediaries, or com-
munity liaisons, who can help connect populations
with varying information needs. It is hoped that
communities ultimately begin to create their own
content, rather than merely consuming existing
online content, which is often developed by and
for specific consumers, most often western. To
accomplish this outcome, attention needs to be
given to building the capacity of operators and
users so that access is not the primary issue, but
content production becomes the goal.
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The provision of information must reflect user
demands, otherwise we are wasting our resources
on projected needs that do not serve the targeted
populations. As stated in the Sri Lanka report,
“information provision has to be very focused
and targeted to meet the needs of underserved
communities” and “the benefits [must be] tangible
to the user.”
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ABSTRACT

Throughout this book, we have detailed the profile of a public access venue user, discussed the role of
venue staff in public access venues, identified the critical role that trust plays in use of public access

venues, and demonstrated some barriers to use of venues, as well as explored how gender is situated in
the ICT world. In this chapter, we will explore and seek to answer the question: what are the common
Jactors that contribute to the success of public access ICT centers, especially in underserved communities?

INTRODUCTION

Throughout this book, we have detailed the profile
of a public access venue user, discussed the role
of venue staff in public access venues, identified
the critical role that trust plays in use of public
access venues, and demonstrated some barriers
to use of venues, as well as explored how gender
is situated in the ICT world. In this chapter, we
will explore and seek to answer the question:

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch009

what are the common factors that contribute to the
success of public access ICT centers, especially
in underserved communities?

To discover the success factors of public ac-
cess venues, we conducted a detailed analysis of
the common factors that contribute to the success
of public access ICT centers in 25 developing
countries. We devoted special attention to libraries
and telecenters for our analysis of success factors,
since these venues generally intend to contribute to
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public well-being and development. Nonetheless,
we also include a smaller section on cybercafés
in the analysis of success factors as well.

For this discussion of success factors, it is
important to clarify what constitutes success.
Each community and each type of venue defines
“success” its own way; one person’s failure may be
another person’s success. What constitutes success
can also change over time. Richard Heeks ana-
lyzes total failures, partial failures, and successes
of information systems for developing countries,
and defines “success” as instances where “most
stakeholder groups attain their major goals and do
notexperience significantundesirable outcomes.”
He also notes that it is difficult to assess success
or failure of ICT initiatives for development be-
cause of a lack of literature in general, a lack of
evaluation in particular, and an excessive focus on
case studies (Heeks, 2002, p. 102). David Gichoya
analyzes factors for successful implementation of
ICT projects in government and points out that
success factors are “occurrences whose presence
or absence determines the success of an ICT proj-
ect. They can be drivers or enablers [...] Their
absence can cause failure and their presence can
cause success” (Gichoya, 2005, p. 179). Based on
the definitions offered above by key scholars in
the ICT field, we identify and discuss the factors
that contribute to equitable access and meaning-
ful use of ICT through public access venues
by underserved sectors of the population in the
developing countries we studied. “The evidence
to date suggests that although ICTs can make a
significant difference to the lives of poor and
marginalized communities, many well-intentioned
projects have failed” (Unwin, 2009, p. 26). By
offering a better understanding of success factors
across three types of public access centers in 25
countries, rather than just one type of centre in one
country or region, this chapter can help policy and
decision-makers to focus their efforts on issues that
make a difference and avoid the failures, partial
or total, of past public access to ICT initiatives in
developing countries. This study provides strong

validation for these factors as critical variables in
policy decision-making, funding allocations, and
program implementation aimed at strengthening
public access computing and its contribution to
community development.

The recommendations from each country were
combined and then grouped into five common
themes identified as the most salient and common
factors that enhance the success of public access
venues, with a particular focus on meeting the
needs of underserved communities:

1.  Understand and take care of local needs first

2. Build alliances with other venues

3. Collaborate with othermedia and community
services

4.  Strengthen sustainability

5. Train infomediaries and users

We describe and illustrate each success theme
throughout this chapter with examples from the
study of libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés
in all 25 countries. All detailed country reports
are publicly available at http://tascha.uw.edu/
research/landscape-study/. We refer to them here
by country to simplify the reading.

UNDERSTAND AND TAKE CARE
OF LOCAL NEEDS FIRST

Our first discovery about what constitutes a
success factor is that successful implementation
and maintenance of public-access-computing
initiatives require a solid understanding of the
information needs and resources of the communi-
ties the venues intend to serve. Most successful
initiatives typically offer concrete solutions for
specific issues of local contexts — such as a com-
munity’s specific information needs and their
ability to build on existing practices in these
communities. Community-needs assessment and
social-development orientation are especially im-
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portantifthe public-access initiatives are intended
to reach underserved communities.

Schneiderman (2002, p. 2) underscores the
challenges in underserved communities: many
people cannot benefit from technology “because
of high cost, unnecessary complexity, and lack
of relevance to their needs.” Meeting local needs
is a cornerstone of community approaches in the
field of library and information science (Aabo,
2005; Hillenbrand, 2005; Worcester & Westbrook,
2004), as well as Community Informatics (CI) or
ICT for Development (Gurstein, 2000; Heeks,
2009; Raiti, 2007; Unwin, 2009).

The critical importance of understanding and
serving local needs first is clearly reflected in the
findings and recommendations of the researchers
in the majority of the countries we studied. They
show that for successful implementation of public
access venues that serve local development, it is
important to have accurate data about the user
community, their information needs, and the in-
formation systems already in use, as described in
the following examples. Nearly all 25 countries
reported that while government efforts to expand
ICT services are commendable, these efforts do
not succeed if the ICT services fail to meet the
needs of the local community.

As we learned in Chapter Five and Six, when
exploringbarriers to use, local and relevant content
plays a significant role for users. Many of our
country reports make recommendations around
how to create local content to increase use of
venues. For example, the creation of websites in
local languages and with local content information,
like health, environment, and agriculture, as well
as websites for youth that focuses on education
and knowledge building, were frequently noted
as critical for success. Bangladesh, Georgia, Sri
Lanka, Peru, Namibia, South Africa, and Kazakh-
stan are all countries that deal with multiple lan-
guages spoken throughout the country. Georgia’s
research team, for instance, noted that information
portals should disseminate information in both
Armenian and Azerbaijani. For certain regions in
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Peru, the team recommended online information
should be more readily available in Quechua, an
indigenous language spoken by a large proportion
of the population.

Local communities also need to take ownership
ofthe development of ICT programs and content,
engaging community members to create practical
solutions that improve the lives of individuals in
the community. This idea of “social appropriation
of ICT” is expressed in different ways across the
25 countries. Social appropriation is a concept
drawn from its Spanish original, apropiacion
social. It refers to the local community’s capac-
ity to take ownership of ICT tools, to incorporate
the tools into their daily lives and routines, and
to turn the tools into practical solutions that help
meet the community’s needs. There was much
interest in the concept of social appropriation by
all researchers during the preliminary analysis of
early research results, so it is not surprising most
oftheresearchers were able to document instances
of'social appropriation of ICT in the final country
reports. For example, researchers in Sri Lanka
recommended community involvement in order to
“give ownership to the project and prevent it from
being a purely top down exercise.” In Argentina
and the Dominican Republic, researchers reported
that the population wanted to incorporate ICT
use into their daily lives and to leverage building
community. In Honduras, for example, commu-
nity input has shown the potential to transform
telecenters and libraries into spaces for knowledge
exchange by creating meeting places not only for
literacy training but also for “discussion, action,
and struggles.” In Bangladesh, telecenters were
found to be successful, especially because they
“are attracting users, as they could identify ap-
propriate content and services.”

Many ofthe research teams emphasized that for
ICT toreach and effectively serve local communi-
ties, venue operators need to promote a positive
information culture that includes constructive
attitudes to information sharing and public aware-
ness of ICT services. As we learned in our chapter
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on trust and perception of public access venues,
public libraries in particular are undermined by
perceptions that they service students only, pro-
duce old and outdated information, or are simply
not “cool” to visit. Mongolia’s team described
traditional libraries as places “where study hap-
pened, intellect was developed and newspapers
were read.” People traditionally consider public
libraries as a place to go for reading and accessing
print materials, and mostresearch teams suggested
that libraries need to create anew public image that
embraces technology and offers ICT services. To
address current perceptions of libraries as places
strictly for students, other adult groups need to be
made aware of the library’s information services.
Library outreach activities should also align with
patrons’ cultural and entertainment practices.
The Dominican Republic’s team, for instance,
suggested that library coordinators should de-
velop “fun” activities, such as organizing chess
tournaments to draw people into the library. An
example of successful public libraries is found in
Argentina: “In public and popular libraries, the
success factors are their strong integration into
communities, the gratuity and accessibility of
their services, the varied activities they supply,
the support they receive from the State, and the
information and exchange networks they have
established.”

Creating a positive-awareness campaign and
taking calculated risks mightrevive public libraries
from the “current state of decay, lack of capac-
ity, and tired mentality” researchers observed in
Mongoliaand elsewhere. Moreover, public access
venues need to address people’s perceptions of
information. The former Soviet republics have an
extensive network of public libraries. Researchers
in these countries noted that the extensive-yet-
decrepit public library system in these countries
no longer serves the community’s actual needs.
In Georgia, researchers found that many people
believed they could not find high-quality informa-
tion at the library because the building was poorly
maintained (no heat, no funding). Perceptions

affect the credibility of the venues more than the
actual content or services they provide.

Utilizing positive awareness and public rela-
tions campaigns to improve images of public
libraries can generate ideas that could secure
additional funding. For example, the Kazakhstan
team recommended that the library system study
the public relations strategies used by banks in
that country, which have been successful inraising
public awareness of their mission and services.
With a similarideainmind, Moldova’sresearchers
suggested that local public authorities, such as the
mayor or local councils, get involved in publicity
campaigns. The involvement of local authorities
would also help local governments become aware
of the needs of underserved populations.

Most cybercafés have no explicit strategy for
assessing community needs. They rely on growing
demand for ICT services, even in marginalized
communities, and the population’s capacity to
pay for these services. In this sense, the mission
of cybercafés is simpler, and their success does
not require a sophisticated understanding of lo-
cal needs or ways in which ICT can contribute to
development. Libraries and telecenters, however,
do have a development goal, and they require a
more in-depth understanding of local needs and
how to serve the local population, not just with
regards to access to computers, but also with re-
spect to services that contribute to development.

BUILD ALLIANCES WITH OTHER
PUBLIC ACCESS VENUES

Crucial to the success of most projects and pro-
grams, regardless of industry, is collaboration and
cooperation. Most research teams indicated that
collaboration among and between different public
access venues are currently limited but can yield
powerful resultsif collaboration was promoted and
strengthened. Collaboration between networks of
libraries, telecenter associations, and cybercafés
can enhance partnerships between these venues
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within a community, making public access to ICT
stronger and more effective at achieving the first
success factor outlined above: serving the needs
of the local population.

The collaborative model is convergent with
van Dijk’s notion of interdependence among
different actors, a notion that is characteristic of
the information society. “Actors are no longer
independent... They are dependent on each other.
Innetworks, actors make agreements and more or
less freely engage in associations. They cooperate
on the basis of complementary strengths and they
become interdependent” (van Dijk, 2006, p. 73).
Along the same lines, the research team in the
Philippines recommends: “Internet cafe owners
should organize themselves locally, regionally or
nationally in order to have a proper forum where
they can air their concerns regarding issues that
may affect their businesses. They should engage
their LGUs [local governments] in order to have
a stake in ICT-related policies. They should also
call for the creation of a local ICT council.”

Most research teams in our study noted that
collaboration takes many forms. Although this
trend was noted across all countries, it was es-
pecially prevalent in Latin American countries.
The Peruvian success factors for public access
ICT centers included collaboration among similar
venues: “the rich practice of association and net-
working of special libraries. .. linked by acommon
theme: AIDS, agriculture, forestry... [They] may
have different goals, but they share some common
problems and may share learning.”

Public access ICT venues offer a unique op-
portunity to develop a new partnership model
that capitalizes on the strengths of both nonprofit
(libraries, telecenters) and for-profit (cybercafés)
initiatives in a manner that will contribute to hu-
mandevelopment. In Costa Rica, some telecenters
have partnered successfully with libraries. In such
cases where telecenters are organized within li-
braries, the telecentres benefit from an established
infrastructure and the ability of librarians to teach
ICT literacy. In turn, libraries that host telecenters
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can use the Internet to supplement out-of-date
library resources and better serve their commu-
nities. Brazilian researchers also suggested these
innovative solutions for creating new visions of
public libraries — the creation of libraries in tel-
ecenters and vice versa. For example, a library in
the state of Bahia bought computers with support
from Identidade Digital, a program that supports
telecenters.

From a different angle, Nepal’s research team
reported the use of a public/private partnership
model where private, urban cybercafés serve “as
capacity building and supporting partners for
[public] telecenters in rural areas.” The team in
Nepal also calls for stronger “collaboration and
networking among venues and relevant stakehold-
ers to learn from each other and avoid duplication
of effort.” Moreover, the team in Honduras offers
a slightly different perspective: “There should be
joint efforts to know where the venues are located
or where they try to settle, in order to avoid a
double effort having several venues in the same
place or, in other words, preventing a venue’s
sustainability to be affected due to the closeness
of other venues that offer services at lower cost.”

COLLABORATE WITH OTHER
MEDIA AND COMMUNITY SERVICES

As seen above in the second success factor, col-
laboration can go a long way in ensuring the
success of a venue. Public access venues were
more successful, however, when they extended
partnerships and collaboration beyond public ac-
cess venues to include other community services
and media important to the community. Most
notably, these collaborations include successful
partnerships with community radio stations, health
clinics, community organizations and government
offices, as well as creative uses of mobile phones
in combination with public access venues. This
partnership model is similar to models used in other
public services. “Public services are now often
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provided by a complex network of partnerships,
contracts, and alliances between government
agencies, nonprofit organizations, and businesses,
rather than by hierarchical government bureau-
cracy” (Huang & Provan, 2007).

Collaboration opportunities exist with other
development organizations as well. For example,
Namibia established public access computing ki-
osks in Community Information Resource Centers
for different community development activities.
InSouth Africa, where HIV/AIDS centers operate
as public access ICT venues, researchers noted
the potential for leveraging further collaboration
for program implementation: “The scoping of the
HIV/AIDS centers strongly suggests that there is
an opportunity to explore a programmatic inter-
vention by ICT funders in partnership with one
or more of the HIV/AIDS programs discussed.”

Similarly, researchers from other countries
offered innovative, concrete suggestions of the
relation between public access to ICT and other
media, most notably community radio and mobile
phones. As Kazakhstan’s team explained, “Com-
bining various media types allows maximizing
the impact and ensuring all groups involved are
covered. Radio may not be appealing to young
Internet users while rural elderly population will
never choose [a different] option.” Researchers in
Algeria recommend the “mobilization of public
mass media (Radio and TVs) to educate people
(especially disabled and illiterate people) on best
information practices.” Uganda’s researchers ar-
gued for “strategic establishment of a community
radio at every Public Library facility per district.”
A strong linkage between public access venues
and community radio is detected and requires
further investigation.

Teams studying the Philippines and Argentina
both observed that these countries have greater ac-
cess to cell phones than computers and, therefore,
recommended expansion of government services
through cell phones. The Philippinesresearch team
specifically advocated for the expansion of text
messaging services with development-oriented

information. Finally, Mongolia’s team promoted
“the range of information vectors (including radio,
TV and mobile phone) that can be developed at
community level.” While our study did not explore
the interaction of ICT in public access venues with
other technologies, such as community radio or
mobile phones, additional research is warranted
to get a better understanding of the opportunities
presented by better collaboration with other media.

STRENGTHEN SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability of public access venues is a criti-
cal issue that touches on multiple dimensions:
financial, political, technical, social, and cultural.

Government funding and support for public
libraries has been declining in many countries,
and donors’ interest in telecenters has declined as
well, threatening the sustainability of these public
access venues. Successful telecenters have found
creative ways to generate revenues, and popular
libraries have explored innovative ways to build
strong community support. But local community
involvement alone cannot ensure the sustainabil-
ity of public access ICT. Governments must also
work to create an environment that strengthens
and sustains public access to information and
ICT resources if they are to meet the needs of
underserved communities.

Challenges to sustainability have been exten-
sively reported in the literature about public access
to ICT, especially for the telecenters (Bailey, 2009;
Best & Kumar, 2008; Gurstein, 2005; Jensen &
Esterhuysen, 2001; Proenza, 2001; Toyama et al.,
2005). Many telecenter projects have simply failed
after the original donors have left. Mayanja (2006)
observed, “financial and social sustainability of
telecenters remains one of the key challenges of
the digital inclusion programming more than a
decade after.”

In an editorial of the Journal of Community
Informatics dedicated to telecenter sustainability,
Michael Gurstein suggests:
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What is meant by “sustainability” in the ICT
context is less a matter of a broad configuration
of “civilization” and more to do with day to day
slogging by community members in meeting the
payroll and keeping the machines running amidst
the wear and tear of daily life (both physical and
electronic) while always keeping in mind how the
technology could be used to respond to the needs
(and opportunities) of their local communities. ...
When we are speaking of “sustainability” in the
context of ICTs we should perhaps be speaking
of “sustainabilities ” rather than “sustainability,”
for there are many dimensions of this issue which
go much beyond the simple economic and the
meeting of weekly payrolls. (Gurstein, 2005, p. 2)

As succinctly summed up by researchers in
Costa Rica, the “digital divide is only a small
part of the economic divide.” When governments
plan and implement ICT services, they should
be mindful of the needs of disenfranchised and
marginalized communities. Kazakhstan’sresearch
team advocated affirmative action to serve the
needs of marginalized groups in order to create a
more inclusive information society. The country’s
Program on Reduction of Information Inequity has
so far failed to identify vulnerable groups, such
as the homeless or the disabled. These groups in
particular need extra assistance to access infor-
mation, including being able to find government
services.

In our study, most research teams pointed
out the importance of political sustainability,
e.g., having government departments devoted
to ICT development. Collaborating with other
governmental units — a “Ministry of ICT,” as it
is called in Colombia — could oversee the provi-
sion of online content regarding citizens’ rights
and governmental services. Argentina’s research
team argued for the adoption of a transparent e-
government concept: “Public information venues
couldbecome privileged places of training citizens
to participate in E-Government and E-Democracy
processes.” Namibia’s team advocated for more
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venues where citizens could access government
information free of charge.

In addition to financial and political sustain-
ability, technological sustainability needs to be
ensured by making technology work in low-
resource environments. Public access venues
aimed at underserved communities frequently
face technical limitations due to working in
resource-constrained environments: poor electric-
ity, connectivity, and outdated technology make
it especially hard to operate effectively. Making
ICT sustainable anywhere obviously requires basic
infrastructure: electricity, equipment, and Internet
connections. This infrastructure also includes
support systems (e.g., technical support, trouble-
shooting, and networks) to maintain information
systems and ensure that they function efficiently,
even in environments where resources are scarce.

Many countries highlighted the need for elec-
tricity and basic infrastructure to support ICT.
Researchers in Bangladesh credited the relative
success of urban (as opposed to rural) ICT venues
to the availability of an uninterrupted power sup-
ply. The reports from Algeria, Ecuador, Georgia,
Kyrgyzstan, and Peru all called for increased
support of basic infrastructure in rural areas.
Even where buildings, electricity, and computers
were available, Internet access and bandwidth
were problematic. The Bangladesh research
team noted that “the performance of the venues
with Internet connection is way better than the
venues without Internet connection.” In Brazil,
researchers identified infrastructure in the form
of“updated equipment (e.g., adequate computers,
Internet bandwidth)” as a critical success factor
for use of ICT.

Beyond basic infrastructure, further analysis
of the success factors and recommendations for
use of ICT in public access venues revealed that
many of the research teams addressed additional
issues of sustainability. The Costa Rican team
attributed the failure of many rural telecenters
to the challenges beyond installation, including
maintenance of the equipment and software up-
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dates. Because only government technicians are
permitted to repair equipment or address software
problems and viruses at these telecenters, many of
them have only two out of six computers working
at any given time while they await technical sup-
port. The Bangladesh team expressed this problem
as a need to “strengthen the support system (e.g.,
technical, know-how, and operational) for the
public access venues.”

Maintenance is only part of the true cost of
sustainable infrastructure. Ongoing costs must
be considered in addition to initial investment.
Researchers in Namibia found that “the cost of
computers and their software is limiting their
availability. Government should therefore have a
policy to support the use of Free and Open Source
software.” In Bangladesh, where the availability of
electricity in rural areas is “dismal” and unlikely
to change soon, the recommendation is for an
investment in “low power consuming device[s]
with higher battery life” in order to bring ICT
services to the public. These recommendations
point to the need for forethought and planning
in order to make technology sustainable in low-
resource environments.

Issues of social and cultural sustainability
were only tangentially reflected by the majority
of the research teams, and yet they are critical to
the success of any initiative that is to contribute
to development (Melkote & Steeves, 2001). More
researchisneeded to explore and better understand
the implications of cultural and social sustain-
ability of public access centers.

TRAIN USERS AND INFOMEDIARIES

As we have identified in previous chapters, the
role of infomediaries, whether formal or informal,
is key. The fifth and last theme in the success
factors that emerged from our study in 25 coun-
tries has to do with training users and operators
of the public access venues. If communities are
to benefit from public access to ICT, both users

and operators need to have the basic training
and know-how in order to use and operate the
services. Building this capacity starts with basic
user literacy training (reading and writing) and
includes basic digital literacy (use of computer,
its basic applications and features). Strengthening
the training and capacities of librarians and other
operators of public access venues is also critical
to the operator’s success, especially if they are to
provide guidance, training, and support services to
users, directly or indirectly. Trained and motivated
librarians and operators make better information
brokers, or “infomediaries,” who help make in-
formation resources more meaningful to the local
communities, and help bring local knowledge
and information resources to the public access
venues. In the words of the research team from
Bangladesh:

Either we have to make [the] whole population
literate over-night or we have to develop some
mechanisms to make disadvantaged people imme-
diately access benefit of ICTs. The research shows
that one of such mechanisms is [an] Infomediary
deployed in non-urban telecenters. Infomediary
is a human interface between digital content and
illiterate or print-disable[d] people. The research
shows, where there is an infomediary the user
profiles are broader including illiterate people.
Furthermore, the performance of the infomediary
influences the performance of a telecenter, where
such infomediary was found.

Hondurasresearchers described ICT training as
“elemental” to success. They also suggested that
the success of cybercafés ought to be passed along
to society by taking responsibility for training the
population in the use of ICT, thereby “boosting
the capacities of the individuals and generat[ing]
amajor communal impact.” Researchers in Indo-
nesia took the call for increased digital literacy a
step further, advocating universal, free ICT train-
ing forall, especially forunderserved populations.
The Argentina team pointed out that information
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literacy training for users should encompass their
real interests and needs in order “to make a real
appropriation of ICTs.” Similarly, the Ecuador
team called for the development of ICT train-
ing programs that address the needs of “special
groups,” such as “women, illiterates, non-Spanish
speakers, and older people.”

Researchers in Georgia extended the call for
training to include venue operators, who should
learn more about searching for health and edu-
cation information. The Malaysia research team
listed centralized training for venue operators
as one of its main success factors. Along these
lines, researchers in Kyrgyzstan noted the need
to “renew training and education curriculum of
the ICT specialists to meet requirements of fast
growing industry.” Local businesses could also
benefit from training. Indonesia’s team recom-
mended that the government should support local
e-commerce by training “small to medium busi-
nesses to enable them to upload their products to
the Warmasif[telecenter| website.” The Moldova
team argued that librarians and venue operators
should be trained in both fundraising and grant
proposal development in order to acquire more
financial support for ICT programs.

Extending the notion beyond the formal role of
librarians or telecenter operators, other informal
infomediaries play a critical role as well. Abraha-
mson & Fisher (2007) describe this informal role
as “lay information mediary behavior” (LIMB).
For example, LIMB refers to the behavior of a
person who finds information for another member
of the family, for a friend, or a neighbor. This
indirect usage was also analyzed by Schilderman
(2002) who suggested that “social networks are
the foremost source of information of the urban
poor” and that the poor tend to believe people they
trust rather than perhaps more informed contacts
with which they do not have close ties. He then
developed the concept of “key informants™ (aka
“infomediaries”) defined as “people inside, or
sometimes outside, a community who are knowl-
edgeable in particular livelihoods aspects, and are
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willing to share that knowledge” (Schilderman,
2002, p.5). Inorder to tap into this resource to help
serve the information needs of this underserved
population, he cited a number of success factors,
including: involvement of the poor themselves as
equal partners, building on local knowledge, the
use of community-based communication methods,
and building the capacity of community-based
organizations and key individuals within them.
More research on LIMBs and the resulting indi-
rect usage of ICT can help us better understand
the role of infomediaries and the diffuse effects
of ICT use in public access locations, especially
when dealing with underserved and marginalized
communities.

In sum, training users and infomediaries to
become effective users of ICT is critical to the
success of public access venues. While cybercafés
tend to offer limited training to users, libraries
and telecenters have a strong role to play in this
domain. These venues offer basic digital literacy
training and help users (and indirect beneficiaries
who may be helped by these users) make effective
use of ICT for community development. To do
this well, libraries and telecenters need to start by
making sure their staff (librarians and operators)
are digitally literate, and that they can, in turn, help
train and support users, particularly those most
marginalized and excluded by society. [t can even
be seen as a measure of success that libraries and
telecenters train users who then go to cybercafés to
make use of ICT services to advance their devel-
opment goals. Public access to ICT is not a single
or isolated event, but a system of practices and
opportunities that enable underserved communi-
ties to take advantage of the ICT tools to promote
empowerment and development. In this venture,
there is a role for libraries, for telecenters, and for
cybercafés. And they will be all more successful
if they work together.
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CONCLUSION

When we understand the factors that contribute
to the success of ICT venues in the communities
they serve, we are one step closer to fulfilling the
promise of ICT as a tool for empowerment and
human development. Awareness of the success
factors will also help avoid the partial or total
failures of public access initiatives. Drawing on
data from a study of public libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés in 25 developing countries, we
have presented five common success factors for
venues that offer public access to ICT:

1. Understand and take care of local needs
first: Failure to understand and respond to
local needs may be the most frequent reason
for failure of public access initiatives to ICT
(and many other development projects). In
public access ICT initiatives, meeting local
needs is most clearly expressed in the pro-
duction and availability of locally relevant
content, available in local languages, and
with appropriate support and help for users
from marginalized groups to make effective
use of such content. Sound community-needs
assessment, and continued interaction and
reassessment to adapt to changing needs,
is a critical factor in the success of public
access ICT initiatives, particularly to help
realize the community development role of
libraries and telecenters.

2. Build alliances with other venues: In the
literature, as in the practice of most of the
local research teams we worked with in
this study, we find research on libraries,
telecenters, or cybercafés tends to focus on
one type of venue and excludes the other
two types. With few exceptions, bridges for
collaboration or comparison between differ-
ent types of venues are rare. In fact, some
of our research partners were surprised to
discover similarities and opportunities for
convergence with the other venue types.

With telecenters and, especially, libraries
in developing countries facing a crisis of
credibility and trust, partnerships between
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés might
be the key to their survival and sustained
relevance. More research on opportunities
for collaboration and partnerships between
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés is
needed to inform specific recommendations.
Collaborate with other media and commu-
nity services: Just as libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés need to work together and
capitalize on theirrespective strengths, other
mediaand community services complement
and support the role of public access ICT
initiatives and their contribution to develop-
ment. Collaboration with community radio
stations and partnership with community
organizations that offer training, job place-
ment, childcare, adult education, etc. are
required for public access ICT to effectively
contribute to human development. For ex-
ample, more than ICT skills alone, soft skills
and support services, such as “training in
general job-seeking skills (e.g., punctuality,
interviewing, appropriate attire) and assis-
tance with practical steps (e.g., job search,
application process, transportation),” are
essential to help low-income populations
increase income and employment (Garrido,
Rothschild, & Oumar, 2009). The interaction
between public access venues and mobile
phones alsoneeds to be further investigated.
While some believe mobile phones will re-
place computers, and that the proliferation
of mobile phones in developing countries
makes public access computers superfluous
(e.g., Veeraraghavan, Yasodhar, & Toyama,
2009), it is more likely that mobile phones
complement, rather than replace, the infor-
mation services and opportunities offered
by computers and public access ICT.

Strengthen sustainability: Sustainability
includes political, financial, social, technical,
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and cultural factors. Financial sustainability
appears to be more easily accomplished in
cybercafés, aphenomenonreported a decade
ago by Proenza and others (Proenza, 2001).
On the other hand, cybercafés experience
a strong tension between their need for
revenue generation and serving the needs
of community development. All venues
face difficulties related to technical sustain-
ability (e.g., equipment maintenance and
obsolescence), and all venues face differ-
ent challenges related to political, social,
and cultural sustainability. More successful
venues tend to have stronger political and
community support, and serve local popu-
lations in a local and culturally appropriate
manner. Nonetheless, financial sustainability
gets more attention than other types of sus-
tainability for public access venues across
all countries in our study. More research
is needed on differences and similarities
related to political, cultural, and social sus-
tainability across public access venues. A
larger question also warrants further study:
if cybercafés are more successfully offering
sustainable public access to ICT, what is the
role for libraries and telecenters to ensure
that public access effectively contributes to
community development?

Train infomediaries and users: Effective
training is the fifth common success factor
for ICT in public access venues. It includes
training people to use the technologies and
services, as well as training infomediaries
(librarians, operators) to support and serve
the needs ofthe disadvantaged communities
who use their venues. Schilderman identi-
fied seven key characteristics of effective
infomediaries: their capacity to provide
information in an accessible format; their
willingness to share information rather
than hold onto it; their ability to get hold of
information and adapt it to a local context;
their experience, education, knowledge, and

Success Factors for Public Access Computing

reliability; their accessibility, proximity and
helpfulness; their social sensitivity and ca-
pacity to involve residents; and their leader-
ship qualities, influence, and moral authority
(Schilderman, 2002, p. 28). Combining all
these with technical proficiency and digital
literacy may be a tall order for any librarian,
operator, or staff of a library, telecenter, or
cybercafé. But effective attention to these
skills and capacities may be, in turn, the
solution to creating a new role for libraries
and telecenters in the community.

This is the first systematic comparison across
multiple countries to identify success factors in
different types of public access venues. Previ-
ous studies identified similar success factors in
one country or one type of venue. However, the
broad-based validation in this Landscape Study
provides solid guidance to policymakers, donors,
and practitioners who want to focus their efforts
where they can make the most difference to the
communities they serve. Furthermore, our find-
ings provide clear direction for future research
to better understand each success factor in its
local context. We also recommend considering
the implications of this study for measuring, and
ultimately improving, the impact of public access
ICTinunderserved communities around the world.
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Chapter 10

Behind the Scenes:
Research Methodology and
Analytical Framework

Ricardo Gomez
University of Washington, USA '

ABSTRACT

This chapter describes how the global Landscape Study was designed and carried out. The Landscape
Study informs all the findings and results presented in this volume. The authors describe here the criteria
for the country selection and selection of local research partners in each country, the procedures and
instruments for data collection, the way we analyzed the data, and some of the limitations of the study.

COUNTRY SELECTION

This international study aimed to understand the
landscape of public access to ICT in a variety of
contexts around the world, focused on “middle
of the pyramid” (Prahalad, 2006) countries, and
especially on countries with existing public library
systems. The country selection went through a
series of filters based on demographic data, fea-
sibility criteria, and ranking criteria,? as described
in Figure 1.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch010

The first filter used publicly available demo-
graphic data to reduce the total 237 countries and
territories around the world to a subset of 90
countries:

. Remove all small countries with popula-
tions under 1 million, as well as countries
with most population (China and India)

. Remove all countries with highest per cap-
ita income (over $11,116)

. Remove all countries with lowest Human
Development Index (HDI below 0.5)?
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The second filter used publicly available data
to exclude countries where freedom of expression
or political unrest could undermine conducting
independent research, bringing the subset of
countries to research down to 74:

. Remove countries with limited freedom
of expression (Freedom House Index over
6.5)*

. Remove countries with political unrest or
security issues (US Department of State
travel advisories)?

The third filter used publicly available data to
rank countries according to needs and readiness
criteria. This filter involved creating two compos-
ite indices using available data as proxies to help
measure what we called information needs and
readiness in each country, particularly in relation
to ICT use.

. Needs criteria:

Inequality: Income inequality was used as a
proxy indicator for measures such as geography,
ethnicity, and gender inequalities, where greater
inequality suggested greater potential need for
public ICT access (Gini index (2006) from United
Nations Development Program®).

ICT usage: Internet users per capita was used
as a proxy indicator for ICT use within a country,
where lower ICT usage indicated greater potential
need for public ICT access (Data from CIA World
Factbook (2007)7).

ICT cost: Lowest broadband cost as a percent-
age of monthly income was used as a proxy indica-
tor for ICT cost, where higher ICT cost suggested
greater potential need for public ICT access (Data
from International Telecommunications Union’s
World Information Society Report (2006)%).

. Readiness criteria:

Politics: Eight expert-survey-based indices
were used, including: government prioritization of
ICT, importance of ICT to government’s vision of
the future, government success in ICT promotion,
intensity of local market competition, freedom
of the press, corruption perceptions, government
effectiveness, and regulatory qualities, where
each index served as a proxy indicator to evalu-
ate multiple dimensions of political support and
policies, while also suggesting greater potential
readiness for public ICT access (Listed in order,
data from: World Economic Forum Global Infor-
mation Technology Report (2006),° Transparency
International (2007),'° World Bank Worldwide
Governance Indicators (2006)').

Skills: Adult literacy and school enrollment
were employed as proxy indicators for skills,
where high literacy and enrollmentrates indicated
a greater potential readiness for public ICT ac-
cess (Data from International Telecommunication
Union opportunity skills index (2007)'2).

ICT infrastructure: Fixed phone density,
mobile phone density, and international Internet
bandwidth were used as a proxy indicators for
ICT infrastructure, where higher teledensities
and Internetbandwidth indicated greater potential
readiness for public ICT access (Data from Inter-
national Telecommunication Union opportunity
network index (2007)").

. Ranking of needs and readiness:

After combining the data into needs and readi-
ness scores for each country, we used a three-tier
ranking system representing high, medium, and
low readiness, with each tier ranked according
to need. This ranking system placed 25 countries
in Tier 1 (high readiness, high-to-low need), 25
countries in Tier 2 (medium readiness, high-
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to-low need), and 24 countries in Tier 3 (low
readiness, high-to-low need). We then applied a
filter based on distribution to arrive at a sample
of 30 countries where 25% of them would be in
the top and bottom tiers of needs and readiness
respectively (Tier 1 and Tier 3), and 50% would
be in the middle tier (Tier 2). In the selection of
countries within each tier, an element of geo-
graphic distribution was introduced to make sure
there would be representation of countries from
all regions of the world. This selection system
resulted in 8 countries in Tier 1, 14 countries in
Tier 2, and 8 countries in Tier 3, for a total of 30
countries. This distribution was chosen in order to
capture more countries in the middle tier of need
and readiness, along with a sample of countries
that could represent higher and lower needs and
readiness based on the defined criteria (Figure 2).

The fourth and last filter in the country selec-
tion process to bring the sample size from 30 to
25 countries was based on tipping points, such as
regional representation, availability of country-
team candidates to conduct the field research,

Figure 2. Needs and readiness ranking
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perceived strength of national library system or
importance of other library-like institutions, and
anticipation of planned infrastructure growth or
policy changes in particular countries. In the end,
the most important tipping point was the avail-
ability ofa qualified local research team to conduct
the fieldwork, as described below.

This detailed and careful country-selection
process enhanced the credibility and trustworthi-
ness of the research results, as well as their utility
in helping us understand commonalities and dif-
ferences between the countries studied, as well as
in relation to other countries not included in the
sample. The country-selection criteria are impor-
tant forunderstanding the scope of the findings we
are presenting in this volume. The study did not
include the most populous countries (China and
India), even though important changes in public
access to ICT are taking place there, especially
in cybercafés in India. It does not include all
the smallest or poorest countries (e.g., Haiti or
The Gambia), even though they may need the
most development assistance to provide broader
public access to ICT. And it does not include the
wealthiest countries (e.g., North America or the
European Union), where the landscape of public
access to ICT is significantly different than in
developing countries. Finally, the study does not
include countries where there are significant limi-
tations to freedom of expression or political unrest
(e.g., Iraq or Myanmar); conducting independent
research in those countries is more difficult, and
the landscape of public access to ICT might be
significantly altered in those contexts as well.

LOCAL RESEARCH-
TEAMS SELECTION

This study was led by University of Washing-
ton researchers in collaboration with teams of
local researchers in each of the 25 countries in
the sample. Selection of research partners was
critical to the success of the project,'* given the
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exploratory, collaborative, qualitative, and com-
parative nature of the global study. To select the
research partners, an initial call for expressions
ofinterest was issued in October 2007 and widely
distributed through specialized mailing lists and
web sites. This call resulted in 220 responses
from research and consulting teams around the
world. The responses were assessed forrelevance,
experience, and references, and a subset of them
was invited to submit a statement of qualifications
for this research project. From over 50 propos-
als received, a final group of 19 qualified local
research teams (some researchers representing
more than one country) was retained to conduct
the country studies, coordinated by the team at
the University of Washington. The final selection
was based on nine criteria (completeness of pro-
posal, research-team qualifications, organizational
strength, relevantresearch experience, knowledge
of public access ICT environment, complicating
factors, costs, references, and overall assessment),
and on perceived fit with the collaborative nature
of the international study.

Lead members ofall local research teams were
then invited to participate in one of two design
workshops (Seattle, Nov. 2008; Kuala Lumpur,
Dec. 2008) in which the key objectives and
proposed methods for the research project were
shared and improved. This early involvement by
local research teams in the design process helped
to strengthen research design and promoted col-
lective ownership of the larger research process
beyond the sheer contractual relation of each team
to the University of Washington. This collective
ownership was further emphasized by ongoing
online communications and a second workshop
halfway through the project in which all teams
came together to share progress, early insight,
and priorities for next steps.

The reliance on local expertise to conduct
fieldwork (as opposed to outside experts), and
the use of a collectively agreed upon research
framework and rationale (as opposed to different
approaches and frameworks) greatly contributed to

the trustworthiness of the research, and enhanced
the comparability of results. The open process for
local team selection, the participatory nature of
the research design, and the open and ongoing
discussion of early insights emerging from the
in-country research teams were all critical factors
that contributed to the success of this ambitious
research project.

RESEARCH DESIGN
Research Question

The study used amixed-methods design (Creswell,
Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2002) follow-
ing anintegrated, iterative approach that builds on
the collective strengths of the research teams, and
on emerging lessons from the research process. '
The guiding research question for this study was:
What are the information needs and opportunities
to strengthen institutions that offer public access
to information and communication, especially to
underserved communities, and especially through
the use of digital ICT?

Research Framework

To answer our research question, we explored
different frameworks that could help structure the
research process (Bridges.org, 2005; Camacho,
2004; DFID, 1999; Earl, Carden, & Smutylo, 2002;
Gomez & Reilly, 2002; Heeks, 2007; Roman,
2003; Whyte, 2000) and chose one of them, the
Real Access framework, as a starting point. Real
Access was developed by Bridges.org in South
Africa in 2005 as a framework for understanding
the range of economic, political, educational,
infrastructure, cultural, organizational, and other
factors that affect whether someone truly has
“access” to ICT. In other words, it is based on
the assumption that providing computers alone
will not solve the access challenge, an assertion
that has been validated by the numerous public
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access initiatives of the past decade (Alampay,
2006; Bossio, 2004; Dagron, 2001; Delgadillo,
Gomez, & Stoll, 2002; Etta & Parvyn-Wamabhiu,
2003; Jensen & Esterhuysen, 2001; Maeso &
Hilbert, 2006; Parkinson, 2005; Proenza, 2001;
Simpson, Daws, & Pini, 2004; United Nations,
2007). Compared to other frameworks, the Real
Access framework has been tested on the ground
in several countries. For the purpose of this study,
it provided enough structure and flexibility to
adapt to the research needs and local context of
each country in the sample. In brief, we chose
the Real Access framework for its simplicity,
flexibility, appropriateness, and applicability in
diverse contexts around the world.

Early involvement of different stakeholders
and local research partners helped us refine the
Real Access framework and adapt it to the needs
of this research, making sure all key categories
and dimensions of analysis were addressed. At the
same time, multiple iterations and revisions in the
process of research design, data collection, and
analysis helped ensure that the most meaningful
questions were being asked in the most meaning-
ful way, which would result in interpretations and
findings that are useful, credible, dependable, and
trustworthy (Villiers, 2005). These are the key
design features of our Integrated, Iterative Ap-
proach (ITA), also called Integrated Contextual
Iterative (ICI) approach (Barzilai-Nahon, Gomez,
& Ambikar, 2009), rooted in the interpretivist
tradition of social inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005; Schwandt, 1994; Walsham, 1995).

The original Real Access framework by
Bridges.org suggests twelve themes for analyzing
ICT use.'*Weused these as a starting point, group-
ing them into three categories: equitable access,
human capacity, and enabling environment. As
part of the modifications resulting from research
design workshops with country teams early in the
study, we expanded some of the categories to ad-
dress the situation of venues that do not currently
offer ICT as part of their services (public libraries
in some countries, in particular) and added a no-
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tion of change over time (past trends and future
directions) to compensate for the relatively static
nature of the original framework. In addition, two
new themes were added to the framework (social
appropriation of technologies and international
policy and regulatory framework), making the
research framework more complete and robust.
The label “social appropriation” is derived from
the Spanish concept of apropiacion social, which
implies taking ownership and transforming the
use of a project or technology for purposes not
necessarily intended by the original designers of
the project or technology. See (Camacho, 2002;
Echeverria, 2008) for a more in-depth discussion
of the concept of social appropriation.

Asaresultoftheresearch findings, the research
framework was further modified, with clearly
defined categories and indicators for analysis of
the public access landscape. We have called the
resulting framework the ACE framework (for Ac-
cess, Capacity, and Environment). Inanutshell, the
ACE Framework is based on the idea that these are
the three key dimensions required for understand-
ing public access venues. The three dimensions
are interrelated, and together they contribute to
a robust public access landscape in a particular
location. A detailed description of each one ofthese
dimensions and the variables that influence them
is described below. This approach is contrary to
early thinking in the ICT-for-development field,
which assumed that setting up more connectivity
infrastructure was enough to bridge the digital
divide, and convergent with other critiques that
regard connectivity as only one of the key ele-
ments for digital inclusion (Gomez & Ospina,
2001; Norris, 2001; Warschauer, 2003; Wilson,
2004). As Warschauer acutely notes:

A digital divide is marked not only by physical
access to computers and connectivity, but also
by access to the additional resources that allow
people to use technology well. However, the
original sense of the digital divide term — which
attached overriding importance to the physical
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availability of computers and connectivity, rather
than to issues of content, language, education,
literacy, or community and social resources — is
difficult to overcome in people’s minds.

The ACE framework further develops each
of the key dimensions to offer a comprehensive
picture of public access venues and their potential
contribution to social and economic development,
as schematically represented in Figure 3. Further
development of the variables and indicators in the
ACE framework will contribute a valuable addi-
tionto theresearch on ICT in publicaccess venues.

KEY DEFINITIONS

As a complement to the analytical framework,
we established common definitions and criteria
for data collection across all countries, starting
with a clarification of what is meant by “public
access venue:”

Public Access Venue is an institutional venue
with a mission to offer public access to informa-
tion tools and resources, with services that are
available to all and not directed to one group in
the community to the exclusion of others.!”

Based on this definition, we identified three
main types of public access venues of importance
in most countries, and then grouped them under
the generic headings “public library,” “
and “cybercafé,” with room for “other” venues of
interestand importance in a particular country. We
used the following definitions for each one of the
three main types of venues included in this study:

telecenter,”

Public Library: a venue thatis open to the general
population, funded by the government, and
intended to meet local community’s infor-
mation needs as a public service; while all
libraries offer books and printed materials,
public libraries in developing countries are
increasingly also offering access to comput-
ers and the Internet.

Telecenter: a nonprofit venue open to the public,
which offers ICT as part of its services or
other activities intended to help community
development. [tmay ormay not charge a fee.

Cybercafé: also called an Internet cafg, is a for-
profit venue that is open to the public, offers
computer access and related services, and
generally charges a fee. A key difference
from the telecenter is that cybercafés do not
necessarily intend to support community
development (although this may happen as
an unintended consequence).

Some countries adapted the venue definitions
to fit the particular situation of their country (for
example, Cabinas Publicas in Peru are considered
cybercafés, but telecentres are called NGO Infor-
mation Service Centers in Algeria, Community
Technology Centers in the Dominican Republic,
and Warintek and Warmasif in Indonesia). The
exact contextualized definition, when one was
suggested, is included in each detailed country
report (all country reports are publicly available
online athttp://tascha.uw.edu/research/landscape-
study/. See Gomez (2009) for a collection of short
summaries for each country). In a few cases, the
local researchers excluded venues where fees
were charged (i.e., cybercafés in Turkey), when
it would have been better to include them for
consistency with the global study, and in other
cases they included venues that are not fully open
to the public but cater to a specific population
(Schoolnet in Namibia, studied as “other venue”
in that country), resulting in data that is of inter-
est to the country but not quite comparable with
findings in other countries.

Each country identified other public access
venues of local relevance. In some cases, other
venues were studied in detail, in others they are
just acknowledged but not studied in depth. For
example, community libraries in Argentina, or
Mosque libraries in Algeria, were studied as
“other venues,” but WiFi plazas, phone booths,
or use of mobile phones were not studied, as they
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Figure 3. Schematic representation of ACE framework
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are not quite “venues” or don’t have the same study; further research about their interaction with
institutional nature of the other venues we were public access venues is needed.
focusing on. These other spaces and services are In addition to the generic definitions of each
undoubtedly important in information flows in type of public access venue, we identified five
most countries, but they are not covered in our key inequity variables that the research in all
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countries would focus on understanding: income,
age, education level, gender, and geographic loca-
tion (urban/non-urban). Other common inequity
variables such as caste, ethnicity, language, reli-
gion, or others were left to the discretion of local
researchers to explore, ifrelevant. Dataabout these
other variables is of great local importance, but it
is less consistently available across all countries.

DATA COLLECTION

Primary data for this study was collected in two
successive phases by local research teams in each
country, under the guidance of the UW team. '8 We
then conducted several iterations of comparative
analyses based on the country reports prepared
by each country team. The comparative analyses
use detailed country reports prepared by local
teams as primary sources. This section describes
these two levels of data collection in more detail.

Using the ACE Framework as an organizing
principle, we prepared a data collection template
foreach country to follow in the preparation of their
respective reports. This template was discussed
and enriched after the initial workshop with all
researchers (Dec 2007), and it was used by each
local team to prepare an interim report (for Phase
One, March 2008) and a final, detailed country
report (after Phase Two, Sept 2008) with all the
key findings and interpretations for each country.
In addition to the full country report, each local
team produced and/or reviewed a country profile
with key statistical data from different sources for
the country, a short summary of findings, and a
narrative report that could be edited into a book
chapter, which are included in this book follow-
ing this chapter. All these primary documents are
publicly available for consultation and reference
athttp://tascha.uw.edu/research/landscape-study/,
including the blank data collection template, all
country reports, and a summary of all findings in
an easy-to-read format.

