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[NOTES]

1. Development as expression of expansion of human knowledge, understanding and skills, and their progressive application to social production and life, including economic activity. 

2. History of collaboration and sharing among knowledge centres & scholars down the ages:

· Ancient world – movement of people – scholars, disciples, students - to centres of learning: Al Azhar in Cairo, The Museum and Library at Alexandria both in Egypt; later, Bologna and other European centres, as well as Timbuktu in Sudanic Africa.

· “Digital age”:  people and material still move but - thanks to ICT and general opening up of the world - increasing possibilities for virtual interaction and the instantaneous movement of phenomenal amounts of information.

Result: real-time, space-unlimited competition, but also collaboration.

Opting out is not a real option!!!!! 

3. Vast store of knowledge available on a global scale – commercially, but mostly free to those who can access and process it!  

· Issue: effectiveness of access, appropriation and utilisation; 

· Precondition: active, open and efficient communication across knowledge producers and knowledge centres;

Significance of conducive communications processes – policies, systems, arrangements and technology.

4. Challenges for Africa: 

· Capacity of African knowledge centres - universities and research institutions - to act as effective nodes of knowledge production and dissemination?

· ICT capability and Internet access – individual, institutional and national?

· Effectiveness of knowledge networking – in-country, among countries?

· Coordination of initiatives and effort?

· Particular role of pan-African bodies such as AAU?

 African universities and development

5. To act as nodes of knowledge production, dissemination and application effectively, Africa’s universities research centres need to be sufficiently integrated into the digital world to be able to draw freely from, and contribute to, the pool of global science. At the same time, they must be sufficiently wired, locally and socially, to draw from their own societies, while feeding back to them the fruits of global knowledge.  

6. Inadequate data, but:

· estimated 800 HE and research institutions in Africa; 

· unevenly spread, and wildly variable in size and quality;

· despite years of neglect in many instances, most attempting significant positive transformations

· BUT, common features: (a) none strong enough or digitally advanced enough to shoulder the full responsibility of a node of knowledge production in a globalised and networked society; (b) all are in need of substantial revitalization and strengthening – not least in respect of connectivity and the integration of ICT in teaching and research.

The Internet access challenge

7. Is it not ironic that, even as the Internet has opened up unprecedented communication and collaboration possibilities across space and time, its scarcity and high cost constitute a major constraint on knowledge networking?

· Facts: Average African university has a total Internet bandwidth about equal to that of a home in the North America or Europe with a DSL or cable modem connection.
 

· the average African university pays about 50 times more for Internet connection than its counterpart in North America or Europe

8. Contributory factors?

· poor national telecommunications policies that entrench monopolies and kill competition on the supplier side;

· poor procurement strategies at the institutional level and

· poor bandwidth utilization and management at the institutional level, exacerbated by lack of institutional network infrastructure and human resources. 

9. [[What can be done to reduce costs?

· lobby governments to establish policies that stimulate competition, dismantle monopolies and develop national infrastructure

· form purchasing consortia to procure bandwidth in bulk and realize volume discounts

· undertake competitive procurement of infrastructure and bandwidth

· develop good network infrastructure at the institutional level to distribute and use the scarce bandwidth resources effectively

· institute good bandwidth management policies and practices and build capacity of technical staff to monitor and manage networks

· address the challenges of “demand” that mostly require human capacity development]]
Knowledge Networking

10. Our immediate concern is with National Research and Education Networks (NRENs) - the more or less formal structures for collaboration in the production, dissemination and use of knowledge and skills, drawing upon modern ICT for effectiveness. Most often, and probably most effective, with official backing.
 

11. With over 400 universities in 53 countries, there are only 7 active NRENs in Africa, 3 of them (Kenya, South Africa and more recently Malawi) in sub-Saharan Africa. Four others - Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda and Nigeria - have had NRENs at the formative stage for a some time now. 

12. These networks are said to be driven, at least as much by the need to reduce international Internet access costs through the formation of purchasing consortia, as by the need for knowledge networking through human communication and collaboration at the national level. But, as we shall be hearing directly from some of these NRENs, I certainly look forward to finding out more about the difficulties faced by the slow starters, and the best practices stories as well as challenges of those that have successfully taken off.

