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Towards an Information Society in Africa: 
The Case for National Policies 

Building a sustainable information society in Africa is a cen-
tral goal of the African Information Society Initiative (AISI). 
AISI calls for the development of National Information and 

Communication Infrastructure (NICI) plans in every African country. 
This plan should be rooted in national development priorities - such 
as health, education, job creation, food security, land reclamation, 
water, debt management, industrial development, trade, and tourism. 
AISI also aims to encourage regional cooperation between African 
countries to share successful experiences and to support regional 
development in the context of ICTs. This paper provides a brief intro-
duction to the NICI concept in Africa and what the process entails.   

WHY NATIONAL ICT POLICIES?

The world has entered the Knowledge and Information Society, 
driven by information and intellectual products as raw materials. In 
this context, the ability to transmit data over information and com-
munication infrastructure is a crucial resource for any nation, to par-
ticipate effectively in the global information society and to address 
development challenges. 

The successful deployment of information and communication tech-
nologies can contribute to the development of knowledge societies in 
the countries on the continent and contribute to bridging the digital 
divide.

In May 1995, the Conference of Ministers of the Economic Commission 
for Africa (ECA) adopted a resolution called “Building Africa’s Informa-
tion Highway”, to establish an Information Society agenda. An action plan 
known as the Africa Information Society Initiative (AISI) was adopted by 
the ECA Conference of Ministers and African Heads of State and Govern-
ments. 

According to its vision AISI aims at “supporting and accelerating 
socio-economic development across the region”. Driven by critical 
development imperatives, it focuses on priority strategies, pro-
grammes and projects, which can assist in the sustainable build-up 
in countries. This led to the national ICT policy process, known as 

“.. ……….in the 

case of Rwanda,  

the deployment, 

exploitation, and 

the development 

of  ICTs to 

support the 

country’s 

socio-economic 

development  

process is not a 

matter of choice 

but that of 

necessity.  ICTs 

could power the 

economy and 

move it towards 

an information 

and knowledge-

based economy.”

H.E President 
Paul Kagame
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the National Information and Communication 
Infrastructure (NICI) Plan.

What is NICI?

The development of NICI plans and strategies 
is one of the most important programmes sup-
ported by AISI. The plans provide a framework 
for the sustainable development of the informa-
tion society in Africa.

Plans and policies under this framework can 
be dened as “an integrated set of decisions, 
guidelines, laws, regulations and other mecha-
nisms which are geared to directing and shaping 
the production, acquisition and use of ICT’s.”

The plans and strategies are always based on 
national needs and development priorities as 
determined by all the relevant stakeholders of 
any country. Governments play a central role 
in the creation of an enabling policy and leg-
islative framework to promote an integrated 
national information and communication infra-
structure.

While the national development agenda forms 
the bedrock of the NICI plans, the following 
areas are also critical for the implementation of 
the plans: 

Physical infrastructure: Without adequate 
infrastructure the vision of AISI may not be 
realized. Central to this is the need to upgrade 
and establish telecommunication networks and 
services at national levels. In addition, improv-
ing interconnectivity in the region and the 

provision of gateways to international telecom-
munication networks need to be considered. 
Other important areas include the development 
of broadcasting infrastructure for radio and tele-
vision services, and the production, assembly 
and distribution of affordable hardware. The 
NICI plans and policies should also consider the 
development of software applications, includ-
ing addressing issues such as Intellectual Prop-
erty Rights (IPR).

Creating a legislative and regulatory frame-
work:  A comprehensive review of existing 
regulatory frameworks should be conducted. 
This will include all the applicable laws and 
the institutional arrangements. A stable and pre-
dictable legislative and regulatory environment 
is considered a prerequisite to attract invest-
ment into the information and communication 
sector. 

Building national information resources: 
Developing content in 
Africa is as important 
and challenging as 
developing the 
information and com-
munications infrastruc-
ture. There is already 
a wealth of information 
available on the conti-
nent, which is not always easily accessible or 
exploited. This will play a critical role in plan-
ning and decision- making by both public and 
private sectors and the development of all eco-
nomic and social sectors of African societies. 
Here issues of Open Source software have to be 
addressed.

ICT applications in key social and economic 
areas: Creating applications in line with the 
development priorities of the country could 
make a signicant contribution. Applications 
should address e-governance, to improve the 
efciency of the public service and service 
delivery to citizens; education, health and 
e-commerce for instance.

Development of National ICT Policy

Countries with policy

Countries in the process
of developing a policy

Countries where there is
no policy development
process

2002

2000

16

30

1613

21

10

“……..the whole world is 
going towards a plug and 
play society but in Africa 
we don’t even have the 

plug”.

Hon. Mrs. Mary 
Kaphwereza Banda, 
Minister for Gender, 

Malawi
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Links to national, regional and global devel-
opment goals: The NICI process should be 
based on initiatives that aim to reduce poverty 
such as the Millennium Development Goals 
that all UN Member States have pledged to, as 
well as other efforts such as the Poverty Reduc-
tion Strategy Plan (PRSP).

Development of human resources: The devel-
opment of human resources is the cornerstone 
of the sustainability of the Information Society. 
NICIs call for capacity building of both techni-
cal and managerial skills through education and 
training in order to equip Africans to become 
empowered citizens in the knowledge age. Edu-
cation and training institutions should develop 
curricula to enhance the skills of managers, engi-
neers and IT specialists, workers and students. 