The data collection template was designed to
help each country research team organize their lo-
cal fieldwork in order to answer detailed questions
about the theme-area issues — Access, Capacity,
and Environment — in each type of venue studied,
aswell asnational environment, history, and trends
in relation to public access initiatives. Rather
than provide the country teams with ready-made
interview guides and questionnaires to apply, we
preferred to build a collaborative research practice
that took advantage of local expertise and talent,
emphasizing the requirement to conduct research
based on commonly accepted research standards'
and research principles.? This approach allowed
for a sufficient structure for common elements
of design, purpose, and approach, and sufficient
flexibility foradaptation to local needs and realities
of each research team in each country.

The high-level structure of the data collection
template used in each country is summarized in
Figure 4.

Each local team conducted the necessary data
collection and analysis needed to complete the
report template, with some degree of variation
across countries. In addition to obvious differ-
ences in the complexity and maturity of the
public access landscape across all countries stud-
ied, some of the local teams had more experience
with one particular type of venue and not the
others,*! and they generally needed more work to
study the venues they knew less about. In some
cases, the size and diversity of the country (i.e.,
Brazil, Indonesia) was such that researchers con-
centrated on a particular region. Some research
teams had more active discussion and collabora-
tion with other country teams as the research
unfolded. All country teams worked with local
students, contractors, or consultants to gather the
required information, and all were led by a repu-
table researcher affiliated with a university, non-
profit organization or consulting firm. All in-
country research was conducted in the local
language, and all the reports were prepared in
English.
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Figure 4. Final country report template
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Contents of the Country Report Template
1 Extended Executive Summary
2 Methodology
2.1 Venue Selection
2.2 Inequity Variables
2.3 Data Gathering Techniques
2.4 Research Trustworthiness & Credibility
3 Country Assessment
3.1 Overall Country Assessment
3.2 Research Framework
3.3 Information Needs of Underserved Communities
3.4 Charts: Information Needs, Users & Uses
3.5 Economic, Policy & Regulatory Environment
3.6 Probes for Emerging Insights from Phase 1
4 Venue-Specific Assessments
41 Venue # 1: Public Libraries
4.2 Venue # 2: Telecenters
4.3 Venue # 3: Cybercafés
4.4 Venue # 4: Other
5 Success Factors & Strategic Recommendations
6 Appendices

Even though each local team was given much
freedom to carry out in-country research in the
most locally appropriate way (and bound by
research standards and principles, as described
above), all teams agreed to use at least the fol-
lowing data collection methods in each country:
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Document Review: Identify and review
salient literature in the country, includ-
ing existing statistical information about
population, ICT penetration, public access
venues, government policies, and previous
research relevant to the study. About forty
documents per country were reviewed.
Expert Interviews: Identify and conduct
in-depth interviews with at least ten spe-
cialists in public access venues. Interview
guides were prepared in each country de-
pending on the local needs and context.
About 10 to 15 interviews with experts
were conducted per country.

Site Visits: Identify, visit, and observe six
or more venues of each type (library, tel-
ecenter, and cybercafé). Site visits were
undertaken for a minimum of a half day,
making sure to include both urban and
non-urban sites (ideally three of each).
While selecting sites, research teams iden-
tified typical case samples of each type of
venue, including both urban and non-urban
sites. On average, there were twenty visits
per country with about five hundred sites
visited in total.

User Surveys: User information was
collected via a survey. A common sur-
vey instrument was used to administer a
questionnaire. Each country team was al-
lowed to add questions that they felt were
relevant to the local context to enrich the
overall body of evidence. At each site, ev-
ery second or third user exiting the venue
was surveyed. Teams surveyed between
forty and fifty users at each venue and con-
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ducted approximately one thousand sur-
veys per country. Given limited time and
resources, user surveys were not intended
to provide statistically significant samples
of the population or of the venues studied.
The surveys were exploratory and the re-
sults indicated trends and patterns for com-
parison and further research.

. Operator Interviews: Identify at least
one operator in each site visited and hold
a structured interview to provide a more
in-depth understanding of the venue, users,
and environment. Around twenty operators
were interviewed per country.

. Additional Optional Data Gathering
(not done in all countries): focus groups
with users, operators or experts, additional
visits and interviews, peer consultation and
review.

It is important to note that this study focused
primarily on qualitative data gathering and in-
terpretation to assess the current state and future
opportunities in public access to ICT across dif-
ferent types of venues, and across a sample of 25
countries. The numerical data that was gathered,
particularly through user surveys, interviews, and
document review, must be used and interpreted
with care as it cannot explain particular behaviors
inspecific contexts, nor can it be used as statistical
data for generalizations about the venues or the
population. User surveys were adapted in each
country and varying numbers of respondents were
included, in some cases more and in some cases
less than what we originally designed. Combined
with data obtained from interviews with operators
and with other research results available in the
country, the user surveys constitute the primary
source for information about users in the different
types of venues, including gender, age, education,
and income variables, analyzed in more detail in
other work in progress. Other numerical data, such
as counts of venues, proportion of them with ICT,
and proportion of them in urban or non-urban

settings, generally come from secondary sources
consulted by local researchers.

The data about public libraries is generally
more reliable, as there are public records in most
countries and international bodies that work with
libraries (i.e., [IFLA, UNESCO). When available,
these official sources were used. Nonetheless,
information about telecenters is more dispersed
among international agencies and local nonprofit
organizations that sponsor them, and information
about cybercafés is generally sketchier or not
available at all. Information, such as estimated
number, characteristics, and locations of cyber-
cafés and, to a lesser degree, telecenters, tends to
be an informed estimate by the local researchers,
based on what they learned about those particular
venues and the context in the country. In most
cases, detailed country reports by local researchers
indicate the sources for the numerical data about
each type of venue in the country.

On the other hand, there is much variability in
available estimates about the number of venues,
especially cybercafés. While in our study there are
numbers that may be exaggerated (the number of
cybercafés in Uganda, for example, is estimated at
20,000, a figure confirmed by the local research
team), they are missing in others (no estimated
numbers for cybercafés in Malaysia, Georgia,
or South Africa, for example, and we could not
find independent and credible estimates for those
countries in other sources). This discrepancy in the
numbers means that while the numerical details
discussed here may not be an exact reflection of
any single country, and estimates about cybercafés
in particular may be the most variable, the num-
bers are nonetheless based on locally informed
estimates and analysis which, when combined
across all 25 countries, represents a meaningful
source of trends and patterns.
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DATA VALIDATION

The field research in each country was based on
multiple methods for data gathering, conducted
in local languages by a qualified team of local
researchers. Furthermore, the TASCHA team
cross checked the consistency of the data within
and across different reports (summary, detailed
report, narrative report, statistical profile) and,
in some cases, verified the accuracy of data
regarding counts of public libraries in different
countries. This multi-dimensional approach to the
data allowed for various triangulation options,
multiple data sources, multiple methods, multiple
perspectives, and multiple investigators, all of
which add to the validity of, and our confidence
in, the findings (Patton, 2002).

Based on these shared research-design ele-
ments, each local team designed and conducted
field research to best respond to local context and
needs, and in a way that capitalized on the team’s
expertise and networks. Each team identified and
researched key public access venues to study in
their country, and in consultation with the TAS-
CHA team they produced a preliminary report
over a period of two months. Preliminary reports
were then analyzed across countries to look for
early indications of gaps, similarities, trends, and
opportunities, and to inform the direction of the
next iteration of the research in what we called
Phase Two.

Phase Two lasted about six months, and was
launched by bringing together all researchers again
in a workshop to discuss the research process,
emerging findings, and next steps. We revisited
the original research framework and identified
and incorporated additional themes emerging in
the findings that were not part of the Real Ac-
cess framework. We also discussed and refined
a final country report template, which was used
by all country teams to produce their reports in a
standard and consistent format. This combination
of clear overall structure and flexibility for local
adaptations, together with a collaborative approach
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that facilitated and promoted communication
and cooperation among the different researchers,
proved to greatly enhance the robustness of the
design and the utility of the findings (Shulha &
Wilson, 2002).

Furthermore, the two-phase design, which is
part of the Integrated Iterative Approach used in
thisresearch, allowed a finer focus in the data col-
lection and analysis. By using this iterative design,
early results, preliminary comparative analysis,
and peerreview helped to identify emerging trends
and gaps in the research, and helped to strengthen
the utility, credibility, and comparability of the
final results (Creswell, et al., 2002).

DATA ANALYSIS

With the massive volume of qualitative data
gathered from all 25 countries in both Phase One
and Phase Two, we conducted several iterations
of comparative analysis to inform the findings
in the Landscape Study. Special attention was
dedicated to data reduction, data display, and
data management (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Analysis was conducted using interpretive scores
assigned to each variable of the ACE framework,
using facilitated workshops and team discussions,
as well as using Atlas TI software for qualitative
coding of key concepts in the detailed country
reports. All qualitative coding was intended to help
find patterns, label themes, and develop category
systems as part of the analysis (Patton, 2002).
The interpretive scores and the Atlas TI qualita-
tive coding were based on a detailed coding grid*
developed for this study. The coding grid was
based on the ACE framework: variables under
Access, Capacity, and Environment (as described
in Figure 3) for each type of public access venue
in each country, were each ranked using a scale
of one to five, where one is lowest and five is
highest. All the rankings were performed by the
research team at the University of Washington,
following agreed-upon criteria and with regular
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conversation to discuss borderline cases or outli-
ers that were difficult to code. Furthermore, spot
checks and independent rankings were done for
several venues and/or several countries to look for
salient discrepancies. Very few were found, and
in only one case an assigned score was changed
following the verification. This verification pro-
cess highlights the utility of the ranking as a tool
for identifying patterns, themes, regularities, or
divergences. Furthermore, the systematic coding
allowed us to work with “what if”” scenarios, of-
fering a spreadsheet as an analytical tool (Meyer
& Avery, 2009). The qualitative-analysis software,
Atlas TI, was also used to code a subset of vari-
ables inthe ACE framework across all venues and
all countries. This qualitative coding was used to
further investigate the patterns and themes in the
data. The ability to assign different weights to
different variables and compare across countries
and across types of venues is an important feature
of the integrated, iterative approach in measur-
ing digital divide/s (Barzilai-Nahon, Gomez, &
Ambikar, 2009). The interpretive scores are not
intended to provide statistical data about public
access venues, but a sense of ranking and rela-
tive weight of each one of the variables under
consideration.

In addition to detailed data coding described
above, facilitated workshops and team discus-
sions, research conversations and peer debriefings,
were held to conduct SWOT analysis (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, threats) on parts of the
data in order to illuminate the findings and assist
the interpretation of the data. In a nutshell, we
dedicated over ayear of combined skills, training,
insight, capabilities, energy, and enthusiasm of a
small and interdisciplinary team of researchers,
assisted by a network of research partners in the
University and around the world, to do what
interpretation of findings does best: making the
obvious obvious, making the obvious dubious, or
making the hidden obvious (Patton, 2002).

Numerous products result from this research,
including academic papers, technical reports,

and other publications, many of which have been
adapted and included in this book, in addition to
teaching and learning opportunities for graduate
students at the University. This chapter is one of
these research results.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study is groundbreaking in its breadth and
scope: no other studies have systematically
looked at different types of public access venues
and across multiple countries around the world.
Nonetheless, findings are not easily generaliz-
able without a clear understanding of the specific
context and the analytic framework in use. Fur-
thermore, despite the different mechanisms to
enhance the credibility and integrity of the data,
research was particularly challenging in some
countries over others for intrinsic or external
reasons (country size and diversity, as in Brazil,
Indonesia, or South Africa; or unexpected political
turmoil, as in Georgia; or very tight timelines for
most researchers, especially those with turnover
in the research teams).

The tension between structure and flexibility in
research design generally helped to strengthen the
research results. We purposefully did not enforce
a centrally defined interview guide for fieldwork
research, leaving that level of definition to the
local researchers in each country, depending on
the context and expertise of both interviewers
and interviewees. Nonetheless, we did include a
short survey instrument that was localized by the
teams and, in many cases, complemented with
additional questions. We knew the survey sample
would not be statistically representative, but we
wanted a credible indication of possible trends.
Survey results were mostly shared as percentages,
notabsolute numbers, and in some cases the scales
for the answers were changed (for example, the
age brackets to distinguish youth from adult),
thus diminishing the utility of the survey results.
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It has been mentioned before, but worth re-
peating here: numerical data needs to be handled
with special care, as it is not the result of census
or statistically significant sample, collection, or
analysis. The user surveys were not statistically
representative and had country-by-country varia-
tions thatlimittheir generalizability. Venue counts
and distribution, especially cybercafés, are sketchy
and mostly represent “educated guesses” on the
partoflocal researchers. Numerical data presented
in this study is mostly useful to uncover general
trends and point to interesting areas for further
research to be conducted.

LESSONS LEARNED

Conducting a global study of the magnitude of
the Landscape Study carries its unique challenges
and allowed us to learn valuable lessons. First
and foremost, the balance between structure and
flexibility is a delicate equation that needs to take
into consideration the needs and requirements of
the different stakeholders. While pure research
with no strings attached to funding would allow
for a design that privileges theoretical and meth-
odological considerations, our applied research
was constrained by specific requirements and
needs of the different parts involved, including
funders. Tighter structure allows for more central-
ized control and could increase the comparability
of results, while higher flexibility allows for more
adaptation to meet local needs and possibilities.
If we were to do this over again, we would either
drop the user surveys altogether, or do them with
astrong, centrally defined instrument and statisti-
cally significant samples of the population.

The collaborative nature of the research pro-
cess also had its advantages and disadvantages.
A relationship that is handled as a consultant
contract or a data-collection exercise in which
the local teams have no say in research design
might be easier to implement, but would likely
have less meaningful buy-in and engagement, and
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would miss out on opportunities to strengthen the
research activities, as we saw in our research.
Through facilitated dialogue, the research teams
could gain a direct understanding of the intent and
scope of the study, and contribute their insight to
make it stronger from the outset. Nonetheless, we
were not able to set up useful online interaction
and dialogue early on, which resulted in lower
ongoing collaboration, except in cases where
researchers already had existing relationships
between them. If we were to do this type of study
again, we would start immediately with an online
collaboration tool, even if it is a simple mailing
list, and focus more energy on the facilitation
of the ongoing interaction and sharing between
research teams, both during the data collection
and the analysis phases of the study.

The scope of the research we undertook meant
sacrificing some depth in exchange for breadth.
The result is a broad blanket of understanding
over a variety of topics in relation to ICT in pub-
lic access venues, but not enough depth to really
understand their intricacies, causes, or effects. In
future steps, we will explore ways to adapt the
research framework to apply it to in-depth studies
of a particular country or context.
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Research Standards of the American
Evaluation Association (Joint Committee
on Standards for Educational Evaluation,
1994):Utility (ensure that research will serve
the practical information needs of intended
users) Feasibility (ensure that research will
be realistic, prudent, diplomatic, and fru-
gal)Propriety (ensure that research will be
conducted legally, ethically, and with due
regard for the welfare of those involved in
the research, as well as those affected by
its results)Accuracy (ensure that research
will reveal and convey technically adequate
information about the features that determine
worth or merit of the program being studied
Research Principles of the American
Evaluation Association (Joint Committee
on Standards for Educational Evaluation,
1994): Systematic inquiry — evaluators
conduct systematic, data-based inquiries
about what is being evaluated. Competence
—evaluators provide competent performance
to stakeholders. Integrity/honesty — evalua-
tors ensure the honesty and integrity of the
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entire evaluation process. Respect for people
— evaluators respect the security, dignity,
and self-worth of the respondents, program
participants, clients, and other stakeholders
with whom they interact. Respect for general
public welfare — evaluators articulate and
take into account the diversity of interests
and values that they may be related to in the
general and public welfare

The fields of Information and Communica-
tion Technologies for Development (ICTD)
and Library Information Sciences (LIS) have
generally operated apart from each other; this
collaborative research project has helped to
bring researchers from these fields closer
together in each country to learn from each
other and confirm that they have much com-
mon ground in their interest for information,
technology, and human development.
Data-coding grid was developed by Kemly
Camacho, Elizabeth Gould, and Rucha Am-
bikar in collaboration with Ricardo Gomez
and TASCHA team at University of Wash-
ington.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Argentina is one of 25 countries participating
in this international study that was designed
both to assess the ability of the public to access
information and communication venues, and
also to review the role of ICTs across the overall
economic, political, and regulatory framework.
The study assessed how the venues function, how
they serve user needs, how they meet operational
constraints, and how they realize successes. The
study placed an emphasis on public and popular
libraries, private information venues (cyberca-
fés and parlors), and social information venues
(government and community-associated public
information venues). The primary intent was to
examine the information needs of underserved
communities, public access to information and
communication venues, and the role of ICTs in
Argentina.

The principal venues that provide public access
to information and ICTs formed akey aspect ofthe
study, and the research team conducted literature

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch011

reviews, surveys, interviews, and focus groups to
gain a thorough understanding of the informa-
tion and communication landscape. The report
describes the access venues selected and studied,
the physical infrastructure and equipment, the use
dynamics found during the fieldwork process,
salient findings, strengths and weaknesses among
the public venues, and key recommendations.
The researchers surveyed the processes of
communication and knowledge production at the
selected venues, as well as the various controlling
factors, such as governmental policies, geography,
ethnic and idiomatic differences, and social and
economicinequities. Theresearch guidelines were
structured to identify the inequalities and inequities
that affect general living conditions, and identify
the role that access to information plays within
those conditions. As aresult, two types of inequali-
ties were defined: socio-economic inequalities
and territorial inequalities. The socio-economic
inequalities relate primarily to the external pro-
cesses affecting individuals and families, includ-
ing poverty and indigence, income distribution,
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employment, the labor situation, gender, ethnic
factors, and others. The territorial inequalities
are a function of regional and local dynamics,
particularly the contrast between urban and rural
communities and groups.

The guidelines also led to an examination of
the conditions that control information accessibil-
ity and an identification of the public’s physical
access to information. Of primary importance
were the 2,186 facilities in the Popular and Public
Libraries network. Ofthat total, 1,995 are popular
libraries,and 231 are public and national libraries.
The people in Argentina also have public access
to information at more than 18,500 private ven-
ues, cybercafés, and parlors. Additionally, there
are 491 social venues, 99 of which are directly
managed by NGOs, and the remaining 302 exist
as the result of governmental initiatives imple-
mented mainly in association with community
social organizations (SCOs).

In general, the Argentine public places a high
value on its capacity to incorporate technology into
daily life. An increasing number of people use, or
are interested in using, ICT services to fulfill their
information and communication needs, although
this opinion was more commonly expressed by
urban populations. Argentina appeared to the re-
searchers to be an extremely favorable landscape
for developing and implementing policies and
strategies to increase the public access to infor-
mation, and to the create and disseminate content
with both local and national interest.

INTRODUCTION
Country Overview

Argentina is one of the most advanced and pro-
gressive nations in South America, with a stable
and well-recognized presence in the world com-
munity. The economic position is based on a solid
foundation ofagricultural, industrial, commercial,
and natural resource interests.

The citizens enjoy arelatively high standard of
living compared to other Latin American countries,
and much ofthe population considers itselfmiddle
class. The country has a high human development
index score of 0.869, but according to data devel-
oped in 2007, 23% of the population lives below
the official poverty line, and income distribution
has become quite unequal as a result of the 2001
national economic crisis. The educational level
is relatively good, especially in urban areas with
ready access to public schools and universities.
The Argentine literacy rate reportedly is 99%.

The population is composed of a wide range
of ethnicities, races, and origins. People who are
predominantly of European descent make up the
majority of the population, with estimates ranging
from 89.7% to 97% of the total. The last national
census, based on self-ascription, indicated a simi-
lar figure, in that only 2% declared themselves
to be Amerindian of first-generation Mestizo
background. The most common ethnic groups
are Italian and Spanish descendants.

Eighty percent of the Argentine population
resides in cities or towns of more than two thou-
sand inhabitants, and over one-third of those
people live in the Greater Buenos Aires area (the
Autonomous City of Buenos Aires and Conurbano
Buenos Aires). With 11.5 million inhabitants,
this sprawling metropolis serves as the focus for
national life while the rest of the population is
unequally distributed across the rest of the coun-
try. With a third of the population in the Greater
Buenos Aires region, the city ranks tenth among
the 23 largest cities in the world, and the third
largest in Latin America, after Mexico City and
Sao Paulo. Anadditional 1.1 millionpeoplelivein
the metropolitan area of Rosario, and 1.3 million
in the city of Cordoba.

The Province of Buenos Aires is the most
heavily populated province in Argentina, with
13,827,203 inhabitants. A nearly equal number
of people live in the neighboring provinces, and
Cordoba and Santa Fe have populations of about
three million. In total, 60% of the population is
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concentrated in three provinces (Buenos Aires,
Cordoba, and Santa Fe) and in the City of Buenos
Aires. These areas have a combined surface area
that is less than 22% of the country’s total.

According to a 2001 census, Argentina had a
population 0f36,260,130 million, with 1,527,320,
or4.2%ofwhich, were born in other countries. The
national growth rate in 2008 was estimated to be
0.917% annually, with a rate of 16.32 live births
per 1,000 inhabitants and a rate of 7.54 deaths per
1,000 inhabitants. The Argentine population has
long had one of Latin America’s lowest growth
rates (typically about one percent a year), and
a comparatively low infant mortality rate. The
median age is approximately 29 years and life
expectancy at birth is 75 years.

The proportion of people under 15 years of
age (24.6%) is a slightly below the world average
(28%), but the proportion of people 65 years of
age and olderisrelatively high at 10.8%. The high
percentage of older people in Argentina has long
been second only to Uruguay in Latin America,
and is well above the world average of 7%.

The overall density of telecommunications
among the general population of Argentina stands
at 24%; but this number is somewhat deceptive
and does notreflectregional differences. The den-
sity in the city of Buenos Aires is 60%. The three
principal provincial capitals: Cordoba, Rosario,
and Mendoza, each register about 35%. Seventy
five percent of the nation’s population lives in
these communities. The regions with the highest
income levels have telecommunications densi-
ties of 28% or more, while the poorest regions
are below 10%. The Formosa and Santiago del
Estero provinces have only 7%.

The landline density distribution nationally
is 24%. From 2000 to 2006, Argentina saw an
increase in the number of Internet users from 2.4
million to 13 million. Between 2003 and 2006,
the average yearly growth was more than 30%.
An estimated 34% of the total population claims
to be part-time or frequent users of information
technologies and tools.
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Geography

Argentinaislocated at the southern extent of South
Americabetween the Andes Mountains to the west
and the southern Atlantic Ocean to the east. It is
bordered by Paraguay and Bolivia to the north,
Brazil and Uruguay to the northeast, and Chile to
the west. Argentina is the second largest country
in South America after Brazil and is the eighth
largest country in the world. The total surface
area spans approximately 2.7 million km?, but
the figure does not include Argentine Antarctica
and several South Atlantic islands. Geographi-
cally, the country is divided among six regions:
the Northwest region (Jujuy, Salta, Tucuman,
Catamarca, and La Rioja), the Gran Chaco or
Northeast (Formosa, Chaco, and Santiago del
Estero), the Mesopotamia (Misiones, Entre Rios,
and Corrientes), Cuyo (San Juan, Mendoza, and
San Luis), the Pampas (Cordoba, Santa Fe, La
Pampa, and Buenos Aires), and Patagonia (Rio
Negro, Neuquén, Chubut, Santa Cruz, and Tierra
del Fuego).

Government

Argentina is a presidential representative demo-
cratic republic in which the president is the head
of'state and also heads the multiform party system
of government. President Cristina Fernandez de
Kirchner was elected to a four-year term in 2007.

Legislative power is vested in the bicameral
National Congress, or Congreso de la Nacion,
consisting of a Senate (Senado) of seventy two
seats, and a Chamber of Deputies (Camara de
Diputados) of 257 members. The Supreme Court
of Justice heads the judicial branch.
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METHODOLOGY
Team Qualifications

The research team for this study was composed
of three members. The team leader was Professor
Adrian Rozengardt, a master’s degree candidate
majoring in the conception and management
of public policies and programs, Facultad Lati-
noamerciana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO),
Argentina. He is a recognized expert in plan-
ning, designing, assessing, and monitoring social
projects, with a specific focus on childhood and
adolescence. He is a consultant and researcher on
the relationship between public policies and ICTs
and has served as a consultant for an assortment
of national and international organizations. Pro-
fessor Rozengardt is Vice President of the Civil
Association for the Development of Information
Society LINKS.

Dr. Susana Finquelievich was the associate
researcher and was trained as an architect at the
National University of Rosario and later attended
postgraduate studies in urban and regional plan-
ning at the Polytechnic University of Stettin,
Poland. She holds a master’s degree in urbanism
(Université Paris VIII) and a Ph.D. in social sci-
ences (Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Socia-
les, Paris, France). She is a senior researcher in the
National Council of Scientific and Technological
Research (CONICET) on Information Society
and is a Coordinator of the Research Program on
Information Society, Instituto de Investigaciones
Gino Germani, Faculty of Social Sciences, Uni-
versity of Buenos Aires. Additionally, she is the
National Contact Point in Social Sciences, Hu-
manities, and Economy for Scientific Cooperation
with the European Union. Dr. Finquelievich is the
President of LINKS, the Civil Association for the
Development of Information Society.

The research assistant, Daniel Finquelievich,
is a member of LINKS.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The research team examined nearly 40 published
papers on ICT access and 37 documents published
inthe public, private, and associative sectors. They
alsoreviewed surveys and statistics that described
Argentina’s population, the social and economic
landscape in the country, the communications
facilities, public information venues, and other
factors. This overall review involved surveys,
interviews with key stakeholders and users, and
the data obtained in four focus groups.

VENUE SELECTION

The research team focused its attention on the
venues and institutions that facilitate public access
to information and communication with a special
emphasis on the needs of communities, public
access to local information and communication,
and the role of ICTs in these areas. They based
the research on in-depth analyses of social imbal-
ances and inequities, and on the resulting impact
on access to information. They also analyzed the
information needs of diverse social groups, the
contribution that information can make to every-
day life, and the conditions of Argentina’s public
information venues, as well as their history and
their future perspectives.

The team studied the physical infrastructure
and equipment, the human resources in a variety
of these venues, and the available content and
information. They also surveyed the communi-
cation and knowledge production processes at
these venues within the context of the applicable
governmental policies, geography, ethnic and
idiomatic differences, and other corresponding
elements.

As a result, the following venues were iden-
tified for detailed study: (1) popular and public
libraries, (2) public access venues with commercial
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objectives, such as cybercafés, private parlors,
and telephone cooperatives, and (3) public access
venues with social objectives, such as governmen-
tal and non-governmental organization venues.

INEQUITY VARIABLES

Foremost among the inequity variables that af-
fect public access to information in Argentina
are income, education, age, gender, geographi-
cal location, social involvement and strata, and
employment. Documention from 2003 stated that
54% of the population lived in poverty and that
27.7% ofthe population were indigents. However,
a subsequent report in 2007 claimed that those
figures had been reduced to 23.4% and 8.2%,
respectively.

The inequity problem lies not only in the
quantitative extension of poverty, but also in its
qualitative depth. Poor and indigent households
have lower average incomes than the respective
definitive lines. Moreover, new forms of pov-
erty have arisen and have spread because of the
cumulative effects of increased unemployment
and underemployment, reduced income, and the
increased number of precarious unstable jobs that
lack social benefits.

Although in the past few years there has been
an important reduction in the poverty and indi-
gence levels with respect to the very low figures
reported in 2002, the living conditions have not
returned to the far more favorable levels seen in
1974. The unequal distribution characteristics
of the present model have remained relatively
constant, and more than 52% of the total wealth
in the country is held by 20% of the population.

The gap between the income of the richest
10% and the poorest 10% of the population has
continued to expand over the past thiry years.
Between 1974 and 1991, this differential rose from
9.5 times to 19.5 times, and reached a maximum
of 42 times in 2002. At the beginning of 2004,
the richest 10% had an income 28 times greater
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than the poorest 10%. More recent data indicate
that this number had risen to 32 by mid-2004. By
the end 0f 2006, the richest 10% owned 36.4% of
the total generated income, whereas the poorest
10% had only 1.3%of the total generated income.

In Argentina, the greatest educational inequi-
ties arerelated to socio-economic factors. Gender
and geographical location differences, while im-
portant, are less relevant. Education at all levels is
free in Argentina, but depending on their social and
economic circumstances, students face unequal
conditions regarding access to schools, stability,
results, and graduation.

Since the mid-1980s, the Argentine educational
system has enjoyed a widespread expansion, which
facilitated an almost universal access to basic
education, but the educational level reached by
the students in the lowest income groups is quite
different from the level reached by higher-income
students. Low-income students commonly drop
outof'school after a few years; consequently, their
educational level severely limits their access to
significant opportunities in the job market or to
an income that will provide a comfortable living.

In 2001, more than 3,587,620 people (9.9% of
the total population) were over the age of 65 years,
while 28.3% of'the population was under the age of
14. At the same time, the average life expectancy
was 73.8 years. Seventy percent of that 65-year-old
group is retired, while another 15.6% continued
to maintain an income-producing activity. Men
outnumber women in the work force by about
three to one. About eight out of ten senior adults
have medical coverage, and 6.2% are illiterate.

Age is a particularly important concern re-
garding the access and use of information venues
and technologies. Younger people, particularly
those between 16 and 35 years of age, are the
most frequent users of ICTs, while the level of
use diminishes radically among people over 65.

Gender inequalities become quite apparent
when women attempt to enter the labor market,
and according to one accepted set of survey results,
only three out of ten “formal” jobs are occupied by
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women. It also claimed that employers indicated
thata vacancy was available to a female candidate
only 28.3% of the time. According to the Homes
Permanent Survey, female unemploymentis twice
as great as male unemployment.

In Buenos Aires, the jobs held by women pay
32% less than corresponding jobs held by men.
The economic and social status of women is said
to be registering important improvements, and
President, Dr. Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner,
is used as the most highly visible example of the
increasing presence of women in the public sphere.
Other often-cited examples of the increasing
improvements are the advances in opportunities
appearing in the education sector, as well as the
promulgation of laws that protect the rights of
women. Nevertheless, these heralded advances
and improvements are relative when viewed in
light of the more permanent inequities in the
economic and political context. Still, surveys
show that gender is not nearly as relevant as age
and venue location regarding information access.
Women and men use public information venues
on an almost equivalent basis.

Location of a venue has severe impact on in-
formation access. In recent years, Argentina has
accentuated its internal differences. For example,
more than 75 percent of the capital investment
in agriculture and industry is concentrated in the
central regions (the Buenos Aires metropolitan
area and the Pampean region) along with the
highest concentration of workers and the highest
concentration of the scientific and technological
capacity. The peripheral regions experience an
ongoing decline in self-sufficiency and a corre-
sponding increase in the level of dependence on
the wealthier regions.

Historically, the development of the Argentina
has depended heavily on the country’s economy
and trade in the international markets. The result
is anunbalanced domestic territory, with a strong
demographic concentration in a few urban areas,
particularly the Buenos Aires metropolitan area,

and with large unpopulated or abandoned areas
in many provinces and regions, particularly in the
northwest areas. In the large urban agglomera-
tions, mainly in Buenos Aires, Rosario, Cérdoba,
La Plata, Mendoza, and Tucuman, there are large
areas of concentrated poverty.

DATA COLLECTION

The conclusions drawn from the findings of this
study are based on the information collected from
the literature review, the users and stakeholders
who were interviewed, websites, and a host of
primary and secondary data sources. The veracity
of the results is reinforced by the comparison to
data taken from the diverse sources.

The research team visited more than 100
websites and portals and interviewed 28 key
participants, including government officials, [CT
enterprise executives and operators, NGO staff
members, and knowledgeable research experts.
Data were collected in public libraries from 61
public library managers and on 750 surveys.

The research team visited public access ven-
ues all across the country to conduct a survey of
Internet users. They surveyed 553 individuals,
of whom 24% access the Internet at public ac-
cess venues that have commercial objectives.
The survey was determined to have a reliability
0f 95.5%, with an error margin of +/- 4.5%. The
methodology used was keyed toatelephone survey
using a semi-structured questionnaire and with
open and closed questions. For the public access
venues with social objectives, the data were col-
lected through interviews, literature reviews, and
four focus groups.
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OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT
Public Access to Information

From 2000 to 2006, the number of Argentina’s
Internet users increased from 2.4 million to 13 mil-
lion. Between 2003 and 2006, the average yearly
growth exceeded 30%. The results of this current
study show that at least 34% of the population
uses information and ICT tools to some degree.
The profile of the typical Internet user has
changed. Initially, the profile described arelatively
eliteuser having at least a partial university educa-
tion, a high level of information knowledge and
application, a high income, and was usually male.
The most notable changes in that profile are seen
in the very great increase in the number of users
from the low and medium socio-economic levels;
that shift began to be noticed as early as 2000 and
2001. Moreover, the average educational level of
the users decreases yearly, including people who
have only a primary or secondary education.
The ratio between male and female Internet
users reached 50% many years ago. Furthermore,
in the past several years, the ages of the typical
Internet users also changed significantly. More
than 24% of'the present Internetusers are under 18
years old. Since 2003, the age of the average user
has increased to about 29 years old. Interestingly,
there has been an increase in the number of users
who have a low level of technological knowledge
and who frequent cybercafés, parlors, public
libraries, and other public information venues.
Several factors in recent years have helped to
increase the interest level and greater use of ICTs
and services by thismore diverse user base. [t owes
much to the cybercafés, in which each computer
can be used by many people each day and used
during the more favorable operating hours for
seven days a week. Additionally, since the 2002,
many users accessed the Internet encouraged by
the so-called “home free-access,” which allowed
users to pay for the Internet time they consumed
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without having to pay a fixed fee. A third factor
has been the increase in broadband use in homes
that began between 2005 and 2006.

Broadband service in Argentina went from
125,000 clients in 2002 to 475,000 in 2004 to
880,000 in 2005. At the end of 2006, there were
1,590,000 subscribers in homes and commercial
enterprises. This growth has been attributed largely
topublicacceptance and to the calculated business
strategies of the service providers to attract clients
through promotions and price reductions. The
strategies also were positioned to promote future
bundled service that would combine broadband
service with telephone landlines, Internet con-
nectivity, television, and cellular phone services.

There has been a corresponding increase in
the sales of personal computers. The density level
of personal computers nearly doubled from 3.8
million in 2002 to 6 million in 2006. By Decem-
ber 2007, the number had grown to more than 7
million. In early 2008, the Microsoft Corporation
determined that 11% of all homes in Argentina
had two personal computers and estimated that
the munber would increase to 20% by the end
of 2008."

The growth in computer notebook ownership
and use was remarkable and accounted for 15
percent of all computer sales. That number is aslo
projected to increase further with the very rapid
increase in wi-fi sites and connectivity. Access to
the Internet through cell phones, even though still
limited, promises to increase as new applications
and the new PDA terminals (cell phone + agenda
+ GPS, photo camera, etc.) become available. By
the end of 2006, there were 24 million mobile
lines in Argentina, and increased to 27 million in
December 2007.

The enormous increase in the capacities of the
newer cell phones points to increased access to
the Internet. This type of growth in technological
advancements and accessability has evolved in
Argebtina despite the lack of a coordinated and
comprehensive government strategy. This defi-
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ciencyiswidely believed to have been alegacey of
the 1989 privatizations. In Argentina, technologi-
cal innovation and dissemination originate almost
exclusively in the strategies of the private sector.

ACCESS, CAPACITY,
ENVIRONMENT, INEQUITY

The overall information and communication
environment in Argentina is unsettled at best,
and the issues that beset the individual informa-
tion and communication venues are widespread
and complex. There is a huge gap separating the
diverse socio-economic groups, and that gap is
particularly visible between the populations of
the City of Buenos Aires, for example, and its
metropolitan area, as well as in the populations
in the rest of the provinces. According a 2008
Gallup survey, cellular telephony is an exception
to these socio-economic inequities. That survey
indicated that a large proportion of individuals in
the low-income sector, and many people living
in the outlying provinces, all had cell phones.
The penetration of cell phone use (at 58%) and
television (at 58%) are considered by the public
to be the most useful of the available technolo-
gies, while Internet access was ranked at only 7%.

The same 2008 Gallup survey indicated that
most of the Argentine population knows how to
use aremote control handset, originate andreceive
telephone calls, send and receive messages using
cell phones, and how to use a DVD. The survey
also showed that most of the population said that
they do notknow how to use a film camera, an MP3
player, how to send e-mails, or program a VCR.

Three out of every ten Argentineans access the
Internet every thirty days, butin 2000, only one out
often accessed the Internet. In 2007 and 2008, the
amount of online time per user increased signifi-
cantly. Half of all Internet users connect through
public access venues, a third access from their
homes, and a fourth access from their workplace.

Because the use of ICTs depends largely on
experience, the users develop their technological
capacities as they use the available technologies.
Most ICT users are self-trained, and the role of
public information venues to increase user skills
and foster experimentation with ICTs is invaluable.

Information Needs of
Underserved Communities

The most critical information needed by under-
served communities concerns the availability of
public and private social services that provide
health, employment, housing, education, citizen
rights, security, and safety assistance. An essential
aspect of resolving these needs lies in developing
a better and more accessible set of government
services at national, regional, and local levels de-
livered through ICTs to complement the recently
introduced E-Democracy, E-Participation, and
E-Procurement. User-centered E-Government
suggests that the government will initiate and
provide services and resources tailored to the
actual service and resource needs of the broad
range of users, including the general population,
government employees, and others. These gov-
ernment-supported services would also mandate
the need to provide public information through
public access venues.

Little has been done to meet the needs of
elderly, disadvantaged, and impaired people,
including those with physical, mental, visual, or
hearing deficiencies. These people are especially
underserved and urgently need specific informa-
tion programs so that they can take advantage
of the potential of ICTs to help them to become
more fully integrated into the community. In this
respect, it is essential to develop products, sys-
tems, and services with the necessary support for
these needs, and to equip information venues to
accommodate these needs.
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Economic, Policy, and
Regulatory Environment

Most sources in Argentina indicate that the market
share linked to ICTs stands at US$9.5 million. The
ICT market between 2003 and 2007 employed
283,000 people, or 1.9% of the active population.
The 2002-2007 period saw a strong increase in the
small & medium enterprise and home markets.

One analysis reviewed by the research team
predicts an even greater growth in the government
and public administration sectors well into 2010.
During 2007, thatsector recorded an annual growth
of 20%, with an estimated invoicing of 34,600
million AR pesos. Inthe period from 2006 through
2008, the ICT sector consistently grew at a rate in
excess of Argentina’s IGP, which stood at 9% in
that period. One third of those 34,600 million AR
pesos came via ICTs, including software, hard-
ware, and services. The remaining two-thirds of the
money was related to communications equipment
and infrastructure and for landline and cellular
telephony and the Internet. Some technologies
had what several local respondents termed “avery
special behavior,” and cited the Internet, mobile
telephony, personal computer sales (particularly
notebooks), information services, and software
development, as the most active drivers of this
technological growth. These respondents univer-
sally predicted a continued rapid growth well into
the future. Argentina’s IT and communications
chamber CICOMRA and other analysts estimated
that by the end 2007, 16 to 17 million individuals
had directly or indirectly used the Internet at least
on a periodic basis.

The role of broadband service is growing in
importance, and already in 2008 there were two
million subscribers, while as late as 2006, there
were only 475,000. However, the research team
concluded that this 20% yearly growth could not
be sustained without continued large investments,
or without the specialized human resources with
the skills to support that rate of growth. According
to a 2007 study by Prince & Cooke, there were
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160,000 people employed in ICT-based enter-
prises. But if that number is added to the number
of people working in other sectors, both public and
private, who also use ICT tools, the total reaches
310,000. That figure accounts fornearly 2% of the
Argentina’s entire economically active population.
The sector is projected to require around 370,000
individuals in 2009, of which huge numbers have
not been adequately trained.

Collaboration Practices that
Already Exist Across Venues,
and Future Opportunities

In Argentina, there is an active inter-library net-
work in place, and the national and private uni-
versities have launched remarkable information
initiatives. Two of the most important networks
are the network UNIRED, which was created in
Argentina in 1989 by a group of professionals
interested in sharing information, and the civil
association RECIARIA, a project of Argentine
Networks that hosts a combination of 27 separate
information networks across the country and cov-
ers a wide spectrum of disciplines.
Thepopularlibraries integrate a network mech-
anism supported and encouraged by the national
government through the National Commission
for the Protection of Libraries (CONABIP). The
Information Society Program has implemented
Intranet connectivity in community technological
centers (CTCs). This initiative was established
in what the founders have termed a “horizontal
participation spirit,” and works as a virtual meet-
ing point for the CTC coordinators. It also serves
as an information access tool that allows CTC
management to communicate with the PSI, as
well as among themselves. The Intranet works as
a portal to display news, events, and messaging,
and aids content management. Additionally, it is
aplatform for training people in distant locations,
for exchanging experiences, and serving as an
informationreservoir to be shared by all the CTCs.
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Argentina participates in the Red CLARA,
the Latin American Cooperation in Advanced
Networks, Cooperacion Latinoamericana de Re-
des Avanzadas, and in the RETINA, which is the
Academia REd TeleINformatica. RETINA was
created to facilitate ICT access among scientific
researchers and has provided communications for
the academic sector since 1990.

The study team examined Argentina’s social
venues and found a broad institutional model
focused on social development and the empower-
ment of community groups, the development of
social capital, and the struggle against poverty.
This definition of the model is supported both
by the venues’ internal networks and their work
within their local communities. This observation
was supported by venue website materials and
information, as well as by information provided in
interviews. Proposals obtained from civil society
organizations commonly include the development
ofthe “network concept,” both as a key value and
a work methodology.

There are numerous network and collabora-
tion forums, such as Somos@telecentros and Tau
Node, and the various government projects also are
strongly marked by a network methodology. The
CTCsand other Access Centers, and the MiPC (My
PC) program work together in networks and are
defined as networks in their foundation documents.
However, the results to date are uncertain, and in
many cases, the original project’s justifications
have not exhibited concrete results.

The commercial venues do not operate in
networks, and cybercafés are not even grouped
in any form of association or federation. Fur-
thermore, there are no established collaboration
or integration mechanisms among these diverse
venues. When even a collaboration mechanism
had been found within a venue’s universe, it was
seldom effective, except when the CONABIP
took direct action.

There is no apparent collaboration between
the public and the private sectors with respect
to the use of venues, nor is there any association
between commercial venues and social venues.
Frequently, NGOs install their own venues and
buy technology, while there are already alterna-
tives existing in the same community.

The researchers were unable to identify any
best-practice data banks; however, they did
identify the following two possible collaboration
opportunities:

e Government/commercial venue partner-
ships in which the government, at the na-
tional, provincial, and local levels, could
establish agreements using cybercafés,
parlors, and other venues and infrastruc-
ture to subsidize an Internet-user card for
low-income users. This would relieve any
burden on the government of building
costly new venues whose activities would
not differ much from the activities at the
commercial venues.

. University/public venues in which univer-
sities could provide local content for pub-
lic venues, as well as train the users to cre-
ate and upload their own content.

Buzz Factor

Cybercafés and parlors are very popular gathering
places for young people where they socialize, meet
“virtual” friends, and share study and recreational
activities. Older users do not view information
venues as social contact points; rather they use
these venues as a public utility.

In contrast, public and popular libraries inte-
grate community activities into their agendas and
have increased their user base by hosting literary,
artistic,and community activities. These activities
could be further extended to include the creation
of local content to be uploaded to the Internet.
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Legitimate Use

The determination of legitimate use of ICTs was
considered from two diverse perspectives. The
first perspective is related to an individual user’s
interests, skills, and needs, and from that view-
point, it is difficult to define what is legitimate
or not, because defining legitimate use could be
interpreted as an imposition on individual free-
dom and on a person’s right to free expression.
However, the research team observed certain
sets of norms concerning venue schedules and
timetables, and the measures that serve to protect
viewers from pornography, violence, prostitution,
and pedophilia.

The second perspective is related to the cri-
teria that guide a particular venue, institution, or
organization offering information access. Some
people perceive libraries to have too much over-
sight with regards to what constitutes legitimate
and significant searches for literary information,
art, culture, news, and information to be used at
schools and universities. Social organizations
and institutions seem to consider it legitimate
and important to use information related to their
social goals, such as training, strengthening social
networks, and accessing e-government and public
information. Commercial venues, however, appar-
ently do not attempt to impose ethical or moral
limits on their users; these venues offer the most
open access to information.

Shifting Media Landscape

InArgentina, as in many Latin American countries,
the arrival of new and advanced technologies, such
as global positioning systems, mobile phones,
mobile Internet access, and other ICTs, are finding
widespread and rapid acceptance. In August 2008,
Iphone 3G suppliers recorded more than 60,000
purchase reservations, even before the device be-
cameavailable in Argentina. However, none of the
venues, agencies, and governing bodies analyzed
during this study had any innovative new initia-
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tives or processes in place to make information
access more openly available to users who might
want to take advantage of these newly installed
technological innovations. Educators tend to pro-
mote the use of laptop computers for educational
purposes, and in one highly publicized example,
the government of San Luis Province distributed
3,000 ASSUS laptop computers among school
children as a pilot project.

VENUE ASSESSMENT

Overall Venue Landscape
Assessment

Public libraries are specifically conceived and
sustained venues designed to provide public ac-
cess to information. The first public libraries in
Argentina were established in the 19th century,
and from that time until the present libraries
have been an important part of public service.
Their bonds with government and society have
undergone many changes and reflect the diverse
political and social changes that Argentina has
undergone. The expansion of the library system
has paralleled the growth of the large cities and
mirrored the various turbulent institutional, politi-
cal, and economic changes the Argentinean people
have experienced in the past one hundred years.

In Argentina, public libraries are established
by government agencies or public institutions.
These libraries stand apart from another group
of very important facilities called popular public
libraries, which are autonomous civil associations
created through the cooperative efforts of a town,
a community, a neighborhood, or individuals.

There are also certain specialized libraries that
offer access only to a select group of users, such
as faculty members, students, and researchers at
schools and universities. These specialized librar-
ies may have a public origin, and their services
may be free or may require an access fee.
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For the purposes of this study, only the defined
popular and public libraries were considered, and
ofall ofthe 4,688 registered libraries in Argentina,
the study gave particular attention to the 2,186
public libraries, or 42% of the total number.

In public access venues that have commer-
cial objectives, the research team included the
private venues that allow public access. That
category included cybercafés that are individual
small-capital enterprises, as well as the private
parlors established by the main telephone service
providers — Telefonica de Argentina, Telecom
Argentina, and IPlan.

The typical cybercafé is a commercial enter-
prise or franchise, and is a venue in which users
have access to the Internet by paying a fee for a
set period of time, most commonly by the hour
or minute. In Argentina, cybercafés concentrate
on the large number of people who seek access
to the Internet, and in 2006, 34.3% of Internet
users used cybercafés as their primary point of
connection. As this study was being conducted,
there were 18,500 cybercafés throughout Argen-
tina, and 50% to 60%o0f those were located in the
greater Buenos Aires metropolitan area. Private
venues with Internet connectivity are available
to 5.5 million Argentineans who represent a very
diverse group of people from across a wide range
of socio-economic sectors. Among young people,
these venues constitute a whole new way to so-
cialize, both in person at the venues and through
the Internet. An estimated 200,000 computers
are available in cybercafés offering digital ICT
services.

The consensus of the research team about the
value to the public offered through social-minded
venues is positive. This response is important for
significantly increasing the number of these types
of venues, but it would be equally important for
these venues to avoid following any common
operational paradigm. The diverse institutions
that implement social-minded venues operate
independently of one another and do not use so-
cial networks as a part of the diverse operational

models in these venues. The absence of social and
unifying networks has the potential to lead to a
waste of social capital.