13. The conventional list of challenges:

·  lack of institutional infrastructure and networks, 

· poor national infrastructure and policy environment, and

· poor sub-regional and international telecommunications infrastructure 

14. But there are major challenges too, not only in developing the necessary human capacity to design, manage, and monitor the infrastructure and networks, but also, and crucially, in developing and implementing supportive policies.

15. On what has been described as the “demand” side, challenges include:

· Whether African institutions and countries have research agenda that place a high enough premium on networking, communication and collaboration as means of accessing research materials?

· Is there appropriate content to drive the need, and create an incentive for good and efficient networks?

· Is there enough awareness of the importance of research and education networking at the institutional and national levels?

· Is there the necessary level of ICT skills among university staff to exploit the technology fully and push demand to the limits?

16. Another challenge relates to coordination of donor resources and their concentration on critical needs. Without that sustained and real progress is impossible. That means that development partners need to collaborate and cooperate more - in other words, they, too, need to form their own network - and listen better to the intended beneficiaries!

Progress so far in building NRENs in Africa?
17. Not much! And what there is, has seldom been led by and from within Africa. 

18. Such external support has been invaluable, contributing technical, human and financial resources to NREN development and support in Africa. 

· two of the three active NRENs in sub-Saharan Africa - TENET and KENET - were catalysed and supported by external donors 

· IDRC has stimulated dialogue and focus on NREN development in Africa – today’s event is but one instance. 

19. But if sustainable solutions are to be found to the challenges of building national networks, and the full benefits reaped, then African institutions and governments have to take charge. The international community, while playing its part, must challenge African institutions to take up their responsibilities, and work with them to provide the necessary leadership.

20. Fortunately this year, 2005 has seen real progress on these fronts, with unprecedented attention focused on NRENs, their importance and development both in Africa and on the international scene. Major meetings have been held and more are on the way. 

21. On the Internet front, the work undertaken by the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa in collaboration with the African Virtual University (AVU) deserves particular mention. Through international competitive bidding, the total bandwidth available to a consortium universities that the Partnership supports (and AAU) has been increased from 12,000 Kbps per month to 93,000 Kbps, and the unit cost has been brought down from an average of $7.30 per Kbps to $2.33. 

22. Internet access and the amount and cost of bandwidth have been the focus of attention, and have driven the creation of existing NRENs.  But unless these are seen as an entry point, unless the creation of the NRENs is driven by the broader considerations of human networking at all levels - institutional, national, regional and international - the process is unlikely to be sustainable. To assure this, it is necessary to focus also on the “demand” side: the building of human capacities, the promotion of national research and, ultimately, the satisfaction of the needs of our key stakeholders - Africa’s young scholars operating in a digitised and networked global society.

23. As indicated above, this has been a promising year. The need for action, especially in respect of bandwidth access and effective use, is widely acknowledged; there is no lack of initiatives, of players, of funding, nor of ideas. Yet there is a common perception that the ultimate consumers (individuals, institutions, society) are not getting as much value out of the effort as they should. I would argue that what is missing are 

(a) framework for action, and 

(b) coordination at high enough level to

· give coherence and meaning to the many and varied initiatives/efforts

· nurture trust and buy-in by the key players

· create real synergies

AAU’s role

24. It is against this background that the 11th General Conference of the Association of African Universities, held in Cape Town early this year, mandated the Secretariat of the Association to assume a focal point role in initiatives aimed at enhancing access and effective utilisation of ICT and the Internet by its members, starting with access to higher bandwidth at lower cost. Apart from coordination for more effective outcomes for its member institutions, a particular concern of the AAU, which represents 194 universities and other higher education institutions in 45 countries in Africa, is that the benefits be not limited to a few “privileged” institutions!

25. The AAU, which has a record of pioneering the spread of ICT and Internet access among its member institutions going back to the mid-1990s, has since been working with key donors to ICT in Africa, as well as its member institutions to deliver on this mandate. It commissioned a study of its proper niche in the field of ICT connectivity and effective use in teaching, learning and research in Africa. The result of this study is currently under discussion, and will inform the next stages of the consolidation of the various initiatives on the continent. Additionally, and starting with discussions at the 3rd International Open Access Conference in Maputo in May 2005, and intensive consultations thereafter, active steps have been taken to increase collaboration among the many initiatives at play, and involve all players - the African institutions, the service providers, the regulators and the donors - in developing a framework for coordinated action to move matters decisively forward. 