The NICI development process 
and cycle

Formulating NICI plans involves a dynamic 
and on-going broad-based consultative process. 
Experiences derived from the various NICI pro-
cesses of a number of African countries oper-
ating under the AISI framework has yielded a 
phase-wise methodology that can be adapted 
for implementation in other countries.

Although the NICI Plan can be a long process, 
the duration varies from place to place. Coun-
tries have to be exible and need not wait for 
the end of the process to begin implementa-
tion of some concrete and action-oriented pro-
grammes.

Phase 1: The methodology concentrates on 
the development of the Framework Document. 
This is based on the review and analysis of 
current national socio-economic development 
frameworks, policies, strategies and provisions 
as well as ICT development, deployment 
and exploitation in the country. The Frame-
work Document species and denes the gen-
eral problems highlighting specic strategies 
required to guide the Policy development pro-
cess and the subsequent Plan.  

Phase 2: The Policy Document is developed, 
providing details of commitments in relation to 
WHAT needs to be done through the exploita-
tion and development of ICTs. The Plan, to be 
developed in the 3rd phase of the process pro-
vides details of HOW policy commitments can 
be translated into concrete programmes and ini-
tiatives for implementation.

Phase 3: This is the nal phase and is devoted 
to the devel-
opment of the 
1st ICT Plan 
guided by 
Government 
policy com-
m i t m e n t s . 
This Plan, the 
rst of a 
series serves 
as a cornerstone for the country’s socio-eco-
nomic development plan over a specic time-
frame (3 - 5 years). The Task is to develop 
an integrated ICT and socio-economic devel-
opment Plan with the capability to support 
the development of the necessary economic 
base and environment for accelerating countries 
towards an information and knowledge-based 
economy/society.

Once the plan is developed and implemented, 
the progress of the implementation is monitored 
and evaluated on a regular basis. Normally, the 
plan provides for annual reviews.   

Education
17%

Trade and Investment
14%Gender

3%

Governance
15%

Health
13%

Infrastructure
8%

Other
13%

Agriculture and Natural
Resources

13%

Culture and Tourism
4%

Sectoral Areas of Focus in NICI Plans

Compiled from the NICI plans of 11 countries

“……….in putting together the ICT 
policy in Ghana, it is important to 
take into account issues related to 
supporting the involvement of the 

academic sector inorder to develop 
the necessary human resources 

required for the 
information/knowledge economy”. 

Dr. Seth Laryea, President, Valley 
View University, Ghana
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Sensitization and participation of 
stakeholders 

It is recommended that all stakeholders be 
involved in the preparation of NICI plans and 
policies from the beginning. Therefore, this 
activity involves an intensive consultative pro-
cess where governments take the lead. 

Ideally the process of developing the NICI plan is 
managed through a high-level taskforce or com-
mission. In countries where the process has 
been very successful, the Task Force or Com-
mission  was appointed by the President or 
the Cabinet. Represen- tatives include gov-

ernments (agencies/
d e p a r t m e n t s /
ministries); civil 
society groups; pri-
vate sector; inde-
pendent regulatory 
bodies; academia, 
and labour unions, 
etc. It is through this 
consultative pro-
cess that certain 
issues can be 
addressed, such as 
how gender and 

youth considerations can be incorporated in the 
plans and strategies for instance. According to 

Marie Koumandial Nanalbaye a Chadian MP, 
“there is need for sensitisation campaigns to pro-
mote women’s access to ICTs and the Chadian 
Government and Parliament should start a national 
policy and plan in favour of women”. 

As a rst step it is recommended that a work-
shop be held with all parties to sensitize them 
on the process. This is ensure buy-in and sup-
port from all societal actors from the start. 

Building the African Information Society:  
The challenges and opportunities 

There are many challenges to overcome in 
building the information society in Africa. 
Embedded in these challenges are opportuni-
ties for the continent to make its contribution 
in developing innovative solutions for address-
ing the many social and economic imperatives 
facing developing countries today.

The role of government is to provide a vision 
and strategy, within a legal and regulatory 
framework that will promote the development 
of the information society and to ensure that all 
sectors of society can benet from it.

NICI Programme
Identification &

Selection

Determine the National
Development Priorities

Development of the Policy
Framework

Developing
next NICI Plan

NICI Programme
 Monitoring & 

Evaluation

NICI Programme
Implementation Resource

Deployment

Resource
Mobilization

NICI
Programme & Profile

development

The NICI Cycle

“As much as we must invest 
resources in developing the 

national ICT infrastructure, we 
also need to invest in devel-
oping the ICT literacy levels 

in the schools and in the coun-
try as a whole. --- We need 

to move beyond the 3Rs and 
embrace computer literacy as 

well”

Professor Francis, K. A. 
Allotey, Renowned Ghanaian 

mathematician and former 
Chairman of the Ghana Atomic 

Energy Commission

Consulting the People: 
the NICI Process in Rwanda and Malawi

Consultations in the two countries have involved: a 
series of meetings with cabinet Ministers, key stake-
holders in the public and the private sectors, includ-
ing the various constituencies of the ICT industry.  In 
addition public fora and brieng sessions are held 
with universities and other institutions of higher edu-
cation, followed by civil society gatherings including 
the media. 

During the consultation in Rwanda for instance, many 
members of the public felt that with respect to gov-
ernment services “there was need to establish what 
the government can do with ICTs, and what the coun-
try as a whole can gain from the exploitation of ICTs”.  
Others felt it could be used to bring government 
closer to the people.
 
In Malawi some members of the public cautioned pol-
icy-makers urging them to avoid an undue emphasis 
on policy formulation without developing the relevant 
programmes to implement the policy.
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