The institutional model of a social-minded
venue focuses on social development and the
empowerment of community groups, the devel-
opment of social capital, and the struggle against
poverty. This institutional model in the venues is
particularly heterogeneous regarding its origins,
goals, practices, working conditions, target popu-
lation, funding sources, institutional development,
impacts, and monitoring and assessment models.
Consequently, any attempt of classify these in-
formation venues in precise definitions carries a
methodological risk.

At least four Argentine national governmental
organizations are conducting initiatives regarding
public information venues: (1) the Information
Society Program of the National Secretariat of
Communication, (2) the National Ministry of
Economy, (3) the National Ministry of Social
Development, and (4) the Federal Investment
Council. The Provinces of San Luis and San Juan,
and the city of Rosario, also are implementing
socially oriented public venues. Collectively, the
four organizations have established more than
300 venues. Unfortunately, there is no apparent
mechanism in place to coordinate them.

There are few social and community organiza-
tions and NGOs that have developed initiatives
regarding information venues independently from
the government agencies, although the research
for this study identified 99 such venues supported
entirely by NGOs.

Access, Capacity, and
Environment for Venues

Unlike some other information access systems in
Argentina, public libraries are located throughout
the country to cover both rural and urban areas,
and are equally distributed between city centers
and urban peripheries; however, 92% of the total
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number of libraries in the system are located in
urban areas and only 8% are in rural areas.

Popular libraries have a rather comparable
distribution, with 88% t in urban areas, and 12%
in rural areas. As mentioned, there are a small
number of additional libraries that are not part of
the national or public library systems, but which are
open to the public, all of them are in urban areas.

Publiclibraries are perceived in theirrespective
communities as specific sources of information,
culture, and learning, and, consequently, they are
sources of relevant institutional and social capi-
tal. Libraries in Argentina usually have adequate
physical infrastructure, although some of them
have better buildings, equipment, and mainte-
nance than others, depending on the institutional
and economic support they receive. Nearly all of
the libraries have computers, but only 60% have
Internet access, and while nearly all have a large
supply of printed materials, they offer limited
digital resources. Libraries offer free access to
the public, but only a few provide special accom-
modations for people with impairments or offer
content in local languages.

In general, the cybercafés and parlors offer un-
restricted physical access, appropriate technology,
and affordability. Most are within easy reach of
the general population, because of the widespread
distribution in urban and semi-rural areas. The
technologies, services, and information provided
by cybercafés are available to all socio-economic
groups. The service fees are quite affordable and
cost an average of US$0.50 per hour, and the av-
erage user spends a weekly average of US$5.26.

Government-sponsored initiatives regarding
social information venues are fragmentary, have
displayed little continuity through the successive
administrative changes, and were not well able to
respond to the changes and plans stemming from
the various governing organizations and institu-
tions. The numerous and diverse governmental
initiatives have been developed in parallel and in
uncoordinated ways. While 84.5% ofthese venues
are distributed in urban areas and 15.5% are in
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rural areas, most of the venues in the urban areas
are located in the low-income areas. Almost half
of'the venues are distributed in the northwest and
the northeast in the country’s most underserved
regions.

Revenue Streams for
Publicly Funded Venues

CONABIP manages the Special Fund for Popular
Libraries as prescribed by Law 23.351. The fund
is financed largely by 5% of the money collected
as Emergency Taxes for prizes paid at lotteries
and raffles. Beginning in 2004, supplementary
contributions were added as extraordinary funds to
reinforce the CONABIP Libraries and Operational
Plan. These added special funds are included in
the National Treasure Budget, and common col-
lection funds and National Treasure contributions
provided 20 million AR pesos (US$ 6.5 million)
for the 2008 fiscal year. Popular Library associ-
ates contribute approximately seven million AR
pesos each year.

The research team was unable to collect
any accurate funding data for the public library
system. The commercial venues are entirely
self-supporting and do not receive public funds.
Information venues established by the govern-
ment rely on National Treasure funds, subsidies
from international organizations (PNUD, BID,
World Bank, etc.), or private sources, such as the
Microsoft Corporation.

CASE EXAMPLES

State-Implemented Venues:
“Cyber AUIS”

The Argentine Province of San Luis launched an
ambitious digital project in 2004 to position San
Luis province as a world-class source of software
and information services. One of the initiatives
designed to facilitate ICT access to the population
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was the creation of Cyber AUIS, 90 access centers
and one mobile center distributed among San Luis’
62 urban and semi-urban settlements. This huge
project was developed by La Punta University
(Universidad de La Punta, ULP), which aimed
at fully using the digital project initiated by the
San Luis provincial government. Coordinated
and managed by local community organizations
(schools, NGOs, local clubs, and others), Cyber
AUIS centers are equipped with three personal
computers each of which is connected to the
Internet through wireless access or satellite con-
nectivity. Each center also has a printer, scanner,
web cam, and telephone. The centers are financed
entirely by the Province of San Luis.

The relationship between the users and the
San Luis provincial government is aimed at (1)
improving the service standards in health, educa-
tion, and security, (2) granting geographic equity,
(3) enabling access of government services to the
public, (4) developing technological skills using
ICT tools provided by the centers, and (5) dis-
seminating information and knowledge among
the population.

Through Ciber AUIS, the people of the prov-
ince can access a variety of service and informa-
tion sources, such as the San Luis Portal, the
Integrated Health System, the Integrated Security
System, the Digital Civil Registry, the Integrated
Educational System, online bids and purchases,
the survey and assessment system, employment
opportunities, and the Internet. They can also pay
bills electronically.

Since the Integrated Health System was imple-
mented, citizens can book health and medical
appointments at hospitals and clinics through
the Internet. The only requirement for the users
is that they need to access the www.e-sanluis.net
website and have an e-mail address registered at
the same site that provides an e-mail account with
a capacity of five megabytes.

Library Venues

The Popular Library “Clemente J. Andrada” was
established in Santa Rosa in the Province of La
Pampa and specializes in training teachers. The
user base is composed of persons from all educa-
tional levels, university graduates, and the general
public. The library has a special service for the
visually impaired. In Argentina, a large proportion
of people with impairments also are poor, and
it is common for the visually impaired to own
their own computers when they can afford one.
This is one reason why the library administrators
believe it is important for the popular libraries
to be equipped with an organized technological
and organizational system — to deliver the widest
range and the best types of services to the largest
possible audience.

When Tiflotechnologies (the adaptation and
accessibility of ICTs for use by the blind and
the visually impaired) was made available, the
Popular Library staff launched a series of actions
to publicize the presence of this new technology.
The first joint project between the School for the
Blind and the Popular Library, entitled “A Library
for ALL,” had the specific objective to make the
new technologies readily available to the blind
and the visually impaired. The library staff then
launched other similar projects, such as the User
Training Program, in which the library and the
School for the Blind work jointly through two
approaches. The School for the Blind worked on
orientation and mobility initiatives in the urban
environment, while the library taught the use of
Tiflotechnologies.

During the educational year, the library orga-
nizes information access workshops and teaches
interested users how to work in ICTs. The teach-
ing staff helps the participants learn how to use
computers, scanners, Braille and standard printers,
electronic mail, and the Internet.

In2006, the Library proposed including young
people with visual impairments in this program,
within the framework of the National Program
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“INCLUSION” and Labor Formation for Young
People. The provincial and national governmental
agencies accepted the proposal. Subsequently,
25 young people became qualified in advanced
handling of personal computers, marketing, and
developing projects, notes, reports, and Braille
applications. Among the 25, 12 were blind and 5
were visually impaired.

The participating libraries provide a variety of
appropriate services thatinclude printing in Braille
when a user asks for printed material, providing
recordings on tape cassettes prepared by volunteer
readers, and loaning library shelf materials. The
blind and visually impaired library users also
have access to computers with JAWS software, a
Galileo scanner, Braille printers, standard printers,
and the Internet.

The Popular Library has had great success in
this comprehensive initiative to serve and to im-
prove the lives of the blind and visually impaired.
Through ICTs, the users have open access to the
collections and services of the library. The librar-
ians hope that in the near future their experience
will contribute to the implementation ofa National
System of Popular Libraries with Special Areas
for the Blind, in which each Popular Library will
champion the social benefits among all users.

Cybercafe LUNA, Neighborhood
Ejército de los Andes (Fuerte
Apache), Prov. De Buenos Aires

There are areas in all of Argentina’s cities where
social vulnerability and deep poverty exist. One
such area is the Barrio Ejército de los Andes, far
more commonly known as Fuerte Apache (Fort
Apache), because of its ongoing state of social
violence, insecurity, institutional and police
abuses, delinquency, and drug traffic. The Fort
Apache district is located at the western limits of
Greater Buenos Aires and is home to more than
35,000 people. More than 20% of the neighbor-
hood population is unemployed and devoid of
any kind of social assistance, and almost 10% of
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the inhabitants are between 15 and 19 years old.
Some social studies have estimated that 20% of
the children under 14 years old will die before
reaching their 19th birthday because of drug abuse
or violence.

Both cable service providers and the Internet
providers refuse to enter Fort Apache to connect
their services, even though the area is seen to be
a strong potential consumption niche. Other low-
income neighborhoods face the same situation,
and in a few cases, neighbors have organized
themselvesto present discrimination complaints to
the Office of the People’s Ombudsman. However,
in Fort Apache, the lack of cable TV was solved
through an inventive strategy. One neighborhood
resident obtained a license from a cable operator
and distributes the cable service in the district.
Each subscriber pays approximately US$12 per
month for the service that includes codified chan-
nels with Sunday soccer games. The result is an
excellent example of self-sufficiency without
intermediaries.

The Cibercafé Lunais one ofthe few cybercafés
in Rubén Riquelme’s neighborhood. Riquelme is
the founder and owner of the venue and claimed
that the Internet outplays television. He also
claimed that about 100 young people form the
main user base for his cybercafé. Riquelme said,
“If you send them to learn informatics, they’ll
never go. But, they come here, and they learn, all
right. They learn by themselves, or they help each
other. Everything that exists is in the Internet.”

In the Cybercafé¢ Luna, with its deep blue
walls, it’s always night. A couple of skulls hang
from the ceiling. A moon shines on one of the
walls. Riquelme said that because the average
age of his users is below 12 years, “It looks like
a kindergarten. But, instead of crayons, kids play
with ‘mice,”keyboards, and monitors. No children
songs, either.” The loudspeakers blare cumbias.
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Comparative View of All
Important Venues

The research team concluded that the principal
value of the venues with social goals is the capac-
ity to create the social appreciation and effective
use of I[CTs. The challenge with ICTs is not just to
provide passive access to the technology, but also
to make available the means by which individuals
in their own communities can find ways to make
effective use of these technologies.

Most ofthese initiatives encourage the creation
of local content that can benefit the everyday
needs of the people and their communities by
applying the social benefits derived from using
ICTs. However, many of these venues have a weak
institutional structure, their budgets are limited,
often discontinuous, and lack the human resources
needed to adequately serve the number of people
who use the venues. Additionally, most of the staff
members are volunteers, and have a low level of
technological and managerial training.

The overall economic position among the com-
mercial venues is quite positive. The main value
of these venues that have commercial goals is
their capacity to generate the social appreciation
of ICTs, and to ensure effective technological
use at an extremely low cost. Because they are
self-supporting, they do not depend on subsidies.
Nevertheless, the venues do little to encourage the
creation of local content or provide information
related to support everyday needs, or to signifi-
cantly increase the social appreciation of technol-
ogy. Even if the venues in general are physically
accessible, cybercafés and parlors do not follow
any recognized initiatives to reduce the level of
social inequities in their respective communities.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The impact of information and communication
technologies on Argentina’s society and the
economy has been widespread and important.
Digital technologies have empowered thousands
of Argentina’s people and significantly helped
socially and geographically marginalized groups.
As aresult, the overall population of the country
has greater and better access to public services
and equal access to information. ICTs complement
the performance and value of other technologies
and the collective result enhances the quality of
life. In Argentina, many previously underserved
and disadvantaged communities, groups, and
individuals have progressed from not having
telephones to learning how touse ICTs and access
wi-fi communications.

The 2008 Gallup survey reveals that nearly
six out of ten Argentineans state that ICTs imply
better and wider communications, an improved
quality of life, and access to better employment
possibilities. The positive opinions expressed in
the survey affirm that ICTs allow more free time
(42%), more family time (39%), and better control
over their lives (37%).

The use of cellular telephony to investigate e-
government initiatives, to gain access to public and
private social services, and to encourage people
to apply the available technologies remains a vast
untapped opportunity in Argentina.

Additional funds, people, time, knowledge, and
related resources could be best used to strengthen
public access to information and communica-
tion venues and practices. This improvement to
resources applies especially to (1) establishing
collaborative partnerships between the public,
private, and associative sectors concerning public
information venues, (2) expanding wi-fiaccess, (3)
facilitating the purchase of inexpensive computers
through increased credit systems, (4) implement-
ing information venues through partnerships
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among the diverse sectors in communities hav-
ing more than 50 inhabitants, and (5) including
community social activities (classes, training,
recreation, etc.) in the public information venues to
make them socially attractive community centers.

Success Factors

The research team identified success factors
that would improve the various venues through
digital ICTs, which in turn, would help meet the
public’s information needs in general, especially
in underserved communities and remote areas.
The most important of these success factors is to
improve and extend the services of the public and
popular libraries to:

. Ensure their strong integration into
communities

*  Maintain open access to their services

. Expand and improve the activities they
provide

. Guarantee the continued support they re-
ceive from the government

. Coordinate and broaden the informa-
tion and exchange networks they have
established

The long-term sustainability of venues with
commercial goals resides in their low cost, their
popularity, their capacity to support themselves
without outside subsidies, and their ability to
upgrade their equipment and software frequently.
The success of venues with social goals is linked
to their strong understanding of social demands.
These venues must focus first on identifying the
public’s demands, and second, they must serve
as information venues as a way to meet those
demands. Furthermore, they must accomplish
this within any resources they receive from the
government, private enterprises, and international
organizations.
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Recommendations

Based on the results of this study, five key recom-
mendations emerged:

1. Any policy or initiative involving public
access to information should be designed
to remove the inequities among genders,
socio-economic groups and territories, and
should guarantee the rights of the public to
access information freely and to use ICTs.
It is important to strengthen and reinforce
the initiatives, projects, strategies, and poli-
cies that are oriented to overcome inequities
and to reinforce the ability of the people to
participate in the development policies aimed
at building an equitable and democratic
information-based society.

2. Social strategies should encourage and
educate users by using training courses
and community activities to make the best
use of ICTs. These strategies should be
accomplished by creating and maintaining
collaborative networks to address the issues
that interest the users while simultaneously
creating and disseminating more relevant
content. The use of Web 2.0 applications
should be strongly encouraged.

3. Governmentagenciesatalllevels should post
information online to give citizens greater
access to public information and to promote
transparency. Public information venues
could become privileged places to train
citizens to participate in the E-Government
and in E-Democracy processes.

4.  The public, private, and associative sec-
tors should establish strong cooperative
partnerships to make optimum use of the
human, technological, physical, and finan-
cial resources allocated by them to support
and enhance public information venues. A
multi-stakeholder approach would benefit
both the implementation and the use of pub-
lic information venues. This could help to
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establish information venues by encouraging
partnerships among the various sectors.

5. It is relevant to include in any national
digital agenda the need to strengthen public
information venues through a combination
of positive regulations, a balanced territo-
rial distribution, and allocation of fresh
resources. Legislation, at national, provin-
cial, and local levels should establish norms
and regulations about the infrastructure,
equipment, software, and other important
operational aspects with the intent to make
them more inviting, to better serve the users,
and to make them available to disadvantaged
and impaired users. It would be especially
advisable to extend the concept of public
information access to include the use of
cellular telephony because it is already
Argentina’s most popular and widely used
form of ICT. E-government services and
information concerning everyday needs
could be transmitted via cell phones at low
cost.

CONCLUSION
ICTs and Society in Argentina

For the eight years prior to the start of this study
in 2008, Argentina suffered from deep political,
economic, and social turbulence, but the country
worked diligently to resolve the issues. While
vestiges of some of those issues linger today,
Argentina has successfully addressed others. The
most prominent were associated with the macro-
economic and institutional areas that included the
NGP, an increase in the national reserves, exter-
nal debt payments, financial stability, increased
monetary flow, reduced rates of unemployment,
poverty and indigency, and the reinforcement of
public powers and the constitutional government.

Nevertheless, the turbulence left a deep mark
on the Argentine society. The social gaps, the
economic imbalances, and the inequities that
emerged during that time have weakened social

networks that historically had been a strong point
of the society. This present study gave particular
emphasis to social issues and inequalities that
influence the general living conditions, especially
as they apply to information access.

Two types of particularly important inequali-
ties were identified: (1) socio-economic issues
related primarily to the external processes affecting
individuals and families such as poverty and indi-
gence, income distribution, employment, the local
labor situation, gender, and ethnic factors and (2)
regional and intra-urban territorial issues. These
all were given special attention when developing
research on public access to information, because
they are a key constituent of the development
model. Not only does inequality foster poverty,
it is at the heart of the deep social turmoil that
confronted the nation.

Relevance of the Project

The relevance of this research study resides in
its ability to confront and analyze the effects of
sharply different realities. The primary research
focuses on the public access to information and
the communication landscape in Argentina and 24
other countries, with specific attention regarding
publiclibraries and similar information venues and
the role of ICTs as they apply to the information
needs of underserved communities, groups, and
individuals.

Methodological Remarks

Defining public access information venues can
be a great challenge, and it is imperative that
current and accurate materials and data be made
available to be analyzed for each type of venue.
This condition is especially important when con-
sidering libraries that have cultural goals, venues
with commercial goals, and venues with social
goals. Market conditions and social, political,
commercial, and institutional organizations bear
a strong influence on any such study.
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The study team encountered difficulty in ob-
taining data and information in many instances
and particularly with regard to commercial, gov-
ernmental, private sector, and social venues. They
had greater success when reviewing the Public
Libraries system. The study team received valu-
able assistance from public organizations, such
as the CONABIP, and from private enterprises,
such as Prince & Cooke.

Lessons Learned

Argentina is experiencing a significant and rapid
increase in the penetration of landline and mobile
telephony and broadband connections. While
Argentina has arelatively advanced information-
based society, the general population does not have
ready access to universal service. The infrastruc-
ture and service differ radically among the urban
areas and differ even for more among non-urban
areas. A striking difference exists between the right
to information granted by the Constitution, and
the various national, provincial, and local laws
and norms. Compounding this contradictory set
of circumstances are the mechanisms and actions
of the people at the working levels of the market-
place, governmental, civil, and private sectors.

Future Trends

A number of trends are emerging in Argentina’s
effort to foster an effective and informed informa-
tion-based society, particularly with regard to ICTs,
information venues, connectivity infrastructure,
public policies, and strategies.

Theregulatory environment should encompass
an effective National Digital Agenda, stimulated
by the demands coming from the private informa-
tion and telecommunications sector, as well as
from civil society organizations working to defend
information rights. It appears probable that there
will be increasing flexiblity in the regulations
concerning public and private venues. However,
it is conceivable that the further development of
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e-government will result in agreements among
provincial and local governments, and among
private and public venues, to promote dissemina-
tion of governmental actions, and to increase the
ability of the public to influence the development
of administrative procedures.

Wi-fi zones for public use in urban and peri-
urban areas are already being established in several
provinces and communities, and most notably in
Buenos Aires, Santa Fe, San Luis, and San Juan.
This trend will likely be extended to other areas in
the near future. Simultaneously, it is foreseeable
that broadband service will be extended nation-
wide, and is strongly encouraged both by users
and providers. Moreover, it is predictable that the
national and provincial governments will increase
the number of government-supported information
venues. These several expansion programs will be
accompanied by corresponding increases in the
ICT infrastructure and the available capacities in
SCO and governmental venues.

Public policies will become active, articu-
lated, and integrated with the implementation
of a National Digital Agenda. The tendency to
introduce impulsive partial and uncoordinated
ICT-supported initiatives related to public ac-
cess to information will gradually be replaced
as effective plans and services are established.
Increased activity in the library service sector will
outdate the current tendency to favor paper-based
information, and replace it, at least partially, by
ICT-supported information.

To become efficient and effective, the pro-
cesses that emerge from the maturation of these
various trends first need the reorganization of the
information flow methods in the government’s
own institutions. As previously mentioned, the
task of digitally unifying the government’s data
bases is the first step to provide the public with
pertinent information.

Online information and procedures need to be
updated, and the various online procedures and
exchanges between citizens and the government,
such as tax payments, declarations, registrations,
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and licences are a valuable but small part of the
overall picture. Among the more immediate needs
inthe eye of the public is the information concern-
ing daily life (education, job searches, marriage,
divorce, identity documents, death certificates,
and many others). Government portals are clas-
sified according to the quantity and quality of
the information they provide, and on their user
friendliness — Argentina’s government website
administrators admit to the need for widespread
improvement.

Theneed for an increase in citizen participation
remains a key issue. Even if websites and portals
are the e-government’s more extended resources,
other virtual channels, such as electronic forums,
blogs, chats, and online voting are being consid-
ered by local authorities. Moreover, the creation
of content for local and online communities needs
to be encouraged. It is important that each com-
munity, either geographic (sharing a common
space) or virtual (sharing common interests) can
produce and upload content created by members
of each community to satisfy the community-
specific needs.

The research team recognized that the avail-
able information about the venues and venue
types studied during this project is both scarce
and incomplete. Both the government institutions

and the civil society organizations consulted dur-
ing this study admitted that they have difficulty
compiling and updating the information related
to their own initiatives.

It is a complex task to identify specific social
initiatives that have information access projects
using ICTs because most of the government proj-
ects are physically and institutionally implemented
through social organizations and through civil
society organizations.

The research team found the territorial cover-
age and dynamics of the venues remarkable. The
venues offer a great opportunity to access public
information, and a National Digital Agenda will
do much to encourage the coordination and de-
velopment of information access policies that will
effectively respond to Argentina’s specific needs.

ENDNOTES

! La Gaceta Journal, February 6, 2008,
http://www.lagaceta.com.ar/nota/256511/
Informacion_General/11pc_hogares argen-
tinos_tiene dos computadoras.html
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Chapter 12
Public Access ICT in Brazil

Marta Voelcker
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Brazil is one of 25 nations to participate in a study
about the public’s ability to access information
and communication technologies through pub-
lic access venues, such as libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés. The study was organized by the
Technology & Social Change Group (TASCHA)
at the University of Washington. In recent years,
Brazil has undertaken substantial efforts to pro-
vide the public with access to information and
communication technologies (ICTs) as a way to
fosterits social and economic development, which
is impeded by widespread poverty and economic
inequality. Anational shift towards an information-
based society is occurring in both government and
civil society. Thismovementincludes initiatives to
promote ICT access in underserved communities,
lower tax rates to reduce computer prices, and
investments in telecenter and school information
technology laboratories through national poli-
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cies. In addition, an entrepreneur-driven boom
in cybercafés — mostly located in low-income
neighborhoods — has altered the Internet access
landscape in the country (Santos, 2008, p.35).

The study team was composed of Brazilian
researchers and was coordinated by the inter-
nationally recognized Fundacdo Pensamento
Digital, an organization dedicated to creating and
supporting telecenters in partnership with other
institutions. Many of the foundation’s lead staff
are social scientists holding or pursuing doctoral
degrees with connections to the telecenter world
— astatus that enabled the team to draw upon pre-
existing contacts with policy makers, government
officials, non-government organizations (NGOs),
and community leaders.

To provide context for this study, the research-
ers reviewed the existing literature on ICT ac-
cess in Brazil. Most importantly, the Brazilian
Internet Steering Committee (CGI) conducted
a comprehensive survey on ICT access in 2007.
The results revealed that from 2006 to 2007, there
were marked increases in the number of Internet

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.
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users, computer owners, broadband connections,
cybercafé users, and free access centers.

The study results were developed while giving
due consideration to the interacting financial, po-
litical, and, most importantly, the socio-economic
circumstances in Brazil. Consequently, the study
placed an emphasis on disadvantaged and under-
served communities.

To assess how the underserved population is
benefiting from these efforts, and to determine
whatremaining information needs and opportuni-
ties exist, the researchers examined public access
to ICTs in libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés.
The investigation was conducted in two phases.
The first phase was composed of (1) individual
interviews to gather information from key stake-
holders, policy makers, government representa-
tives, and venue network coordinators, and (2) a
review of secondary literature that covered the
CGI study on ICT use in Brazil, government
documents and websites, and studies on Brazilian
poverty, social research methodology, and urban
definitions.

During the second phase, the researchers
interviewed 43 venue operators throughout the
five Brazilianregions regarding ICT services, and
then surveyed 1,284 venue users to discuss their
ICT needs, barriers, and untapped opportunities.

The results of the Brazilian efforts to expand
ICT access are clear. Even in underserved com-
munities, the ability to access information and ICTs
frequently exists. For example, adolescents often
visitsocial networking websites in cybercafés, and
educators are using ICTs at telecenters to network
with other NGOs, plan and execute their activities,
and broadcast their achievements and challenges.
E-governmentservices are becoming increasingly
available, and a significant amount of content in
Brazilian Portuguese is accessible on the Internet.
However, there is a serious capacity gap among
the underserved population; most lack the ability
to use ICTs or obtain and apply information that
meets their daily needs. Furthermore, little has

been done to overcome or address the various
inequities.

In all of the venues studied, there are few
services, such as training courses, workshops,
tutorials, or assistance to address the overall lack of
technological capacity, and that perhaps is due to
the Brazilian concept of “service,” or the cultural
role attributed to these venues. The researchers
observed that people do not necessarily view
public access venues as sources for information,
but rather as opportunities for communication.
Locally relevant content accessible to those with
low levels of functional literacy is greatly needed.

From an ideal perspective, public access
venues would incorporate the sustainability and
infrastructure of cybercafés, the community ap-
propriation and social approach oftelecenters, and
the qualified personnel researchers observed in
libraries. Giventhe realities in Brazil, the research-
ers identified several promising opportunities to
help address the need for ICTs. Among those op-
portunities, Brazil must work to transform venue
operators from passive facilitators of ICT access
to active agents of change and develop them to
become persons who promote reading and in-
formation appropriation and who understand the
needs in their communities.

Other important forward-looking steps include:
(1) creating ICT training courses based on modules
that will engage users in a variety of skill-building
exercises, (2) establishing more community-based
libraries, either in telecenters or as stand-alone
entities, (3) encouraging schools to open their
libraries and computer laboratories to the public
and to interact with families in the community,
and (4) helping cybercafés adopt educational
goals, relieving them of their association with
video games and enabling them to participate in
the information-based transformation of Brazil-
ian society.
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INTRODUCTION
Country Overview

Brazil is the largest and most populated country
in South America, and is the fifth largest and fifth
most populated country in the world, with an
area of 8.5 million sq km and roughly 190 mil-
lion people. It is thought to possess 20% of the
world’s biodiversity, which is concentrated in the
interior of the country in the Amazon Basin and
the Pantanal wetland. Meanwhile, most Brazilians
live inurban environments along the coast, where
underserved communities also are concentrated.
The five most prominent cities are Sdo Paulo,
Rio de Janeiro, Salvador, Belo Horizonte, and
the capital, Brasilia.

Brazil is divided geo-politically among 26
states that contain 5,563 municipalities distrib-
uted across five regions identified as the North,
Northeast, South, Southeast, and Center-West.
Each one of these five regions has a distinctive
geography, economic activity, and culture.

The North region is the largest of the five, but
it is also the second least populated. The great
majority of its territory is covered by the Amazon
Rainforest, which, despite intensive deforestation,
remains the largest in the world. As such, a lack
of transportation infrastructure and subsequent
isolation serves to inhibit the development of
the region.

The Northeast region is home to 27% of the
country’s population and is Brazil s poorestregion.
More than a quarter of the region’s inhabitants earn
less than the minimum wage. Recurrent drought
has crippled agricultural development and forced
many people to migrate to the Southeast region in
search of a better life. By contrast, the Southeast
is Brazil’s most urban and developed region,
and is the focal point of the country’s industrial
activity. The Southeast region is responsible for
producing more than half of the country’s GDP,
but it is also the region where urban poverty and
crime are most pronounced.
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The South region is the second most important
region economically, givenits thriving agricultural
sector. It is also home to Brazil’s most highly
educated and healthy population, when measured
by the literacy rates and average life expectancy,
respectively. Finally, the Center-West region is
Brazil’s second largest and least populated re-
gion. Brasilia, in the Federal District, stands out
as the governmental hub, and is one of the most
economically productive and developedregions in
the country (National Geographic Atlas — Brasil,
2008. p.36-91).

Brazil is governed as a democratic republic
and features a constitutional system of checks
and balances among the judiciary, executive, and
legislative branches. A president is elected to a
four-year term and is the head of state. Each of the
26 states has a governor and each municipality has
a mayor, and the population elects both directly.

The Brazilian culture is an amalgam of in-
digenous, European, and African influences, and
is reflected across the language, music, dance,
architecture, and in ongoing daily life. Brazilians
speak Portuguese, and are predominantly Roman
Catholic. The population is mostly white (49.7%)
and mixed-race (42.6%), with smaller numbers of
black, Asian, and indigenous minorities (IBGE,
2008).

Inrecent decades, Brazil has experienced are-
duction inbirthrate, anincrease in life expectancy,
and has reached what some demographers term the
demographic “window of opportunity” in which
the economically active population exceeds that
of children and the elderly (National Geographic
Atlas — Brasil, 2008. p.17). However, there are
still serious demographic, social, and educational
inequities that are exacerbated by the widespread
poverty and income inequalities. For example,
women are paid 18% less on average than equally
qualified men (Rais, 2005). In particular, the black
population is disproportionately poor and suffers
more from violent crime, a lack of education, poor
health, and unemployment (OEI, 2004).
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A number of policies, including those related
to information and communication technology
(ICT) and digital inclusion, are implemented at
the national level, though some states, such as Sao
Paulo and Bahia, have their own digital-inclusion
programs. Brazilians have adopted the use of
ICTs in elections, early and successfully, which
has drawn attention from developed countries
seeking to learn from the Brazilian experience.

Thisregional, political, and demographic con-
textinfluences the ICT landscape in several ways.
First, the geographic size of the country makes
reaching underserved populations especially
challenging. Not only are populations unevenly
distributed across thousands of kilometers, but
they are also sometimes isolated by geographic
barriers, such as the massive Amazon Rainforest.
By contrast, Brazil’s high urbanization rate (85%
overall and more than 90% in some regions) means
thatmany underserved communities have physical
access to government resources and initiatives,
including the ICT infrastructure. Additionally,
the complexities of the regional diversity means
that “one-size-fits-all” policies do not work well.
For example, the economic and social realities
of the state of Mato Grosso do Sul are entirely
different from those of its neighbor, Sdo Paulo.
Despite Brazil’s diversity, virtually all Brazilians
speak one language, which greatly facilitates in-
formation delivery and the production of locally
relevant content.

Methodology

The team that conducted this study was composed
of Brazilian researchers and was coordinated by the
internationally recognized Fundagao Pensamento
Digital, an organization dedicated to creating and
supporting telecenters in partnership with other
institutions. The foundation is nationally and
internationally recognized and was named “Best
NGO for Digital Inclusion” in 2005 by the Brazil-
ian telecommunication company, Telemar. Many
of the foundation’s lead staff are social scientists

who hold, or who are pursuing, doctoral degrees,
and have connections to the telecenter world —a
status that enabled the team to tap pre-existing
contacts with policy makers, government officials,
NGOs, and community leaders for this study.

To provide context for this study, the research-
ers reviewed the existing literature on ICT access
in Brazil. Most importantly, the Brazilian Internet
Steering Committee (CGI-BR) conducted a com-
prehensive survey on ICT access in 2007. The
results revealed that from 2006 to 2007, there
were marked increases in the number of Internet
users, computer owners, broadband connections,
cybercafé users, and free access centers.

Research also has shown that the effort to de-
velop human capacity in Brazil is deeply engrained
in the challenges facing the education system.
While 93% of school-age children are attending
school, the quality of the basic public education
remains a serious problem. For example, among
40 participating countries, Brazil ranked 37th in
reading and 40th in mathematics (OECD, 2003).
The national Functional Literacy Index revealed
that 72% of Brazilians are not fully literate (In-
stituto Paulo Montenegro, 2007). Other sources,
including academic publications on poverty and
inequality (Neri, 2007), magazine articles (Couto,
2008; Linardi 2008), and government websites
(statistical institutes, department portals, policy
overviews) were also consulted prior to conducting
the study and are cited throughout this description
of the study.

To describe the public access landscape, the
researchers investigated the three most significant
categories of venues: public libraries, telecenters,
and cybercafés. These categories were selected
based on the quantity of the venues, the type and
extentofnetwork partners involved, and the degree
to which they serve, or have the potential to serve,
the underserved population. The research was
conducted with an understanding that in addition
to geography, the nation’s socio-economics, the
education system, and age influence ICT access
in these venues. A CGI-BR study revealed that
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while increases in ICT access have been observed
across all socio-economic strata, access remains
skewed toward the more privileged population.

For example, 94% of the people in the privi-
leged category have used the Internet, while only
17% ofthe people in the lower-economic segments
have browsed online. Accordingly, poorer people
rely more heavily on public access, while the
wealthier people access the Internet from home
and at work. Among Internet users earning less
than the minimum wage, 78% declared they ac-
cess the web through paid public access centers.
By contrast, only 30% of those who earned more
than five times the minimum wage relied on cy-
bercafés (CGI-BR, 2008). The same study showed
that 78% of people who do not own computers
and 58% of people who are not connected to the
Internet cited cost as a limiting barrier.

Education and age also influence public ICT
access. In 2007, 64% of users in elementary
school, 53% of students in high school, and 54%
of adults with less than an elementary school
education used cybercafés. However, only 27%
of the users with university degrees used these
venues (CGI-BR,2008). Furthermore, most public
access users in Brazil are younger, but in some
Brazilian states, legislation technically forbids
unaccompanied children under 12 years of age
from visiting cybercafés.

Working under the assumption that comput-
ers alone do not constitute access, and based on
the guidelines that governed this study, the study
team developed and conducted research designed
to respond in the best possible way to local con-
text and needs, and in a way that capitalized on
the team’s expertise and networks. The guiding
research question for this study was: What are the
information needs and opportunities to strengthen
institutions that offer public access to information
and communication, especially to underserved
communities, and especially through the use of
digital ICT?
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During the first of the two phases of this
study, 6 individual interviews and 11 surveys
were conducted to gather information from key
stakeholders, knowledgeable individuals, policy
makers, government representatives, and venue
network coordinators. Three public access centers
were visited to establish case records for each
venue category. During the second phase of the
study, the researchers interviewed 43 operators in
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés and surveyed
1,284 users in those venues.

Because of time and budgetary constraints,
the venues for the second phase were selected
by using purposive non-probability sampling. In
this technique, researchers establish the sampling
criteriabased on their informed judgment. In each
of the five Brazilian regions (South, Southeast,
North, Northeast, and Center-West), arepresenta-
tive state was selected, and eight to nine venues
(approximately three for each venue category)
were visited. All centers were officially located
in urban areas, according to Brazilian law, but
fully one-third of venues were located in small,
primarily agricultural towns, which would qualify
as rural by most definitions.

Overall Country Assessment

Six years before this study was conducted, Brazil
seemed headed for an economic crisis, but since
then, economic growth has been unprecedented,
even in the face of rising food and fuel prices
and high rates of global inflation. Brazil is rich in
natural resources, including timber, fresh water,
gold, and iron ore, and has more than 70 million
hectares of unused, arable land. In recent years,
the country has also announced the discovery of
up to 30 billion barrels in deepwater oil, areserve
that, when exploited, stands to make Brazil a
significant leader in Western Hemisphere oil
production. Moreover, Brazil is the only country
producing cost-efficient bio-fuels without affect-
ingits food supply. Importantly, Brazil’s economy
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remains diversified, succeeding in the aviation,
transportation, banking, paper, and household ap-
pliance industries. Finally, Brazil’s stable political
democracy lends itselfto direct foreign investment
(Margolis, 2008).

Poverty, however, remains a serious concern,
especially in metropolitan areas, and there is a
great demand to implement projects designed to
improve the quality of life and higher levels of
educational attainment among the population.
Brazil’s relatively high per capita income of
US$8,446 (IBGE, 2007) contrasts with the terrible
income inequality said to be one of the world’s
worst, according to the GINI index.

Poorinfrastructure, inadequate educational and
public health systems, and widespread functional
illiteracy also threaten Brazil’s competitiveness.
However, recent research conducted by Fudagao
Getulio Vargas (FGV, 2008) in six metropolitan
areas indicates that the number of poor people
has decreased, and there has been a growth in the
number of middle and upper class families. As
the purchasing power among the lower income
classes increases, fee-based venues such as cy-
bercafés become more affordable possibilities for
ICT access. In this context, many entrepreneurs
from low-income neighborhoods have purchased
computers and installed them inaroom ora garage,
connected them to the Internet, and charged users
affordable fees for access.

Increased purchasing power in the poor popula-
tion resulted in a 23% increase in computer sales
anda211%increase in laptop computer sales from
2006102007 (ABINE, 2008). Meanwhile, Internet
access in cybercafés jumped from 30% to 49%
of overall Internet use, totaling 22 million of 45
million Internet users — an increase that reflects
a changing, more open dynamic in Brazil’s ICT
landscape. In addition, 40% of families earning
between three and five times the minimum wage
own computers, up from 23% in 2006. Overall,
24% of Brazilian households have computers,
and broadband connections in households exceed
dial-up connections (CGI-BR, 2008).

Notably, the mobile phone industry is also
expanding in Brazil. In May 2008, there were 130
million active mobile lines in Brazil; 45 million
cell phones were sold during 2007 (ANATEL,
2008 and Teleco 2008). The combined effect of
expanded service areas, lower prices, and en-
hanced technology means that cell phones should
be viewed as vehicles for information delivery in
the future.

The national ICT regulatory framework
supports the expansion of ICT access for the
underserved population. The coordination and
integration of Internet-service activities in Brazil
is controlled by the Brazilian Internet Steering
Committee (CGI-BR), an organization composed
ofmembers of the government, the business sector,
nonprofit groups, and the academic community.
Importantly, the 1995 Lei Geral de Telecomuni-
cagoes, which established anew private model for
telecommunication services in Brazil, also created
the National Agency of Communication (ANA-
TEL)toregulate the Brazilian telecommunication
industry. As part of their licensing agreements, the
three telecommunication companies that share
the broadband market must maintain a policy of
corporate social responsibility. Recently, for ex-
ample, the Brazilian government negotiated with
operating telecommunication companies to extend
broadband service to all Brazilian municipalities,
and connect, free of charge, all urban schools by
2010. By the end of 2008, 22,000 schools will
receive broadband connectivity, while 55,000
schools will be connected by 2010 (Santos, 2008).

ICT expansion relies on a thriving NGO sec-
tor, as the government implements much of its
social assistance policies and informal education
programs through partnerships with NGOs. The
national government has chosen to emphasize
telecenter creation via these partnerships as its
primary ICT promotion initiative aimed at the
underserved. Federal initiatives to create telecen-
ters in low-income communities exist in several
ministries, a fact that has drawn criticism from
those who advocate a unified policy. But despite
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some public administration disadvantages as-
sociated with decentralization, the federal tel-
ecenter programs have collectively contributed
to horizontal — as opposed to vertical — ICT
integration into society (as advocated by authors
such as Castells).

Critics argue that national policies focus on
telecenters at the expense of the other public access
venues. The government has no prominent policy
initiatives designed to equip a significant number
oflibraries with computers or connect them to the
Internet, nor is there any effort to partner with or
support cybercafés. And while official data are
unavailable, it is estimated that fewer than 15%
of all libraries have any ICT infrastructure.

There has been some discussion in government
circles to expand the scope of ICT initiatives,
but recent efforts have been focused primarily
on promoting ICT access in schools by creat-
ing information technology laboratories. There
is also a plan to purchase 150,000 educational
laptop computers for 300 schools throughout the
country in 2008. The goal is to test the viability of
one-to-one computing in Brazilian public schools
(SERPRO, 2008).

In spite of these policies, many Brazilians
remain unable to take full advantage of the infor-
mation available to them due to poorreading skills
or the inability to see how ICTs might improve
their lives. While virtually all school-age children
attend school, the education system has failed to
properly educate Brazilian children (INEP). For
the 72% of the citizens who are not fully literate,
extracting information from currently available
content presents a major challenge (Instituto
Paulo Montenegro, 2007). At the same time,
online access, in whatever form, also increases
the importance of written language.

ICTs allow for multi-media-based information
transmission, which facilitates access forilliterate
or semi-literate users. Youth, even in underserved
neighborhoods, are often able to interact and
respond easily with music and pictures to create
profiles for social websites, such as Orkut, that
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can require more complex uses of ICTs, such as
HTML scripts.

Notably, some Internet-enabled NGOs are
using ICTs to network with other NGOs, plan
activities, and communicate achievements and
challenges. Others have also integrated ICTs into
the social projects they develop, such as sewing
and cooking cooperatives, daycare, dance, music,
etc. (Voelcker, 2006).

Given a framework that supports ICT expan-
sion, this research highlights the need for initia-
tives that improve literacy and foster a culture of
reading while allowing for greater appropriation
of'information and moving ICT use beyond social
networking.

The researchers identified four principal types
of information needs in underserved populations.
First, initiatives to improve literacy are necessary.
Promoting social and economic development is
impeded largely by the inability of low-income
populations to take advantage of information, and
not so frequently by their access to it.

Second, underserved communities need read-
able summaries of research on inequities and
potential solutions. Brazilian universities have
produced significant research on social devel-
opment and educational improvement, but the
results of these studies are not usually accessed
by school coordinators, teachers, NGO leaders,
or policy makers.

Third, more effective means must be devised
to inform the underserved population about edu-
cational and job opportunities. Aside from formal
schooling, there are a variety of social and educa-
tional programs promoted by the different levels
of government (federal, state, and municipal)
and NGOs designed to strengthen development
opportunities in low-income populations. Many
of these programs are community-based and are
free. The greatest challenge, aside from expand-
ing the scope of these programs, is to inform the
underserved population of the existence of such
programs.
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Finally, the government must improve its
means of promoting health information. With
regard to information delivery, the Brazilian
government has made significant strides in
the fight against HIV/AIDS and dengue fever,
mostly through television, radio, and newspaper
campaigns. However, a stronger effort is needed
to deliver information adequately to the public
about chronic diseases and the diseases related to
poverty, such as diarrhea, malnutrition, malaria,
and tuberculosis (O Globo, 2008).

Collaboration among the venue categories is
another particularly important opportunity to ex-
pand ICT access to the underserved. Organizations,
governments, volunteers, and private companies
have already worked together to promote public
access in NGOs via telecenters. NGOs receive
donated equipment, are Internet-enabled through
private supportor via government initiatives (such
as GESAC), pay personnel with funds from other
projects, and count on volunteers for operation
(Inclusdo Digital, 2008). They also partner with
universities and other NGOs to improve access
and offer educational courses. Thus, many partners
work together to maintain community telecenters,
but telecenters are responsible for less than 6% of
Internet access in Brazil, and struggle to sustain
themselves and train their workers (CGI-BR,
2008).

Libraries also collaborate with local schools
to receive school-sponsored visits, but the re-
searchers did not identify any similar collabora-
tion involving cybercafés. However, all venues
collaborate, even if informally, with schools, and
school children access the Internet for homework,
borrow books from libraries, and participate in
after-school courses or workshops promoted in
telecenters.

The researchers noted possibilities for more
collaboration across venues. For example, ex-
changes between telecenters and cybercafés
could produce cybercafés that offer educational
activities (courses or workshops) during off-peak
hours. Alternatively, cybercafés could partner with

the government to further digital inclusion and to
deliver services to assist new Internet users. By
partnering with already existing cybercafés to
develop social educational projects, government
efforts could reach a much greater segment of
the population. Libraries might also work with
telecenters to obtain computers.

In the state of Bahia, a telecenter housed inside
a public library, managed to receive funds from
Identidade Digital. Conversely, libraries could also
be installed in telecenters, and librarians could
work with telecenters to train personnel. Accord-
ing to local legislation, corporations that invest in
cultural initiatives are eligible for tax deductions
equivalent to 100% of their investment. Because
libraries qualify as cultural initiatives, the law can
serve to stimulate the creation and maintenance
of new libraries as stand-alone entities or within
existing telecenters.

Inevitably, to attract new users effectively, na-
tional policies must consider local perceptions of
“legitimate use” and “coolness” (defined as social
attractiveness). Cybercafés are the most socially
attractive of the three studied venues, their hours
are extensive, they often serve food, and there
are no restrictions on browsing or software, but
the government, society, and other venues do not
perceive them as places to learn. In many cases,
cybercafés remain associated with games (hence
their colloquial name LAN Houses), even though
providing access to the Internet is their primary
economic activity.

In libraries, “legitimate” use of ICT is focused
on research and e-mail. Most of the libraries that
were surveyed prohibited accessing social net-
working sites, downloading, using CD/DVDs, and
games. In two surveyed telecenters, users could
only access websites suggested by the telecenter
staff and to only to focus entirely on the themes
of the courses or workshops the telecenter was
offering. Thus, in some ways, the venue with the
most momentum politically —telecenters —were
the least attractive to users.
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Venue Assessment

The primary public access venue landscape in
Brazil is composed of libraries, telecenters, and
cybercafés. There are roughly 5,000 libraries,
13,000 telecenters, and 58,000 cybercafés, and
each has its own political, social, and economic
context.

Public Libraries

All public libraries offer free access to com-
munity members and offer unrestricted access
to the collections, facilities, and equipment. The
researchers noted that libraries are generally ac-
cessible, open, and safe, and most are able to ac-
commodate physically impaired users. Although
public libraries are regulated and supported by the
federal and municipal governments, the system
does notadequately invest in new libraries or ICT
development, and they choose instead to focus on
printed materials. Based on data gathered through
interviews and surveys, fewerthan 15% of Brazil’s
public libraries offer ICT services. While librar-
ies frequently have computers for internal use,
most libraries do not offer ICT services to their
users, not even to search the collections, which
are already digitally cataloged.

The more affluent Southeast region has the
greatest concentration of libraries that exhibit a
higher quality and greater quantity in their content.
Furthermore, most libraries are located in city
centers or near government buildings and do not
necessarily focus on the needs of the underserved
groups (Suaiden, 2000). These data do not fac-
tor in the 46,000 school libraries in Brazil that
exclusively serve schoolchildren.

The survey conducted for this study shows
that most users are women (54.4%) between 15
and 35 years old (64.7%), who visit the libraries
frequently (29.9%) or regularly (21.1%). Most
users seeking information in libraries are students.
In general, students go to the library for education
(34.8%),news (21%), e-mail (29.1%) and general
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web browsing (18.9%). Social networking (14.2%)
and games (13.9%) frequently appeared in the
survey. While users claim that hours of operation
are a barrier, operators point to a lack of resources
in their libraries.

Inlibraries without ICT access, most users also
affirmed that access to the Internet would help
them with schoolwork and enhance the services
already offered by the library.

According to survey data, library users gen-
erally have the capacity to take advantage of
public access to information and communication
resources, and many of them seek educational
information frequently or regularly. Nonetheless,
it is clear that library users do not represent the
overall population. Of the library users who were
interviewed, 77% had some college education,
while only 17% of the total Brazilian population
is college educated. These percentages are con-
strued as concrete evidence that library users do
not come from underserved groups. Moreover,
with regard to printed information, few services
exist to motivate people to read and search for
information. In venues where ICTs are offered,
there is little or no ICT training available.