26. This Roundtable is a step in the process, and later this month (September 25 to 27) CERN, ITU and the United Nations University are organising an international workshop in Geneva, aimed at facilitating scientific and medical collaboration.  It is expected that the Geneva workshop will build on the results of our deliberations here in Philadelphia, but draw in more European and international participation.  

27. The culmination of this phase of the process will be a major Conference convened by the Association of African Universities in Tunis on November 14 and 15, as a parallel event at the World Summit of the Information Society. The conference, which will be on the theme “African Research and Education Network Infrastructure”, will be followed by a workshop on national networks. Sponsors of the conference are IDRC, the Open Society of South Africa, the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, the Swedish International Development Agency and the World Bank - some of the most active supporters of ICT development in Africa. As many of its African and international participants will have been active both here in Philadelphia and in Geneva next week, the AAU Tunis Conference will be positioned to capture the results of these prior meetings and consultations. While the international community will be present in Tunis, the main aim of the Conference is be to bring together a critical mass of African expertise to develop a road map that integrates the many initiatives and under way, and captures the synergies among them.

Conclusion

28. There is no shortage of initiatives in Africa addressing the challenges to the effective integration of ICT in education and the building of NRENs. Nor of success stories and lessons learned both in Africa and internationally from which we could draw.  In the course of this Roundtable we shall hear from some of the actors at the forefront of tackling the challenges of building NRENs in Africa and internationally.  

29. It is my sincere hope that we can all work together, communicate and collaborate better, and share technical, human and financial resources. This is the essence of human networking that lies at the base  of NREN creation, Above all, I dare to hope that by the end of the Roundtable we shall have moved beyond talk, and begun to establish the basis for deliberate action

================================================

Annex 1

[From: Michiel Hegener, Internet in Africa] 

The AAU now unites 175 universities in 37 African countries.  Its main task is to promote cooperation and communication among its members.  Africa did not fail to notice the Internet’s breakthrough as a medium of communication among Western universities in the early 1990s.  Ekong explains: “We conducted a feasibility study, and our conclusion was that, for African universities, e-mail was the mode of telecommunication of the future.  In June 1995 we linked up all the PCs at our headquarters in a Novell Network over ethernet cabling, essentially to improve our own internal capacity.  By doing so we also developed a more reliable data communication infrastructure in order to support full Internet connectively in the future – and to gain experience now.  Since ten, our technicians have given seminars to university staff on setting up a store-and-forward e-mail system.  The AAU is not in the business of installing e-mail for its members – that’s not part of our mandate.  We do however give information and advice.” 

According to Donald Ekong, Africa scientists often hardly know what their colleagues at other universities are doing, and they lack the capability to disseminate their own research results throughout Africa.  The extreme shortage of up-to-date academic publications at practically all African universities could be remedied with a robust Internet link, a powerful printer, and a plentiful supply of paper.

====================

With support from Carnegie Foundation of New York and IDRC, the AAU organised a technical meeting in May 2000. The experts developed guidelines for self-assessment of ICT maturity and an extensive survey questionnaire for collecting data on ICT status in African higher education institutions. The guidelines were published and widely disseminated. Full details of tis exercise can be found at http://www.aau.org/english/documents/aau-ictreport-toc.htm and http://www.aau.org/english/documents/ICT-GUID.pdf. 

The follow-up to this exercise could not be taken up for lack of funds. 

=============================
Proceedings of the 11th General Conference of the AAU held in Cape Town in February 2005

Excerpt

A parallel session on “Promoting African Research and Education Network” was sponsored by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC). The session focussed on the report of the IDRC survey on planned and existing national, regional and inter-regional groupings in Africa and their actual and potential roles in improving bandwidth connectivity in African higher education institutions. It also provided an opportunity for institutions such as the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, the World Bank, and the Royal Institute of Technology in Sweden to present their initiatives for enhancing Internet connectivity in Africa, the challenges encountered and the benefits of networking. In the conclusion, the AAU was called upon to play a focal point role in this field.  A similar call came from another parallel event, organised by the International Network for the Availability of Scientific Publications (INASP) on “Strategies for Optimising and Managing Bandwidth in African Universities”. 

� Source ATICS –www.atics.info


� I like Steve Song’s working definition of NRENs as: “simply the human networks that will drive forward the African R&E agenda … the human capital and organizational structures that will make this all happen. What specific formal responsibilities African NRENs ultimately take on I expect to be the subject of evolving national and regional dialogues.”
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