The political environment does not appear
to be addressing these capacity gaps. The Na-
tional System of Public Libraries supports the
creation of new libraries and coordinates the
national policy, but each state manages its own
system independently and allocates the funding
according to its own budget. There is also a na-
tional Open Book Program that creates centrally
located public libraries in towns that do not have
a library. To participate in the program, towns
must register with the national system and pro-
vide specific information about their constituents
(Fundagdo Biblioteca Nacional). Unfortunately,
these libraries may remain inaccessible to many
low-income community members who typically
live in peripheral areas.

According to interviews with recognized ex-
perts, some government officials are also working
to change the perception of libraries from a book
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repository to a more dynamic space, a space that
is able to host exhibitions, cafés, and Internet
access. The researchers were not able to identify
government funding allocations to implement
such ideas.

Telecenters

Telecenters in Brazil are places for the public to
access to ICTs, and usually consist of aroom open
to the general public with computers connected to
the Internet, with most hosted by NGOs. Brazilian
telecenters offer free public access to information,
but may charge small fees for some services, such
as printing. Users in the North and Center-West
regions mentioned cost as a barrier to this type
of venue, but venue operators do not charge for
Internetaccess. Inthe South and Southeastregions,
users did not mention cost as a barrier, and in the
Northeast region, only 8% of the users mentioned
cost as a barrier.

Telecenters are generally considered to be safe
places, largely because they are usually hosted by
community associations that also offer daycare,
after-school activities, and a variety of social and
educational programs. In some centers, such as
those in Porto Alegre, Internet speed is slow and
limits the usefulness of access to the Internet.
The main barriers to access mentioned by users
were the operating hours (24%), lack of training
(15.9%), and lack of relevant content (14.1%).
During visits to telecenters, the researchers ob-
served that access for physically impaired users
generally is inadequate.

Most telecenter users are female (55.3%) and
young (90% are under 35 years old). Most users
visit the centers frequently and often seek enter-
tainment, while half of the users mentioned either
social networking or games as their main activity.
The infrequent use of ICTs in telecenters for edu-
cational purposes can be attributed to the limited
reading skills among underserved populations.
The researchers observed that most users do not
understand how to integrate ICTs effectively into

their lives or their work, either because they are
not trained to use it, or they do not comprehend
the possible benefits. Nor do operators understand
the broader potential for technology to empower
users to use technology in innovate ways for
general and educational purposes.

Despite these challenges, the political will for
creating and supporting telecenters is stronger
than for the other venues studied. To create a tel-
ecenter, an NGO usually establishes a partnership
with donors, funding sources, or other partners,
resulting in interesting collaborative networks. For
example, GESAC is a federal government initia-
tive that offers free Internet access to NGOs and
schools. CDI and Fundagao Pensamento Digital
are examples of NGOs that refurbish computers
and donate them to other NGOs to create telecen-
ters, while also offering continuous training and/
or professional development for telecenter staff.

Some municipalities, such as Sao Paulo and
Porto Alegre, and state governments, such as Bahia
and Sao Paulo, have their owntelecenter programs.
These governments partner with NGOs located in
underserved communities, donate computers, sup-
ply Internet connectivity, and pay small wages to
local youth who assistusers inside the telecenters.
The federal government has a variety of initiatives
that create networks of telecenters, following the
same framework of partnerships and roles.

The private sector has also been creating tel-
ecentersunder their social responsibility umbrella,
usually in partnership with community organiza-
tions. Some examples include Brasiltelecom, Vivo,
Oi, Microsoft, Dell, Vale do Rio Doce (mining),
Accenture, and Petroflex (chemistry) (IBICT,
2008; Fundagao Pensamento Digital, 2007).

The widespread presence of these initiatives
shows that telecenter creation is a trend in Bra-
zilian social programs to connect underserved
communities to the developed society and em-
power them to learn how to learn, to stimulate
entrepreneurship, and to prepare their youth to
live in the information age.
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Cybercafés

Cybercafés have become the most widely used
places to access the Internet, and are used pri-
marily by young and low-income individuals.
Cybercafés are private centers created by small
entrepreneurs, and offer users access to the Internet
and to several software programs for unlimited
time periods. The venues charge the users for the
time they use the services.

Many cybercafés are located in medium and
low-income communities, and are often not legally
registered. Typically, the venues offer access to
newer, high-quality computers and are sustain-
able through the fees they charge for access to the
equipment. Cybercafés are frequently open day
and night seven days a week, making them easily
available. However, in some cases, the cybercafé
environmentis notideal for children because many
are located in bars or restaurants that sell liquor.

Cybercafé users generally are male (67%),
under 19 years old (69%), and visit the center
frequently (44%) or daily (30%). Regarding their
activities, users stated that social networking
(29%), games (21%), e-mail, and chatting (19%)
were all relatively common. When asked about
barriers to access, 29% of users mentioned the
cost of services (Internet access).

There is no training or formal educational
support offered by venues, but cybercafés do of-
fer some informal help for inexperienced users.
Mostlearning occurs individually, oramong peers.
Considering thatthere are no ICT training courses,
workshops, or guided activities in cybercafés, the
researchers concluded that the capacity to take
advantage of available information is dependent
a user’s functional literacy and familiarity with
available information services.

Cybercafés are an important access point
in Brazil, but their driving goals and overall
management are vastly different from those of
libraries or telecenters, which are supported by
the government. Until recently, cybercafés were
not considered part of the digital-inclusion move-
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ment in the country. The National Association
of Centers for Digital Inclusion, also known as
the National Association of Cybercafés, helps
centers register officially with the government.
Government restrictions, usually concerning
unaccompanied minors, vary from state to state
and are commonly ignored.

The rapidly increasing number of cybercafés
in Brazil can be explained in part by the growth
in the economy and the corresponding reduction
in poverty. As a result of increased purchasing
power and facilitated credit, many entrepreneurs
in favelas and other poor neighborhoods have
launched their own cybercafé micro-businesses.
By contrast, cybercafés have not succeeded in
upper-class neighborhoods, most likely because
most of the targeted population already has ac-
cess to the Internet at home or in the workplace.

Across all venues, the self-reported data sug-
gest that users seek entertainment more often
than the operators believe they do. According to
center operators, people typically use the library
and telecenters for educational purposes, while
those who use cybercafés do so for entertainment,
but users conveyed a different picture. Only 35%
stated that they visit libraries for educational pur-
poses. More drastically, only 14% of telecenter
users said they used the Internet for education,
compared to the 40% of operators who claimed
their constituents relied on telecenters for such
activities. Both operators and users agree that
people rarely search for agriculture-related or
health-related information.

General Lessons, Success
Factors, and Recommendations

Access to ICTs in Brazil is being created and
enhanced through public policies, private initia-
tives, and telecommunication-industry agreements
with the government. Sufficient local content also
exists in Brazilian Portuguese, and e-government
services are available and growing, with plenty
of content in Brazilian Portuguese available on



Public Access ICT in Brazil

the Internet. Nevertheless, large numbers of users
commonly lack the capacity to use ICTs and to
appropriate and interact with information, which
isviewed asaproblem thatreflects Brazil’s educa-
tional inadequacies. A question frequently asked is
how can Brazil progress when many parents have
lower levels of education than their elementary-
school children? The Brazilian government and
society must recognize that development of col-
lective intellectual capital cannot be confronted
solely or resolved by the educational system.

There are clear signs of improvement, and,
for the most part, Brazil has embraced NGO-
driven social movements and continues to look
to telecenters to improve ICT access and capacity.
The conditions have improved since the military
dictatorship ended, when young people took to
the streets to fight for their rights. Today, Brazil-
ians, rich and poor, are able to achieve changes
in their society by establishing or working with
community-based organizations on social and
educational projects funded by the government
and the private sector.

As NGOs have increased in quantity and
quality, the government has turned to them to
implement many of'its social initiatives. Granted,
these projects suffer from serious sustainability
problems, as only the best proposals are funded.
Nonetheless, research and advocacy in the “third
sector” are thriving, and countless individuals
seeking to make change have successfully made
careers in this field. In this sense, the active par-
ticipation of the society to improve ICT access,
among other social goals, is a groundbreaking
trend. At the same time, the emergence of cyber-
cafés run by small entrepreneurs in low-income
communities has surprised policy makers, and the
possibility for them to promote social solutions
must be considered. Success will also hinge on
the continued investment of the private sector.

Still, in all of the researched venues, there are
few courses, workshops, tutorials, or assistance
that address the capacity gap, perhaps due to the
Brazilian concept of “service,” or cultural role, at-

tributed to these venues. The researchers observed
that people do not necessarily view public access
venues as sources of information, but rather as
venues for communication. Even libraries are
not succeeding in attracting large segments of the
population, though insufficient budgets and local
culture are partly to blame for the lack of services
that promote reading.

In essence, Brazil must continue to support
policies that expand ICT access, but it must also
consider how to best help underserved communi-
ties use ICT-enabled information. Computers and
the Internet are naturally enticing, especially to
young people. There is an opportunity to trans-
form this interest into development through in-
creased integration of reading and appropriation
of information into people’s daily lives. Without
this transformation, low educational levels will
continue to impede societal progress (Drucker,
2001; Castells2001; IADB, 2007). In this context,
there clearly is a need to invest in initiatives that
effectively attract community members to public
access venues and which successfully promote
reading among underserved communities. Brazil
needs to create social-change agents out of venue
operators who understand their community’s
needs, enabling them to also promote reading
and information appropriation. Nowhere is this
opportunity greater than in cybercafés, which
have a large clientele but which currently do not
engage in a social agenda.

Venues themselves also need to be more com-
munity oriented by tailoring their activities to local
populations. In libraries, this could mean changing
the geographical model from a single centrally
located library to several smaller, community-
based branches. In developed countries, such as the
United States, community-based libraries already
play important community roles by hosting story-
telling, author readings, parenting workshops, and
art lessons. In Brazil, this role could be expanded
toinclude ICT-related activities, such as collabora-
tive writing workshops, blog and website creation,
image editing, and presentation production.
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It is necessary, therefore, to fund community-
based services in venues and develop the person-
nel needed to manage them properly. Significant
financial resources would be required to train
and hire qualified staff to host and promote these
activities, but if clear goals, and proof of their at-
tainment, are established, sustainability is possible
through government, NGO, and private-sector
funding. Given the reduction in poverty in the
country, users could also be charged a small fee
for access to such services.

To start, the researchers propose a pilot pro-
gram that promotes a series of related services, to
be implemented in all three studied venues, but
with different models for sustainability. Such a
project would aim to create innovative services
that engaged the population in ICT-enabled in-
formation appropriation and contributed to their
development as citizens of an information-based
society. The success of the program would rely on
the creation of a new kind of venue operator, or
“community librarian.” Unlike formally trained
librarians, community librarians would likely have
educational backgrounds similar to those of the
people they served.

The researchers also recommend the creation
of a sequence of module-based ICT courses, or
an ICT curriculum, for several age groups to be
offered by telecenters or cybercafés. The imple-
mentation in telecenters could be supported by the
government through public policies. Cybercafés
could offer the courses as a paid service, provided
a qualified person was hired to help teach the
courses. Offering courses in cybercafés would
help free them of their association with game-
playing and increase sustainability as they attract
more young people supported by their families,
as well as adults searching for information or
certification. The government and other partners
could collaborate with paid centers as they do
with telecenters.

More libraries should be created, either in
NGO-based telecenters by giving greater scale
to existing programs, or by creating smaller

146

Public Access ICT in Brazil

community public library branches similar to
the neighborhood library system in many cities
in the United States. Again, existing resources
could also be used to form programs intended for
telecenters to create telecenters inside existing
public libraries. A library in the state of Bahia
has succeeded in using this approach to acquire
computers with investments from the Identidade
Digital program. This program donates computers
to create telecenters and covers the costs related
to Internet access and operator salaries. Cur-
rently, most programs with the resources to create
telecenters focus mainly on NGOs or grassroots
organizations.

Finally, given the government’s emphasis
on IT laboratories in schools, the researchers
believe that opening up access to these venues
during non-school hours would greatly enhance
their social benefit. As it stands, all urban schools
in the country will have a broadband-equipped
laboratory by 2010, meaning that there is an
opportunity to dramatically expand ICT access
to underserved populations without investing in
additional programs (Santos, 2008). While certain
logistical issues would need to be addressed, such
as staffing personnel during nights and weekends,
the researchers believe that these challenges are
small in comparison to their potential impact.

CONCLUSION

The research presented here is the result of a study
that looks at the ability of the public to access
information and communication venues in Brazil,
and was organized by TASCHA at the University
of Washington. The researchers undertook this
study both to examine the diversity of venue roles
and the status of public access to information in
Brazil. The process highlighted serious, previously
known weaknesses in ICT access, such as the in-
adequacy of the public library system, but it also
revealed new strengths, such as the expanding role
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of cybercafés in the country and the opportunity
for increasing collaboration among venue types.

Not only are resources needed to install com-
puters and Internet connectivity in underserved
communities, but there also is a need for practi-
cal knowledge to plan, implement, and evaluate
projects that aim to improve the quality of life for
the underserved communities. Many ongoing ICT
projects have not set clear goals. The researchers
realized that in projects funded by the government,
the focus of existing assessments is to determine
if the granted resources are actually used in the
project (to prevent corruption), instead of the as-
sessment focusing on the implementation quality
or achieved results. More studies on ICT access
arerecommended, especially those that rigorously
evaluate the positive impact (or lack thereof) of
various proposed programs.

There were several challenges in conducting
this study. First, the sheer size of the country made
collecting extensive data difficult, and, asaresult,
statistical analyses could not be performed within
the limited sample size. Still, the team was able
to interview operators and collect surveys in each
of the five Brazilian regions. Second, some data
were unobtainable, such as the national budget
for libraries, the distribution of cybercafés in
the country, and the exact number of libraries
equipped with ICTs.

Compared to traditional library collections,
ICT access allows access to much more content
and enables more interaction among users and
content authors. For example, the creation of
self-organized communities in wikis and the
popularity of blogging and social networking
websites enable authorship unseen in otherrealms.
Educators and academics view ICTs as a precious
resource for stimulating authorship, interaction,
and, as aresult, knowledge production (Fagundes,
1999). However, less complex processes, such as
searching for information, selecting, reading, and
copying also deserve recognition for their ability
todevelopreading and ICT skills. Considering the
educational challenges facing Brazilian society,

withits high levels of functional illiteracy and poor
results in national and international educational
assessments, the use of ICTs, however simple,
can play an important role in educating citizens.

The possibility to interact with ICTs is much
richer than passively reading printed information.
When seeking information through ICTs, people
can receive, reproduce, change, share, save, and
process the information alone or in groups of peers
orexperts. Importantly, ICTs allow for interaction
with multi-media and are an extremely useful
tool for reaching the illiterate and barely literate
population, as well as for promoting appropria-
tion of information among youth. Thus, there is
an untapped opportunity in using existing public
information access venues, equipped with ICTs,
to stimulate learning and skill development in
Brazil’s underserved populations.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Costa Rica has a long history of democracy, and
a constitution that protects the social rights of
its citizens. The government, commercial, and
service sectors function under a well-established
economic model and constitutionally declared
universal access to services for the population.
Historically, Central and South American nations
have sometimes undergone rapid social and politi-
cal changes, and the changes have occasionally
been the result of armed conflict. While Costa
Rica has had an active political history, it has
seldom experienced the degree of volatility felt
in similar countries.

During the two decades prior to 2008 when
this study was initiated, Costa Rica suffered from
what some respondents who were interviewed
during this study rather harshly characterized as
“bad planning and the introduction of neo-liberal
economic policies that have diminished the qual-

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch013

ity of services and living conditions.” Regardless
of these views, the study team observed that the
people generally are well served by basic services,
including potable water, electricity, telecommu-
nications, social security, and education. Costa
Ricans have, however, experienced a very unequal
economic growth, which has increased the social
divide, contributed enormously to the widespread
poverty, and caused greater social exclusion
among the citizens. Under these circumstances,
the research team faced the unique opportunity
of identifying and studying information access
venues and processes in this country that have
not been analyzed previously.

The research process was conducted in two
phases. In the first phase, which began in 2008,
the team conducted a general overview of the
country to identify the public access initiatives to
be studied and analyzed. The second phase began
with a general workshop in Costa Rica, where
the participants discussed and reviewed how the

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.
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results of the first phase would be analyzed and
establish the direction of the second phase. The
workshop also focused on the literature review
process and key persons identified for interviews,
and enumerated ways in which the study results
would be organized to guarantee the objectivity of
the conclusions. The second study phase included
detailed fieldwork across the three venues that
were targeted — public libraries, Centros Comu-
nitarios Inteligentes (CECls, a type of telecenter,
although it sometimes operates inside libraries),
and cybercafés.

Among the findings to emerge from this
investigation, the research team determined that
Costa Rican libraries are commonly perceived
to be used almost exclusively by students; the
majority of users proved to actually be students.
The funding allocated to public libraries does not
cover the basicneeds of these venues. Astrong and
effective promotional effort is, therefore, needed
to bring greater attention to the potential value of
the library system. Little has been done on this
front, and there are no particular plans to initiate
such an effort. Clearly, the librarians and staff in
the libraries are not equipped to assume the task
without training, adequate funds, and the support
of the administrators of the library system.

Because library operating funds are low, the
insertion ofa CEClinside the libraries has been an
excellent means to provide better overall service
and to make more and better content available
online. The users have been quick to say that
the addition of a CECI is a welcome improve-
ment in the libraries. Unfortunately, in several
of the instances where CECI venues have been
established in locations other than in libraries,
municipalities, and similar sites, they frequently
have not been able to maintain an adequate level
of sustainability. These CECIs do not operate
on a self-sustaining model, and, as a result, it is
difficult for these venues to survive without the
support of some form of parenting organization
or institution.

The researchers observed that cybercafés
represent a favorable option for users, because
they offer more accessible schedules, place fewer
restrictions on users, and supply a wider variety
of services than users find in publicly funded
venues. Consequently, cybercafés are the most
popular venues among users in Costa Rica. In
addition, there is reason to believe that cyberca-
fés can improve the gender-based inequality and
other inequalities that persists in the way Costa
Ricans access information and ICTs.. The study
team noted that cybercafés have the potential to
develop improved means to provide information
that has great benefit to underserved communities
and remote regions.

The study produced key recommendations
that can improve the value of the venues based
largely on the social impact to be realized when
the public has greater access to information
and becomes better skilled in using ICTs. It is a
recommendation of the study that this and cor-
responding improvement strategies be part of a
public policy that guarantees: 1) the continuity
of such support programs, 2) the participation
of underserved communities and groups, 3)
the collective construction of the tools that will
sustain the resultant social gains, 4) access by all
the population, 5) the continuing introduction of
ICTs, and 6) develop the means through education
and training so users understand technologies as
something that can help solve daily problems and
improve living conditions.

INTRODUCTION

Costa Ricais located in Central America between
Nicaragua and Panama, spans 51,100 sq km,
and has 4.4 million inhabitants. The country has
an enormous natural richness that attracts large
numbers of tourists each year, making the tourist
industry a highly profitable revenue stream that
produces an average of US$1.7 billion each year.
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Culture

The official language is Spanish, although a few
other languages are spoken among some of the
various ethnic and migratory groups. Forexample,
languages such as Criollo Limonense and Bribri
are spoken by small segments of the population.
Another small segment of the population speaks
some English and these people commonly have
some connection to the tourist trade. Costa Rica
has a wide range of cultural diversity that stems
from the presence of its indigenous people, as
well as from Caribbean people and migrants from
many countries around the world. Although the
official religion is the Catholicism, many other
religions are openly practiced in Costa Rica, such
as Protestantanism, Judaism, and Hindu faiths.

Geography

The geography of Costa Rica, in general, is formed
of coastal plains separated by rugged mountains
that include more than 100 volcanic cones, many
of which are of major volcanic importance. The
land rises from sea level on the west at the shore of
the North Pacific Ocean and extends to the highest
point, the “Cerro Chirripo,” at 3,820 meters above
sea level, and descends again to sea level to the
east at the shore of the Caribbean Sea.

Government

Costa Rica is a presidential democracy with an
elected assembly that functions as a legislative
congress and is composed of 57 deputies of who
are members of the various legally recognized
political parties. The legal system is the respon-
sibility of a supreme court. The president is the
head of state and is elected to a four-year term by
popular vote under a constitutionally established
universal adult suffrage. In this capacity, he ap-
points a cabinet, as well as the heads of public
agencies and the Central Bank. Oscar Arias of the
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Partido Liberacion Nacional (PLN) took office
as president on May 8, 2006.

The nation is divided among seven provinces:
Alajuela, Cartago, Guanacaste, Heredia, Limon,
Puntarenas, and San José, and the San José prov-
ince hosts the centrally located capital city, San
José. Along with San José, cities in the other prin-
cipal provinces (Heredia, Alajuela, and Cartago)
form the Gran Area Metropolitana, where the
central offices of most of the private and public
services and prominent institutions are located.

Demographics

Ofthe 4.4 millioninhabitants of Costa Rica, 10.2%
are migrants from other countries, and most are
from Nicaragua, Honduras, and Colombia.l The
research team noted that demographic issues have
a strong affect on the public’s access to informa-
tion and ICTs. The population of Costa Rica has
a nearly even gender balance, although it does
slightly favor males, with 2.23 million males and
2.16 million females. Demographic records state
that 27% of the population is under the age of 15
years, and 67.2% is between the ages of 15 and
64 while 5.8% is over the age of 64.2 Gender dif-
ferences are important in the Costa Rican culture,
as they have always been, and the gender bias is
particularly visible with regard to employment
opportunities and wages.

Regional Socio-Economic Inequities

Costa Rica is a small nation, but has a well-
designed and broad electrical service grid, as well
as widespread telecommunication coverage that
offers universal services as prescribed by law.
But while this electrical and telecommunication
coverage is supported by an extensive distribu-
tion network in terms of infrastructure and con-
nectivity, in reality, many Costa Ricans still do
not have sufficient access to many much-needed
public services.
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This access limitation is particularly apparent
in two of the most isolated areas in the country.
These areas are along the Caribbean coast and the
southern Pacific costal region, where a majority of
the black and indigenous communities are located.
These regions are two of the poorest and most
disadvantaged areas in the country, and are marked
by high unemployment rates, far fewer available
services, and a very low economic growth. Many
ofthese same conditions exist in the border towns
and peri-urban communities that contain large
rural and foreign migrant populations.

This situation serves to sharply limit the
employment and economic opportunities avail-
able to these diverse and migrant communities.
This limitation is also reflected in the lack of
an integrated and comprehensive development
agenda that would aim to provide equal economic
development opportunities for all the “Cantones”
throughout the nation. Even though public ser-
vices are “universal” by law, it is also true that
underserved groups and communities live under
conditions that exclude them from the benefits of
services that are readily available to a majority of
the population. Itis clearly evident that Costa Rica
has a concentration of services and employment
opportunities in the central areas, while border
towns and coastal regions are home to people
who must undergo considerable limitations daily
in terms of services and opportunities that bear a
direct influence on their lessened quality of life.

METHODOLOGY

Costa Rica is one of 25 countries participating in
this international study that was designed both to
assess the ability ofthe public to access information
and communication venues, and also to review
the role of ICTs across the overall economic,
political, and regulatory framework. The study
placed an emphasis on the information needs of
underserved and remote communities.

This research study was initiated in 2008, and
the central focus was aimed at venues that provide
public access to information and ICTs. The study
was conducted in two phases.The first phase was
aimed at developing a general understanding of
the spectrum of activities that pertain to public
access. Theresearchers interviewed users and key
stakeholders associated with the venues and sub-
sequently conducted field visits to gain an initial
understanding of the technological landscape, as
well as to collect literature pertaining to public
access to information and ICTs.

The study placed an emphasis on the infor-
mation needs of underserved groups and com-
munities, and the degree to which the public is
affected by the overall socio-economic conditions,
educational levels, inequity variables, access
conditions, and historical trends in their ability
to access public information. The researchers
studied the public access venues selected and the
use dynamics found during the fieldwork process
and then compiled the salient findings — strengths
and weaknesses among the public access venues
— and formulated recommendations.

The second phase began with a general work-
shop presented in Costa Ricato discuss and review
how the data collected during the first phase
would be analyzed. The workshop also focused
on the literature review process, the key persons
identified to participate in the interviews, and
on the way in which the study results would be
organized to ensure the objectivity of the conclu-
sions presented in the final report. The second
study phase included detailed fieldwork across the
three venues that were selected (public libraries,
CECls, and cybercafés).

Team Qualifications and
Investigative Approach

Sula Batsu was created in 2005 as an associative
entrepreneurship based in Costa Rica that brings
together the capacities of professionals from
different fields who are interested in having a
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collective social enterprise. A multi-disciplinary
perspective was selected as the means to approach
collective processes that are based on the experi-
ence and knowledge of the participating groups
and organizations. The cooperative organization
has a wide range of experience researching the
social impact of ICTs. The team worked to design
a functional process in which the expertise of the
whole team would be applied. The end product
is obtained by using processes that reinforce the
interchange of ideas and the generation of new
knowledge in a way that ensures more objective
analysis and integrates different interpretations
of the subjects under investigation.

Literature Review

The researchers conducted a literature review to
gain an understanding of the existing informa-
tion related to the issues important to the study.
The scope of the documents and their content
spanned the Information Society in Costa Rica,
ethnicity issues, economy, politics, press freedom,
accessibility, infrastructure, connectivity, annual
reports of public entities, social conditions in the
country, historical trends, existing programs, and
NGO reports.

Amongthe documents reviewed, several were
particularly important to this study especially
the “Programa Sociedad de la Informacion y el
Conocimiento, PROSIC (2007), Hacialasociedad
de la Informacion y el Conocimiento en Costa
Rica.”3 This publication contributed valuable
background in understanding the Costa Rican
context regarding access to information. The
“Decimotercer Informe Estado de la Nacion en
Desarrollo Humano Sostenible (2007)°4 presents
an analysis of a variety of variables that include
human development, gender equity, education,
poverty, economy, democracy, elections, citizen
participation, and environmental management.
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Venue Selection

For the purpose of this project, three venue types
were 1dentified, selected, and studied. The re-
searchers concluded that the selected venue types
that best fulfilled the study guidelines were public
libraries of the Sistema Nacional de Bibliotecas
(SINABI), the Centros Comunitarios Inteligentes
(CECI), and cybercafés. These are public access
venues that offer general information that can be
used by any person with basic reading and writ-
ing skills. Public libraries and CECIs are publicly
funded venues created to fulfill the information
needs of the public in general, while cybercafés
are small and medium businesses (SME, from
Spanish acronym) that operate for profit in the
private sector under a commercial sustainability
model and offer their services to any person who
can pay the fees. Cybercafés generally offer a
wider range of information than other venues and
can be accessed more easily than other venues,
such as the documentation centers of specialized
organizations.

Two venues that were not included in the
research are the InfoAgro and CIDREB librar-
ies. InfoAgro maintains a web portal containing
information related exclusively to agriculture
topics. InfoAgro has a network of office locations
scattered across Costa Rica that offer information
through traditional channels, but it was believed
thatthe information they retain was too specialized
to meet the guidelines of this study. The CIDREB
libraries were possible study candidates because
they are open to the public; however, these librar-
ies focus on students, and the information offered
is oriented to meet the needs of that specific user

group.
Inequity Variables

An important aspect of this study required the re-
search team to consider the influence of a number
of inequity variables on the ability of the public
to access information. The variables included
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socio-economic status, educational level, age,
gender, location, and, in particular, ethnicity and
migration.

Socio-Economic Status

This is one of the most important of the inequity
variables that pertains to public access to informa-
tion in Costa Rica. An estimated one out of every
seven Costa Rican families suffers some form of
social exclusion, and 14% of all households live
well below the poverty level, especially those
people who live in rural areas in the southern
Pacific and Caribbean coastal regions.

The lower economic strata among the Costa
Rican people continue to exist in this state of pov-
erty even though economic indicators show that
the country is experiencing significant national
economic growth. This data clearly shows that
the people at the lower end of the economic scale
have not received any significant benefits of that
economic growth and continue to live with little
hope of any improvement in their quality of lives.

Furthermore, there is reason to believe that the
gap between the low-income and high-income
segments of the population is rapidly becoming
wider. Families suffering social exclusion have far
fewer possibilities to improve their position and
are much less able to reap the benefits of public
services, such as education, health care, and access
to information that could help them enormously.

Education

Although studies and surveys indicate that literacy
levels nationwide are quite high, the school drop-
out rate after the first three years of secondary
education stands at about 13%, and the efforts
to lower that percentage have not been effective.
The working conditions are bad for very young
people who hold jobs and who have little or no
useful educational background. These young
people remainunderemployed or are unemployed
throughout much of'their lives. As the educational

level of an individual increases, so does the op-
portunity to escape the bitter depths of poverty
and vastly improve a person’s socio-economic
status. In Costa Rica, there is a widely held belief
that the public access information venues are only
for students and are positioned to make the access
to information far more difficult for any persons
who are not closely associated with the formal
educational system.

Age

The age of the persons who use ICTs and informa-
tion venues in Costa Rica is significantly skewed
towards younger people, and, therefore, becomes
an important variable with regard to information
access. Few older people frequent the venues and
seek the benefits of ICTs. Older people access
information and knowledge more commonly
through the public media and by word of mouth.
Their more traditional practices are not taken into
account when initiatives related to information
and ICTs are designed and disseminated.

Gender

Gender inequities are an ongoing reality in Costa
Rica, limiting access to the broad range ofavailable
services and bear directly on the ways in which
the population approaches life day to day. The
continuing effect is reflected in the low quality of
availablejobs, poor salaries, lower social security,
and laborissues suffered by women. Female work-
ers experience higher levels of underemployment
and unemployment and have fewer opportunities
to access capacity building processes because they
are compelled to remain on whatever job they
hold. The almost total absence of even marginally
adequate day-care centers often prevents mothers
from attending capacity-building programs.

In CostaRica, women with dependent children
are the head of the household in a large proportion
of the homes, and single mothers are particularly
common. In these instances, these women have
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the dual responsibilities of employment and home
management. It is not uncommon for young
women attending school to become pregnant
and be forced to drop out to raise the child while
foregoing any more education. Under these condi-
tions, the access to information and ICTs becomes
either impossible or extremely difficult, at best.

Location

Much of the Costa Rican countryside is remote,
and many of the smaller and underserved com-
munities and rural areas have little or no access
to information venues or ICTs. For the purposes
of this study, the definition of the terms “rural”
and “urban” depart from a more traditional “ac-
cess to services condition.” Two more location
variables were included, and “peri-urban” com-
munities were defined as areas located relatively
near the service-access points, but where the
resident populations have to leave their own
communities to reach those points. Usually, the
people in peri-urban communities reside there to
be closer to urban areas, where jobs and services
are concentrated. Most often, peri-urban inhabit-
ants are migrants who come to Costa Rica to seek
employment. “Urban-rural” isused here to define
rural communities, where more services are con-
centrated than are available in smaller villages,
and which also share more of the characteristics
of urban centers.

The information processes that are available
and used by the public are clearly different between
urban and rural locations, and are strongly affected
by the proximity to services and the very different
living conditions in each area. Rural communities
maintain more traditional information processes
and are greatly underserved from the standpoint of
access venues and ICTs. Rural communities most
often lack useful technologies and skills, although
access to those technologies, and the skills to use
them, would be an enormous asset in their daily
lives. Few of the people in these areas are aware
of how technologies could benefit them. Because
this reality is not taken into account when design-
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ing proposals and projects, it is harder for people
to identify themselves with the new processes or
to value information as a tool that can help them
improve their living conditions.

Ethnicity

The Costa Rican population features a remark-
able diversity in their ethnic origins, highlighting
the influence of African descendants, indigenous
groups, migrants, Mestizos, European Caucasians,
and others. However, the study results suggest
that people from some of these backgrounds
are not well represented with regard to publicly
available information, relevant content, and local
languages. There has been little attention given
to the wide range of ethnic diversity and the dif-
ferent cultural influences in the various service
improvement programs designed by the govern-
ment. The research team stressed the importance
of this variable and how ethnicity has become a
major barrier in terms of access to information.

Migration

Costa Rica has long been a bridge route between
North and South America. But many migrants
who arrive in the country often choose it as a
destination, largely because of the location but
also because of the nation’s lenient migration
requirements that were significantly revised in
the decade prior to the start of this study. Much
of'this migration is attributed to civil and political
conflicts and a variety of economic crises in the
other Central and South American countries and
elsewhere in the world. As a result, Costa Rica
has become viewed as a haven to large numbers
of people, with a particularly high percentage be-
ing Nicaraguan, Argentine, Chinese, Indian, and
Caribbean migrants. Migration and its implica-
tions have not been a significantly strong part of
the development agenda of the country. On the
contrary, disinformation and alack of political will
have generated an increasing wave of xenophobia.
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Data Collection

The central focus of the study was to investigate
and report on venues that provide public access to
information and ICTs, and the acquisition of the
data was a critical task for the research team. The
data collection was divided between the two phases
of the study. The study process was governed by
guidelines aimed at obtaining a general under-
standing of the spectrum of activities that pertain
topublic access. The researchers interviewed users
and key stakeholders associated with the venues,
and subsequently conducted field visits to, first,
examine the technological landscape, and, second,
to collect literature pertaining to public access to
information and ICTs.

The team went to six communities during the
first phase and visited CECls and public libraries
where they obtained information that became the
basis of the initial report of their findings. While
conducting these visits, the research team used
a data-collection model designed and developed
by the University of Washington’s CIS group,
but which was modified to meet the requirements
specific to the Costa Rican segment of the study.

In the second phase, the team expanded the
scope ofthe investigation and visited 21 additional
sites to gather data to elaborate and validate the
findings presented in the first report. The 21 site
visits included both urban and rural communi-
ties, and, again, the researchers applied the data-
collection model. The team included cybercafés
in this part of their research.

Interviews of key users, stakeholders, and rec-
ognized experts in the field were undertaken, and
their responses proved helpful in understanding
the actual conditions and the extent to which the
public can access information. They described
the context of the country’s perceived and actual
involvement in ICTs and public access venues,
provided insight into the strengths and weaknesses
of Costa Ricaregarding public access, and offered
their ideas about the real needs of the public.

The data gathered during the study were pre-
sented, along with the opinions and perceptions
of those interviewed and the views of specialists
in information management, in two separate
workshops organized by the researchers.

OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT
Public Access to Information

The economy of Costa Rica is increasingly be-
coming tied to the evolving economic logic of
globalization, but benefits of that involvement
are being realized only by a small segment of
the population while a much larger segment is
experiencing a downward trend in the quality of
life. This imbalance prompted the researchers
to comment that with regard to public access to
information, Costa Rica seems to have as many
barriers as it has advantages.

Onescholarly dissertationreviewed during the
literature search for this study focused on poverty
and the generally low quality of education as
interesting indicators of the actual conditions of
the information services available to the general
public. Costa Rica has been characterized in some
quarters as a country that professes to have a
social vision that offers universal services for all
inhabitants. However, some opposing views, such
as this particular dissertation, present the idea that
Costa Rica’s heralded economic growth does not
benefit underserved communities and does not
improve the quality of life of much of the popu-
lation. These same sources point to the people’s
access to public information, information-related
services, and the public services, in general, of-
fered by the government as significant examples
of how much of the population is underserved.

Public access venues, such as libraries, do not
hold a high priority in the government’s develop-
ment programs, and this low priority fosters the
perception among the people of a lack of interest
and political will to improve the conditions. This
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perception is especially true regarding the intro-
duction of ICTs. The introduction of digital initia-
tives by the Minsitry of Science and Technology
(MICIT)also suffers from these planning deficien-
cies. The latest report of the PROSIC reviewed by
the researchers for this study noted that in recent
years, there is a trend by the government to initiate
very few public policies and strategies that would
promote the public’s access to information, and
the few initiatives that have emerged are isolated
and lack any favorable continuity.

Inspite of the bureaucratic barriers encountered
by the public, the existing infrastructure, con-
nectivity, and well-installed system of libraries
are superior to those available in other countries
in the region. Reinforcing the library system and
giving libraries more autonomy to develop self-
sustaining activities would be an excellent way
to begin to improve the overall system. Because
of the increasingly large number of cybercafés
operating in the country, access to [CT-equipped
venues is growing easier. However, the economic
barriers suffered by underserved communities are
still a matter of considerable concern.

Access, Capacity, Environment,
and Inequity Environment

The telecommunications infrastructure in Costa
Rica covers most of the country, and landline
telephones and electrical service are available
in nearly all communities. Telecommunication
services, including mobile telephony, operate at
reasonably low prices that allow most people to
use them. This infrastructure, supported by the
established public library system and the national
literacy level, serves the public moderately well.
Nevertheless, the absence of effective public
policies, strategic plans, and political will remain
huge barriers that impose a strong negative influ-
ence on the public’s ability to access information.

Appropriate technology is not included to any
significant degree in the national information
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strategies, or in a way that would improve the
quality of life for Costa Rica in general and the
underserved communities in particular. Afford-
ability is not a problem when using libraries and
telecenters, although it prevents many low-income
groups from gaining access to cybercafés, which
are the most commonly available venues.

Although CECIs were created to meet the needs
of underserved communities, the services offered
at these venues are not part of any strategic plan,
and the venues have little sustainability. Many
may not be positioned to survive over a long pe-
riod. The full potential of ICTs is not being used
to meet the goals of public access venues, where
little information in local languages exists, and
curricular adjustments are uncommon. The venues
do not have specific programs to serve the needs
of underserved communities, or to cover a wide
range of users. Consequently, the level of use is
limited with the corresponding waste of resources.

Costa Rica has a reasonably high level of
basic literacy, but when considering more formal
education, the country suffers from high dropout
rates, especially in secondary schools. This points
to a basic problem in the education system that
is not well addressed by the administrators. As a
directresult ofthe economic development agendas
followed by the last five government administra-
tions, Costa Rica needs to increase the number of
bilingual technicians to fulfill the requirements
of foreign investment. The implementation of
digital technologies has followed a market logic,
which leaves underserved communities out of the
reach of projects and programs that are meant to
serve individuals who will benefit the most from
foreign investment.

The technological capacity of most of the
population is quite low, even among many of the
operators in the venues. By law, all Costa Rican
librarians must have a degree in information
sciences, and the study results indicate that the
requirement is met. However, in terms of techno-
logical capacity, and specifically as it relates to
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CEClISs, librarians are unable to adequately meet
the technological needs of the users. Additionally,
CECI operators often lack appropriate skills in
other areas to serve the venue users.

The way in which people in Costa Rica ap-
proach technology is governed primarily by
their socio-economic condition, gender, age, and
level of education. Costa Rica’s culture does not
place great importance on developing modes of
information beyond the public media and word
of mouth, and many people do not recognize a
potential value in ICTs or realize how ICTs can
help solve daily problems or improve the quality
oflife. Libraries are largely considered the domain
of students and a place to find homework-related
information. Most libraries have very little locally
appropriate content that would attract users other
than students.

The Costa Rican social structure and environ-
ment is highly complex, and is marked in much
of the country by severe poverty. The poverty
level has not improved significantly for many
years despite the nation’s economic growth. The
divide between the highest and lowest ends of
the economic scale has also been increasing,
highlighting the inequities in the distribution of
wealth. Furthermore, the disparity in cantonal
economic growth is an indicator of rural/urban
related inequities, where the most isolated com-
munities are even more affected by the lack of
good-quality services. The quality of the available
jobs has steadily decreased during the past decade,
and because of the gender inequalities, women
are more sharply affected than men.

In a macro-economic context, Costa Rica is
deeply affected by international economic and
energy crises. The country is embedded in an
economic dynamic thattends to increase the divide
between the social classes. In this context, indig-
enous populations, urban-marginal communities,
women, children, and migrants are the most af-
fected by the inequities of the economic model.
While the laws of Costa Rica provide an excellent
framework to protect the rights of underserved
populations, the practical effect in the daily lives
of the population is quite a different matter.

Information Needs

The survey results show that venue users fre-
quently look for education-related information.
But, the results also show that the quality of the
content is nearly always low; however, the level
of quality increases enormously when the users
can use ICTs to access the information available
on the Internet.

Theresearch centers of public universities and
the documentation centers of many NGOs produce
a wide variety of useful material that is not often
readily accessible to the people who could benefit
most from it. The information in these universi-
ties and documentation centers, in most cases, is
available to the public, but few people know how
to access it. In a few instances, NGOs only allow
researchers to access the archives.

A broad category of information related to
worker’s rights, woman’s rights, violence legis-
lation, and civil rights is not easily found in the
venues that were studied, and public information
that is supposed to be available at the government
sites is frequently out of date or simply does not
exist. In general, information that could benefit
underserved communities is not always made
readily available by the authorities and, in many
cases, people have to invest a lot of time and ef-
fort to find it.

Economic, Policy, and
Regulatory Environment

The economic growth experienced by Costa Rica
in the past few years has, reportedly, been high. A
6%rate is quoted for 2007, but the benefits of the
growth are oddly notreflected in any significantly
real benefit for the economically disadvantaged
elements of the population. Poverty has remained
at the same level for the past decade and points to
the widening gap in the already unequal distribu-
tion of wealth in the country. Despite of the claims
of economic growth, the national unemployment
rate has remained at a consistent 6% for at least
the past ten years, and the GINI coefficient grew
to 0.420 in 2007.
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The access to information and ICTs is greatly
affected by the economic inequities that create
correspondingly related problems, such as edu-
cational and literacy deficiencies and inadequate
digital services and capacities that reinforce other
cultural phenomena, such as the gender inequities.
This condition, combined with the lack of effective
strategic planning and social vision initiatives, very
nearly assure the failure of digital implementation
and other technological initiatives, and excludes
people from gaining the benefits of inexpensive
and easily accessible information. Because under-
served segments of the population do not have a
realistically ready access to information and ICTs,
and do not consider it a priority, the real social
appropriation of both is very difficult.

In this scenario, the Central American Free
Trade Agreement (CAFTA) represents an addi-
tional new barrier in terms of universal access to
telecommunications, intellectual property laws,
and social development. The implementation
agenda promoted by the present Costa Rican gov-
ernment affects the equitable economic growth of
the country and stimulates the inequities among
different segments of the population. The com-
bination of these factors thereby increases the
divisions in the population and makes it more
difficult for the underserved communities to gain
access to information and ICTs.

Although the actual regulatory framework is
said to facilitate the communication processes, new
CAFTA contexts will, in time, drive legislative
changes in many areas and favorably affect a real
access to information. This situation, added to the
lack of political will and long-term vision pro-
grams (reflected in the absence of public policies
on information and communication), identifies
the deficiency of strategic planning where social
priorities are not considered. [solated initiatives,
devoid of methodologies oriented towards a real
social appropriation of information processes
for human development, characterize the actual
conditions of Costa Rica’s overall environment.
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Collaboration Practices

The Estrategia Siglo XXI is a network of Costa
Rican citizens who have worked in public admin-
istration or in private and international organiza-
tions. They submitted a proposal that consists
of a national development agenda that includes
topics related to education, science, and technol-
ogy. The project started with the support of the
CR-USA Foundation, and is directed by Jorge
Manuel Dengo and Franklin Chang. This group
envisioned a study composed of three parts: a
diagnosis of the country, a strategic vision, and
an action plan (http://estrategia.or.cr). Members
of this non-government alliance presented the
project to the national government’s council at
the beginning of 2006, and the council became a
collective partner with extensive powers in propos-
ing public policies. Other collaborative practices
are more closely related to ICTs.

According to information offered by the MIC-
IT, the CECl initiative will take advantage of close
collaboration among ICE, MIPRO, INA, Correos
de Costa Rica, local governments, cooperatives,
the Red Cross, community associations, libraries,
NGOs, banks, and firefighter stations. It is not
precisely clear how the alliances will work, nor if
signed commitments with any of these institutions
already exist, but the research team for this study
was able to identify some of the alliances as the
fieldwork progressed. For example, there is an
established collaborative practice between MICIT
and UNED (one of the four public universities)
to create CECI laboratories inside the university
headquarters facilities at their locations around
the country (http://www.micit.go.cr/Noticias/
index.html).

The Public Education Ministry (MEP) — the
Culture, Youth, and Sports Ministry (MCJD)- the
Science and Technology Ministry (MICIT) alli-
ance is cited as aparticularly important opportunity
for collaboration that is not presently being used.
This group represents the three ministries desig-
nated to work on capacity building, education,
and development programs. The MEP (Public
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Education Ministry) has representatives all over
the country, not only in the local governments, but
also in schools and school libraries. The Culture,
Youth, and Sports Ministry (MCJD) manages
the national library system (SINABI) as well as
the “Houses of Culture” throughout the country.
The Science and Technology Ministry (MICIT)
is responsible for ICT subjects. Ironically, these
three ministries do not have any education net-
work or collaborative project oriented to improve
community access to information. The members
of this alliance are strongly motivated to reach
the goals proposed by their respective ministries,
and when those goals are closely related to the
goals of the other agencies, they often duplicate
the efforts because of a lack of communication
among them.

Buzz Factors

Thereis astark contrast between the government’s
policies and what the public considers to be at-
tractively favorable, or “cool.” In general, users
consider places to be “cool,” when those places
have interactive learning processes where users
can gather to enjoy, develop, and share activi-
ties. Libraries offer some of these features, but,
in general, the conditions of use are more tightly
controlled by previously established conditions
(silence, limitations onuse, and lack of resources).

CEClIs also seldom offer these more attrac-
tive kinds of possibilities to users. Community
members do not have the chance to participate
in interactive learning processes, or to use the
computers in ways other than the uses specifi-
cally stipulated by the MICIT and the operators.
Unlike cybercafés, where there are fewer restric-
tions and users have more opportunities to share
their knowledge and develop new ways to learn,
CEClIs are more restrictive. These issues have not
yet been analyzed or evaluated by the govern-
ment, and all of the new proposed initiatives fail
to consider the social component and inherent
value of information and ICTs.

Legitimate Use

The definition of what is considered “legitimate
use” is a function of many socio-cultural factors.
Because all of the educational programs answer
to ideological agendas, the information offered at
public access venues that are managed by state
institutions are the result of a selection logic that
could be interpreted as censorship. From learning
programs to reading and information searches,
all the processes are subject to strict information
control. Those people who serve as the informa-
tion managers are products of information-science
schools and are steeped in this control logic,
reflected in their professional careers.

Adultcentrismis a second important factor that
is closely related to the information-control issue.
This centrism is a barrier to open public access to
information. Within a controlled venue, the criteria
stated by the operator/administrator determines
the uses of the information, and, according to
that person’s perception of what is “legitimate,”
restrictions on use are either imposed or removed.
In general, user age has an important influence
on the notion of what constitutes “legitimate”
use. Adults frequently consider Web 2.0 tools
as entertainment, and do not accept the social or
educational uses attributed to them. In contrast,
younger people understand and appreciate Web
2.0 tools and consider themselves more techno-
logically knowledgeable.

Shifting Media Landscape

Web 2.0 is emerging as a somewhat controversial
topic. No strategies, productions, appropriations,
or opportunities based on these tools where
observed in any of the venues visited. Different
media, including audiovisual materials, theater-
centered information processes, and other dynam-
ics are part of the effort librarians use to promote
culture and libraries in their communities. Music,
poetry, and reading workshops are used as part of
the cultural extension processes of the libraries
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around the country. Different topics are used to
develop activities, and it is usual to find activities
that are related to specific times and dates, such
as library month, mother’s day, water day, and
other similar dates.

The approval of the CAFTA-RD trade agree-
mentdrove importantchanges interms ofavailable
services, access to telecommunications services,
and economic growth for Costa Rica. No conclu-
sions have yet been made, but many parties have
noted the changes and are interested to see what
this factor will bring to the information-access
environment. Many people consider these changes
to be the most important aspect affecting the media
landscape because they speculate that the changes
represents the privatization of telecommunica-
tions services and will usher in a big change in
the information-access processes.

VENUE ASSESSMENT
Overall Venue Assessment

The three venues selected for this study are public
libraries, CECIs, and cybercafés.

Public Libraries

Costa Rican public libraries are organized as a
national system that includes 57 libraries located
throughout the country, with the national library
located in the capital city of San José. The present
public library system was created in 2000, but
its history goes back to the creation of a national
library in 1888. The majority of the public libraries
were created during the second half of the twenti-
eth century, and the entire system is a part of the
“Ministerio de Cultura, Juventud y Deportes,”
which allocates the operating and maintenance
funds for the library network.

Although the coverage of the system is wide-
spread, there are not enough libraries to serve
the needs of the country. Border towns and other
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isolated communities very rarely have a public
library. The same is true in the indigenous areas,
where some access to information is available
through independent organizations, public uni-
versities, and NGOs. The budget allocations are
universally inadequate to meet the needs of the
facilities. This problem is compounded by the
typical bureaucracy of public institutions, and
affects the delivery of services and the quality of
those services that actually are delivered.

Outofdate collections, very limited availability
of ICTs, operating schedules that prevent many
potential users from visiting the venues, and other
failures are common conditions among the public
libraries. Other factors, such as the very limited
creation of relevant local content, the limited par-
ticipation of the communities in decision-making
processes, and the student-focused orientation
have turned the libraries into unpopular places
and reduced their importance as venues for access
to information.

CECI

CEClsarethetelecenter proposal ofthe MICIT for
the current administration. The program features
a connectivity-infrastructure orientation that has
been common in Costa Rica for the past 15 years.
A strategic feature of the program also seems to
be its biggest weakness. Because communities
alone have to administer, maintain, and manage
the use of the CECI venues without higher gov-
ernment support, the CECIs have little chance
of survival, especially since self-sustainability is
not included in the program’s design. CECIs that
have greater possibilities for success are those
located in public libraries. The initiative was born
as an isolated program of the MICIT, which has
been trying to establish strategic alliances with
other public institutions, such as universities and
public libraries. At present, there are 104 CECls
operating nationwide, and the goal for the current
administration is to reach a total of 300.
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The individual venues are most commonly
a technological platform composed of six to
ten computers with Internet connectivity plus a
capacity-building program (although none are
currently in place) designed to diminish the digital
divide by reaching underserved communities and
individuals, such as rural women, farmers, and
students in isolated communities. Because the
programis notwell organized, ithas been difficult
for it to reach its goals.

Cybercafés

The research team found it difficult to obtain
accurate data for cybercafés, and there were
no records available to help the team compile a
detailed profile. No previous studies exist, and
the venues are springing up all over the country,
encouraged by the very limited number of govern-
ing restrictions. Because Costa Rica is a popular
tourist destination, it is easy to find a cybercafé
almostanywhere in the country, and nearly all have
high connectivity and reliable electrical service.

The cost to users varies from venue to venue,
and the most expensive sites are strategically lo-
cated in the areas most popular among the tourists.
Cybercafés are often family operated or operated
by a few friends. They are small enterprises, and
thisisreflected in their rapidly increasing distribu-
tion around the country. Cybercafs are not only
located in the centers of towns or in commercial
areas, but also are found in neighborhoods and
near schools and universities. Many cybercafés are
justa commercial initiative of entrepreneurs who
already operate a grocery store, a small bazaar, or
other small business, and find a profitable cash
flow by fulfilling a need in their community for
an Internet connection.

Cybercafévenues have more flexible schedules
than libraries or CECls, and are often open atnight,
which makes the access to information easier
for users who have daytime responsibilities. The
cost to use the facilities and services is generally
quite low, from about US$0.28 to US$1 dollar

per hour, depending on the location and the target
audience. Some operators establish fees based on
the social class represented in the neighborhood,
the presence of private universities nearby, or
the type of traffic they receive. Venues located
at popular tourist spots are the most expensive.
When the local population near a venue cannot
easily afford to have a home connection and do
not own a personal computer, cybercafés are a
practical alternative.

Access, Capacity,
Environment for Venues

Public access venues are widely distributed across
the country, especially cybercafés. Public libraries
alone are not able to serve Costa Rica’s 4.4 mil-
lion people adequately, and a few municipalities
have their own libraries that work closely with
the SINABI libraries. The differences between
the two library categories often make cooperation
between SINABI and the municipalities difficult,
although some of the SINABI libraries operate
in a peer modality and receive funds from both
sources. Nevertheless, it is still difficult to serve
all segments of the population, especially those
people living in isolated rural areas and border
towns. Though many libraries are located in rural
areas, access to them is often difficult because
the libraries rely on existing infrastructure, such
as schools, churches, community centers, and
municipalities, and few libraries are located in the
distantreaches ofthe rural regions. Consequently,
for some people, it becomes more difficult to
reach the venue.

CEClIs have many of the same difficulties and
issues as public libraries regarding coverage and
services. Many communities that need a CECI do
notmeetthe requirements necessary to obtain one,
and are automatically excluded from the program.
CECIs have a key operational concern based on
their lack of sustainability and limited human
resources. This issue is often compounded when
an operator has a separate fulltime job and can
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only open the CECI for a couple of hours each
day. CEClslocated in public institutions, libraries,
and municipalities do not have this problem and
remain open on the same schedule as their host-
ing institution. Cybercafés operate within local
economic dynamics that often make the services
they offer more appropriate to the users than the
services offered in CECls.

For the past twenty years, Costa Rica has fo-
cused its economic initiatives toward integrating
the country into the global market competition,
stimulating foreign investment, and attracting
international companies to generate new jobs, but
these actions have not produced any sustainable
increased economic improvement for much of
the Costa Rican population. For that reason, local
entrepreneurship has become a workable option
for many people seeking some greater degree of
financial independence and an improved quality
of life.

Small enterprises and family businesses
are common in Costa Rica, and cybercafés are
an excellent example. There are no franchised
cybercafés in the country, and this dearth of
franchises serves to increase competition among
small enterprises, especially in areas where several
cybercafés are located in the same street or neigh-
borhood, as is often the case near universities. The
operators strive to offer faster connection, lower
prices, international calls, and other services,
and the venues are often combined with other
small-service businesses, such as a restaurant,
hardware store, photocopy shop, or bookstore.
The makeup of any given venue depends on the
demands of the users and the number of venues
concentrated in the immediate vicinity. Additional
services, such as web cams, microphones, and CD
burners/players, are rapidly becoming common,
although some cybercafés continue to offer only
an Internet connection.

Affordability is the controlling issue governing
public access to information in cybercafés. While
the income level of many people is sufficient to
allow ready access to the venues, there is a huge
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segment of the population that is financially un-
able to use the services, or to take advantage of
the opportunities offered in cybercafés. In many
cases, people accessing information in CECIs are
not satisfied by the quality of the services offered
there, but do not have the ability to pay for the
services at a cybercafé. While cybercafé fees are
generally reasonable, many people are still unable
to afford access.

In three of the venues visited by the research-
ers, the capacity issue posed problems, and there
is limited social application for the information
and ICTs. In the publicly funded venues, this
capacity issue happens because of a lack of stra-
tegic planning that includes a social vision. A
well-designed and activated social vision is seen
as the vehicle to fulfill the needs of users and to
drivethe development oflocally pertinent content,
while including the local information processes
in the public agenda.

In cybercafés, the private entrepreneurship
orientation of the venues does not consider social
needs, but, rather, focuses on the sale of services
for profit. It is difficult to develop capacity build-
ing processes that include all concerns, especially
within a social and regulatory environment that
does not stimulate public access to information,
and which sharply restricts the improvement of
the venues and their services. Costa Rica has a
very complicated economic dynamic that works
against the venues. The publicly funded venues
cannot rely on enough support from the govern-
ing agencies, while the cybercafés are affected
by the local and regional economic crises that
negatively influence the poverty level. Local SMEs
are struck by the impact of unequal economic
growth that hinders self-sustainability and by the
new economic model that benefits big companies
but not small, local entrepreneurs. This economi-
cally imbalanced environment harms the venues
and users and prevents the development of new
processes and technologies.
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Revenue Streams for
Publicly Funded Venues

The lack of transparency in public institutions is
reflected in the absence of budget information on
the web pages of the “Gobierno Digital” initiative,
and also is seen when looking for information in
other sources. The research team found it difficult
to locate and retrieve precise and accurate infor-
mation related to budgets and financial resources,
especially for CECIs. The team contacted the
MICIT onseveral occasions, butthe MICIT did not
respond. The ministry web page does not include
any mention of funds, or what their sources might
be, who administers them, or how the funds are
allocated and distributed.

This situation was also true for the SINABI,
which presents very little related information on
its web page. Public libraries are the responsibil-
ity of the MCJD; it is also difficult to locate their
funding information. The team did, however,
locate some financial data related to the annual
budgets and expenses for the libraries, but were
never able to identify information regarding the
distribution and administrative processes.

CASE EXAMPLES
Hatillo Public Library

This library is one of the largest in the entire library
system, and is located in a peri-urban community
that has diverse social concerns. Hatillo is one of
the marginal communities located at the periphery
of San Jos¢, and experiences occasional violence,
frequent delinquency, and high dropout rates in
the schools.

The public library is part of a community effort
to help at-risk youth, but lacks enough funds to
expand the available services or to introduce more
interesting and appropriate activities. The library is
a destination for students in the community to do
their homework and to study for tests. To promote

the site and reach out to the community, the library
sometimes shows movies, and the infrastructure
is available to the community to develop other
activities. This library is a good example of the
potential that exists within the library system to
serve the community well if supported by politi-
cal will and given appropriate means to achieve
sustainability.

CECI in Cartage

According to the MICIT, CEClIs are an initiative
aimed at overcoming the digital divide in rural
communities; however, this CECI is located in
the greater Cartago metropolitan area and in the
Cartago city center. For anyone seeking the venue,
it is difficult to recognize the site. It is located
on the second floor of the building and does
not have any signage to identify it as an MICIT
CECI. Inside the venue, the only access control
1s a notebook where users write their names, and
no one is present to assist with any form capacity
building. This CECI looks more like a cybercafe,
except that there are no fees to use the computers.
The person in charge works in a small office next
to the venue and must rely on the municipality’s
computer technicians for any technical support.
Users do not have any way to take advantage of
any possible social contribution from the venue
and rarely have a clear idea of what a “CECI”
is. Many users think the computers are part of a
program developed by the municipality alone and
are completely unaware that CECls are a program
of the MICIT. After visiting this site, the team
felt that the community simply does not know
what the venues can provide and thinks it exists
primarily to serve students.

El Balcén Cybercafé
This venue is located in the midst of an urban-
rural community called San Isidro del General.

This venue has more than twenty computers and
also sells equipment and offers a range of other
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services such as faxes, international calls, scan-
ners, and printers. It remains open to the public
from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. Monday through Saturday,
and is visited regularly by university students and
tourists. Users pay an hourly fee of 350 colones,
which is considered high for a cybercafé, but the
owner claims he receives many visits a day, and
the business works well for him. Although it was
never stated, the higher fee may also be areflection
of the tourist traffic through the venue. There is
anecdotal evidence that the users rarely use social
networking tools, Web 2.0, or online games. The
owner said he thinks that his customers use the
venue mostly to look for information, complete
school homework, use the printers, and burn CDs.

Comparative View

There are a few similarities between the public
libraries and the CEClIs, particularly with regard
to the environment, policies, and regulations.
Government ministries administer both types
of venue, and this introduces more bureaucratic
involvement into their processes, and forces them
to depend more on the government’s decisions
and procedures. None of these venues have a
self-sustainability mechanism for support, and
they depend on budgets that are inadequate to
meet the needs of users or to provide additional
services. Their daily operating schedules prevent
many users from accessing the venues. Most ofthe
venues maintain the long established traditional
business operating hours from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. or
from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m., when many potential users
are working or attending classes. The strategic
planning among these venues never considers
the user dynamics or information processes; con-
sequently, the venues are less attractive to many
users and potential users.

Libraries have a more organized structure that
actually benefits from including a CECI. Having
the computer array available represents a very
important improvement for libraries because
the low level of library funding does not permit
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the acquisition of new technological tools any
other way. The CECI gains a bit more sustain-
ability and support by being located in a library
where the library staff assumes responsibility
and derives the benefits of having the computers
present. Collaboration between the libraries and
the CECls is a good option for these two venues
because of the potential of ICTs to facilitate the
access to information and to fulfill the needs of
libraries by providing updates and improving the
service level.

Cybercafés are a more accessible venue in
terms of schedules and information processes,
and also because there are fewer limitations and
the information is disseminated more easily. They
have the potential to become social vision venues
for the population, including many people who
cannot afford the access fees. By developing
dynamics that benefit both the SMEs and the
users, the government could take advantage of
a well-distributed venue network that provides
good coverage and valuable services.

All three of the venue types visited share a
general lack of appropriate and practical capacity-
building initiatives, particularly as they apply to
collective construction and social applications.
The users do not participate in the development
of the processes, and their needs are not taken
into account when access strategies are devel-
oped. This situation is unlikely to change in the
foreseeable future.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The study determined that more and better in-
formation is needed across many subject areas,
but more than information itself, the nation’s
population needs to understand how the access to
information can help them to improve their quality
oflife. Furthermore, they also need to find ways to
become involved in the empowerment processes
and to acquire the ability to identify information
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needs and the opportunities to fulfill them. These
factors must be focused to serve the people and
to inform them on how they can benefit from the
available information.

In the past, ineffective short-term social vi-
sion programs have failed to help Costa Rica’s
population, largely because a lack of continuity
has fostered a culture of unplanned “immediate
processes” based on weak designs and method-
ologies used as palliative solutions to specific
situations. It is evident that information has not
beenincludedin the government agendas for Costa
Rica, and the very limited attention given to it
does not foster the policies needed to improve the
services offered in public access venues, nor does
it guarantee the success of initiatives designed to
meet the needs of the population.

Local content is not being created under a par-
ticipative logic where communities not only have
a voice in identifying needs, but also in working
to develop the solutions. Social participation is
needed to guarantee the quality of information
solutions designed for communities and to create
public policies that fulfill the needs of the popula-
tion. For the most part, it appears that the majority
of the people know what they need, and this must
be positioned prominently in any agenda. The
creation of popular, inexpensive, or free venues
is the first step needed to solve the critical needs
of underserved communities and groups.

Many Costa Ricans regularly use the services
offered by cybercafés because these venues pro-
vide valuable and practical services. Conversely,
libraries are not a correspondingly good option
for many people because the content and services
offered there are of low quality and do not fulfill
practical and up-to-date information needs. Librar-
ies are becoming more and more a focus point
for students, reinforcing the public’s long-held
perception that libraries are “only for students.”
With poor promotion and little to attract users to

libraries, they tend to become an obligatory venue
for students only, where they go to complete
homework assignments.

CEClIs serve a different purpose in the com-
munities when located within libraries; they attract
other segments of the population who otherwise
would not ordinarily go to a library. Some have
said the attraction has to do with the fact that CE-
CIs provide free Internet connection. But CECls
in libraries also deliver added value because the
ICTs supportinformation processes and give other
options to the users.

Underserved communities are excluded from
this dynamic primarily because of the economic
barrier. Although, in some communities, CECIs
are becoming a focal point for those who do not
have other access options, it is not common for
these venues to work specifically to meet the needs
of underserved segments of the population. The
coverage of CECIs and libraries is poor when
compared to the services offered by cybercafés.

ICTs have proved to be an excellent tool
for meeting the information needs of excluded
communities in certain instances. But if they
are simply presented to people without relevant
content, capacity-building processes, and strategic
planning, ICTs will never realize their potential.
In Costa Rica, ICT-based programs have not been
designed to meet the user needs and are not seen
as atool. Planning for any ICT-related program or
project must take into account the human factor,
and must be designed to become the key to success
for any project. Costa Rica needs well-designed
strategic planning and an honest evaluation of
each action involving ICTs. Responsible parties
and agencies must definitively determine what
works and what has failed and then identify the
reasons for the failure. The identification of good
practices that can be reproduced in different com-
munities, the collaborative reflection about what
the real information and ICT needs of diverse
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communities are, and the development of public
policies that guarantee the real access for all the
population are vital factors that must be prioritized
in future agendas.

To facilitate citizen participation, where all
the forces of society are equitably represented, it
is necessary to address a participative discussion
that focuses on the real needs of communities and
identifies the best ways to work on them to obtain
high-quality results.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on theresults of the research and the analysis
of the data gathered during this study, the follow-
ing conclusions and recommendations emerged:

. Conduct inclusive discussions where com-
munities and underserved segments of the
population participate and are encouraged
to introduce constructive criticism.

. Establish public policies that guarantee the
long-term successful operation of the dif-
ferent initiatives.

. Thoroughly understand that indicators,
such as “the number of computers per each
100 inhabitants,” do not contribute quali-
tative information about the social appro-
priation and benefits of ICTs.
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. Monitor and evaluate each means of ac-

cess to information and ICTs to understand
what needs to be changed and what can be
reproduced in future programs.

. Collaborate with other key participants

(NGOs, international corporations, fund-
ing programs, and the private sector) to
avoid the duplication of effort, and to avoid
diminishing the initiatives that are already
in place.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Geography and culture make Colombia arich and
diverse country. Nevertheless, this country has a
long history violence related to politics, insur-
gency, paramilitary groups, and drug trafficking.
In spite of important human developments in the
last decade, poverty, exclusion, and governabil-
ity rates are still critical in this South-American
country. These country characteristics have been
critical to the way people communicate and access
information, and they have also marked the way
inwhich Colombians use and acquire information
and communication technologies (ICTs).

The progressive nature of government public
policy and investment in the communication,
education, and cultural fields has favored public
access venues in Colombia. Nevertheless, it’s the

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch014

decision and commitment of social organizations
and community-based actions that have been the
real development axes of the public access ven-
ues in the country. This situation has developed
because people have found ICTs an essential tool
for individual and social development.

Public libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés,
constitute the best training and ICT access op-
portunity for marginalized and vulnerable popu-
lations that still make up a high percentage of all
Colombians. These access venues represent not
only a communication, information, education,
and leisure information alternative, the venues
are also a gathering and socialization space, a
locus for a changing relationships between the
State and citizens, and also for enhancing daily
life. They also represent an important alternative
for employment, entrepreneurship, and personal
and professional development.
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INTRODUCTION

Even though internal armed conflict has marked
recent Colombian history, Colombia shows
extraordinary economic stability and steady
human-capital growth, which places it among
the countries that lead the region’s development.
Located at South-America’s northwestern corner,
and in a tropical zone that touches the Equator, as
well as being half way between both continental
poles, Colombia’s location is geostrategic and
favors commerce and communications. In addition
to an incalculable natural diversity, as well as a
wide range in climate and ecosystems, Colombia
has resources for commercial development due
to its proximity to the Panama Canal and to long
coastlines that give onto the Pacific Ocean on the
west and the Atlantic Ocean through the Caribbean
Sea. All of these factors allow Colombia to be the
entrance gate to South America and to have ports
that face the rest of the Americas, Europe, and the
Pacific Rim countries.

The effects of armed violence and internal
conflict, which has extended over more than six
decades, as well as drug trafficking and associated
crime, have certainly had a significant influence
on human lives, the environment, and the slow
economic and social development. Nevertheless,
foreign investment and some industries—Iike min-
ing—have grown dramatically. According to the
IMF Western Hemisphere Department’s report,
“Regional Economic Outlook: the Americas,”
in 2010, the Colombian gross domestic product
(GDP) will be better than the performance of the
continent’s stronger economies (i.e., Brazil, and
Venezuela, US, Mexico,).

All in all, however, the fruits of progress
have not resulted in either a poverty decrease or
in the adoption of a human focus on Colombian
development. In fact, Colombia is one of the most
inequitable countries in South America. Accord-
ing to data from the United Nations Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(UNECLAC), government social expenditure has
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failed to meet peoples’ demands or protected vul-
nerable groups. Hand in hand with the economic-
growth data are the data about poverty, which
affects nearly 46% of the population, with 17.8%
living in extreme poverty.

With45 million people, Colombia has the third
largest population in Latin America and a total
area of 2,070,408 square kilometers (1,141,748
square km of continental territory and 928,660
square km of sea), with a density rate of 42.7
(36). As the rest of Latin America, Colombia
is proud of its culture, which combines local
folklore with colonial inheritance. Colombia has
a long tradition of right-wing governments with
a capitalist free-market system. This process —
called “economic liberalization”— started in the
1990s with President Cesar Gaviria, who passed
several constitutional amendments that led to a
new Constitution, opening the way to a global-
ized market and to a progressive decentralization.

Although the internal armed conflict has not
reached the status of a civil war, Colombia has
suffered violence for decades: Bipartisan violence
since the 1950’s, insurgent groups since the begin-
ning ofthe 1960’s, the strengthening of drug cartels
since the 1970’s, as well as complex alliances be-
tween drug cartels and illegal paramilitary groups
since the 1980’s have marked the recent history of
this South American northwestern corner.

Colombiaisranked second in the world in terms
ofinternally displaced persons (IDP). According to
official figures of the Internally Displaced Persons
Information System gathered by the Colombian
Presidential Agency for Social Action, 3,303,979
people have been violently displaced in the last
decade. The real figures could be higher. Hu-
man Rights and Displaced Persons Consultants
(CODHES, in Spanish) — a non-governmental
organization — denies the accuracy of these fig-
ures, especially in the area of crimes related to
forced displacements.

The UN Millennium Development Goal’s last
report places Colombia in the 77" place out of
182 countries; although the figures show some
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improvement, there is still a long way to go to
eradicate poverty (for example, life expectancy
at birth is 72.7 years, adult literacy is 92.7%,
and the standard of living measured in terms of a
better per-capita income is US$8,587 annually).
When talking about development rates in this way,
Colombia is classified in an intermediate place,
which means it can advance and extend access to
many services, but it still has to improve in pro-
viding fundamental social rights. This perception
is shared by The Economist’s Democracy Rate,
which lists Colombia as a defective democracy
and places it in the 66™ place out of 167 countries
(2008); italso says democracy could become com-
plete provided Colombia implements measures to
strengthen its institutions.

Methodology

Researchers from Universidad Icesi de Cali and
Fundacion Colombia Multicolor de Bogota did
this research with a team of local allies. This
research included a documentary review that
compiled 131 documents organized into five top-
ics: national and international policies, national
scenario and the three pubic access venues: public
libraries, telecenters,, and cybercafés.

In order to gather information, the regional
distribution criteria of the Diagnostico Nacional de
Television Comunitaria®* (National Communitarian
Television Assessment) were taken into account,
and five zones that reflect the country’s diversity
were chosen based on cultural and demographic
criteria: Caribbean Coastline, Santanderes, An-
tioquia and Coffee-Growers Axis, Central Zone,
and South-Western Zone. In all of these zones,
fieldwork was performed in a capital city with
a high population density, and in a municipality
(town) with an intermediate density. A regional
conglomerate sample was defined according to the
data of the 2005 Census, which was performed
by the Departamento Nacional de Estaditicas
(Statistics National Department, DANE).

Several tools were used in this research: a
survey to scan users of public access venues, semi-
structured interviews of experts, semi-structured
interviews of users of public access venues, struc-
tured interviews of public-access-venue operators®
and focus groups with operators and users in six
different localities in the country.

Thus, 1,182 surveys were applied to ICT
public-access venue users nationwide, paying
attention to gender-equity criteria, inclusion of
different ages, and inclusion of different ethnic
groups (indigenous and African-Colombian). Sur-
veys were applied by local surveyors in libraries,
telecenters, and cybercafés at different times and
on different days. There were ten interviews of
experts, which were organized in two groups: six
ICT scholars linked to universities, government
organizations and NGO’s (most of them lived
in big cities: Bogota, Medellin, Cali), and four
opinion leaders involved with activities linked to
communication and information in a community
in each region.

Ahundred structured interviews were also ap-
plied to operators: twenty in each region, which
guaranteed a balance between capital cities and
municipalities and the three types of public access
venues— libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés.
Questions around gender equity, different gen-
eration representation, and ethnic diversity were
a key part of these structured interviews. In the
ten personal interviews with operators, questions
were asked about approaches, focus, and use of
ICTs, paying special attention to personal experi-
ences when learning about and using ICTs. The
operators were also asked about and about the
ability of ICT to be transformative, as well as their
motivation for use, or vision of ICTs for devel-
opment. There were six focus-group workshops:
one in each region of the country. Approximately
twelve community members participated in each
workshop, which included users and operators or
actors of public-access ICTs in the community.
Special attention was paid to gender equity, differ-
ent ages, educational levels, and socio-economic
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strata, as well as to questions around the inclu-
sion of people with disabilities and from ethnic
minorities—ifthis question was appropriate to the
region. The main purpose of these workshops was
to facilitate structured conversations that would
build a scenario of the community information
and communication requirements and practices,
with a particular focus on the role played by ICT
public access venues in community development.
Another goal was to help understand interactions
between different public access venues, mobile
telephones, and community radio, as well as local
perspectives on their benefits and impacts.

Public Policies in ICT

Connectivity data in Colombia reveal a grow-
ing government concern around passing public
policies that will promote social information and
communication technologies (ICT) use and ap-
propriation. The Internet’s dramatic breakthrough
and growth, as well as a 76% increase in the
telecommunications industry’s income between
2006 and 2009, were developments acknowledged
by the last UN Conference on Trade and Devel-
opment (UNCTAD), which placed Colombia in
fourth place globally. According to ICT Ministry
figures, Colombia might be moderately optimis-
tic about its progress in relation to ICT given its
recent track record of accomplishments: the ICT
Act, the establishment of the Spectrum National
Agency (Agencia Nacional del Espectro), the
actual 16-year-old mobile telephone market, the
relationship between digital television and mo-
bile telephony, choosing a digital-land television
standard, the CNTV granting of a third television
channel, and the ICT development cooperation
agreement between France and Colombia.
Mobile telephony has increased 70% in Latin
America, but 90% in Colombia, a fact that places
Colombia in first place in the region, according
to a private survey on consumption carried out
by Latin Panel Consultants in 9,000 homes in 16
main cities of 15 Latin American countries.
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In 1999 the national government implemented
aprogram called Compartel (Sharing Telecommus-
nications) as a solution for providing Colombians
equitable access to telecommunications, both in
rural areas as well as in low-income urban areas.
The government effort assigned an significant
amount of the budget to the establishment of rural
community telephony access venues in isolated
corregimientos,‘inspecciones de policia,’caserios
(sparse villages) and veredas (rural settlements), as
well as toreplacing and widening social telephony
networks, and providing Internet access nation-
wide for public schools, hospitals, and military
garrisons as part of the connectivity program and
the strengthening of the social telephony pro-
gram. In that same year, two important programs
were created: the first one, Computadores para
Educar (Computers to Educate), which fosters a
massive donation of no-longer-used computers
to public education institutions by public and
private entities, and, the second one, Agenda de
Conectividad (Connectivity Agenda), which seeks
to disseminate information technology (IT) use
among the masses in order to increase competition
in the country, to modernize the government, and
to socialize access to information.

Colombia is one of the countries in the region
that shows a major development in electronic
government (e-Government), according to an
annual follow up performed by Brown University
in 198 countries. This survey ranks Colombia in
third place in Latin-America— 22" place out of
198 countries — just behind Brazil and Mexico.
This development ranking is based on the basic
information about all the municipalities in the
government’s websites, but especially drawn from
the online Government strategy with more than
two thousand processes than can be performed on
the portal www.gobiernoenlinea.gov.co.

One of the government’s goals is to achieve,
by 2019, “comprehensive intercommunication and
information between all Colombians, using ICTs
efficiently and productively, in order to improve
connectivity and social inclusion.”® The 2008-
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2019 Information and Communication National
Plan establishes a vision for the future, which the
Telecommunications Act completes. Additionally,
the Ministry of ICT has more political to enable
project development more telecommunication
entities — organizations, universities, and com-
panies — are becoming interested in creating
telecenters, with a strong capacity for training
and support to local users and groups.

When making an assessment of the strategic
policy called, Connectivity Agenda, which aims
at widening access to all Colombians, we can
see the access is still scarce. In response, the ICT
Ministry itselfhas set the goal of making “regional
and department efforts to increase communica-
tions in the regions where relative growth has
been smaller.”’

In 2005, the National Council on Economic
and Social Policies (CONPES) presented a docu-
ment called, “Social CONPES 091: Colombian
Aims and Strategies to Achieve the Millennium
Development Goals (MDG) — 2015.” Regarding
ICT topics, the document establishes that: “Co-
lombia shall achieve mobile and land telephony
and Internet coverage, in cooperation with private
industry, according to the country’s economic
development goals.”® All in all, Millennium De-
velopment Goals (MDG) have been adopted in
national, department, and local development plans.

A favorable element of public policies is the
continuity of programs despite cabinet changes
in the government. Such programs as Compartel,
e-Government, community and non-domiciliary
rural telephony projects, as well as Computers to
Educate, have survived, even though there have
been focus modifications and strategy adjustments.

On the other hand, ICT public policies have
achieved the implementation of associative work,
and many organizations have been interested in
participating in the promotion of actions to sup-
port the establishment of public access venues,
as well as furthering social appropriation plans.

From Connectivity Access
to Social Appropriation

The focus of ICT public access policies has
changed throughout the decade. These policies
used to be centered on providing universal access
through infrastructure projects, and on supplying
computers and ground-based satellite antennae
in order to guarantee Internet connectivity; new
policies now focus on the need to guarantee ef-
fective use of technology.

The Colombian experience shows that it is
not enough to guarantee access to ICTs, social
appropriation must also be considered. One of the
most important challenges is to create skills and
social usages that will allow content production.
Until recently, the goal of closing the digital gap
was based on supplying computers; there is now,
however, a clear focus on directing financial and
training efforts to social-appropriation goals.

The topic of public policies oriented exclu-
sively towards connectivity is being left behind.
Once computers are supplied, there is an immedi-
ateneed to produce content and training strategies
that engage ICTs in a comprehensive and cross-
sectoral way, with the purpose of promoting all
aspects of human development.

An example of this new focus is in the imple-
mentation of “digital territories,” cities that have
begun a process of ICT social appropriation, such
as in the municipalities of Digital Castilla La
Nueva, Digital Medellin, or Digital Sogamoso.

The Ministry of Communications has sup-
ported the creation of nine digital territories
around the country since 2007, with an investment
of approximately US$3.2 million. This strategy
seeks to promote the use of ICT in communities,
improving the way people live, educate, work,
govern and buy using ICT. As part of this initiative,
eight “intelligent classrooms” were set up for as
many educational institutions, as well as 25 cabins
with computer, printer and broadband Internet.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF
LIBRARIES, TELECENTERS, AND
CYBERCAFES IN COLOMBIA

Telecenters

Even though there is not an exact estimate of the
number of Colombian telecenters, the Red Nacio-
nal de Telecentros (National Telecenter Network)
— supported by Colnodo® — has counted 1,062.
This figure is lower than the 1,490 of the Phase
I, II, and III Compartel telecenters established
by 2007.

One of the problems, when counting telecen-
ters, is the great variety of institutions and organi-
zations that design and house them. In Colombia,
telecenters can be established by government
organizations through national programs, like
the ones developed by Compartel or the Digital
Territories; or through department programs,
such as CETEJE telecenters in the Cauca Valley
(as part of a Juventud policy, which promotes
networks among youth in this region), Digital
Boyaca, or Digital Magdalena Medio, both in
regions of extreme poverty and where a national
peaceinitiative is active, among others; or through
municipal programs, like those of the Infocali,
established by the Santiago de Cali city hall,
which offers ICT in marginalized communities,
or Digital Ocafa, which is part of the national
network mentioned before.

As part of programs like Responsabilidad
Social Empresarial (Social Entrepreneurial
Responsibility), some telecenters have been de-
signed or supported by private companies, like
the interactive portals established by Empresa de
Telecomunicaciones de Bogota (Bogota Telecom-
munications Company, ETB), which is setting up
public access computers in marginalized zones
of Bogota. Other telecenters have been designed
by nonprofit organizations, such as NGOs, uni-
versities, or foundations, like the Silvia industrial
telecenter, which helps peasant organizations in
Cauca, Southern Colombia, market their products,
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or the training centers POETA, which offer mar-
ginalized populations and the disabled training
on how to use ICTs . Some other telecenters are
administered and maintained by a community
organization that gathers and manages resources
to establish a telecenter, and uses it for concrete
activities that benefitalocal development strategy.
One example is the participative budget telecen-
ters in Medellin, where telecenters were set up
and are now managed by local organizations in
the community.

The right to access the Internet through pub-
lic access venues has been an ongoing, growing
process: first, the right to public telephony was
guaranteed, and then the right to the Internet. As
expressed by one of the experts interviewed in
this study,

“in the first stage, Colombia had very small
telecenters with two or three computers located
in places like pharmacies, bakeries, and local
community stores. Then these telecenters became
larger, more organized, with 5 to 12 computers,
until they became centers with several kinds of
access, with telephony, Internet, and training
halls. (Interview with local expert).

There has been much research about the
processes of systematization of telecenters in
Colombia, but not much general research about
these public access venues. A couple of institu-
tional studies were carried out on State telecenters,
one of the most important being, Evaluacion del
Impactoy Analisis de Viabilidad de los Programas
Compartel - Internet Social (Impact Assessment
and Viability Analysis of Compartel Programs
— Social Internet,) which analyzed the viability
and potential impact of 922 telecenters. It also
dealt with well-being benefits, program impact
on users, and a qualitative assessment of public
access centers. '

This study showed that out of 922 telecenters,
652 are viable and could have a potentially high
impact because they present a high performance in



Public Access ICT in Colombia

an environment where they face alow competition,
where there is arelatively high number of potential
users with full capacity to make full use of the
services provided. According to the assessment,
the rest of the telecenters studied are high impact
but not viable (199.22) or low impact and viable
(72.8 telecenters). In the second group, although
positive impacts mightbe expected, the telecenters
do not necessarily have to be run directly by the
government because these populations have fa-
vorable conditions, which means private industry
could provide the service.

In a pilot project of three telecenters in the
Cauca Valley, where the effectiveness of a com-
munity access telecenter profile was analyzed, the
outcome was that administrators could not only be
Internet sellers and providers, it was evident that
they could also supporta community by providing
access to information and knowledge to local de-
velopment organizations. The next question was:
how can access contribute effectively to having a
positive impact on a community’s development?

With public resources in place, calls for bids
went out in which small and regional organiza-
tions with extensive experience in ICT training
and appropriation processes could participate.
This bidding process was central for establishing
alliances between ICT corporations interested in
participating and organizations with training ex-
perience, in such a way that the process balanced
infrastructure and appropriation.

Among the proposed appropriation models, the
one that stands out suggests in-class and virtual
training with local allied networks of telecenter
administrators, as well as creating social-devel-
opment fostering programs, as well as planning,
and assessment processes. It has also been sug-
gested that administrators should be paid, which
was not done before, and that telecenters should
be located in community service centers or edu-
cational institutions so that they can be endorsed
or supported by an institution or an organization.

Public Libraries

As for Colombian libraries, they offer a moderate
optimism around ICT access: in January 2010, the
1379 Act that provides a regulatory framework
for public libraries was enacted, and sets for them
the challenge of playing a strategic role regarding
education, science, technology, research, and the
economic and cultural development of the country.
Among other things, the Actrequires that by 2015
all libraries have an Internet connection, based on
the reasoning that books come are not only printed
nowadays, but also digital, and digital books need
a support system.

There is no exact data about the number of
public libraries in Colombia. Nevertheless, sev-
eral research and institutional calculations report
between 1,200 and 1,600 nationwide. !! A study
by Gloria Maria Ramirez shows thatin 2007, only
14% of libraries had an Internet connection. '?
Nevertheless, according to Ana Roda, '* National
Library director and head of the Public Library
National Network, by 2010 this percentage in-
creased to 42% thanks to the Compartel program.

This statistical information should be taken
cautiously because this program will be free of
charge for only one year; after that there will be
no public budget for either software or equipment
maintenance. In order to guarantee the public
library network sustainability, the aforementioned
Act states that both the Culture Ministry and the
ICT Ministry should include in the Connectivity
Agenda that public libraries be included as one
ofthe main universal connectivity access venues.

It is worth mentioning the development of
important library networks both locally and na-
tionwide: the Public Library National Network,
the Bogota Public Library Capital Network,
BiblioRed, and the Medellin and Metropolitan
Area Library Network. Among other goals, these
networks seek to become gathering and access-to-
knowledge venues that will create an interactive
spaceto spread, educate, and create an interchange
of information; distribute and generate cultural
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capital equitably in a more globalized world;
provide access to information and knowledge;
introduce formats so that users approach and
handle the appropriate language of each medium,
and especially, include ICTs as essential informa-
tion access tools. Nevertheless, it is important to
note that these network experiences are usually
more developed in the country’s bigger cities, as
well as in those municipalities and regions where
education, culture, and information are strategic
axes of development policies.

Cybercafés or Internet Cafés

According to the August 2010 Quarterly Con-
nectivity Report of the Colombian ICT Ministry,
access through collective centers, including
telecenters and Compartel, was 18,306 venues.
With these data, the number of cybercafés can be
estimated at 15,000. Nevertheless, cybercafés have
not been studied in countries such as Mexico, '
Argentina, '* or Chile. Documents dealing with
collaborative projects between cybercafés and
telecenters — such as in Argentina and Chile —
have not been found either.

Very little information about cybercafés was
found while reviewing a variety of documents,
with the exception of surveys performed by the
Consultants National Center and the National
Statistical Administrative Department (DANE)
reports, which show that by 2006, cybercafés
were ranked second, after home, as the preferred
place to access the Internet. Between 2007 and
2008, these venues were already ranked in the
first place.'¢

Colombian ICT analysts and activists state
that the cybercafés’ link to development projects
would be possible ifthere were efforts to associate
these venues to social and ICT networks, seeking
to widen their services, and working towards a
relationship with the customers that would con-
tribute to social development.

The 1341 Act, which restructures the ICT
Ministry, establishes that this Ministry shall
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coordinate the ICT Plan in conjunction with the
Education Plan and the rest of the sectoral plans
that belong to other ministries. Until now, policies
in cybercafés have been oriented towards more
restrictions for the safety of vulnerable popula-
tions, like children and the youth.*

Meanwhile, basic ICT indicators in homes,
commercial locations, factories, services, and
small shops show that the most used Internet ac-
cess venues in Colombia are paying public access
centers (cybercafés) both in 2008 (53.1%) and
2009 (47.2%), followed by homes, with 35.2% in
2008 and 43.8% in 2009. The least used Internet
access venues were non-paying public access
centers, among which are public libraries and
telecenters.

NOTEWORTHY OUTPUTS
ABOUT ACCESS VENUES

Telecenters

“The Citizen Communication Center trains people
on theuse of new technologies. Nearly 700 people
have been trained there, and 300 people are cur-
rently registered to be trained in 2010. This place
does not offer Internet access, it is more an ICT
training place, and people who belong to base
social organizations are given priority, like people
from the AMOR network, the ASOMA Marinilla
Women Farmer Association, or the AMUCEA
women producer association. [...] The Citizen
Communication Center also trains people in the
veredas schools so that they appropriate ICTs
for themselves, and provides a good service to

the community when accessing the Internet.”’

When looking at the results of different data
collection tools, one can see that telecenters are
characterized as venues that provide wide ac-
cess opportunities to different kinds of people,
especially children, women, and youth. These
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results stress the role telecenters play in “digital
literacy,” fostered by local, departmental, and
national government institutions.

Telecenter operators’ willingness is strongly
praised, even though they are neither professionals
nor people trained for this kind of duty. Some of
them are IT or engineering undergraduates, but
most of them are professionals in other areas, and
also social and community leaders who have been
given some kind of ICT training. User surveys
show, for example, that operators’ training is not
perceived as an obstacletouse. This surveyitem’s
percentage related to perceived obstacle is rather
low compared to other items that are perceived
as the main ICT obstacles — connection, speed,
facilities.

While interviews and focus groups show that
telecenters are mainly used to check mail, pay
public services, and access government pages, user
surveys indicate that the most common telecenter
useiseducation (42%), while government services
represent only 1%.

Libraries

“[...] In our libraries, and perhaps in libraries
elsewhere, people with a physical disability, like
the blind, have programs and activities with new
technology. They have been appropriating a
place for themselves... People with other kinds
of disabilities have a place in a library. For ex-
ample, the deaf: they come and send their mails
as another form of communication, and their life
is made easier... [...] The person in charge of a
venue told a story about a young man who lived
in the street, and the way he looked at the world
changed when he had the possibility of accessing
avenue s services; far from being rejected, he was
welcomed, and now he is one of the people who

encourage and train newcomers.”'®

Digital literacy offered by libraries, as well as
the public access they provide to all kinds of
people, are the topics we surveyed in Colombia.
Unlike telecenters, libraries are seen as venues
that provide more possibilities to the disabled,
or to people with some kind of physical limita-
tion, especially the blind and people with hearing
impairments. Libraries are also considered to be
better equipped venues than telecenters, as they
belong to government structure and programs,
even though they are not a political, cultural, or
budget priority.

Field research reveals strong library-network
development in Colombia, and shows that some
of these projects are fostered by national state
institutions, but most of the interaction and inter-
change networks and venues are a result of local
and regional projects fostered by library operators.

Cybercafés

“Exactly, a friend who came here to make phone
calls asked me one day to teach him to use the
Internet, and 1 explained, and explained, and
explained. He learnt, and now he works at the
invoice department in a health entity, a project
that deals with systems, I explained to him simple
things, and then he learnt more by himself.” *

According to the survey respondents, most cy-
bercafés are a result of informal entrepreneur-
ship and need for employment from people who
wanted more income for their families. Most of
the cybercafé success is attributed to the quality
and speed of their connection, unlike most telecen-
ters and libraries. For example, in a focus group
in El Carmen de Bolivar, participants stressed
“privacy, freedom, good connection, accessories
(web cams, headphones, downloaded programs),
other services (transcriptions, printouts, copies),
comfort, good equipment conditions, and virus
protection” as highly prized cybercafés qualities.
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Even though it is not their mission, cybercafés
are venues where people learn digital literacy,
which allows them to communicate with their
family and friends, play, have fun, get informa-
tion about interesting topics, or find a job. Several
surveyed people said that ICT training and use
in cybercafés changed their lives after a friend
or a cybercafé operator initiated them into the
ICT world. Many reported that they found a job
through online job boards.

Stories gathered about cybercafés show that
many of them started as venues where calls were
made to cellular phones; then the venue got a
computer. Little by little, the venue became better
equipped and comfortable, a place where users
could find connection speed, privacy, and freedom
while searching for information.

“When Internet connections started to be avail-
able, I checked the price and saw itwas affordable;
1 started my own venue with a TV, a connection,
with unlimited service, and as I already had my
phone call business I took the chance.

Cybercafé operators continually learn and de-
velop strategies and instruments —such as website
listings, directions for surfing the Web, or users’
registries — that help support users. A high per-
centage of the surveyed cybercafé operators had
some kind of technical or professional training.

There is more variety in cybercafé use: people
do school assignments, search for a job, play
games, pay for a service, and carry out govern-
ment processes. There are fewer restrictions in
general, and paying a fee gives users the power
and freedom to do Web searches and use the other
offered services.

According to ausersurvey, 36% ofusers make
personal queries. The same survey shows that the
most searched topic (42%) is education. It is also
important to mention that according to qualitative
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survey results, these venues make it possible to
socialize, train, and educate; these qualitative
areas are worth deeper research.

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Public Access to ICTs with
Training and Orientation Contributes
to Using ICTs for Community

and People Development

The survey respondents state that public access
to ICT has improved their life quality and has
brought essential changes:

. I do business on the Internet, get a lower
price and a good quality.

. Now, as a mother in the community, [ can
search for education support materials for
my children; everything is easier:

. 1t is different now with my family, I can
communicate with my sisters abroad.

Both libraries and telecenters are seen as
community-development actors, provided their
operators give ICT training, and as long as the
venues provide an immediate functionality differ-
ent to the one supplied by cybercafés, where free
andunlimited access is possible, and development
is not a main concern. Nevertheless, a lack of de-
velopment focus does not mean cybercafés don’t
have the capacity to provide tools that can help
interested users achieve better ICT appropriation.

Technical conditions between different public
access venues may vary due to equipment, con-
nection speed, and service diversity. What seems
to matter most is the quality of support provided
by the operator, and to the user’s purpose of ex-
ploring or and optimizing usage.
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Regarding ICT usage for development, there
are many possibilities when ICT is seen as a tool.
It can help support employment: e-Government,
tele-work, telecommunications, and, generally
speaking, or entrepreneurial strategies. Mainly in
telecenters, but also in libraries, there are specific
ICT-oriented training processes aimed at women,
children, the elderly, the disabled, indigenous
people, and armed-conflict victims or internally
displaced persons (IDPs).

Public access venues are more than just ICT
access venues, they are essentially a training,
communication, experience interchange, alli-
ance creation and strengthening place. In short, a
library, telecenter, and even a cybercafé can make
a difference in daily life, and they can be linked
to any local development strategy, with special
attention paid to priority communities and people.

2. The ICT National Policy Context
Favors Investment in Terms of
Hsing ICTs for Development

With regards to a participatory budget, com-
munities prioritize investment and budget items
focused on public access in their development
plans. Thus, with ICT development organized
on a local, departmental, and national level, ICT
social development is fostered and promoted in
a conspicuous way in Colombia.

Medellin City is an example. Since 2005,
communities themselves request from the Mayor
the establishment of telecenters in the context of
a participatory budget in which the community
proposes where to invest public resources. When a
request reaches city hall, telecenters must propose
and create a business plan for technical training.
According to Catalina Escobar from the Makaia
organization in Antioquia, out of 34 telecenters,
14 were established with a participatory budget:
“Some of them chose later to include business

and social entrepreneurship topics. This was
the learning phase, and now they are settling
and strengthening, and, necessarily, aside from
installing equipment, they must have a social-
entrepreneurship strengthening program; so, we
are really talking about a very important issue,
and resource assignment has been optimized.”

3. Articulating Actors and Sectors is
a Key Factor for Fostering ICT Use

The process of creating ICT projects is clear when
it is managed and sponsored by a comprehensive
and diverse group of actors. The alliance between
sectors (public and private), and the collaboration
among different actors are key factors for foster-
ing better ICT use.

There is an inclination by grassroots organi-
zations to see the importance of fostering ICT
as an essential citizen right to information and
knowledge. The number of organizations and
institutions interested in fostering the right to free
ICT access and establishing unified work plans
for creating interchange and training networks, for
improving telecenter equipment, but essentially
for interchanging experiences, is increasing.

Establishing libraries and telecenters, or even
projects to integrate these access venues, are some
ways of achieving collaboration. In fact, as Olga
Paz points out, there have been many different
experiences between department governments and
organizations and communities. This can be seen
in the “digital city” projects and the participatory
planning programs that were mentioned earlier.

Mobilizing the public sector with concrete
policies and actions is possible thanks to organi-
zations that are working to expedite and push all
initiatives forward. Among the most remarkable
social actors who foster the ICT development
process in the Colombian regions is community
itself, through social organizations, social lead-
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ers, or universities. Their leadership is essential
for expediting ICT development. On the other
hand, the National Library Network coordinates
libraries, while a Telecenter General Commit-
tee was created to coordinate telecenters and to
encourage all-sector participation in Colombia:
Makaia and Colnodo organizations, the Autono-
mous University of the West, the ICT Ministry,
Colombia Digital, the University of Cauca and
Empresa de Teléfonos de Bogota (ETB), a public
telephone company.

The Colombian experience makes it clear that
alliances allow for, among other possibilities,
getting resources from different financial sources,
sharing knowledge to empower users, widen-
ing the supply of services, and even acting in a
comprehensive way around the ICT-development
topic in order to provide greater influence on
public policies.

4. Access is a Social Demand
from the Base, which Contributes
to Personal Development

ICT training on useful work knowledge opens
new opportunities to users. In the case of women
in vulnerable communities, for example, ICT
training not only develops specific skills, but it
also provides a location through which to create
local networks of collaborative work. In this
respect, for example, the Servicio Nacional de
Aprendizaje (SENA) plays an important role:
“We get together, study the course, and then we
see how we can open a business together. This
happened in Villa Paz, where women organized
themselves, studied, and then opened a micro-
enterprise. In other words, through a telecenter,
people have possibilities, tools, and resources
that they did not have before, and which allow
them to visualize new opportunities to improve
their life conditions. We have seen the same with
farmers and young people when communication
networks have been created, etc.”
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Aswith collective changes, individual changes
also happen; people tell us, “I got training at a
telecenter; I put that on my resume and got the
job.” A telecenter contributes to finding better
development possibilities in a community, but
people who can work may also find income-
generating possibilities.

Access Barriers are Related to
Knowledge; Training Administrators
is Part of the Solution

When talking about ICT, computers, and Internet
access, the role of an infomediary or an adminis-
trator is essential to enabling knowledge transfer.
It was found that there is a direct relationship
between user empathy and administrator perfor-
mance at the access venue. On the administration
side, administrators have to focus on guaranteeing
that telecenter services are known in the commu-
nity; on the other hand, users in the community
have to be trained on how to use computers and
to access the Internet. Moreover, communities
need to understand what the purpose of ICTs
and Internet access is. Based on these intercon-
necting factors for generating awareness and use
of ICTs in public access venues, organizations
have gradually developed a series of strategies,
trainings, and community assistance when using
computers and the Internet.

5. Access Advantages for
the Most Vulnerable

Public policy makers in Colombia face a chal-
lenging task, which is similar in other countries:
developing not only the necessary infrastructure,
butalso technology appropriation, improved qual-
ity, and a widening and fostering of social inclu-
sion necessary to make ICT use and access work
to the advantage of the most vulnerable groups.
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TAKING ADVANTAGE OF cial sectors, both at a governmental and at
OPPORTUNITIES AND a community, non-governmental level.
FACING CHALLENGES «  Public policies already include participa-

For many people and communities, ICT
venues have become an effective tool, not
only to manage poverty, exclusion, and
injustice, but also to develop communica-
tion and information practices and strate-
gies that help them overcome violence in
their daily lives, and to build and rebuild
relationships near and far. State institutions
and social organizations are seemingly
wasting the potential socialization and the
reconstruction of the fabric of society of-
fered by access venues, as new spaces for
communication and the construction of a
public set.

Strengthening ICT public-access-venue
operators, because their skills may be mul-
tiplied through their interaction with us-
ers, enables operators to help people with
training, show commitment and the ability
to interpret community requirements, and
see their relationship to education, leisure,
health, employment, and generally speak-
ing, their implication in development.
Access cannot be measured in terms of
computers per inhabitant because closing
the digital gap is not enough: the social gap
must also be closed; in this respect, ICT
training that teaches skills and appropria-
tion is a step forward.

Developing ICTs through “digital territo-
ries”; i.e. decentralized venues oriented to
specific requirements of the Colombian
user, with local government support and
sector integration — universities, nonprofit
and social organizations — is a valuable re-
source to further actions.

Public access computing will broaden a vi-
sion of the future and improve the ability
to further develop integrated actors and so-

tory budgets in their agendas. The par-
ticipatory factor opens the gate for bring-
ing democracy to public access venues,
and for surveying people about potential
ICT developments according to people’s
requirements.

Even though there is an enabling environ-
ment for establishing public access venues
(such as telecenters), and there is evident
interest from the private sector for devel-
oping public access projects, these possi-
bilities are still greater in urban communi-
ties. Although the rural sector has stated
its requirements, costs are higher in non-
urban environments, and Internet service
providers are not interested in extending
their services there. Connectivity is one of
the main problems, and is still an important
limitation, despite the people who believe
in and maintain telecenters and the grow-
ing number of people and organizations
capable of further developing these public
access venues.

Being the country with the largest mobile
telephone network in Latin America gives
Colombia opportunities for more ICT op-
tions and broadens the coverage that public
access venues can bring.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Dominican Republic is a small country in
the Antilles Archipelago with a population esti-
mated to be approximately 9.6 million, most of
whom are under the age of 35. Nearly half of the
population lives in poverty, and the number has
grown steadily since 2002. The extensive poverty
and a concentration of young citizens hold broad
national implications. With so many of the popu-
lation being both young and poor, a higher social
vulnerability is problematic regarding such issues
as child labor, commercial sexual exploitation and
abuse, school desertion, homelessness, and addic-
tions. The situation becomes even more complex
as these problems further increase the country’s
poverty level, which in turn makes even more
people vulnerable. This resulting cyclic evolution
creates a condition that rapidly erodes the entire
national political, economic, and social structure.

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-771-5.ch015

The unemployed population in 2000 was
estimated to be 13.9% of the total productive
population; that figure rose to 18% in 2004 and
2005. This situation was ascribed to the 2004
economic crisis. However, since 2005, there has
been some improvement, reducing the number
to 15.6% in 2007.

The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has in-
creased since the economic crisis in 2003-2004.
Although the GDP in 2003 reached negative
numbers (minus 1.9), it increased to a positive
9.3 in 2005 but fell back to 5.5 in 2006.

The overall social, political, and economic
conditions in the Dominican Republic are severe.
As a consequence, the Dominican Republic was
selected to participate in this international inves-
tigative study to assess the ability of the public to
access information and communication venues.
The researchers also reviewed the role of infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICTs)
across the nation’s overall economic, political, and

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.
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regulatory framework. The researchers assessed
how the venues function, how they serve user
needs, how they meet operational constraints,
how they realize successes, and how they meet
the needs of underserved communities and groups.

This study provided insight into the state of
access to public information venues, and specifi-
cally considered public libraries, telecenters, and
cybercafés, with a special focus on the social
and economic inequities that affect the country
regarding access to information sources. Conse-
quently, the researchers set out to understand the
information needs of underserved communities,
public access to information and communication
venues, and the role of ICTs. This study aimed to
contribute research that would be a tool for policy
and decision makers to plan, design, and develop
projects in the field of information and ICTs.

The methodology used combined quantitative
and qualitative techniques to obtain data. A user
survey was applied in selected libraries, telecen-
ters, and cybercafés among different kinds of
populations living in urban and non-urban areas.
Theresearchteam also interviewed approximately
fifty stakeholders and users familiar with the
subject matter. The people who were interviewed
included researchers, venue staff, information
and ICT professionals, and community leaders.
The study team performed a detailed literature
review, field observations, and conducted focus
group discussions to validate the research process.
The following is a listing of the most important
findings:

. The available information-related resourc-
es are usually more abundant in urban ven-
ues than in rural venues, including more
updated collections and a greater ICT pres-
ence. There is a significantly larger per-
centage of young female users in libraries
and telecenters than in cybercafés.

Access to information is limited not only
by the existing infrastructure, but also by
the lack of capacity to search, process, and
appropriate the information. The country’s
unreliable power supply and distribution
issues also limit access.

An increase in digital literacy and con-
nectivity are interrelated; however, the
number of computers per person and the
capacity to use software packages does not
guarantee the solution to the long-standing
social problems. For example, increased
digital literacy and ICT capacity have not
resolved the migration trends from agri-
cultural zones to tourist centers and urban
zones, or the migration out of the country.
The use of libraries is closely linked to
the formal education system. Telecenters
are used as one way to build the capaci-
ties individuals who need to improve their
ability to obtain employment. Cybercafés
are more closely related to academic, en-
tertainment, and social activities.
Sustainability and maintenance are impor-
tant challenges for libraries, telecenters,
and Internet centers when the facilities
need to be updated and repaired, and when
the equipment must be replaced.

The content and activities in the libraries
and telecenters are not always coordinated
with the local development possibilities,
especially in rural zones.

There is a need for future studies that will
focus on information and knowledge pro-
cesses related to migration. The Dominican
Republic is a destination for large numbers
of people from Haiti who seek employ-
ment while the country looses many of
its own local workers to Europe and the
United States.
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INTRODUCTION
Country Overview

The Dominican Republic is a small country in the
Antilles Archipelago with a land area of 48,670
sq km divided among 32 provinces, according to
the National Statistics Office (ONE). In 2008, the
population was estimated to be approximately 9.6
million, and most are under the age of 35 (ONE,
2007). Together with Haiti, the Republic forms
the island that was christened “La Espafola” in
1492. The nation borders Haiti to the West, the
Atlantic Ocean to the north, the Caribbean Sea to
the south, and the Mona Canal to the East, which
separates it from Puerto Rico.

The government of the Dominican Republic
is designed as a presidential representative de-
mocracy with executive, judicial, and legislative
branches. The bicameral legislative branch seats
32 senators and has a chamber of 150 legislators.
The president serves a four-year term, and the
governing bodies are subject to nationwide pub-
lic elections. The judicial branch has 16 judges,
108 courts of appeal, and 174 provincial courts
(ONE, 2007).

Nearly half of the population lives in poverty,
and the number grew steadily each year for the
past several years until it reached 44.9% near the
end of 2002. Again, that number rose to an even
more significant level in 2005 (47.5%) when 1.5
million people were reduced to poverty as aresult
of'the financial crisis 0£2003-2004. However, the
percentage declined to 44.5% in 2006.

The extensive poverty and the concentration
of young citizens hold broad national implica-
tions. With so many of the population being both
young and poor, a higher social vulnerability is
problematic regarding such issues as child labor,
commercial sexual exploitation and abuse, school
desertion, homelessness, and addictions. The
situation becomes even more complex as these
problems further increase the country’s poverty
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level, which in turn makes even more people vul-
nerable. This destructive cyclic evolution creates
a condition that rapidly erodes the entire national
political, economic, and social structure.

The unemployed population in 2000 was
estimated to be 13.9% t of the total productive
population; that figure rose to 18% in 2004 and
2005. This situation was ascribed to the 2004
economic crisis. However, since 2005, there
has some improvement, reducing the number to
15.6% in 2007.

The Gross Domestic Product has increased
since the economic crisis in 2003-2004. Although
the GDPin 2003 reached negative numbers (minus
1.9), it increased to a positive level 0 9.3 in 2005
and then dropped back to 5.5 in 2006.

The overall social, political, and economic
conditions in the Dominican Republic are severe.
As a consequence, the country was selected to
participate in this international investigative
study to assess the ability of the public to access
information and communication venues. The
researchers also reviewed the role of information
and communication technologies (ICTs) across
the overall economic, political, and regulatory
framework. The researchers assessed how the
venues function, how they serve user needs, how
they meet operational constraints, how they real-
ize successes, and how they meet the needs of
underserved communities and groups.

The Dominican Republic is faced with severe
social realities, and one of the most taxing being
the migration of local workers away from all
types of employment. In 2005, it was estimated
that approximately one million Dominicans lived
outside the country, especially in Europe and the
United States. That represents 12% of the total
population. The primary motivation to leave is
the search for a job and an income to support
a family that remains in the country. The funds
returned to support the families represented the
second largest contributor to the GDP in 2006 and
totaled 10% (Ratha, 2008).
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The country also receives large numbers of
migrants from Haiti, who usually fill most of the
need for cheap agricultural laborers and construc-
tion workers. Ithas been estimated thatnearly half
amillion Haitians live in the Dominican Republic
(Tejeda, 2008).

The official language is Spanish, although
Creole also is commonly spoken among the
population of Haitian origin, and there are a few
communities that speak a type of English dialect.
Ethnically speaking, the country is predominantly
Mestizo (defined as an ethnic combination having
Aboriginal and European origins). There is a very
small number of other ethnic groups represented.

Gender inequity is a long-standing legacy in
the Dominican population, and exists across all
aspects of the Dominican society. Women rep-
resent a smaller percentage of the economically
active population. From a health and wellness
standpoint, more young women have AIDS than
young men. Women also continue to have disad-
vantaged positions in access to public employment
positions (ONE, 2008). Little has been openly
revealed about an astonishing statistic in which
2006 saw 182 female assassinations.

The large numbers of issues that face the coun-
try also are reflected in the inequities present at
the venues that offer public access to information.

Methodology

Theresearch team that was selected to conduct the
study is part of the Costa Rican cooperative Sula
Batst (www.sulabatsu.com) and was integrated
by Francia Alfaro, a social psychologist, and José
Pablo Molina, a social communicator. They are
students of the Masters program in Educational
Technology ofthe Universidad Estatal a Distancia
de Costa Rica and have extensive experience in
development and human rights.

The research was coordinated by Kemly Ca-
macho, an anthropologist and computer-systems
graduate with a Masters degree in Project Evalua-
tion. He currently is a doctoral candidate in Infor-

mation and Knowledge Society atthe Universidad
Oberta de Catalunya. Paulina Torres and Maria
Isabel Victoria contributed to the quantitative data
processing. Margarita Salas, Ana Maria Mora,
Daniel Ortufio, Maria del Rocio Vargas and Almer
Murillo were responsible for translations.

At the outset of the study, the investigators
examined approximately fifty economic, social,
and statistical reports from international sources,
non-government organizations (NGOs), and gov-
ernment projects.

Venue samples were selected to include urban,
rural, marginal urban, and rural-urban settings, so
that the data collected could include the trends
that affect each venue according to the sector,
the local population, and the inequity variables.

Communities in the national district were in-
cluded in the study because the district is the most
heavily populated location and best represents the
characteristics of the urban and marginal urban
areas. In the case of urban-rural and rural areas,
the province of El Seibo was selected. It is one of
the poorestregions in the country and was selected
by the United Nations as a community to monitor
when developing the UN Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. It was also considered important
to study a cybercaf¢ in a location frequented by
tourists, because tourism contributes so much to
the Dominican economy. Other venues, such as
universities, banks, NGOs, and scholarly libraries
were notstudied because they are usually restricted
to specific user groups.

The socio-economic condition in the Domini-
can Republic directly affects equitable access to
information and ICTs. People who have limited
economic resources commonly have an educa-
tion of lower quality and are more likely to have
areduced ability to use the available information
in any effective way.

In general, the services that venues offer are
closely related to the status of the formal educa-
tion system, and the effect of an individual’s
educational level was clearly apparent in the study.
Most of the people who visited the venues were
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active students and were searching for information
for homework. In the Dominican Republic, the
variable related to education depends largely on
whether a user is active or inactive in the formal
education system, and this discovery became most
applicable with regard to library users.

In the telecenters, it was possible to identify
young adults with low educational levels who go
to telecenters to learn computer skills in order to
improve and broaden their employment options.
In all of the venues studied, most of the users
were children, teenagers, and young adults. The
infrastructure, design, and services in the venues,
in general, target these younger users almost to
the exclusion of adults and elderly people.

Most of the users in libraries and telecenters
are women, but in the cybercafés, the trend was
somewhat more equitable. There are no conclusive
data to explain this difference, but there are some
ideas about the distinction. For example, there
are more women in the formal education system,
and many of the services that the venues offer
are often closely linked to educational purposes.
When the subject was raised, the researchers
were often met with a common and unsubstanti-
ated general perception voiced by male users and
center operators that this trend is “explained” by
the “fact that women study more than men.” A
more likely explanation can be found in the in-
fluence of non-domestic child labor that removes
an important number of male children from the
educational system, and, hence, also from the
access to information venues.

Another explanation could be attributed to
gender-related learning styles that are acquired
through societal influences that begin in early
childhood and drive women towards a more or-
ganized style that would lead them to participate
in training courses. From earliest childhood,
men are taught to experiment with technological
subjects, which might help to explain why more
men than women use the cybercafés instead of
the telecenters.
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This study is based on statistical and biblio-
graphic data, on the systematic analysis of sur-
veys and interviews, observations of the research
team, and validation of preliminary results in a
group interview with experts on the topic. Also,
more than 65 people were interviewed, including
government officials, community leaders, the
staff from NGOs and research centers, and the
operators/coordinators of the different venues.

This study also was based on the model
provided by the Technology and Social Change
Group (TASCHA) atthe University of Washington
who provided a survey that was administered to
users of all the venues studied, both urban and
rural. Finally, the information obtained and the
preliminary findings were discussed with a group
of recognized experts in a group interview. The
information obtained was also crosschecked with
the data collected by different techniques and
from different sources. The preliminary reports
were discussed in a focus group with a group of
experts. The information was contrasted with
different sources, both from official government
sources as well as social researchers and NGOs.

OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT

This study was based on an analysis of three
primary and important public information access
venues: public libraries, telecenters, and Internet
centers. These three venue types address access to
information from two broad approaches that con-
ceptualize information very differently. The first
approach is deep set within the Dominican formal
education system. This approach views informa-
tion as a closed and finished product transmitted
from an authoritative expert to persons with less
knowledge and presented in specific spaces under
strict behavior codes. This approach is also often
present in the public libraries. It answers mainly
to the needs of elementary and high school stu-
dents. The approach to information is generally
presented under the same controlling conditions
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inthe educational system, such asremaining quiet
and not having direct access to the sources, which
makes it a closed-shelf system.

The second approach operates under a concept
where access to information is provided more
openly, education being considered as an unfin-
ished process, under constant change, and which
grows when shared. Consequently, under this
approach, collective creation and open learning de-
velop their own incentives. This approach is more
common among Internet centers, and while there
usually is acommercial service fee, the process of
learning is more open and accepting. Under this
approach, learning can happen while playing and
in the company of peers whose knowledge also
is valid. The information accessed is also more
varied, adding to the diversity of its uses.

Telecenters are an intermediate point between
libraries and Internet centers. They promote free
use of computer laboratories to facilitate access,
but they limit the type of information that can be
accessed. The methods of learning computers and
ICTs they promote are more traditional, along the
lines of the first type of approach.

Access, Capacity, Environment,
and the Inequity Environment

The three types of venues studied have broad cov-
erage. Nevertheless, the numbers of the venues,
and the resources available to them, are heavily
concentrated in urban areas, especially the venues
in the capital city of Santo Domingo.

The venues that have ICTs are relatively new,
especially in the case of the Informatics Training
Centers of Indotel, Dominican Institute of Tele-
communications. Indotel isa Dominican organiza-
tion that regulates and promotes telecommunica-
tions programs. In general, telecenters have the
support ofa government organization responsible
for equipment renewal, and this organization is
in charge of deciding where it is most strategic
to place a telecenter. The public libraries in urban
zones have more technological resources than

public libraries in rural zones. Because of this
discrepancy, Indotel has played an important role
by establishing telecenters within some libraries.

One critically important element that affects
every aspect of ICT use is electrical power. The
electrical power sources in the Dominican Re-
public are especially unreliable and unevenly
distributed. The different venues face power
outages almost daily, often lasting two to five
hours, having a huge impact on the venues, users,
and services.

The use of the services in the venues is free in
most cases, except in the cybercafés, which follow
a more commercial approach. The cybercafé fee
structures determine their scope and the potential
for purchasing updated technology.

Most of the venues users who were interviewed
have developed their capacities and technologi-
cal knowledge to the degree that they can use the
services offered by the venues they visit. These
capacities are taught, for the most part, within the
formal education system, but the training is neither
extensive nor detailed. The results are sometimes
limited when used in library venues because of a
lack of training in advanced information searches.
Users are also limited by the type of contacts they
can establish within the library’s limited resources,
which are mostly closed-shelf materials.

In most of the telecenters, the capacity de-
velopment is focused on digital literacy, which
is integrated and used for educational purposes,
such as taking online courses, sending and receiv-
ing information, doing homework, and acquiring
abilities that enrich the professional curriculum.
Thesskills developed in the Internet centers usually
are more focused on communications.

Information Needs of
Underserved Communities

The information needs of underserved communi-
ties are closely linked to the everyday immediate
needs of the population in the communities and
vary according to the local economic and social
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conditions. They also vary to some degree with
the locality, and whether it is urban or rural. The
following is a list of some of the more important
topics the underserved population urgently needs
to learn about:

. Preventive health care and how to decrease
the risk of endemic infectious diseases,
the causes and effects of diarrhea, chol-
era, dengue fever, and, especially, sexually
transmitted diseases. These problems are
more relevant in areas that lack hospitals
or health centers.

. Gender-related issues, such as human
rights, domestic violence, sexual and re-
productive health, and teenage pregnancy.

. Migration and related issues, including
risks for the migrant and reinvestment of
remittances.

. Job opportunities, small business devel-
opment, and entrepreneurship, especially
as they might apply to potential female
entrepreneurs.

. Natural disasters, especially in high-risk
zones.

. Agricultural assistance, market prices,
diversifying crops, and identifying new
markets.

. Development of renewable energy systems
for underserved communities.

. Public services, electrical power supplies,
clean water, and waste treatment.

. Educational services and opportunities.

e Tourism industry job opportunities.

Economic, Policy and
Regulatory Environment

The Dominican economy is based largely on tour-
ism and on remittances sent by migrants working
in other countries who must continue to support
family members remaining in the Dominican
Republic. The general economy is depressed, and
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nearly halfofthe population lives in deep poverty.
The country lacks the resources to resolve the
economic issues adequately.

As a result of the extreme lack of productive
jobs, there is an ongoing migration that has seen
vast numbers of the job seekers migrate to the
capital and to other urban centers, as well as to the
localities that serve the tourist industry. Many oth-
ers migrate to Europe and the United States. This
economic dilemma highlights the need to provide
infrastructure, facilitates, and capacity-building
initiatives that will establish digital technologies
and skills to aid the underserved population. If
these initiatives can be implemented, funded
adequately, and delivered by well-trained and
dedicated staff, they can significantly improve
the quality of life for a great many people.

At the time this study was conducted, the
political environment favored the growth and
expansion of initiatives related to information
access. However, there is little or no precedent
in the country for advances of this type, and the
institutional structure that would allow the sustain-
ability of such apolitically initiated effort, regard-
less of changes in the national administration, is
not a reality in the Dominican Republic. There is
little legislation in place that even addresses the
topic directly.

The country’s regional and international
context is mediated by its move towards an open
economy and the globalization of services. The
country has a modest product assembly industry,
although it struggles to survive when faced with
the international competition in the industry. In
the case of the Dominican Republic, it seems
the government is trying to encourage a stronger
approach toward promoting knowledge-based
products and services, especially when facing the
strong competition in the assembly industry from
countries such as China.

Like most othernations, the Dominican Repub-
lic must also confront other international factors,
such as the world economic downturn, the high cost
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of energy supplies, and the rising price of food.
Decreases in discretionary funds usually force
governments and the public to cut expenses, and
cultural interests and education often are among
the first areas to feel the effects. The need for less
costly food supplies could be an opportunity to
upgrade the country’s agricultural knowledge.

Collaboration Practices and the
Perception of What is “Cool”

There was no evidence of any formally established
links or collaborative networks among the venues
studied, although the potential exists to establish a
linking network that would join libraries, telecen-
ters, and cybercafés. For example, the physical
space of a cybercafé could be used to serve as a
telecenter in certain time slots, or carry a database
of library titles.

The researchers found a few instances of col-
laboration among Indotel’s telecenters and small
libraries where a telecenter was being established
within the library. The effect complements and
strengthens the library’s usefulness among users.
For example, the presence of computers allows
university students to use the library for informa-
tion searches.

One of the perceptions of what is “cool” is the
idea ofawidespread distribution of computers and
ICTs that can reduce the digital gap. This situa-
tion would offer opportunities to the Dominican
population because they would have access to
the resources that could be used to benefit the
country. However, improper use could become
an obstacle when the focus of the investment has
been on providing access to technology without
a corresponding investment in developing the
capacity to identify what information is strategic
or how to find it. Hence, there is a risk that the
value of'this potential opportunity will be diluted.

Another area that is “socially attractive” is to
the idea of investing in an extensive infrastructure
that supports ICTs. However, given the present
social and economic realities in the Dominican

Republic, the infrastructure might not necessar-
ily be accompanied by adequately trained staff
or receive a corresponding investment in locally
applicable or relevant content, or socially appli-
cable information. For example, the building that
houses the Pedro Mir Library in the University
of Santo Domingo is impressive, with many
specialized facilities and numerous computers;
however, the shelf collection and the available
services are not updated or nearly as impressive
as the building itself.

For most users, it is attractive for a venue to
be spacious and well equipped, well ventilated
(or have air conditioning), and offer other conve-
niences, like a coffee shop ora photocopy machine.

Asinmany other countries, the use of comput-
ersin libraries and telecenters is restricted to what
isthought of asresearch, and only certain forms of
casual use are acceptable. Social networks, chats,
games, “non-educational” sites, and podcasts are
forbidden in many of these venues as they are not
considered to be related to educational research.

Much of'this limitation is driven by the percep-
tion that the creation of libraries and telecenters
should conform to formal education processes,
which, to a large extent in the Dominican Repub-
lic, are still based on a behavioral practices and
design. By forbidding the use of these tools, public
access to these centers is not only constrained,
but also fosters the notion that what is “relevant”
must conform to what is related to the content of
traditional learning centers. This limitation also
inhibits experimentation and the establishment
of human networks that also can be valuable as
sources of information.

Shifting Media Landscape

Some libraries feature community outreach pro-
grams that include movies and videos of topics
relevant to the communities. As one example, the
Centro Leon is a large well-equipped library in
Santiago where users can visit various artistic or
anthropological presentations and access multi-
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media digital resources on cultural topics. Some
libraries feature community-radio broadcasts that
have a shortscope but present programs oriented to
meet the community’s specific information needs.
Television and radio broadcasts often serve as a
public information and communication channel
and fill information voids. For example, they can
quickly transmit valuable information to a wide
range of people about a broad range of issues
such asillnesses, natural disasters, environmental
conservation, or HIV/AIDS.

Based on the results of the various interviews,
observations, and surveys performed during this
study, the use of Web 2.0 is centered heavily on
social networks, YouTube, videos, and in some
cases, G-mail. Wikipedia also is used, but only
as an information source.

According to the data collected, mobile tele-
phony in the Dominican Republic is used almost
exclusively for personal communications; there
was no indication that it was used as a public in-
formation venue or served the information needs
of underserved communities.

VENUE ASSESSMENT
Public Libraries

Most of the public libraries are designed to sup-
port the public educational system, and focus
most often on the needs of elementary and high
schools. In general, the rest of the content is quite
limited and usually old and outdated. The best
collections available are in the public university
libraries located in the two largest national librar-
ies (both of these libraries were being remodeled
while this study was being conducted). There is
no such thing as a national library system that
allows any type of book exchange, and materials
in the collections are only rarely allowed out of
the libraries.
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ICT services are more common in the librar-
ies located in the capital than in rural areas, and
are only rarely found in small libraries across the
country. A few minor libraries are installing a
type of telecenter in their facilities with the help
and contributions of the Dominican Institute of
Telecommunications (Indotel). Indotel is a Do-
minican organization that regulates and promotes
telecommunications programs.

The public libraries serve as points of public
access within their own communities. All of the
facilities the study team visited were physically
accessible and located in the center of their target
communities. However, in rural areas where fewer
libraries exist and people live farther apart, access
is more difficult, especially in communities with-
out libraries and where the public transportation
system is limited.

Financial resources have a very significant ef-
fectonthe success of libraries and often determine
whether or not ICTs are installed. In addition,
financial resources have a profound effect on the
availability of fundamental requirements, such as
an uninterruptible electrical power supply and
the need for a reliable back-up battery system or
a generator.

Public Library Access,
Capacity, and Environment

Accordingtoa group interview with librarians who
worked at the Universidad Auténoma de Santo
Domingo, university users have developed very
little capacity to use the library services and to
search for information. A similar situation applies
to public library users, and was revealed in the
answers about reliable information in the study’s
user survey. The survey results reflect how users
often are unable to differentiate between reliable
and untrustworthy information, and, therefore,
lack the capacity to research and use library re-
sources effectively.
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The ability to research, evaluate, and use infor-
mation effectively isrelated in part to the teaching
methods in the educational system. Therefore, it
becomes difficult for people to determine what
information is appropriate, or to use the available
information in effective ways.

Libraries, in many ways, are institutions
derived from the core of the education system.
Therefore, every change in the education system
directly affects the purposes, needs, and content
of these venues. The education system for some
time has promoted digital education activities,
which changes the extent and focus of the ser-
vices needed by users, and has helped to drive
the demand for ICTs.

Collectively, these changes are reflected in
the nation’s economy. Given that the two most
important contributors to the GDP are tourism
and remittances, both of them rely heavily on
ICTs to support communication for development
in an environmentally clean industry. Access to
information is further limited by an economy that
promotes the most basic types of employment and
supports the types of jobs that have little use for
the information available in libraries.

Revenue Streams for
Publicly Funded Venues

According to the Culture Law No. 41-00, the
public expenditure for culture should be a mini-
mum of 1% of the total public expenditure, but
the law does not establish any specific budget for
libraries. The study team was unable to obtain any
other funding data related to county libraries or
international cooperation.

In2008, the Ministry of Culture budgetreached
0.43% of the national budget, and 6,17% of that
amount went to the National Libraries Office. Itis
importantto say that these financial data only affect
libraries that belong to the Ministry of Culture;
this budget has no relationship to county libraries.

Case Example: Villa Duarte
Library, a Rural Library Model

The Villa Duarte Library is located in the Province
of Santo Domingo in the National District. Its
collection is varied and contains material by Do-
minican authors, magazines, a video library, a toy
library, a computer for online catalogue searches,
ten computers with Internet access, 9 large tables,
4 small tables, a 13-person staff trained in library
science, cultural-extension activities, and work-
shops on various topics. Sixty-five percent of the
users are women, students, and young children.

The toy library helps women with young chil-
dren who can then use the library without being
concerned about their children. As a result of the
relationship between the library and the commu-
nity, some people have contributed to the library
as volunteers. Some students develop community
or social projects, and other young people work
to repair the computers.

Telecenters

There are several types of telecenters in the
Dominican Republic, but this study focused on
those venues that have the greatest coverage.
Three venue types were studied, and all of them
are supported by government institutions and
include the telecenters of the Dominican Institute
of Telecommunications (Indotel) called Training
Centers on Informatics (CCI). Indotel contributes
laboratory equipment, computers, Internet con-
nections, and furnishings, which are installed in
different kinds of institutions. Indotel sometimes
even provides the property for the venue. These
institutions may take over the administration ofthe
telecenter and its services and offer the services
free to the public. According to information taken
fromthe Indotel website, there are 742 CCls, which
means they have the most coverage of any group
of telecenters in the country.
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Another group is composed of the ninety
venues that belong to the Virtual Classrooms of
the State Secretary on Education, known as the
AVEs. AVEs are truck containers that have been
converted to laboratories and installed in formal
education centers. They provide services to stu-
dents when school is in session and to the rest of
the community when the schools are notin session.
One of the project goals is for the communities to
eventually take over the management ofthe AVEs.

There are fifty Community Technological Cen-
ters (CTC) distributed inrural areas. Their facilities
ofteninclude acommunity radio broadcast station
and other locally relevant projects. The CTCs are
developed in conjunction with other institutions,
and also offer capacity-building programs that go
beyond digital literacy.

All of these telecenter types (AVEs, CCls,
and CTCs) provide forms of digital literacy and
capacity building. In the CCls, each organization
that hosts the venue is in charge of the capacity
building.

Telecenter Access, Capacity,
and Environment

Most telecenters are located in urban areas, and,
in general, the accessibility and coverage are good
(there currently are about 836 of them), but the
fees for some paid services do not fit the economic
situation of each community.

The majority of the centers the researchers
visited are youth-project centers, and the equip-
ment usually works well, but in some cases the
computers are damaged or need maintenance
and operate very slowly. Because these types of
telecenters are supported by a government entity,
the responsibility for maintenance rests with the
laboratories. Periods of support vary among the
individual cases; for example, the CTCs support
the project. Inthe case of AVEs, the State Secretary
on Education has not yet set an expiration date
for the support it provides, which has made the
amount of responsibilities assumed by the com-
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munity technological committee (composed of
people from the community) inexact. The CCls
guarantee equipment maintenance for a two-year
period, after which each host organization must
take the responsibility.

Because most telecenters focus on digital lit-
eracy and capacity building, the staff usually has
sufficient training to meet the user needs. At the
same time, they understand that user appropria-
tion is important and has an impact on the daily
lives of the users.

There is strong need to develop and deliver
locally relevant content, and because telecenters
have focused on digital literacy, the development
of specific content has lagged. The greatest needs
are related to information about subjects such
as health care and services, employment, small
business development, teenage pregnancy, HIV/
AIDS, sexual exploitation, drug addiction, and
sewage handling and treatment.

Cultural factors influence the way workshops
are managed and follow the practices of the pre-
vailing education system where a teacher gives a
lesson and students follow. Also, communication
applications, such as chatting and social network-
ing, are prohibited and contrast with the public’s
tendency to have places to interact in a social
setting. As one example, chess afternoons (more
frequent in rural areas) are social settings where
people gather to play chess, chat, and share their
views on various subjects. In another example,
the colmados, or grocery stores, are places where
people gatherto chat, listen to music, and socialize.
These establishments are quite common in both
urban and rural areas.

The local environment in the communities
is receptive to the telecenters, and a current
government policy is narrowing the digital gap
through this type of initiative. At the same time,
the productive sector supports the demand for
this kind of service.

The regulatory framework most favorable
to digital development is the General Telecom-
munication Law, which states that 2% of the
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amount charged through telephone bills must go
to support the Contribution to the Development
of Communications Fund (CDT) that finances
CClIs. The international environment also works
in favor of telecenters, which can opt for develop-
ment funding.

Revenue Streams

With the single exception of the CCI project of
Indotel, the researchers were unable to obtain any
revenue stream or funding allocation details about
the other venues types. The CCI venues are funded
with part of the 2% collected from the telephone
invoices and oriented to the CDT by Indotel
and allocated to different projects related to the
democratization of telecommunication services.

It is common for telecenters to charge ac-
cess fees to assist in recovering their operating
expenses. This process varies slightly among
the telecenters, depending on the specific type of
venue. In the CClIs, Indotel donates the labora-
tory equipment (computers and desks). In some
cases, Indotel also provides a building. During
the first two years of operation, Indotel covers
the equipment costs. At the end of the two-year
period, the host organizations must take respon-
sibility for the expenses of the venue, and even
though the organizations are supposed to offer
the venue services free of charge, this has not
been possible for some of them. Many have had
to start charging for some of the services, such
as capacity building, Internet access, printing,
photocopying, and others.

In the CTCs, a management council estab-
lishes the service charges to cover some of the
maintenance costs. For the AVEs, the community
is responsible for the fuel expenses to operate the
vans and must pay for replacement hardware and
the consumable materials. These expenses are
covered by the fees charged for prints, photocop-
ies, and, in some cases, for Internet access and
digitizing documents.

Case Example: The AVE
Telecenter in Miches

The AVE telecenter located in Miches in El Seibo
province has ten computers located inside a van
that has been adapted to act as a computer labora-
tory and information access venue. When the study
researchers visited the site, it was the only AVE tel-
ecenter that offered an Internet connection within
the Miches community. The CCI thatis beginning
to serve the area did not yet have an Internet con-
nection available, and there were no other Internet
centers in the community. Consequently, the AVE
telecenter has special characteristics that define
it. For example, in other similar venues, chat sites
and social networking sites are forbidden, but the
Miches case uses a different approach. As part of
the self-sustainability strategies of the center, the
“Community Commission” in charge of adminis-
tering the venue has stipulated that these services
can be accessed within the center as long as the
users pay to use them. Other services, such as in-
formation searches foracademic support, are free,
as they are in other venues. In this sense, and after
looking at the characteristics of other telecenters
and cybercafés that the researchers visited, they
concluded that this particular telecenter integrates
both the telecenter and cybercafé roles.

According to the administrator, this multiplic-
ity of services has identified specific segments
among the users. One segment is composed of the
students of the institution where the AVE is hosted
and who receive free services, including capacity
building and Internet access. This segment of us-
ers is served from 8:00 am to 6:00 pm. And then,
from 6:00 pm to 9:00 pm, other people from the
community can use the venue. People attending
the venue at night also visit it on Saturdays from
8:00 am to 3:00 pm. On Sundays, when the venue
is open from 8:00 am to 3:00 pm, other segments
ofusers visitthe venue. This situation is influenced
to some degree by the working schedules of the
users in the community.
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Another characteristic of the Miches center is
that capacity building processes outside the AVE
have been developed within the community. For
example, last year, 22 people from the local hos-
pital attended a capacity building process hosted
by the AVE.

Cybercafés

Cybercafés in the Dominican Republic are an
important point of access to information, and
especially to digital services. The restrictions
imposed on the users are far less than in telecen-
ters. Many of the users who were surveyed stated
that cybercafés are fun and entertaining places in
contrastto the users interviewed at the telecenters,
who referred to those venues as being simply
important or good.

According to the data collected, most cyber-
café users are under thirty years of age and use
the venues for studying, leisure activities, and for
communicating with peers, who in many cases
were said to berelatives living abroad. Most users
considered the fees charged for the services were
reasonably priced, but many of these users also
recognized that some low-income people might
not be able to afford the fees, even if they are low.

Access, Capacity, and
Environment for Venues

The establishment of cybercafés in the different
regions of the country is linked to the country’s
progress in broadband Internet connectivity, and
all of the venues in those regions that have that
connectivity offer the Internet services as private
businesses operating for profit. The venues that
have connectivity and offer the services are almost
always located in the larger urban cities, buta very
few are located in the more heavily populated
areas in the countryside.

The kind oftechnology available in cybercafés
varies from one venue to another and depends
largely on the demands of the local users and their
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particular needs. In tourist centers, it is common
to find cutting-edge technology with a strong
capability to communicate by voice and video.
This technological landscape is also true in most
call centers. The kind of technology available is
also a function of the demand originating among
the many Dominicans who want to communicate
regularly with relatives living in other countries.

The fees charged for cybercafé services do
not seem to be a significant concern among the
users; access is more sharply affected by other
factors, such as a lack of training by the venue
staff and the unreliability and inadequacy of the
power supply system.

In most of the cases studied, staff capacity was
limited to basic computer uses and to collecting
user fees. In some cases, especially in rural set-
tings, the person in charge also helped with basic
technical inquiries from users. However, the in-
quiries had very little to do with data processing.

The integration of cybercafés in the daily life
of the population is focused primarily on leisure
time, interpersonal communications, and aca-
demic activity. Internet use is still low, and there
are government initiatives to increase computer
literacy among the population. This will improve
the way users can access cybercafé services and
appropriate the knowledge and the applicable
content.

Unlike telecenters and libraries, cybercafés
are public information access points that operate
like private businesses, and their sustainability
requires making a profit. For that reason, gov-
ernment initiatives for digital education, and the
expansion in coverage of Internetservices through
broadband connectivity, will foster an increase in
the numbers of potential users and a corresponding
increase in the number of cybercafés. This out-
comeis especially important because a great many
of these potential users have little discretionary
funds, preventing them from buying computers
and maintaining Internet connectivity at home.

The Dominican economic context based on
remittances and tourism needs cybercafés to allow
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foreigners and Dominican nationals to communi-
cate with other people abroad in an easy low-cost
way. The regulatory framework does not constrain
cybercafé operations to any significant degree.

Case Example: Moab Cybercafé

The Moab cybercafé is located in Villa Consuelo
in the province of Santo Domingo in the National
District. The location in the community is de-
scribed as being azone of social vulnerability. The
cybercafé began operating in March 2006 when
it opened with the aid of a government initiative
meant to diminish the digital gap by establishing
telecenters.

The center offers computers with Internet
connectivity, telephone booths for domestic and
international calls, fax transmission and reception,
and a document-typing service. The diverse ser-
vices allow the center to reach a variety of users.
For example while the computers are used mostly
by grade school and high school students, the
telephone services are used by customers across
a wide range of ages, levels of education, and
nationalities. Most of the users are Dominicans
and Haitians who communicate with relatives and
friends living in other countries.

The Internet is used generally for social net-
working, live chats, and e-mail. The YouTube site
is quite popular.

The venue is often subjected to power outages
nearly every day and can last up to eight hours.
The venue has a backup power supply, but it only
lasts about five hours, which is seldom adequate
given the length of many of the outages.

The Moab cybercafé is particularly oriented
toward supporting students and education, and the
owner has banned all computer game software.
He also helps users with information searches
and responds to inquiries on the uses of certain
computer programs, but he does not charge for
this assistance. Interestingly, the owner does not
perceive his assistance as a service. During the

survey for the study, the interview was interrupted
several times by users who asked for his help. He
responded promptly in each case.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The following success factors and recommenda-
tions emerged from this study:

. The national and local governments need
to redirect resources to small public librar-
ies, and the libraries need to update their
collections, provide ongoing training for
the staff, improve and update the facilities
and infrastructure, develop and present ac-
tivities that will draw the local population
to the facilities, and collaborate with other
libraries to access other resources.

. The public library system should be
strengthened to prevent the negative impact
on reading and information access projects
that have occurred in the past when there
was a shift in government administrations.

. The State Secretary on Culture, in coor-
dination with the municipalities, should
inventory the resources of small libraries
with regard to the human resources, infor-
mation, and infrastructure to identify the
most urgent needs and to create opportu-
nities to collaborate and share experiences
and good practices.

e Library and telecenter coordinators need to
seek collaboration from NGOs to improve
the capacities of the staff in the venues,
implement the strategic uses of ICTs as
tools for development, and establish a lo-
cal identity and community partnerships.

. The State Secretary on Culture, to-
gether with interested Departments of
Bibliotecology, should form a network
among public libraries and create a website
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that fosters collective creation and sharing.
To accomplish this goal, it would be neces-
sary to train the human resources to gen-
erate human networks and support online
activities.

Indotel is currently in a project-conforma-
tion stage. However, it should move for-
ward and provide telecenters with adequate
hardware and software and fully train the
staff. All of this activity is needed in order
to diversify the roles that telecenters play
within each community — to strengthen
the integration of the community with the
telecenters, to promote the venue identity,
and to support the venues financially. For
example, a community journalism project
using digital tools could be developed to
document customs, cultural expressions,
characters, history, and community news.
Such projects could, in turn, be integrated
through the creation of an online network
to allow people from the different commu-
nities to know what is happening in other
parts of the country.

Indotel should explore strategic uses of
ICT applications, especially the Web 2.0
tools that Dominicans are so fond of and
which allow for new learning methodolo-
gies that integrate social appreciation and
collaboration. Indotel should also design
more flexible regulations in relation to tel-
ecenter service charges that would improve
the sustainability of the various hosting or-
ganizations and the project as a whole.
National and local government agencies
should design site-specific budgets and al-
locate funds to develop community library
outreach programs and initiatives.
Librarians/library coordinators need to de-
velop community activities that coincide
with the local cultural and entertainment
practices. For example, they could orga-
nize chess tournaments that would pres-
ent the libraries in a new and user-friendly

Public Access ICT in Dominican Republic

way. It would also draw the people to the
library to access information in new ways
that would be more dynamic and entertain-
ing, while promoting the perception that
libraries are open to everyone. For this
initiative to be effective, librarians and ad-
ministrators would have to become more
open and accepting of their new role, and
focus on the issue of why adults do not fre-
quent the libraries. The latter is especial-
ly important for smaller libraries and the
educational role they have achieved in the
communities.

CONCLUSION

Perhaps one of the greater limitations imposed
on this research was the lack of transparency of
the government offices that failed to support and
facilitate the research. It also is important to note
that the lack of availability and the poor quality of
the statistical information about all of the topics
addressed in the study severely limited the results
and effectiveness of the findings, recommenda-
tions, and conclusions of this investigation.

Another limitation the researchers faced was
the limited time available to conduct the field-
work and complete the data analysis. There were
also no community reports that would allow the
researchers to assess other information sources,
and there was no opportunity to visit and survey
locations that lacked access venues, or to complete
a comparative analysis.

Still, the researchers firmly believe that the
research is relevant because it highlights the role
ofiaccessible public information venues as knowl-
edge providers, mediators, and managers. This
picture establishes a notable difference between
accessing relevant content and being surrounded
by data that does not always make sense.

Among the many lessons learned in the course
ofthisinvestigation, itis important to highlight the
value of cultural factors as a determining element
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in the definition of information and the way that
information is transmitted. Furthermore, it also
is important to note the value of incorporating
communities as a success factor in the work of
the venues, and the appearance of a new role for
information managers.

The results of this project are expected to
encourage discussions, reflection, and sharing
among the entities and stakeholders linked to
information management and decision making
to develop practical initiatives and projects so
resources can be appropriately allocated while
avoiding duplicated efforts. The available informa-
tion also is expected to serve as a tool for strategic
decision-making in planning projects to improve
public access to information venues, whether by
creating public policies or investments of national
or international cooperation.

The researchers strongly recommend addi-
tional investigation to: 1) document the lessons
learned in the different venues, 2) approach the
topic of municipal libraries, and 3) conduct an in-
depth study of venue attendance and the relevance
of content they offer..
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Chapter 16
Public Access ICT in Ecuador
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Ecuador is a small, sparsely populated country in
northwestern South America with an ethnically
diverse population estimated to be 13.8 million.
The land area covers 256,371 sq km, and the
diverse geography includes coastal plains, dense
Amazon rainforest, and rugged highlands in the
Andes Mountains. The Galapagos Islands in the
Pacific are also part of Ecuador. The country is
bordered on the north by Colombia, by Peru on
the east and south, and on the west by the Pacific
Ocean.

The capital city of Ecuador is Quito, and the
nation’s government functions as a presidential
republic with an executive branch that includes
25 ministries. The president is elected to a four-
year term and appoints the cabinet and provincial
governors. President Rafael Correa took office on
January 15, 2007. Provincial mayors, aldermen,
and the parish boards gain office via direct elec-
tions. The land is divided administratively among
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24 provinces, each of which has its own admin-
istrative capital. The provinces are divided into
cantons that are further subdivided into parishes.

The population is ethnically diverse. Mestizos
form the largest ethnic group (65% of the popula-
tion) and are the mixed descendants of Spanish
colonists and indigenous people. Amerindians
comprise about 25% of the population. The white
population is composed mainly of descendants of
early Spanish colonists, as well as immigrants from
other European countries, and account for about
7% ofthe population. The small Afro-Ecuadorian
minority is largely based in the Esmeraldas and
Imbabura provinces, and makes up 3% percent.
Spanish is the official language and is also the
first language of 94.4% of Ecuadorians, but sev-
eral indigenous languages are spoken, the most
important being Quechua.

The public education system is free and in
20006, the literacy rate was estimated to be 90.9%.
Attendance is mandatory until age 14. The quality
of the public school education is far below the
levels needed, and class sizes are often dispro-
portionately large. Lower-income families often

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.



find it necessary to pay for education, and the
Ministry of Education reports that only 76% of
the nation’s children finish six years of schooling.
In rural areas, only 10% of the children go on to
high school, and government statistics show the
mean number of years completed is only 6.7.

Genderisasignificantnationwide inequity that
owes its origins to a long-standing cultural tradi-
tion that strongly favors males. Illiteracy is higher
among women (12.30%) than men (10.59%).
Language, socio-economic status, education,
gender, and location (rural/urban) are especially
relevant to access and use of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) in Ecuador.

Largely because of these defining character-
istics, Ecuador was selected to participate in this
study. The research was designed both to assess
the ability of the public to access information and
communication venues, and also to review the
role of ICTs across the overall economic, politi-
cal, and regulatory framework. It assessed how
the venues function, how they serve user needs,
how they meet operational constraints, and how
they realize successes. The study placed an em-
phasis on the information needs of underserved
and remote communities and groups.

METHODOLOGY

Katia Sotomayor, an anthropologist, and Juan
Bossio, who has a Master’s degree in Information
Systems, conducted research for this study. Both
have several years of experience as researchers,
including ICT-development issues. They were
assisted by a number of university-trained indi-
viduals who conducted field studies and surveys
in the various public libraries, telecenters, and
cybercafés.

The research process started with an exhaus-
tive literature review that included academic
documents and statistical information about ICTs,
inequities in Ecuador, venue types, and reports
about specific projects related to each venue. Then
the research focused on specific venues.
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VENUES SELECTION

The individual venues identified for this study
were selected because they met two criteria. They
had to be open to the public and be distributed
throughout the country. Consequently, the study
was then focused on public libraries, telecenters,
cybercafés. Public libraries and cybercafés are
widely distributed, while telecenters were consid-
ered because they are oriented toward underserved
communities and groups.

There are other information venues in Ecuador
but they were excluded because they did not meet
the selection criteria. For example, municipal
libraries were excluded because they are located
only in urban areas. Each municipal library is dif-
ferent depending on the support it receives from
its local municipal government, and there is too
little reliable information, data, or documentation
about them. University libraries were excluded
because they are located only in urban areas, and
they are generally restricted to a limited user base.

Inequity Variables

In general, venue use and the access to information
and ICTs are most strongly influenced by socio-
economics, education, age, and gender, and also
by the location of the venue. Not many venues
in Ecuador provide free access to information,
especially true of venues equipped with ICT ser-
vices. Consequently, the low-income populationis
seldom able to afford the user fees. People in the
middle-income class spend very little on access-
ing information in the venues and prioritize more
basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter.
They do not perceive access to information as a
basic need, and, unfortunately, neither does the
government. People at the higher-income levels
are the most frequent users and have greater ac-
cess to information through personal computers
as they often have Internet connections at home.

There is a strong direct correlation between
education achievement and income, and the edu-
cation level usually defines the kind of content
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that people typically seek. People with little or no
formal education generally need to have informa-
tion presented to them in a simple language and
format, and for technical information to be useful
to them; it needs to be reformatted appropriately.
Those people seldom have any technological ca-
pacity and are usually unable to use ICTs.

The economically active population has more
discretionary income to pay for accessing informa-
tion. Age usually influences access to ICTs and
also influences the types of ICT services most
often used (entertainment, communications, or
business). Young people are the most active ICT
users, and use ICTs mostly for communication
and entertainment.

There were no recent studies available for the
researchers to quantitatively assess the effects of
gender inequities with regard to access and use of
public information in the venues. The researchers
were limited in their ability to assess how gen-
der differences affect the possibilities, needs, or
desires to access information through ICTs. One
study conducted in 2003 found that 39% of the
Internet users in Ecuador were women. Based on
that study, and on direct observations, interviews,
and surveys, the researchers determined that when
combined with age, gender becomes an interesting
and particularly complex variable. They were able
to conclude that young women had more interest
in ICTs than older women.

By far, the single most important variable re-
garding public access to information is the location
ofthe venue. Categorically, rural regions in Ecua-
dorhave fewer available information services and
less access to ICTs. The low population density in
the remote and rural regions meant that the people
in those regions face constant difficult informa-
tion access, and some rural people have virtually
no access. The large telecommunication service
providers do not penetrate rural areas because
the access cost is too high, the purchasing power
of the population is low, and the combination is
not profitable.

Based on the observations, interviews, and
surveys conducted during this investigation, it
was concluded that access to information and
ICT services is most directly influenced by age,
socio-economic status, geographic location of the
venues, and educational achievement.

Data Collection

The data for this research study were collected
through individual interviews and surveys. Twenty
key stakeholders, operators, and users were inter-
viewed to provide information about each of the
selected venues, and about the ability of the public
to access public information and ICTs.

The researchers applied two different surveys
to gather data from operators and users of each
type of venue, making a total of 114 interviews.
Forty-six percent of the surveys were applied in
public libraries, 13% in telecenters, and 40% in
cybercafés. Of surveys conducted in 14 locations,
6 were in rural areas and 8 were in urban areas.
Unfortunately, the researchers were unable to
contract with local researchers, and could not
obtain as many overall survey responses as had
been expected. To identify and determine how
many venues were established in telecenters, the
researchers resorted to an exhaustive search on
the Internet.

OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT
Public Access to Information

In Ecuador, the access to relevant, opportune,
understandable, and usable information is limited.
Marginalized groups rely on social networks to
access information, but the method is inadequate.
Also, public libraries and the few other more
traditional information services are almost never
viewed by those marginalized groups as valuable
information sources.
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A National Library System (SINAB) exists
and works to increase and encourage access to
libraries, butits policies and library services target
students rather than the overall population.

The Internet is used increasingly to access
information, often as an extension of social
networks. Internet connection costs in Ecuador
have been slowly decreasing, but they still remain
higher than in neighboring countries. People who
do not own a personal computer, or who have an
Internet connection at home, at work, or in the
places where they study, commonly access the
Internet in cybercafés. Still, the services in the
cybercafés are not affordable for everyone. A few
scattered libraries and telecenters offer Internet
access free or at low cost.

Inequity, Environment,
Access, and Capacity

Access to information and the capacity to use
ICTs effectively are strongly affected by inequity
variables, especially by the high poverty rate. The
levels of inequality in Ecuador have increased (the
GINI was 0.43 in 1995, but 0.46 in 2006). When
considering basic needs, 45.8% of the population
lived in poverty in 2006.

The location of the venues also is an important
variable. The rural population suffers a much
greater level of poverty (82.2%) than the urban
population (24.8%). In the Amazonian region, the
rate is 71% versus the rate in the coastal region at
51.4% and in the highlands at 36.9%. According to
a World Bank reportin 2005, the native population
in Ecuador is the poorest segment. Eighty-seven
percent of them live in poverty as compared to
61% of the non-indigenous people.

In 2001, 11.46% of the total population was
illiterate, and the illiteracy was unequally dis-
tributed. Illiteracy among women (12.3%) was
greater than among men (10.59%), and was twice
as great among rural populations (16.85%) than
among urban populations (8.13%).
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Among native populations that speak only the
native languages, 43% are illiterate, while only
24% of those who are bilingual (native language
and Spanish) are illiterate. Access to formal edu-
cation is also unequal, with Ecuadorians overall
attending an average of 5.98 years of school. Ur-
ban people average 6.97 years while rural people
average only 4.37 years. Rural women are the
least well-educated segment with an average of
only 4.29 years in school.

Ecuador has begun to experience some eco-
nomic growth, but there is no indication that the
improvement has reduced these inequities in any
way. The increase in the price of petroleum prod-
ucts internationally was responsible to a degree
for the improved economic situation and was seen
as a way for the government to increase expendi-
tures. There had been an increase in investments
related to the education and telecommunications
infrastructure that included programs to improve
library services and ICT connectivity inrural areas.

There has been progress in the regulations
governing access to public information; however,
some limitations have been imposed on the use
of VoIP and wireless technology that have ad-
versely affected access and communication. The
government, together with various stakeholders,
developed a connectivity agenda that directly af-
fected the connectivity infrastructure, e-education,
e-health, e-government, and e-commerce. This
agenda constitutes a first step, but more projects
and stronger actions need to be implemented before
the goals of the agenda can be reached.

The lack of access to information and ICTs in
Ecuador is the result of geographical, technical,
economic, and even certain cultural constraints.
The geography in Ecuador presents a difficult
landscape for providers to establish wide-ranging
information and ICT services. The technology
and processes needed to provide those services
to geographically remote and rugged places is
expensive. However, the government is develop-
ing projects and programs to alleviate the situa-
tion. For example, SINAB (the National Library
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System) is creating new libraries and enhancing
existing libraries. The government also has proj-
ects to provide Internet access to rural zones and
deprived districts in urban areas.

Rural areas represent the most deprived regions
in the nation with regard to access to information
and ICTs. They are claimed to be the preferred area
for SINAB to place libraries and telecenters, but
the rural population continues to be more poorly
served than the urban population. Although there
are not as many telecenters in urban areas, there
are far more cybercafés.

The fees charged by cybercafés are generally
low, but they are still not affordable by a huge
segment of the population. Cybercafés are small
businesses and must operate at a profit to maintain
their sustainability. They cannot afford to reduce
their prices because connectivity is expensive.
They are unwilling to extend their services and
venues to rural areas because the potential user
base is inadequate, and the population is set so
deeply in poverty. The only alternative for low-
income people is to visit telecenters and libraries
that do not charge fees for most of their services.

Technological capacity is important to anyone
who wants to understand and process information
through ICTs, but many people in Ecuador lack
that capacity.

Many of the venues reviewed during the study
were not well staffed, and although most of the
libraries have the staff needed to provide their
services to students, they need different profession-
als on staff if they expect to draw a significantly
larger user base from the public. Cybercafés also
lack an adequate staff to be able to introduce
technologies to older adults and elderly people.
While the staff members in most telecenters have
the capacities needed meet community service
or social needs, they usually lack the ability to
provide technical training.

The public’s educational level and intellectual
abilities are closely tied with economic status,
regional or urban/non-urban location, age, and
gender, as is the capacity to adapt to ICT use.

Because illiteracy is higher in women, rural
populations, native people, and people with lower
incomes, innovative and well-planned practices
are needed to help underserved groups and intro-
duce them to ICTs.

Local and relevant content in all of the venues
is limited and hard to find. The venues that were
studied have very different perspectives with
regard to local content. However, given their
close supportive relationship with their local com-
munities, telecenters are interested in collecting,
translating, and/or developing relevant content to
solve specific local information needs, but they
rarely have the resources to meet the demand.
Because libraries are oriented to serve students,
they do not seem to realize the importance of local
content. Cybercafés are profit-oriented businesses
and have little incentive to develop content.

Information Needs of the
Underserved Communities

Information needs are different among different
groups and among people within those groups.
The difference in those needs is related to a vari-
ety of variables that range from gender and age,
to cultural factors, to occupations, and so many
others. People need information on technical
or productive issues in relation to their small
businesses, health care, migration procedures
and opportunities, human rights, commercial or
employment opportunities, legal documentation,
financial transactions, government policies and
initiatives, and a host of other subjects that affect
the quality of daily life.

In rural areas, where agriculture is the main
economic activity, farmers need technical informa-
tion to improve production, learn market prices,
find new market opportunities, or understand
environmental preservation. Rural women need
information about human rights, health, and
childcare, while young people need information
to support their education activities and locate
job opportunities.
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Inurban areas, small entrepreneurs need infor-
mation to improve their production, learn market-
ing methods, and sustain their businesses. Urban
young people seek information about education,
employment, and leisure and social activities.

Non-Spanish speaking people need informa-
tion in their own language, and there is a strong
need to have appropriate content translated. The
entire population needs timely and accurate infor-
mation about regulations, government services,
rights, health care, finances, weather, and migra-
tion issues delivered through a medium they can
readily access and absorb, and at a venue they
can easily reach.

Public information services, and especially
public libraries, should be the source for such
information and should be staffed with skilled,
knowledgeable, and motivated people to deliver
the services.

Economic Policy and
Regulatory Environment

The Ecuadorian economy depends strongly on
the income from petroleum exports. In 2007, that
income represented 60% ofthe national economy.
The recent rapid increase in the international
price for oil produced revenues that allow the
government an opportunity to sharply increase
domestic allocations.

The investments dedicated to support the ac-
cess to information in Ecuador have for the past
several years been orientated toward the education
sector. In 2006, the central government budget
allocated 9% (UD$923.2 million) of its total to
support educational initiatives, and in 2007, that
figure increased to 11% (US$1,190.8 million).
That increase was directed towards increasing
the infrastructure in the education system that, in
terms of information access, was focused primarily
on connectivity provisions and content platform
development.
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The intensive growth in the telecommunica-
tion sector, and the renegotiation of contracts
with service providers, guaranteed an increased
income over the next few years from the collec-
tion of funds from the FODETEL (the Fund for
Telecommunication Development). The amount
has been set at the equivalent of 1% of the tele-
communications company service invoices. The
increased revenue from this source might permit
an increase in investments that will allow broader
access to ICTs among the underserved. That, in
turn, could foster the creation of relevant content
to improve the conditions among the underserved
regarding their specific needs for e-education,
e-health, e-government, and local economic
development.

More investmentand better policies to provide
access to information are closely linked. The
“Ley Organica de Transparencia y Acceso a la
Informacion Publica” (the Law of Transparency
and Access to the Public Information) signed in
2004 constitutes a positive step towards broader
access to information for the civil population.
Nevertheless, the features of this law are not yet
fully implemented in all of the national and local
governmental agencies. The regulations govern-
ing public Internet access venues and cybercafés
impose certain restrictions on the venues that
might want to offer VoIP services, and leave the
majority of cybercafés in the position of operating
illegally because they cannot afford pay the fee
to register as required by law.

The Asamblea Constituyente (constitutional
assembly) has discussed a project to control broad-
casting and telecommunications and establish
the government as the regulator over public and
private communication venues, as well as over
alternative and community venues. The project
would require radio broadcast frequencies to be
distributed equitably among these options. Ad-
ditionally, it would prohibit the concentration of
licenses among a limited number of owners and
guarantee universal access to the media without
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discrimination. If this project is approved and the
constitutionratified, amore equitable distribution
of the radio broadcast frequencies will introduce
changes that could benefit community initiatives
that now have to compete with the commercial
media for frequency allocations.

A revision of governmental policies that
regulate access to information would show that
the use of ICTs, like the Internet, has established
a paradigm reinforced by the public perception.
Given this perception, the larger investment
projects related to access to information have a
strong technological component, but there are no
similar large investment projects aimed to expand
library services.

The high cost of introducing such a technologi-
cal component into large investment projects is
given as the reason for which many information
access projects often do not include capacity and
content development or prioritize connectivity.
Consequently, connectivity remains low for most
of the population. There are, however, a few new
projects especially devoted to education, health
care, and e-government that are constructing
platforms with local content.

Collaboration Practices
Across Venues

Cybercafés, libraries, and telecenters are the main
venues to access information and ICT services in
Ecuador. Despite how they face some common
problems, they have not developed alliances
or collaborative practices to solve their mutual
problems, yet there are several opportunities that
could be developed.

Cybercafés face high Internet connectivity
costs while trying to serve the lower-income popu-
lation. Their operating costs would be reduced if
they were to share a space inside public libraries.
This existence of cybercafés in libraries would also
attract more library users, and the libraries would
provide a needed service (Internet connection) to

their current users. The change would also attract
cybercafés clients, including non-students.

Telecenters have similar problems as they
work towards financial sustainability. Their strong
relationship with their individual communities
would allow them to develop and expand their
services, using an access to the Internet provided
by a cybercafé. Similarly, cybercafés can enlarge
their user base by offering special services adapted
from telecenters.

Legitimate Use of Information
and Resources

The definition of legitimate use of information and
resources depends on the service provider. Access
points financed with government or community
funds consider it legitimate to allow access to
information on health, education, or develop-
ment purposes. Uses related to entertainment,
social networks, or chat sites are usually banned
or restricted at libraries that offer free access to
the Internet.

Telecenters are less restrictive, and some pro-
mote using social networks and blog development
as a way to express opinions about community
affairs. Still, they usually restrict or prohibit video
games, and they typically prohibit downloading
music and movies because of bandwidth limita-
tions.

There are no such restrictions at venues such as
cybercafés that charge a fee for access, although
cybercafés sometimes restrict certain services,
and, again, this is usually a prohibition against
downloading music and movies because of a
bandwidth limitation, but the restrictions are not
based on a question of legitimate use.
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VENUE ASSESSMENT
Public Libraries

Public libraries in Ecuador depend on SINAB,
which is a decentralized office within the gov-
ernment’s Education Department. There are 557
public libraries distributed across Ecuador, and
rural areas and deprived urban neighborhoods are
prioritized as places to establish libraries. Library
services inthe public libraries are oriented towards
students and do notregularly offer services or con-
tent to meet the needs of the general population.
Public libraries face a variety of different problems
and seldom have any professionally trained staff,
commonly lack ICT services, and usually have a
very limited operating budget.

Public libraries are very widely distributed.
They are present in 80% of the nation’s cantons,
and in all of the cantons in seven provinces, but
there are still not enough of them to meet the needs
of the whole population. Fifty-seven percent of
the libraries are in rural areas, 5% in peri-urban
zones, and 38% in urban zones, and most are in
low-income neighborhoods. Atthe regional level,
48% ofthe libraries are in the Highlands, 18% are
in the Oriente, and 34% are on the Coast.

Nearly all of the public libraries lack ICTs,
and only 11 can offer ICT services to their users.
Most of the services offered by the public librar-
ies are free of charge, but some of the libraries
charge fees for services related to ICTs, such as
photocopies or scanning.

Public libraries almost never have a profes-
sional librarian on staff, and this lack does not
allow for the design and development of services
to serve a wide range of users. The libraries
offer content oriented to serve students almost
exclusively, and that narrow focus is widely
supported by the common public perception that
libraries exist only to serve students. The issue is
compounded when the population at large does
not use libraries because they do not find, or even
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expectto find, information or services appropriate
to their own needs.

Public libraries are not considered in specific
government policies that govern their develop-
ment, and, in that sense, political support for
the libraries is quite low. The libraries depend
completely on the funds allocated by the Educa-
tion Department, which makes the libraries sen-
sitive to budget assignments to the Department.
The allocations are inadequate, even though the
national economy expanded in recent years, and
the Department’s funds are secure. The economic
growth experienced in recent years has permitted
increased spending in several different sectors,
including education. That portion of the general
budget dedicated to education rose to 11% in
2007 (US$923.2 million), and from that amount,
the public libraries received only US$1,826,925.

Case: Biblioteca Pablo Palacio -
Biblioteca Modelo SINAB

The Library Pablo Palacio was inaugurated in
2004 in the capital city of Quito. It was placed
near a university and the focus of its collection
on educational topics explains why most users are
university students. This library is different from
the majority of the libraries of the SINAB system
where most of the users are mainly students from
the lower-level public schools.

The Library Pablo Palacio is usually very
crowded, and typically has an average of 60 users
each day. There are seven full-time employees,
including a librarian, an Internet room manager,
who also manages the photocopy machine, two
technical support people, two others who serve
the visitors, and a watchman.

The library offers a reference service, photo-
copy service, a children’s room with books and
games, and a computer room with four computers
that have Internet connections. Users have free
access to the Internet for the first half hour, but
Internet use is restricted to searches for academic
information. The library prohibits the computers
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to be used to access e-mail, chatting, and similar
socially oriented applications. In addition to help-
ing users, the library staff uses the computers to
performtechnical processing, such as cataloguing
and classifying bibliographic material distributed
in all of the SINAB libraries.

As with other libraries, the Library Pablo
Palacio receives materials and additions to
shelved items from the SINAB headquarters. It
sometimes also receives donated support from
local individuals.

Telecenters

For this study, telecenters were considered to be
venues to access ICTs that could be used for de-
velopment; different organizations, such as CBOs,
NGOs, local governments, and others promote
telecenters. Under this definition, 45 telecenters
were identified, but the 530 telecenters installed
by the PROMEC project were excluded because
the contract with the provider was cancelled after
it was concluded that the provider did not meet
its contractual obligations. The contract termina-
tion left the operation and sustainability of those
telecenters in doubt.

Many telecenters have been nurtured on
community-needs assessments, which provide
them with an important tool to develop services
and content. They are also capable of performing
capacity-building activities using ICTs involving
issues important to the community. By doing so,
they contribute to the general social appropriation
of technology.

Most telecenters are located in rural areas or
in underserved localities where private investors
have little or no interest in providing Internet
connectivity and other similar services. High
connectivity costs mean that most telecenters
face financial sustainability problems, and, most
of the time, they lack any form of sustainability
strategy. Typically, when their external funding
ends, the telecenters may close.

Telecenters have notreached significantly high
numbers at the national level, but their importance
as a whole goes well beyond the service benefits
provided by each single venue to a group specific
people. The strategy behind the implementation of
telecenters has had a considerable influence among
policy and decision makers because experience
has demonstrated theirusefulness in bringing ICTs
to the rural population, even though there have
been some failures along with the successes. The
overall effect has contributed to shape policies and
projects, such as the PROMEC project, despite
its highly visible failures.

Telecenters usually are located in rural zones
(67% of the present venues), or in economically
depressed urban localities where they commonly
are the only viable sources of public information.
The provinces with the most telecenters are Azuay,
Chimborazo, Guayas, and Pichincha.

Young people who have developed computer
skills are the ones who most often use the services
and technologies offered by telecenters. Telecen-
ters are usually characterized by the programs or
services they develop so that they appeal to the
widest range of people who have an interest in
ICTs. Few telecenters offer their services free,
but the fees are generally low enough to cover
operating costs and to make them affordable to
most people.

The telecenters are very popular with the local
population, and in many cases they are commu-
nity projects, which allows them to better serve
the needs and capacities of the population. This
empathy with the community allows telecenters to
design and offer locally appropriate services, and
also to participate in the community processes.

Most venue operators and users lack the tech-
nological capacities to make full use of the ICTs.
However, ICTs are used as a way to solve specific
locally relevant problems. This ability to meet
such relevant needs builds the confidence in ICTs
among the public who perceive a telecenter as a
practical means for improving their quality of life.
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The development of a practical telecommu-
nication strategy in Ecuador has established a
favorable environment for the creation of new
telecenters to provide connectivity to underserved
communities. However, the failure of the huge
Telecentros PROMEC project generated a change
in perception that now prioritizes public schools
as Internet access points. In spite this situation, the
FODETEL, as a result of contract renegotiations
and the growth ofthe telecommunications market,
provides an opportunity to finance and sponsor
telecenter creation by CBOs, local governments,
and NGOs.

Case: Colinas del Norte Telecenter

Colinas del Norte Telecenter is located in the com-
munity house at the Vista Hermosa sector of the
Barrio de Colinas del Norte, in the capital city of
Quito. The venue is sponsored by the Fundacion
ChaquiNet. The venue is managed by the com-
munity to serve the local neighborhood, and much
of the activity focuses on assisting relatives of
Ecuadorians who have migrated to other countries.

The telecenter provides Internet access and
operates with four computers purchased by the
community. The computers do not have a per-
manent connection, and the users must buy a
prepaid card to gain access. Another important
set of services provided by the venue includes
childcare, after-school tutoring, library services, a
gameroom, a video collection, an audio and video
room, and technical training programs coordinated
by a national institution (Professional Training
Center, or SECAP). Additionally, the telecenter
offers English language and technological courses
conducted by Fundacion Chasquinet .

Most of the telecenter’s users are working
mothers who use the childcare service. Students
also use the venue to access information for
schoolwork. The telecenter helps to solve many
community needs because it was designed around
known needs and drew upon the established close
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integration with the community. That combination
allowed the telecenter to become a facility that
was readily adopted by the community.

Cybercafés

Cybercafés began operating in Ecuador in 1998
to serve tourists in the scattered tourist centers.
Through the years, cybercafés appeared through-
out the rest of the nation and evolved into the pri-
mary means for the resident population to access
the Internet. For those people who do not have
Internet access in their homes, or who do not have
access to a personal computer, cybercafés meet
their need to use ICT services. Cybercafés only
offer connectivity but do not develop content, yet
the public consider the venues to have great value.

Cybercafés are most heavily concentrated in
urban areas, especially in the larger cities, and are
used mainly by young people for communication,
information searches, and entertainment. The
venues often serve as meeting places for young
people to gather and socialize. Adults and older
people seldom frequent cybercafés, largely be-
cause they lack the computer skills and cybercafés
do not offer training.

In 2006, 1,600 cybercafés were registered in
the Ecuadorian Telecommunication Superinten-
dence (SUPERTEL), but most cybercafés are not
registered, and there is little available information
aboutthem. Theresearchers were notable identify
the rural/urban distribution of cybercafés because
SUPERTEL does not maintain those statistics.
But according to a number of knowledgeable
experts, more than 90%of all cybercafés are said
to be located in urban areas.

When cybercafés first began to appear, the
fees they charged were ten times higher than
they are today. The fees have been going down
to reflect the decreasing cost of connectivity, and
also because more cybercafés were opened, which
created more competition. Still, the costto connect
to the Internet in Ecuador remains higher than in
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any other nation in Latin America, so cybercafé
fees still are beyond the reach of many potential
users in the lower income groups.

Cybercafé use has become completely inte-
grated into the general culture and is now routine.
This is particularly true for young people who
search the Internet for information about educa-
tion, entertainment, and communication. Older
people use ICTs far less frequently because they
commonly lack the technological capacity and
usually do not consider ICTs and computers to
be useful ways to meet their particular informa-
tion needs.

There are no public policies at present that
directly pertain to cybercafés, although the
continuing reductions in the cost of Internet con-
nectivity, and the expansion plans of many venue
operators, are creating an increasingly favorable
environment for cybercafés. As more business
opportunities appear, more cybercafés will begin
operating. And if the connection costs continue
to drop, more venues will open in rural regions
and underserved urban regions.

Many of the long-standing constraints that
limit the operation of cybercafés remain in place
and may not change anytime soon. For example,
the regulations that require cybercafé registra-
tion (with annual fees), and that also regulate
the services offered by cybercafés, especially
regarding the use of VoIP service, form significant
barriers to the legitimate operation of a majority
of cybercafés.

Case: PapayaNet

PapayaNet is a chain of cybercafés in the city of
Quito. The first cybercafé in the chain opened in
1998 to serve the tourists who concentrated in the
Mariscalaneighborhood. The venues proved to be
such a success the there are now three venues that
serve the area, and the business plan was extended
to provide the tourists with an environment that
offered them Internet service, telephony, and food
service. PapayaNet sites now offer a consolidated

cybercafé venue that also offers wireless connec-
tions. They are staffed for the most part by young
people, many of whom are university students who
work part-time. The users are often high school
or university students, professionals, and tourists
who use the Internet access for communications
and entertainment.

Venue Summary

Cybercafés have increased in popularity and distri-
bution to where they have become the main points
of access to information and communication in
Ecuador. Public libraries and telecenters are the
second and third choices, respectively, and in all
three of the venue types, young people constitute
the majority of the users. Libraries are popular for
young people because the services and content are
focused on them, while telecenters and cybercafés
are more popular among young people than older
people because the older people generally have
lower levels of ICT skills.

Libraries and telecenters commonly offer skill
training, although they each present a different
emphasis. However, telecenters are often the
preferred training sites in many communities and
commonly base their efforts and services on their
thorough knowledge of the community needs.

Services at telecenters and libraries are afford-
able for a wide range of people, while the cost
of services at cybercafés constitutes a barrier for
people with low incomes.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

There are a great many information needs within
the population of Ecuador that are currently not
being met adequately by the existing public ac-
cess to information and communication venues.
The inadequacies apply to many important
information needs. For example: 1) migration
procedures and remittance system alternatives,
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2) small business and employment opportunities
offered by several NGOs and governmental of-
fices, 3) community development opportunities
(fair markets, tourism, and the environment), 4)
health care presented as accessible, understand-
able, opportune, and precise information on health
issues, and 5) agricultural issues, such as market
prices, sowing and harvesting recommendations,
weather forecasts, and technical issues. There are
a few local or thematic agricultural information
systems and services from NGOs, but they, too,
are inadequate to meet the need.

Public access to the information and com-
munication venues is affected variously by the
location of the venues, technological capacities,
and the social and economic environment. In
general, location is the most relevant variable for
access issues, and strongly affects the rural and
remote populations. The political environment
seems to support telecenters favorably, but that
support must extend beyond provisions for the
infrastructure and provide greater support for
practical and inexpensive technologies.

The general lack of technological capacity in
the population and adequate, locally relevant con-
tent are pressing needs. Capacity issues marginal-
ize important groups of people who could greatly
benefit from ICTs. There is a vastamount of useful
information in repositories around the world, but
for it to be used effectively in Ecuador, it needs
to be reformatted and translated in simple terms.

Success Factors

ICTs, particularly the Internet, have become the
preferred way for young people to access infor-
mation, especially in urban communities, but that
is rapidly becoming true in rural areas as well.
However, those people who lack the capacity to
use ICTs continue to use more traditional ways to
access information. Fortunately, the Internetcan be
used to enrich such traditional approaches, often
in ways that can improve the quality of life for the
users. Unfortunately, that type of use is largely an
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ideal as some groups —older people, people who
cannot speak or read Spanish, the illiterate, and
the inhabitants of remote areas, and so on — will
most likely remain marginalized.

Theseunderserved communities and groups in
Ecuador would benefit by accessing opportune,
relevant, usable, and trustworthy information
through ICTs and the various Internet resources.
Butnoavailable, practical, or politically supported
way presently exists to collect and organize that
information, link the sources of that information
through social networks, develop appropriate web-
information services, or build capacity among the
potential user base.

Locally relevant information should be refor-
matted, translated, organized, and disseminated in
appropriate ways to meet the information needs of
the nation’s population. Such information should
reach social networks by being accessible through
web-information services, or in public libraries
and other public venues.

The key factors that affect the linking of those
information sources to social networks are social
participation, community commitment, and ser-
vices designed to consider community needs, CBO
involvement, and appropriate dissemination of the
information. Capacity development focused on
purpose-oriented training and technical capacity
building are a critical need among all levels of
the political, economic, and social segments of
the Ecuadorian society.

Considering the venues and how they func-
tion, the success factors point to the need for a
well-trained staff that is motivated to focus on
serving the users while understanding the local
needs and realities. The staff must encourage
local participation and support and demonstrate
the value of the services to the users. Each venue
needs to develop and implement a practical busi-
ness plan, and this is especially important to those
venues that operate as profit-oriented businesses.
They need to identify their own particular core
business and audience, and aim their marketing
towards that end.



Public Access ICT in Ecuador

Public libraries have not integrated ICTs as
the principal tool to provide information and
communication services. There is no doubt that
ICTs would be a strong means to improve li-
brary services, but if the libraries do not reorient
themselves away from the single limiting student
user base, and then broaden their target group to
include the general population while developing
staff capacities and content, ICTs as a tool will
not be relevant.

Recommendations

The following recommendations emerged from
this study:

. Develop information systems for under-
served communities and groups while giv-
ing special consideration to the needs of
individual localities and population seg-
ments. Every group has preferences about
sources of information, immediate needs,
and the capacities to obtain and use infor-
mation. These needs are critically impor-
tant to the success or failure of any such
project or initiative.

. Develop training programs on ICTs as they
specifically apply to special groups, such
as women, illiterates, people who do not
speak or read Spanish, and older people.

. Provide governmental funds to CBOs or
NGOs to establish and furnish telecenters
in rural and underserved areas. The close
relationships that CBOs and NGOs have
with communities allows them identify
their particular information needs and aid
in the design of appropriate services.

. Public libraries should be reoriented to be-
come more than school libraries and must
develop ways to serve the needs of the
general population. A change of this mag-
nitude will require the library staff to have
the capacity to develop and present the ser-
vices to a wide range of users.

. Continue and expand programs that pro-
vide access to the Internet in rural and
underserved areas, and provide and sup-
port policies to reduce the cost of Internet
connectivity.

CONCLUSION

In Ecuador, the services in cybercafés are associ-
ated primarily with communications, entertain-
ment, and acquiring locally relevant information
that meets the immediate daily needs of the users.
Telecenters also are used for communication and
to provide information, but not for entertainment,
while libraries are used mostly by students to
support their educational needs.

Given thatset of conclusions, the study further
revealed thataccess to information and communi-
cation in Ecuador across formal channels, such as
libraries, telecenters, and cybercafés isrestricted to
certain groups of the population. While the young
population forms the largest group of users among
all venues, it was concluded that their information
needs are still not fully satisfied by these chan-
nels. Even with the widespread acceptance of
ICTs, informal channels, such as social networks,
remain the most important source of information
for the Ecuadorian population, especially among
the adult population and those with limited socio-
economic means and little or no formal education.

This research is expected to aid policy and
decision makers to deliver greater access to pub-
lic information to the Ecuadorian people, and to
better serve the rural and underserved population.

The researchers determined that there is little
substantive statistical information available to
support research of this type, and that the avail-
able information very rarely includes mention
of the more important variables,particularly in
regards to any references around accessing to
new technologies.

Asforthe venues examined for this study, there
was little available information about cybercafés as
agroup, especially with regard to their numbers or
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their distribution across the country. A few libraries
maintain a registry of users, but this information
is not compiled for any other institutions. In the
case of telecenters, a bit more information exists
than for other venues, and there are a few reports
of specific experiences maintained by the organi-
zations that support and promote the telecenters.

To resolve this lack of basic information, the
researchers received some help from different
individuals and institutions that work directly
with this issue. In particular, the researchers were
aided by invaluable information provided by
Chasquinet, Infodesarrollo, Fondo de Solidaridad,
Secretaria Nacional de Telecomunicaciones, Aso-
ciacion para el Progreso de las Comunicaciones,
Sistema Nacional de Bibliotecas, and Colegio de
Bibliotecarios de Pichincha.
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Further research regarding these subjects is
highly recommended. The following are specific
points that should be examined:

. Determine the most practical and efficient
ways to use migration phenomena to ac-
celerate the use of ICTs in underserved
communities, facilitate social networking
through ICTs, and provide the needed re-
sources to rural areas through libraries, tel-
ecenters, and cybercafés .

. Research the sustainability factors that af-
fect telecenters and analyze successes and
failures to provide recommendations.

. Determine how to involve cybercafés in
programs to provide, use, and disseminate
useful and appropriate information in col-
laboration with other venues.
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Public Access ICT in Honduras

Melissa Arias
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Republic of Honduras is a small semi-trop-
ical country in Central America with a modest
economy based largely on agriculture and, to a
lesser degree, on import/export trading, financial
services, and a small amount of manufacturing.
Approximately 92% of the population is Mestizo,
which is defined as a mixed ethnicity of European
and indigenous origins. The remaining 8% of the
population is composed primarily of indigenous
groups, including the Lencas, Garifunas, Chortis,
Payas, Tolupanes, Misquitos, and Tawahkas. Span-
ish is the official language, but five indigenous
languages also are spoken.

Honduras suffers a remarkably high level of
poverty, high unemployment, and a near-total
absence of public policies, projects, and programs
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to address the basic needs of the population. The
poverty level surged to a new high following
Hurricane Mitch in 1998, and the lack of social
services drove a lingering migration phenom-
enon that continues to characterize the country.
Recent estimates indicate that approximately one
hundred thousand Hondurans leave the country
each year, and most are believed to travel to the
United States or Spain.

Inadditionto the socio-economic impact of the
migration, Hondurans face an ongoing struggle
with HIV-AIDS and reproductive health and has
one of the highest levels of HIV-AIDS cases in
the region. Compounding the extensive economic
and health issues, Honduras has an inadequate
educational system, with an estimated half million
Hondurans who are illiterate.
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The Honduran government implemented its
Poverty Reduction Strategy in 2001, which has
the support of the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP). The strategy aims to: 1) Accel-
erate equitable and sustainable economic growth,
2) reduce poverty in rural and urban regions, 3)
produce greater investment in human capital, and
4) strengthen social protection for underserved
communities and groups. Although poverty is a
nationwide issue, it is clearly accentuated in the
rural areas, and the rural areas are strongly affected
by major limitations in the coverage and quality
of'social services. The rural population represents
53% of the nation’s population and has an 85%
poverty level.

Each of these issues severely affect public
access to information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs), which is why Honduras was
selected to participate in this study — because
of the value that access to ICTs can bring to the
country. The study was designed both to assess
the ability of the public to access information and
communication venues, and also to review the
role of ICTs across the overall economic, politi-
cal, and regulatory framework. It assessed how
the venues function, how they serve user needs,
how they meet operational constraints, and how
they realize successes. The study placed an em-
phasis on the information needs of underserved
and remote communities and groups.

The need to know and understand the infor-
mation processes that are available to the people
is relevant to this analysis. The assessments de-
veloped during this investigation were aimed to
provide an understanding of: 1) the public access
to information and ICTs in very specific cases in
Honduras, 2) the social, economic, and political
processes surrounding public access to informa-
tion and ICTs, 3) the needs of the population
with regard to information, adequate information
venues, and the type and quality of the available
information, and 4) the support given to existing
initiatives.
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The results were based on specific cases, and
few nationwide generalizations.

This research was developed in phases, with
the first phase based on a literature review, on-site
visits, surveys, and interviews with key individu-
als. The second phase focused on the fieldwork.

Theresearchers listed anumber ofkey findings:

*  Government policies focus on regulating
the access to public information and not
necessarily on facilitating public access to
information.

. The diverse initiatives have limited eco-
nomic support from the government.

. Information and communication access
venues are affected by the political prefer-
ence of the users, the venue operators, and
the community officials.

*  Most of the venue users are children and
young students because of requirements
imposed by the schools.

. Cybercafés are widely used for access to
information, as well as for the communi-
cation purposes for which telecenters were
created.

. Access to the venues often is determined
by the perception of their social attractive-
ness as gathering places.

. Access to information, and the determina-
tion of what is considered to be legitimate
information, is controlled largely by the
individual venue operators; their judgment
is commonly based on subjective ideas of
what the operator personally thinks is mor-
ally and socially appropriate.

*  Because of the migration phenomenon,
many people go to the venues to commu-
nicate with friends and relatives who live
in other countries. As a result, the levels of
technological appropriation are generally
related to communication processes, par-
ticularly among adult users.

. Cybercafés serve an unrecognized social
role regarding the way that visitors learn
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to use the services, but this social involve-
ment is not generally perceived as a way to
learn ICTs.

COUNTRY OVERVIEW

The Republic of Honduras is a small semi-trop-
ical country in Central America with a modest
economy based largely on agriculture and, to a
lesser degree, on import/export trading, financial
services, and a small amount of manufacturing.
The capital city is Tegucigalpa.

Approximately 92%of the population is
Mestizo, which is defined as a mixed ethnicity
of European and indigenous origins. The remain-
ing 8% of the population is composed largely of
indigenous people, such as the Lencas, Garifu-
nas, Chortis, Payas, Tolupanes, Misquitos, and
Tawahkas. Spanish is the official language, but
five indigenous languages also are spoken.

Methodology

The structure of this study was based on a litera-
ture review, statistical data, surveys, interviews
conducted with key stakeholders and users, and a
focus group. The results provided insight into the
country’s economic, social, and political context
with regard to public access to information and
ICTs. The specific venues selected for this study
were cybercafés and the public libraries of the
Riecken Foundation.

Team Qualifications

The Cooperativa Sula Batst R.L conducted the
research for this study. The organization has
extensive experience regarding ICTs and their
social impact. That background was particularly
appropriate in the investigations in Honduras
because the issues have been a developing inter-
est in Central America for several years. Sula

Batst’s work on this project was oriented towards
information and communication processes as they
apply beyond the technological platforms. The
researchers focused largely on the experiences
of'social groups and the appropriation and use of
technological tools. This study had the support of
the Red de Desarrollo Sostenible (RDS-Hn) and
Consultics (an Enterprise that works to promote
free or open source software) headed by Helen
Ocampo and Alejandro Durdn.

To gather data, the research team relied heavily
on the Internet early in the project. Subsequently,
they conducted 104 surveys in the selected ven-
ues. Of that total number, 22 were conducted in
state libraries, 31 were conducted in Riecken
Libraries, 30 were conducted in Knowledge and
Communication Community Centers/Telecenters
(CCCCs), and 21 were conducted in cybercafés.
The surveys were completed in person, as well as
via telephone, Skype, e-mail questionnaires, site
visits, observations, and a focus group. A number
of websites were reviewed, including the UNDP,
CEPAL,IADB, as well asareview ofthe websites
of the venues selected for this study.

The study focused on how access is affected
by socio-economic conditions, age, educational
levels, gender, and venue locations.

In Honduras, the socio-economic condition
is the greatest limiting factor in accessing public
venues for ICTs. People in the lower-income
classes can rarely afford user fees and often
cannot afford to travel to a venue. The need to
maintain their daily subsistence is of the utmost
importance, even if a venue is nearby. In contrast,
most cybercafé users are in the middle class and
have a certain amount of disposable income that
permits them greater access to venues.

Age is a factor in accessing information and
ICTs. People under 35 years of age form the vast
majority of those who use the venues. Among the
users interviewed, the majority used the venue
services more for communication than for infor-
mation searches.
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Education levels are equally important among
users, with students forming a high percentage
of the users. Searches for information are a high
priority among younger people who use the venues
for their schoolwork, as well as to learn about job
opportunities.

Although gender is a long-standing cultural
inequity nationwide, the librarians and venue
operators stated that they see little overall gender
imbalance among theirusers. However, the people
who use the libraries and telecenters tend more
often to be women, while the cybercafés have a
slightly higher percentage of male users. There
were no conclusive data available to explain this
imbalance.

Both urban and rural venues were studied, but
the initiatives that the research team observed ap-
peared to be somewhat more fully developed in
rural areas. The perception was that the initiatives
were a greater need in rural areas where there were
so few existing venues. The people in rural areas
do not yet have as many ways to access informa-
tion and ICTs as do the urban residents. There are,
however, more overall sources of information
in urban areas, such as documentation centers,
university libraries, and cybercafés.

Because of the significance of migration in
Honduras, this variable was added to the scope
of the study. There are no special programs or
initiatives that target the needs of migrants, but
there is information available on foreign job op-
portunities, as well as information guides on the
topic of migration.

OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT
Public Access to Information

Poverty is one of the greatest problems Honduras
faces. When the basic needs of the population are
not satisfied, information and ICTs cannot play a
significantrole in the development of the country.
According to Carlos Cerrato, a former coordina-
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tor of the CCCCs, information and ICTs are not
then seen as tools that can improve the quality of
an individual’s life. In that sense, and during this
study, the researchers did not consider information
and ICTs in themselves to be development tools,
but that they can become an important means for
social transformation and can affect changes that
happen in social groups when ICTs are incorpo-
rated into everyday life.

Political interests affectaccessto venues. There
have been problems that range from a refusal of
payment to a venue operator to having a venue
shut down because the venue was thought to op-
pose the views of the prevailing political party.

The venues selected for this study (the
government-sponsored public libraries, Riecken
Libraries, and the CCCCs) are the most heavily
promoted venues and were generally believed to
be the venues most often visited by the public,
although there were no actual data to support this
belief. These venues have been developed with
the purpose of satisfying information needs in
urban and rural areas, alike.

Internet access in rural regions is limited most
commonly by therelatively high connectivity cost
because the link can only be made as a satellite
connection. Also, the hardware is expensive, and
the government does notallocate adequate funding
to satisfy the ICT needs of all the communities
in Honduras.

The most visible present efforts to generate a
more widespread access to information and ICTs
are the result of a combination of the support
provided by a number of sources, including the
Honduran government and a number of cooperat-
ing European participants, mostnotably Spain and
Sweden. Several of the stakeholders interviewed
for this study stated that the present level of sup-
port by the Honduran government is inadequate
to implement and maintain a significant level of
technological development. Among the initiatives
studied, none of them did more than the libraries
did already by delivering books and equipment
to the communities.
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Access, Capacity, and Environment

According to the people who were interviewed, it
was concluded that libraries are most often used
by children and students in response to school-
imposed requirements. This picture has led other
venues to search for ways to change the perception
many people have of libraries as facilities that
only serve students.

Because the content maintained by libraries
is so heavily focused on educational materials to
assiststudents, the libraries clearly do not meet the
needs of the rest of the population. Furthermore,
there is nothing in the public culture to draw the
rest of the population to the libraries. Few people,
other than students, can identify with the libraries
the majority of the population simply sees nothing
socially attractive about them.

In spite of the efforts carried out to imple-
ment the CCCCs, most users preferred to visit
cybercafés and pay the access fees because of
the higher quality of the connectivity. Cyberca-
fés have advanced to meet the need for access to
information and ICTs in the way that the CCCCs
had been intended to serve. But one of the most
important problems that characterize cybercafés
is their lack of sustainability.

One of the deficiencies often cited by venue
owners and users is that the educational system
rarely considers technological capacity and train-
ing as a priority, severely limiting the learning
process and capacity development.

The development of locally relevant content
is rarely found in any of the venues studied, and
very few venues make any attempt to develop any
content at all. Only rarely is the development of
local content even considered in the communities
that could benefit most from the effort.

The concept supporting the creation of venues
is focused on improving the quality of life for the
people and their communities, but, in many cases,
the communities show little interest in using the
information and ICTs to which they already have

access. There are seldom any valid examples to
demonstrate how the information and technology
has any direct application in daily life.

Because ofthe migration phenomenon, people
go to the venues to communicate with friends
and relatives who live in other countries. Conse-
quently, the call for the technologies among adults
is most often directed toward the communication
processes.

Cybercafés fulfill a social role regarding the
learning processes they represent, but access to
technologiesisnotperceived asameans todevelop
the communities. The researchers considered
that continued use of the venues might eventu-
ally lead to the generation of personal and social
transformations.

The Honduran policies focus on regulating
access to public information, and not necessarily
on facilitating public access to information. The
government provides only very limited support
to any of the existing initiatives. Information and
communication access venues are deeply affected
by the political preference of the government, the
venue operators, and the community officials.

Information Needs of
Underserved Communities

The general population in Honduras, and espe-
cially the underserved communities, has a need
to access current and valid information related
to business development, overcoming poverty,
and developing activities that will improve the
quality of life, as well as learning about financial
institutions that support those initiatives. There
is a strong general need for current information
about such issues as health and child care, hu-
man rights, legal matters, educational programs,
personal finance, and migration.

Information about sexually transmitted dis-
eases is a critical need, given the extremely large
numbers of the population infected with HIV
and AIDS. According to data provided by the
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United Nations Development Program (UNDP),
Honduras represents approximately 60%of all
the reported HIV and AIDS cases in the Central
American region.

ECONOMIC, POLICY, AND
REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

According to information provided by the World
Bank, Hondurans has chronically low income.
The nation is characterized by having one of the
most diversified economies of any country in
Central America, although the level of economic
growth is not reflected in the overall condition of
the population. Without question, Honduras is
one of the poorest countries in Latin American,
and the poorest segment of the population lives
in the rural and remote regions and survives on
agriculture. Honduras implemented a Strategy
of Poverty Reduction (ERP), which is intended
to reduce the level of extreme poverty by half
before 2015.

Honduras displays only alimited development
of ICTs and has tried to regulate the activity of
information technologies in the public sector.
In 1979, the government created the National
Center on Information Technologies (CENI) as
a specialized entity of the Ministry of Treasury
and Public Credit to incorporate information
technologies into public administration. However,
neither the available technology nor the human
resources were adequate; the project failed. The
CENI closed in 1995.

Up to the present, the only explicit mention
ofinformation technologies in a government plan
was found in a document called “My Commit-
ment with You,” which is part of former President
Ricardo Maduro’s government work plan for
2002-2006. This was the basis for creating the
Presidential Commission on State Modernization
that established a strategic vision for information
technologies. The plan was implemented and be-
came a public policy so that the sector would be
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considered to have strategic importance in national
development. However, there are no present poli-
ciesineffectin Honduras that specifically address
public access to information.

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICES

The public could benefit from a collaborative net-
work that would link the Riecken libraries, public
libraries, CCCCs, and certain municipalities, but
no such link has been developed. The creation of
such an alliance would greatly improve the public
access to all of those venues. Given the state of
the Honduran population regarding technological
capacities, there is first a critical need to generate
a greater impact on public access through the few
present initiatives. Considering the government
initiatives and options, a collaborative network
must have strong and sustainable government
support, because the larger budget needed for
venues, such as libraries and CCCCs, would be
easier atanational or provincial government level.

Access through the venues to information
and communication would improve if it were
possible to implement partnerships with orga-
nizations, institutions, and foundations that are
already associated with the subjects. The diverse
sectors seeking to improve access by building the
adequate capacities in the users requires sharing
practices, experiences, and ideas. If the various
parties can collaborate effectively and often, the
impact can be greater.

Buzz Factor

The Honduran government has promoted the de-
velopment of libraries and the CCCCs. Especially
in the case of the CCCCs, the focus has been on
providing access to ICTs.

To ensure some degree of sustainability, local
governments and municipalities should directly
participate in establishing and funding venues. The
municipality, as a governing community entity,
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should become a place where the community
determines and understands the initiatives so that
when the need to establish a venue appears, the
venues are designed to meet the public’s needs.
Also, locating with decision making at the mu-
nicipal level would avoid duplication of efforts.

LEGITIMATE USE

Political interests affect access to venues. There
have been problems that range from a refusal to
a venue operator to having the venue shut down
because the venue is thought to oppose the views
ofthe prevailing political party. Firstand foremost,
information is not considered to have legitimate
use if it is perceived to be in opposition to any
government policy or action. This limitation is a
reality in spite of the claims of freedom of expres-
sion. In every instance, the official viewpoint on
any questionable subject is the only determining
factor in deciding legitimacy.

The possibility thatan opposing view might be
expressed is a strong limiting factor in the amount
of support a more widespread access to informa-
tion and technological innovations mightreceive.

With regard to the use of technological tools,
the ones that are deemed to be legitimate are those
tools used for education or for cultural purposes.
For example, if a person is using a chat service
while a line of people is waiting to use the com-
puter, the user must relinquish the computer to
the next person waiting in line. The determination
of legitimacy rests with the venue operator, who
decides what information can be available in the
libraries and what information is provided to users
when they requestit. The determination ultimately
resides in the operator’s subjectivity and vision of
the prevailing social and political realities.

Shifting Media Landscape

Mobile telephony penetration has been relatively
limited in Honduras, and most users are in urban
areas. Mobile devices are commonly used to access
current news via digital newspapers, to receive
payment invoices, and, to a limited degree, to
access the Internet. Most users are in the middle
and upper income classes, and many of those us-
ers are not aware of the alternative services they
can receive on mobile units, nor does everyone
have access to the same services. Access to news
sources depends on the mobile provider and is
often only available at a fee.

In the libraries of the Riecken Foundation,
chats are used to share knowledge and in the
activities developed in the communities through
the libraries. People in widespread regions and
communities can use the technology to connect,
while a member of the Foundation has the role
of moderating and fostering sharing among par-
ticipating users.

In another related sharing mode, there is a
forum called “I’m A Librarian.” The forum has
become a place where librarians share their ex-
periences and information sources.

The Riecken libraries also develop community
radio stations in their libraries to transmit news
from the communities, library agendas, and pro-
grams to encourage visits to the library. Zona X
is one such program and targets young people by
describing several types of activities and Internet
information searches. They sometimes sponsor
community debates on topics of national or local
relevance. Some have promoted innovator contests
where the people from the communities conduct
projects that are new to the communities.
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VENUE ASSESSMENT

The Public State Libraries are the responsibility
ofthe Honduras Network of State Libraries. They
are funded by government agencies such as the
Culture Secretary, which is responsible for al-
locating budgeted funds for the 128 libraries in
the network. The network was created in 1994
through an International Cooperation Project
from the Swedish International Development
Agency (SIDA).

The Riecken Libraries belong to the Riecken
Foundation, which has developed 52 public librar-
ies in Honduras. The goal of the Foundation is
to promote democratic processes by creating the
libraries as inter-generational community facili-
ties, where the public can participate in community
activities and processes. The sustainability of the
libraries comes largely from the developers of the
Foundation, although, currently, a librarian and
the Board of Directors are in charge of locating
and drawing upon sustainability sources for the
libraries.

The CCCCs are telecenters developed by a
government agency called the Honduran Council
on Science and Technology (COHCIT). COHCIT
created 126 telecenters through a project funded by
the Inter American Development Bank (IADB) and
called it the Project to Broaden the Technological
Capacities of Poor Communities (ACTECOP).

Internet cafés and cybercafés have become
important venues for accessing information, but
they are not organized in a collaborative network
because of the competitive nature of their op-
erational business design. Additionally, neither
venue type isrequired to register with the National
Council on Telecommunications (CONATEL).
During the 2001-2006 period, between 76 and
640 cybercafés were registered. The researchers
were not able to locate any reliable information
to establish the precise number.

Government policies focus on regulating
access to public information and not necessar-
ily on facilitating public access to information,
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which creates a situation that severely hinders
any promotion of equitable access in the Hondu-
ran population. If the government continues to
forestall developing strategies to promote access
to information, the digital gap in Honduras may
continue to be delayed well into the foreseeable
future.

Private and government initiatives continue
to be the only available means to meet the infor-
mation and ICT needs of the public, especially
among underserved communities and groups.
Littleis expected to be developed and implemented
beyond the existing combination of government
supported libraries, CCCCs, Riecken libraries,
and cybercafés.

The national government provides very little
economic support to the initiatives developed by
government agencies, such as the government-
supported libraries and the CCCCs. The Culture
Secretary is in charge of allocating economic
resources for the libraries, but the budget that the
government allocates for the Secretary is only
3.36%, from which the Secretary has to also as-
sign support for other departmental, areas such
as sports.

One of the most important points seen at the
venues was the weight of political preferences
and how these bear on the abilities of the users
to use the venues or to affect the sustainability of
the venues. For example, a CCCC was closed to
avoid users from supporting a party that opposed
the incumbent government’s views. There have
been cases where a mayor has refused to pay a
librarian’s monthly salary because of opposing
political views.

Inthe case of the CCCCs, a gap exists between
the initial objective and the real contribution to
community vision. These centers were created
to broaden the technological capacities of low-
income communities, but are currently seen as
community cybercafés.

The venues target very diverse populations,
both in rural and urban areas, and they adapt
to the users’ needs, ranging from free access
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to charging a fee. The venues are used mostly
by children and young students. Consequently,
government libraries and the Riecken libraries
have tried to change the perception people have
that the libraries concentrate on student needs to
the exclusion of the general population, regard-
less of age. As a result of that general perception,
the older population is not motivated to visit the
libraries and cannot identify with the venues or
view them as pleasant and entertaining facilities.

The CCCCs are in an unusual position, which
makes the public tend to visit cybercafés more
than CCCCs, because although the fees are
higher, they have fewer connectivity and privacy
issues. Cybercafés have come to fulfill the ICT
access needs for which the CCCCs were created.
But given their profit-oriented business concept,
cybercafés have surpassed the CCCC’s levels of
sustainability. Cybercafés consistently draw more
users than the CCCCs. Most users also seem to
prefer to visit the venue that is located closest
to them.

Locally relevant content is seldom developed
by either users or the venue staff, although a
modest amount of content has been developed
at some of the Riecken libraries and the CCCCs.
Users tend to visit the venues to communicate
with friends and relatives in other countries far
more often than they ever use the technological
tools for information searches.

Many individuals have often used the services
of’cybercafés to enhance their personal technologi-
cal capacities on their own initiative, given the
freer exploration that cybercafés provide. While
access to technology does not necessarily lead to
a community’s development, it is the increased
technological capacity of the users that is fos-
tered and serves to generate personal and social
transformations.

CASE 1: THE STATE
LIBRARY OF MOROCELI

The State Library of Moroceli is asmall municipal
library that loans books and offers photocopying
services. Most users are school children. This
library has one computer but lacks Internet ac-
cess, and the facility does not offer any form of
capacity building or training. Because of the lack
ofrelevant materials, most users other than school
children prefer to go to the CCCC located only
one block away from the library. This particular
CCCC also is popular among the children and
young people in the municipality. They tend to
gather at the venue in the afternoon to visit and
socialize rather than use the technologies and
search for information.

The sustainability of the CCCC depends on
the services it provides, ranging from equipment
rentals to selling bookstore supplies. The train-
ing available is developed mainly through the
Program of Family Assignations, which provides
scholarships for young people who have little
or no funds. Many of these people asked to be
trained to use Office Suite, and, according to the
CCCC operator, most of the users, once again,
are children and young people.

CASE 2: THE RIECKEN LIBRARY
OF THE YUSCARAN MUNICIPALITY

Theresearchers visited the Riecken Library of the
Yuscaran Municipality, which has five computers
with Internet access, a reading area reserved for
children, and a reading area for adults. One of the
library’s most important and popular practices is
the requirement that before children are permitted
to use the computers, they must read a specific
number of pages from some storybook.

The library offers a variety of training courses,
and features self-esteem workshops for women
to discuss such subjects as domestic violence,
leadership, and even origami. Other training is

223



offered to introduce basic courses on MS Word,
Excel, Power Point, and Internet use. While the
focus of these courses is targeted towards adults,
young people, and elderly people, the library has
plans to offer training to children.

CASE 3: THE CYBERCAFE
AT VALLE DE ANGELES

One of the cybercafés visited was located at Valle
de Angeles. The venue does not offer any form of
user training or capacity building. A person who
holds a bachelors degree in informatics operates
the venue and said that most of the users are
children and young people between the ages of
14 and 23, who use the services for homework,
e-mail, and communication.

SUCCESS FACTORS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

In Honduras, poverty touches every aspect of life,
but is especially devastating among the under-
served communities and groups. This situation
is no less true with specific regard to access to
information, communication, and ICTs, and the
policies that could supportaccess. Even though the
government does not provide that support, various
administrations have established a few tentative
initiatives designed to provide equitable access,
regardless of geographical location, gender, age,
education level, or social conditions. However,
government policies continue to emphasize a fo-
cus on regulating the access to public information
and not necessarily on facilitating public access
to information.

The government does not provide the neces-
sary economic resources to install an adequate
and appropriately equipped technology-based
infrastructure. Without an adequate financial al-
location, appropriate initiatives most likely will
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not succeed in many localities, and especially
in the regions where the government-supported
libraries still do not exist.

The absence of technology training and capac-
ity building in the school curricula clearly hinders
intellectual development. When school children
have been able to access ICTs, it has occurred
through government entities, such as the COHCIT,
which has installed computers in a significant a
number of schools. Regardless of the names given
to initiatives, the effect has been the same when
ICTsare actually provided to the nation’s students.
The result has also been especially valuable to
the adult population when the computers are also
made available to the non-student members of the
community after class hours.

Most of the adult population is still faced with
access limitations because so many people lack
the capacity to use the technologies, even when
they are made available. The problems are com-
pounded by the many adults who perceive that
technologies only serve as entertainment and are
a waste of time and resources.

The results of the interviews and focus-group
discussions indicate that the appropriation of tech-
nological advancements at many levels is slow in
Honduras and may remain so well into the future.
Although there are instances in which technolo-
gies and ICTs have been applied in commerce
and education, they most often have been used
for little more than a means of communication.

Success Factors

The support of the government and communities
is vital to establishing adequate access to public
information through ICTs. That support must
be delivered at every level of political, social,
economic, educational, cultural, and promotional
involvement. A key requirement is for the popula-
tion to believe that that involvement is valuable
to their daily life and is sustainable. If the venues
lack public and political acceptance and economic
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Table 1. A Comparison of Venue Characteristics

State Libraries

Riecken Libraries

Knowledge and
Communications Community
Centers (CCCC)

Cybercafés

Created to satisfy a
community’s information needs
and drive community develop-
ment.

Designed to encourage public
participation and development
processes.

Created to promote the use of
information and ICTs in ordi-
nary tasks. The methodology
had entrepreneurship as a goal.

Created to meet the
need for access to ICTs and the
Internet.

Most users are children and
young people.

Most users are children and
young people.

Most users are children and
young people.

Most users are children and
young people.

The libraries are part of the
municipalities, which provide
the guidelines based on rules
established by the network of
libraries, adapted to the needs
of each library.

The libraries belong to the
community and a Board of
Directors. The rules and regula-
tions are established by the
board members who represent
the community. They are based
on the rules established by

the Riecken Foundation and
adapted to the needs of the
communities and libraries.

The CCCCs belong to the
Honduran Council on Science
and Technology. The guidelines
come from the Council but are
mediated by the CCCC operator
and the needs of the commu-
nity, depending onwhere it is
located.

Cybercafés are private busi-
nesses and operate for profit.
The rules and guidelines are
established by the owner.

Of the 122 state libraries, 52
have computers, but only 18
have Internet access.

Of the 52 Riecken libraries, 47
have Internet access.

All 126 have computers.

All cybercafés have Internet
access.

The libraries are located in all
18 departments of Honduras.

The Riecken libraries

are located in 14 departments of
Honduras, but due to a lack of
resources they do not exist in all
of the 18 national departments.

The CCCCs are located in the
122 poorest municipalities

of Honduras. They are in 16
departments. In total, Honduras
has 298 municipalities and 18
departments.

No data available.

The programs mainly target

the promotion of reading in all
populations, although mainly

in children. There are activities
developed to bring adults closer
to their children. The com-
munities also offer training in
manual skills to meet the needs
mostly of women and the heads
of households.

Develops diverse programs
targeted at all populations, not
only carried out by the Founda-
tion, but many born from com-
munity needs. There are courses
on crafts and other interests.

The CCCCs mainly offer train-
ing in computer use. There is
no general program for all the
CCCCs.

There were no programs or
training found, although the op-
erator is in charge of providing
support for processes not cat-
egorized as training but which
generate learning processes in
users.

The generation of relevant
content happens through the
community information system,
which is adapted to the informa-
tion needs of the communities.

The generation of locally
relevant content is promoted
based on community interest
through debates, papers, stories,
legends, etc.

The generation of local content
is through the creation of
websites of the communities
and, in some cases, of micro-
enterprises.

There was no locally relevant
content generation identified.

They are mostly located in the
urban regions.

51 libraries are located in the
rural areas and one is in a mar-
ginal urban area.

They are mostly located in the
rural regions.

They are mostly located in the
urban regions.

The librarians are trained, because Honduras does not offer a
degree in Bibliotecology or Information Sciences. The Universidad
Pedagogica has an agreement with the Network of State Libraries
and offers a technical degree in Bibliotecology.

The CCCC operators are
trained.

The operators of the cybercafés
reviewed have some knowledge
of informatics.

Information use, mainly with educational purposes.

Adults often have a fear of using technologies.

Social appropriation is mainly visible in the communication processes and educational goals of users.
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resources, they will not be successful. The most
important single factor is for people to consider the
venues to be necessary and to be able to identify
with them.

Recommendations

The following recommendations emerged from
this study:

. Collaborative networks to join the venues
are needed in order to generate broader
and more effective information processes.
This type of network calls for coordination
among the entities that are important for
accessing information. As an example, the
health centers could provide current health
care information to the local venues, mu-
nicipality, and the specialized information
centers located in the communities.

. A participatory process is an urgent need,
where people of all ages collaborate to de-
fine the needs of their community and pri-
oritize them.

. More and better-equipped venues are
needed, especially in underserved areas.
The venues need to contain more locally
relevant content.

. Capacity-building programs are needed to
educate the public, especially among the
older people, economically disadvantaged
people, and underserved communities to
teach them the advantages of access to in-
formation and ICTs.

e The municipalities and local governments
must play a strong fundamental role in the
integration and definition of venues.

. A collaborative network between the gov-
ernment libraries and the CCCCs would
make better use of the available resources,
and make the venues more attractive and
valuable to the user base.
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. Better training and information manage-
ment processes are needed, along with
diversified services based on the sustain-
ability of the cybercafés. In this sense,
cybercafés already fulfill a social role that
is often not visible. That role has evolved,
even though it is not a reason why the cy-
bercafés were created. Because cybercafés
are one of the venues most often visited,
they could have a strong impact on capac-
ity building and community involvement.

. Web 2.0 tools would have great value in
creating locally relevant content.

CONCLUSION

This study generated important expectations
among the people in Honduras who participated.
Based on the results, additional work is needed
to better define the nation’s needs and to provide
a basis for resolving the many issues that exist.
Consequently, subsequent detailed studies are
highly recommended.

The socio-economic conditions in Honduras
are the greatest limiting factor in accessing public
venues. People in the lower-income classes can
rarely afford user fees and often cannot afford
to travel to a venue. The need to maintain their
daily subsistence is of the utmost importance,
even if a venue is nearby. Most cybercafé users,
by comparison, are in the middle class and have a
certain amount of disposable income that permits
them greater access to venues.

Age is a factor in accessing information and
ICTs, and persons under 35 years of age form
the vast majority of those who use the venues.
Among the users interviewed, the majority used
the venue services more for communication than
for information searches.

Education levels are equally important among
users, and students form a high percentage of the
users. Searches for information are a high prior-
ity among younger people who use the venues
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for their schoolwork and also to learn about job
opportunities.

Although gender is a long-standing cultural
inequity nationwide, the librarians and venue
operators stated that they see little overall gender
imbalance among theirusers. However, the people
who use the libraries and telecenters tend more
often to be women, while the cybercafés have a
slightly higher percentage of male users. There
were no conclusive data to explain this imbalance.

Both urban and rural venues were studied, but
the initiatives that the research team observed ap-
peared somewhat better developed in rural areas.
The perception was that the initiatives were a
greater need in rural areas where there were so
few existing venues. The people in rural areas do
not yet have as many ways to access information
and ICTs as do the urban residents. There are,
however, more overall sources of information
in urban areas, such as documentation centers,
university libraries, and cybercafés.

Because of the significance of migration in
Honduras, this variable was added to the scope
of the study. There are no special programs or
initiatives that target the needs of migrants, but
there is information available on foreign job op-
portunities, as well as information guides on the
topic of migration.

Accessing information in Honduras for this
study was difficult. The absence of valid and
trustworthy data and reference material on the
topic led to a strong need for frequent visits to
Honduras to contact key sources.

This research is relevant because of the need
to learn the information processes, the constraints,
and the inequities in Honduras and to assess the
public’s access to information venues and ICTs.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Peruis located in western South America where it
isbordered on the north by Ecuador and Colombia,
on the east by Brazil, on the southeast by Bolivia,
on the south by Chile, and on the west by the
Pacific Ocean. With a land area of 1,285,220 sq
kmand an ethnically diverse population estimated
to be more than 28 million, it is the fourth most
populous country in South America. The diverse
geography includes a central mountain range,
dense rainforest, and a narrow coastal plain.
Peruisapresidential representative democratic
republic with a multi-party system. The country
is divided into 25 regions and the province of
Lima. The regions are divided into 195 provinces,
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and include the province of Lima. The provinces
are subdivided into 1,833 districts. Each of these
various political divisions has an elected govern-
ment that serves for a four-year term. Voting is
compulsory for all citizens aged 18 to 70. The
president is elected by popular vote for five
years and may not serve consecutive terms. The
unicameral congress seats 120 members who also
are elected by direct popular vote for five-year
terms. General elections were held in 2006, and
Alan Garcia from the Peruvian Aprista Party was
elected president with 52.6% of the valid votes.

Since the 1990s, Peru has followed neo-liberal
and privatization policies in a political direction
moves across the rest of the South American
continent. [t means that the Peruvian government,
in the broadest terms, abandoned planning and
concentrated on regulating private investment
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in providing services. The government now has
more money to invest, and is using much of it for
infrastructure development under the view that
better roads, sanitation, school buildings, and
telecommunication installations would help the
public improve their daily lives, but little has been
accomplished with regard to capacity building.

Peru was selected to participate in this study,
which was designed to both assess the ability ofthe
public to access information and communication
venues, and also to review the role of information
and communication technologies (ICTs) across
the overall economic, political, and regulatory
framework. The study assessed how the venues
function, how they serve user needs, how they
meet operational constraints, and how they real-
ize successes. The study placed an emphasis on
the information needs of underserved and remote
communities and groups.

Theresults of theresearch served to identify the
principal venues used by the population to access
information and communication, and characterize
why, how, and by whom the venues are used. The
study results were analyzed to determine how
access is affected by inequity variables such as
socio-economic status, education level, gender,
location, and cultural issues. Through this investi-
gation, the research team identified opportunities
to strengthen institutions that offer public access
to information and communication, inform policy
and decision-makers, examine funding alloca-
tions, and review specific topics to consider in
implementing policies and programs.

The research was completed in two phases;
the first phase being exploratory and involving
an extensive bibliographic review and initial
fieldwork to identify information needs and the
characteristics of public access to information and
communication venues in Peru. The second phase
involved a more extensive range of fieldwork that
included interviews and surveys to characterize
each public venue selected.

Findings

Based on the data and information gathered in the
course of this study, the researchers were able to
note the following points:

. There is little locally relevant content in
any of the venues to meet the needs of the
underserved population, which is char-
acterized by low educational levels, high
rates of illiteracy, and large numbers of
people who do not speak, read, or write the
Spanish language.

. Public access to the information and com-
munication venues is strongly affected in
different ways by the location of the ven-
ues, the technological capacity of the po-
tential users, and the accompanying envi-
ronment, according to the type of venue
reviewed. The most relevant variable for
access is that the people living in rural ar-
eas commonly do not have access to any
type of venue.

. The political and economic environment
for most of the venues is generally neutral.

*  ICTs, and especially the Internet, have be-
come the preferred way to access informa-
tion, especially among the young people.
This preference is particularly true in the
urban areas, although it also applies to a
lesser degree in rural areas.

. Cybercafés, or cabinas as they are called,
are the most widely used information ac-
cess venues.

. Specific policies and actions related to
capacity building and the development of
appropriate content are urgently needed to
meet the needs of the underserved commu-
nities and groups.

. The new and existing information should
be reformatted, translated, organized, and
disseminated in more appropriate ways.

. The most important success factors affect-
ing capacity building are purpose-oriented
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training, the key interests of the groups to
be trained, and skilled trainers.

. Additional specific research on the whole
range of topics described in this study are
highly recommended as an important step
in improving the capacity of the popu-
lation, aiding collaboration among the
venues, and developing the accessibility
and usability of web-based information
services.

COUNTRY OVERVIEW
Introduction

Peruis located in western South America where it
isbordered on the north by Ecuador and Colombia,
on the east by Brazil, on the southeast by Bolivia,
on the south by Chile, and on the west by the
Pacific Ocean. With a land area of 1,285,220 sq
kmand an ethnically diverse population estimated
to be more than 28 million, it is the fourth most
populous country in South America.

The Peruvian landscape varies from narrow
and largely arid plains in the west along the
Pacific shore to the Andes Mountain range that
runs parallel to the coast. East of the Andes lies
a wide expanse of flat terrain covered by the
Amazon rainforest, which accounts for nearly
60% of Peru’s total area. The Andes Mountains
divide the country into three major geographic
regions. The coastal region (Costa) to the west
is a narrow plain and is largely arid except for
valleys created by seasonal rivers. The highlands
(Sierra) are the region of the Andes and include
the Altiplano plateau, as well as high peaks. The
third region is the jungle (Selva) in the east, which
is a wide expanse of flat terrain covered by the
Amazon rainforest.

Peru, unlike other equatorial countries, does
not have an exclusively tropical climate, and the
influence of the Andes and the Humboldt Current
creates great climatic diversity within the country.
The varied geography and climate produce an
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extensive biodiversity — 21,462 species of plants
and animals had been reported as of 2003, 5,855
of them endemic.

Peru is divided among 25 regions and the
province of Lima. Each region is divided into
provinces, and the provinces also are divided into
districts. Each province and district has elected
officials who serve four-year terms. Peru is a
presidential representative democratic republic
withamulti-party system. The president is elected
to a five-year term and may not serve consecutive
terms. The unicameral congress seats 120 members
elected to five-year terms. Government officials
gain office through direct popular elections, and
voting is compulsory forall citizens aged 18 to 70.

The economy has been moderately stable in
recent years, although Peru felt the effects of the
worldwide economic downturn in 2007-2008.
The economy relies heavily on the income from
the mining industry and, to a lesser degree, on
agricultural exports. The imbalances in these
sources of revenue and their effect on economic
growth have created sharp differences among the
geographic regions.

Peru is a multiethnic nation formed by the
combination of different groups over its history.
Amerindians inhabited the Peruvian territory be-
fore the Spanish conquest, and Spaniards and Af-
ricans arrived in large numbers during the colonial
period, mixing readily with each other and with
indigenous peoples. Following independence,
there has been a small European immigration,
and the Chinese immigration in the 1850°s had a
major influence on the ethnic mix.

Spanish is the official language and is spoken
by 80.3% of the population. Several indigenous
languages also are spoken, with 16.5% of the
population speaking Quechua. Another 3% speak
Aymara and Amazonian languages. Although
85% of the population is Catholic, several other
religions are represented, including Protestants,
Adventists, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and
Israelites of the New Universal Pact.
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The literacy rate is estimated to be 94.8% in
urban areas and 76.1% in rural areas. Primary and
secondary education is compulsory and free in the
public schools. However, the quality of the public
school education is low, and Peruvian students
ranked last in the reading comprehension results
of the PISA ratings of 2002.

Gender is a significant culturally based in-
equity in Peru. For example, women earn about
40% less income than men, and women have
lower literacy rates (16%) than men (10%). The
inequity extends to the access to information and
communication technologies (ICTs) where 32.6%
of the men access the Internet, but only 25.4% of
women do so. Language, educational attainment,
and venue location are especially relevant in ac-
cessing information and ICTs in Peru.

This study indicates that Peru could derive great
value givenmore widespread access to information
and ICTs. [t was selected to participate in this study
because of the value that access can bring to the
country. The study was designed both to assess
the ability of the public to access information and
communication venues, and also to review the
role of ICTs across the overall economic, politi-
cal, and regulatory framework. It assessed how
the venues function, how they serve user needs,
how they meet operational constraints, and how
they realize successes. The study placed an em-
phasis on the information needs of underserved
and remote communities and groups.

METHODOLOGY

Katia Sotomayor, who has abackground in anthro-
pology, and Juan Bossio, who hasabackground in
information systems, conducted the research for
this study. Both of these researchers have several
years of experience, including research on ICTs
for development issues. Several assistants, each
of whom has arelated university degree, aided the
research and applied surveys in public libraries,
special libraries, and cabinas.

The research process started with an exhaus-
tive literature review, including academic docu-
ments about ICTs, inequities in venues, statistical
information, and reports about specific projects
related to each venue. The researchers identified
the information sources that people use, and then
selected those that were open to the public and
widely distributed.

Public libraries and cybercafés (called “cabinas
publicas™) were selected because they are dis-
tributed nationwide; telecenters were considered
because their development objectives are oriented
towards underserved communities. Special librar-
ies were included because of their importance in
providing information for human development,
but university libraries were excluded because
not all of them are open to the public. Rural and
“communitarian” libraries also were excluded
because they only serve specific user groups.
Rural libraries are located only in Cajamarca,
while the “communitarian” libraries serve poor
neighborhoods in Lima.

Specialists were interviewed to provide an
overall view of each venue selected, and the
team visited 13 rural and 18 urban venues (13
in the highlands, 11 on the coast, and 7 in the
rainforest). The team surveyed and focused on
public libraries, special libraries, cybercafés,
and telecenters. The limitations the team faced
were around insufficient statistical and financial
information available related to special libraries
and cybercafés.

Inequity Variables

Socio-economic status is akey inequity, even when
ICT access fees are low, but it affects the ability of
many people who cannot afford to dedicate time to
search for information. Furthermore, older people
and people with low educational levels commonly
lack the technological capacity to use the venues,
and often cannot apply the information they do
have appropriately.
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Gender is an inequity that restricts access to
education, higher income sources, employment,
and access to new technologies, although some
progress is said to be slowly emerging. Never-
theless, older and rural women are still far from
reaching any degree of equity with men, and this
inequity is not expected to change in the foresee-
able future.

Location may be the most important limiting
variable to consider when analyzing access to
information and digital services. Information ser-
vices and ICTs, such as those available in special
libraries, are heavily concentrated in Lima and very
few other cities. Despite the rapid penetration of
mobile telephony, there is still a huge gap between
the availability of venues and other communica-
tion methods in Lima and the rest of the country.

People who do not speak Spanish, orwho have
low incomes, little formal education, and live in
rural areas face extreme limitations with regards
to accessing information. There is little informa-
tion available in any of the native languages and
information services are not prepared to serve
these groups. This language landscape is also
not expected to change in the foreseeable future.

Data Collection

To get information directly from the venues, the
researchers visited 13 rural and 18 urban sites; 13
were in the highlands, 11 were on the coast, and 7
were in the rainforest. The researchers then applied
two different surveys, one for the operators and
one for the users, at each type of venue. Fifteen
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specialists were interviewed to get a variety of
opinions about each venue selected.

The sample of cybercafés, public libraries,
and special libraries was distributed across eight
regions - the Southern Coast (Tacna), Central Coast
(Lima), Northern Coast (Lambayeque), Southern
Highlands (Arequipa), Central Highlands (Cusco),
Northern Highlands (Cajamarca), High Jungle
(San Martin), and Low Jungle (Iquitos). Location
was not considered to be the most important vari-
able for telecenters because most telecenters are
in rural areas and are not distributed nationwide.
The type of institution that supports each venue
(CBO, ONG, orlocal government) was determined
tobe the key variable, along with the region where
they were located.

The research team visited the venues to sur-
vey the public libraries, cybercafés, and special
library users. The telecenter and special library
operators responded to their surveys by e-mail,
and the venue operators surveyed the telecenter
users. Table 1lists the distribution of the surveys.

To determine the number of special libraries
and telecenters, the study team searched the In-
ternet. To validate the findings, the team used
e-mail to seek feedback about new venues. They
considered the sample to be representative, and
the results for cybercafés were consistent with
the information developed by the National Insti-
tute of Statistics and Apoyo. The study team found
little statistical information about special libraries
and cybercafés and were unable to obtain financial
information about nearly all of the venues.

Table 1.
Public Libraries Special Libraries Cybercafés Telecenters
Number of urban venues surveyed 14 27 14 2
Number of non-urban venues surveyed 7 7 15
Number of respondents in urban venues 102 93 97 11
Number of respondents in non-urban venues 36 42 48
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OVERALL COUNTRY ASSESSMENT
Public Access to Information

Public access to appropriate, relevant, opportune,
understandable, and usable information is limited
throughout Peru. Marginalized groups must usu-
ally rely on social networks to access information,
but the quality and amount of information avail-
able through that channel is inadequate. General
public information services, such as libraries, are
rarely integrated with social networks as informa-
tion sources.

The Internet is increasingly being used to ac-
cess information, at first as an extension of the
richness of social networks by amplifying them
and helping elements of them connect more easily.
But the Internet also is helping people to access
information outside of social networks, usually
through common web pages, and, increasingly,
through specialized and appropriate information
systems or services.

The Internet is most commonly accessed
through the cabinas publicas (the cybercafés).
More than 60% of all Internet users gain access
at the cabinas, and this percentage is significantly
higher outside Lima, approaching nearly 100%
inrural areas. Projects funded by the government
are in place to install cabinas in 5,000 rural settle-
ments, and, in addition, corresponding private
sector investments aimed at installing cabinas
have been noted.

Mobile telephony penetration has been increas-
ing tremendously since 2006 and is expected to
continue into the future. Mobile telephone access
and use has surpassed fixed-line phones and the
acceptance of the technology has been particularly
rapid in rural areas and remote regions that never
had IT services of any kind before. Increased In-
ternet access and mobile phone coverage would
help social networks circulate information more
efficiently, but will not help much in the effort
to acquire and disseminate new information that
is especially applicable to many underserved

population groups. Many such groups of people
need information on technical or productive issues
directly applicable to their small businesses, health
care, human rights, commercial and employment
opportunities, transactions involving government
forms and processes, weather, and agriculture.
They need appropriate, accurate, and locally
relevant information, which is rarely available to
them now through any existing venue.

Public information services, especially public
libraries, should be one of the main sources for
such fundamental information, but Peru not only
does not have a solid tradition of public librar-
ies, the existing libraries are being used less
frequently. Municipal libraries, the most common
form of public library, have outdated and limited
collections, and where they had long relied on
students as their greatest user base, those students
are quickly gravitating to the cabinas. Driven by
decreasing budgets and decreasing user traffic,
many municipal libraries have been forced to
close in the past few years.

Most special libraries are open to the public,
and they serve an important role because most
of the time they are the only available way to
access specialized information on certain issues
or subjects. Perhaps because of the phenomenon
of the cabinas, Peru has fewer telecenters than
other similar countries. Most telecenters in Peru
are located to serve a public that does not have
personal or private Internet connections.

Inequity, Environment,
Access, and Capacity

The Peruvian economy has shown signs of im-
proving. For example, there was an 8% increase
in the GDP and 5.4% in the GNP in 2006 (Cam-
podonico, 2007), but the changes are happening in
a highly unequal structure. The GINI coefficient
consistently decreased from 1961 to 1996, drop-
ping from 0.58 to 0.38 (Escobal, Saavedra, and
Torero, 1999), but has been increasing since then
and reached 0.58 in 2006. There is an important
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inequity based on regional terms, most notably in
Lima, Piura, and Ica, all of which are coastal cities
where there is greater employment and far less
poverty than in past years. A similar inequity is
seen in various places elsewhere along the coastal
region, and also in some cities in the highlands,
but in rural areas, or in any of the small cities or
towns in the highlands.

Accordingto INEI(2007),44.5% ofthe popula-
tion lived in poverty in 2006, and the poverty was
unequally distributed between the capital (24.2%
were under the poverty line in 2006) and the rest
of the country (52.8%). A similar inequality was
recorded between the urban (31.2%) and rural
areas (69.3%), and between the coastal region
(28.7%), the highlands (63.4%) and the rainforest
(56.6%). While some people point to the figures
that show poverty has been reduced in general,
the decreases have occurred primarily in Lima,
along the coast, and in urban areas, while there
is little noticeable change in the rural areas and
in the highlands or rainforest.

The most extreme poverty is concentrated in
certainregions. Huancavelicais the poorestregion
with about 75%o0f the population listed as being
extremely poor, and three other regions (Huanuco,
Puno, and Ayacucho) are well over 40%. Poverty
also is worst amongst women and young people.
Households headed by females are more likely
to be poor, and more than 40% of the population
under the age of 14 is extremely poor.

There was no statistical information available
to the researchers to indicate how race might be
related to income, education level, basic-needs
satisfaction, or access to ICTs. Racism has long
been hidden, but it is being revealed more fre-
quently now, and its links with inequality and
poverty are beginning to be described (Ardito,
2007, and Bruce, 2007).

Regional inequities are especially important
withregard to ICT access. According to a national
ENAHO household survey taken in September
2007 (INEI 2007b), 30.58% of the population
five years of age and older had accessed the
Internet, but that number increased to 48.73% in
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Lima and 36.83% in the other urban areas. The
number dropped to only 8.41% in rural areas. Ac-
cess to ICTs and other communication services in
households is particularly unequal. For example,
59% of the households in Lima have telephone
landline service, while only 29% of other urban
households have the service. The number drops
to less than 1% among rural area households.
The Internet connections stand at 16%in Lima,
5% in the other urban areas, and 0.07% in rural
households.

Mobile telephone access is beginning to
bridge the divide, and has reached 66% in Lima,
56% in the other urban areas, and 15% in rural
households. Interestingly, the gross increment
in one year was 7% in Lima, 22% in the other
urban areas, and 10% in rural areas. In terms of
capacity, persons with less education (both in
years completed and in quality) generally have
less capacity to use ICTs, so it is not surprising
that 76% of the people with higher education use
the Internet while only11%of the people with no
more than a primary education do so.

When Internetaccess is viewed in terms of gen-
der, thereis an observable difference between men
(34.52% of Internet users) and women (26.52%),
and when considering cultural issues, there is a
noticeable gap between people who speak Spanish
as aprimary language (36.16% are Internet users)
and those who speak a native language (8.6%)
(INEI, 2007c). Similar differentiations are seen
among groups sorted by age. Fully half of the
people between 12 and 24 years old and nearly
30% of those between 25 and 40 years old have
used the Internet, but only 3.81% of the people
over 60 have done so (INEI 2007b).

It is expected that international commercial
agreements, especially those conducted with the
United States, will lower the price of computers
and the related technologies. The decrease will
greatly aid cabinas that serve low-income users,
and will also affect cabinas inupper- and medium-
income neighborhoods, where more people will
have access at home.
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Access to ICTs is far from being a “solved”
problem for everyone in Peru, but there is afford-
able access to appropriate ICTs for large numbers
ofpeople through cabinas, which remain the most
widely used points to access the Internet. Cabinas
are proportionally less accessible inrural areas, but
a few more are opened each month, and there are
unsubstantiated claims that indicate a large public
project is going to install a great many more of
them. Not everyone who can access the Internet
actually does, and the reason is seen to be more
a function of technological capacity and content
issues rather than accessibility issues.

Human capacity is a key issue for understand-
ing and processing information with regards to
using ICTs. Overall, illiteracy across the general
population is high at 11.5%, but is even higher
among women (16.5%), poor people (18%), rural
inhabitants, and those who do not speak or read
Spanish. Furthermore, there is an extensive, but
hardly measurable, functional illiteracy. Many
people learn how to read while they are in school,
but rarely read, or have a need to read, anything
after they leave school and usually lose the capacity
to read. Public libraries and a few telecenters are
teaching reading comprehension to young students
during vacations, butthe researchers were notable
to identify any corresponding programs for adults.

Telecenters are training users to use comput-
ers and the Internet. Additionally, a few libraries
that have Internet connectivity (usually the ones
that have the greater resources) also are training
users. Those libraries are typically the facilities
that have professional librarians who know that
training courses should consider age and gender
when they tailor the courses for a particular group.
In the case of cabinas, any willingness to help the
users rests entirely on the choices of the operators.
There are no formal courses offered in the vast
majority of the cabinas, and few cabinas have any
adequately trained rural people to teach the users,
even when some projects made funding available
for that purpose.

Locally relevant content is scarce and hard to
access in any venue. Special libraries typically
offer some content with relevance for human de-
velopment, but itis notnecessarily appropriate for
underserved communities and groups. Institutions
that support these libraries are beginning to make
the information they produced available through
their web pages. The content at public libraries
is outdated and does not solve issues that occur
in the daily lives of the users. Cabinas simply do
not develop content, but a few telecenters provide
access torelevant content produced by the projects
that promoted them.

Information Needs of
Underserved Communities

Information needs depend on practical needs and
are varied among different groups. The differences
vary according to such things as gender, age,
cultural factors, occupation, and a host of others;
information needs are dynamic (BOSSIO 2002b).
There have been a few studies on the information
needs of certain underserved groups (Sotomayor
and Bossio, 20006), butitis impractical to general-
ize the information needs of entire underserved
population segments. For example, farmers need
information on climate changes, technologies,
and market issues, but their needs are specific to
particular geographic areas, climates, and cultural
or education-level differences, even among those
same farmers. Small entrepreneurs need specific
information to suit their production and markets,
and women need information on human rights,
health, and childcare. The list is complex and
subject to rapid change.

People in Peru, as elsewhere, access informa-
tion through different channels, and information
commonly is accessed using social networks,
especially among people with less education,
rural inhabitants, women, and people who do not
speak Spanish (BOSSIO 2002). However, some
information is accessed through formal channels or
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services, such as government or non-government
(NGO) information services through the Internet,
information desks, or at libraries.

InPeru, governmental information services, or
information desks at government offices, are often
inadequate, but they are seen to be improving.
Public or special libraries funded by the govern-
ment or the private sector are seldom used by most
of the population (Castro 2002), usually because
of a lack of locally relevant content.

Economic, Policy, and
Regulatory Environment

The Peruvian economy has grown primarily as
the result of the sale of'its gold deposits and other
metals and minerals. The export of agricultural
products produces less cash income, but is far
more important to the economy when considering
the employment opportunities for the population.
While mines do not bring development to places
where they operate (the highlands), agricultural
industries strongly contribute to development
along the coastal region. Nevertheless, high lev-
els of poverty continue among the marginalized
groups. The resulting economic inequality could
foster political instability. Historically, the govern-
ment has neglected to provide adequate services
to most of the population, especially among poor
people, rural inhabitants, highland and rainforest
populations, and people who do not speak Spanish.

Law 29181, published in January 2008, estab-
lishes that private and governmental institutions
should have accredited librarians at their librar-
ies. If the authorities chose to enforce this law,
many professionals would not be able to work as
librarians, and many institutions would be driven
to close their libraries because they cannot afford
to pay a formally trained librarian.

Since 2001, several initiatives from govern-
ment and civil institutions have recognized the
value of ICTs and have developed plans to use
them. In 2005, CODESI (the government’s com-
mission tasked to develop an information-based
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society), staffed by delegates from different
government offices and lead by the prime min-
ister’s office, published a national digital agenda
(CODESI, 2005). In reality, the agenda is not
actually a guiding public policy, and CODESI
does not yet include enough stakeholders from
the public sector (Saravia and Iriarte, 2007).

An initiative called FITEL (Fondo de Inver-
sion para Telecomunicaciones) has been the most
visible program for increasing access to ICTs.
At first, the FITEL projects only installed public
telephones, but then advanced to include limited
Internet connectivity, and, finally, the installation
of PIAPs. By the end of 2007, FITEL initiated a
project to go beyond installing the phones, con-
nectivity, and PIAPs, and expanded the project
to include wireless home and mobile phone
connections. More recently, FITEL has added
capacity building and content development to
their projects, and all of its projects continue to
be technology oriented.

But to be fully successful, the spread of ICT
access cannot rely solely on subsidized programs
if such services are ever going to be available to
the entire population. The amazingly rapid expan-
sion experienced in mobile telephony access and
use across the country in the past two years was
encouraged largely by policies from the govern-
ment. Nevertheless, better policies are required if
widespread access to ICTs is ever going to extend
beyond Lima to the rural areas. Wireless tech-
nologies offer outstanding possibilities but face
regulatory limitations. And yet, local service ICT
providers have developed good working relation-
ships and are now better able to deliver localized
and appropriate service solutions,' even though it
is still difficult to become an ICT service provider
at the regional and local levels.

There are various government offices that
initiate and sponsor projects related to ICTs, and
most of them install infrastructure, but there is no
coordination among the sponsors or their projects.
For example, one large educational program
called “Huascaran” offers computers with Internet
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connection in schools (especially in rural areas
and urban peripheries), but the infrastructure is
established to serve only the students and teachers.

Alocal government enacted Law 27972 to say
that one of their functions is to “...organize and
sustain cultural centers, libraries, theaters, and
art workshops in provinces, districts, and settle-
ments,” but the law also states that if they cannot
provide this service, they would ask other gov-
ernmental institutions to provide it.> Some local
governments have refused to permit antennas to
be installed because the governing officials think
the antennas may cause illness or because they
want to receive bribes or quasi-legal payments
from telecommunication companies. Most local
government officers and authorities, especially in
rural areas, do not know how to use computers
and do not have any idea what value the Internet
has to offer.

While the investment needed to deploy ICT
infrastructure in rural or poorer areas is expected,
the general trend is to continue to liberalize the
overall approach to telecommunications. This
liberalization is not necessarily good or bad in
and ofitself, and its impact on society will depend
on a great many different factors. Since 2006, the
two largest telecommunication companies in Peru
realize that rural areas are good places to invest
and to gain more mobile phone subscribers. In
July 2008, both companies expanded their service
coverage into Quechua and Aymara.

The World Summit on the Information So-
ciety (WSIS) provided the motivation to create
CODESI, and the principles to be considered
in national plans in the Latin American region
were set in 2003. Since then, Latin American
governments have set common goals that form
part of the eLAC 2007 movement. The eLAC
2007 became part of an overall political agenda
for Latin America and the Caribbean region, and
was inspired by and patterned after eEurope to
recognize the importance of ICTs to economic
and social development. As the eLAC 2007 was
established, its five key areas focus on access and

digital inclusion, development of capacities and
knowledge, transparency and public efficiency,
political instruments, and environment.

Collaborative Practices
across Venues

Thereisarich heritage of association and network-
ing among the government and non-government
special libraries. They are linked by the common
themes of health care, HIV/AIDS awareness,
agriculture, forestry, disaster mitigation and emer-
gencies, appropriate technological appropriation,
and financial interests and the economy. Library
networks have longused ICTs asatool, and health
libraries, for example, have spent more than twenty
years sharing common bibliographic databases in
Isis and Microlsis software. On the governmental
side, there is a national public library system that
links the government-supported libraries, but
most of those libraries do not maintain links to
other libraries.

Cabinas are not integrated or linked in any
significant way, although there are two or three
very minor associations. The most active of those
associations is called ASPESI and defines its as-
sociates as “cyber centers” rather than cabinas
because they claim to provide more services than
simply offering Internet connectivity.

There have been four national telecenter meet-
ings, and the last one was held in March 2008
(http://infoandina.org/telecentros). The meetings
were convened by a group of organizations and
professionals interested in promoting telecenters
and making them more useful. The group meets
and organizes events with some regularity, but
they have failed in their attempts to formalize
this networking. There are strong links and some
formal networks among telecenters created or
promoted by the same project, such as the SIA
Huaral and SIRA Arequipa telecenters, but they
do not extend beyond the local or regional level.

Collaboration among the various government
projects and initiatives has not been very common,
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but it seems to be increasing, and most realize that
telecenters and cybercafés would have alotto gain
from developing functional networks. Telecenters
and cybercafés may have different goals, but they
share common problems and could share experi-
ences. In a similar manner, public libraries would
benefit by networking with local telecenters and
cabinas. The practical experience of networking
among special libraries is well known among
librarians, but the concept may not be equally
well known among other professionals.

Buzz Factor

Most of the public considers a well-designed and
well-maintained infrastructure to be a good thing,
and because the public represents the power of the
nation’s ballotboxes, the result may go along way
toward explaining why the government prioritizes
its continuing investment in infrastructure. [t might
also be said that because engineers, as opposed
to sociologists or economists, commonly manage
most of the operational offices at all levels of
government, that this, too, might further explain
the emphasis on infrastructure investments.

Legitimate Use of Information
and Resources

Public access venues that were installed with
public funds or international donations, such as
telecenters, local government-sponsored com-
puter laboratories, or public libraries, usually
do not permit users to access games and chat
sites. While the reasons for such restrictions are
generally understood, there are those who object
to the restrictions on the basis that they infringe
on civil rights, while others, more interestingly,
claim any such use will help people become more
familiar with new technologies. Regardless of the
viewpoint, notmany of the PIAPs actually impose
any such restrictions. Chat sites and email are the
most commonly used services in cybercafés, and,
according to law, the cybercafés should provide
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“safe computers” (that is, computers with filters
to prevent minors from accessing pornographic
sites).

Shifting Media Landscape

ICT services have rapidly expanded, gained
many new subscribers, and attained widespread
regional coverage, especially with regard to mo-
bile telephones that are overcoming the lack of
landline telephone service (Gallardo, Lopez, and
Gonzalez, 2007). Gallardo, et al., present several
indicators of this important shift and noted that
the number of cell phones per one hundred in-
habitants increased from 14.7 at the end of 2004
to 31.9 by the end of 2006. The districts covered
by cell phone service more than doubled in 2006
from 434 to 974, and of the total of 1,828, there
has been a significant shift in the percentage of
households that have access to telephone service
(including