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Good afternoon to you all, and thank you very much for your invitation to join you here today. It
is an honour once again to enjoy the company of scholars and students at the Munk Centre.

Let me also congratulate those who have designed this seminar. The digital divide between the
rich and poor countries constitutes one of the decisive global issues of our time. It is
conventionally understood—and properly so—both as a symbol and a source of the deep and
disturbing inequalities that afflict the poor in the present age.

But I will argue that the digital divide is not just a metaphor for inequity and poverty. It can also
describe—in the right conditions—a real and immediate opportunity for democratic and
sustainable development, even in the poorest parts of the world.

And what are these “right conditions”? How can these astonishing technologies of information
and communication be exploited in the interests of poor people in poor countries? The answer, in
three words: better domestic governance.

I do not for a moment deny that reforming international institutions and international
arrangements can make important contributions to bridging the digital divide. At my own
organization, the International Development Research Centre, we have been working hard at
collaborative international efforts of exactly that kind.

However, more than 30 years of research in the field have convinced us at IDRC that the
governance that matters most to development is domestic governance. Improving the quality of
governance inside a poor country—making governance more open, more accountable, better
informed and more effective—is the essential “right condition” of democratic and sustainable
development.

Closing the digital divide, by disseminating the benefits of information and communication
technologies (ICTs), gives dramatic proof of this good-governance imperative. Before citing
some strong examples, I’ll pursue this point just a little further.
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The good-governance imperative cuts both ways. On the one hand, good governance can liberate
innovation, investment and public participation in ICTs themselves. On the other hand, ICTs that
are well governed—that are physically accessible, affordable, responsive to human needs—can
accelerate development that is more democratic, more sustainable, and more prosperous.

So we are talking about good governance of ICTs, and about ICTs for good governance.

A couple of cases suggest how this dynamic is already succeeding.

In many poor countries (as in some rich countries, it should be added) better governance of ICTs
must include reforming legal, regulatory and financial systems. In too many places, for example,
locally entrenched telecom monopolies—in coalition with government bureaucracies and
sometimes politicians—can block the introduction of accessible Internet and cell phone services.
In other countries, governments shut down cyber cafés and telecentres in order to suppress
political opposition.

But where legal and regulatory environments are opened up to new firms and new technologies,
dramatic improvements in human well-being can follow.

This should not surprise Canadians, because this country has itself demonstrated the symbiotic
interaction of good policy and commercial interest. It is not by accident that Canadians are
among the most Web-connected people in the world. Vigorous competition among telephone and
cable companies, combined with government-led programs like “Smart Communities” and
“SchoolNet”, has helped to place us on the right side of the digital divide.

The same can happen in developing countries. In Latin America, for instance, IDRC is
supporting a project called E-Link Americas, aimed at creating low-cost Internet connections in
poor, remote and marginalized communities.

It’s a simple concept. E-Link is negotiating free satellite time from satellite operators with excess
supply, and free dishes from dish suppliers. As a result, small villages will suddenly have
wireless Internet access to better rural health, education, and government services, through
community telecentres. E-Link is one of the projects undertaken through the Institute for
Connectivity in the Americas, a North-South collaboration launched two years ago at the Quebec
City Summit of the Americas.

Stimulating innovation and investment with better legal and regulatory rules and with easier
access to credit for new and small firms—that is one part of the good-governance imperative.

The other part is exploiting the vast potential of ICTs for good governance. Here too, we know it
is possible because it is already happening. ICTs are being put to the service of governance that is
more transparent, more responsible, more effective, and more open to popular participation. All
of this generates real human development.
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In Senegal, for example, IDRC helped finance a little cell phone network that links farmers in
their fields with market women in Dakar, relaying up-to-date commodity prices from market to
farmers. The result? Higher incomes for farmers, and new employment for women in the city.

Other examples are proliferating across Africa. In one project, nomadic cattlemen are tracking
their wandering herds with cell phones and GPS receivers—a remarkable image of tradition and
technology in friendly convergence.

In Uganda—where political dissent was mortally dangerous not so long ago—villagers are using
cell phones to call open-line radio programs to give lively voice to their own opinions. Again,
ICTs are put to the service of good governance and better lives.

These cases powerfully demonstrate another point about digital development. While much of the
technology sector in North America and Europe has experienced retreat and uncertainty in recent
years, something wholly different is occurring in Africa. Africans are staging a genuine
information revolution on their own continent. And they are doing it their way—not by imitating
the long technological history of the rich economies, but by seizing on their own opportunities.

Most of Africa has never built extensive landline networks for telephones—and now it never
will. The African information revolution is wireless.

And the revolution is continuing. Africa had 990,000 registered Internet users in the year 2000.
The number this year is estimated at 2.2 million; in three years it has more than doubled.

Better governance—in the reform of regulatory and legal regimes—is helping to close the digital
divide in developing countries. At the same time, digital development can help create governance
that is more democratic and more productive.

I have already mentioned the Institute for Connectivity in the Americas, an organization that is
bringing together governments, NGOs, academics and business people in new alliances of
cooperation and innovation. One of the projects the Institute is supporting is the
Interparliamentary Forum of the Americas, which is using the Internet to distribute material and
promote parliamentary good practices throughout the region.

Along the same lines, Canada and Mexico have launched a pilot project known as E-Campus
Americas, an e-learning enterprise aimed at improving performance in public services. Starting in
Mexico, this is a project that could be extended to other countries in the hemisphere.

What becomes obvious in all these settings—in Asia, Latin America and Africa, as well as in the
developed world—is that technology has advanced much further, and much faster, than political
culture or the procedures of government. But that is changing, as it must. The speed, transparency
and responsiveness that the new technologies allow can transform governance—to make it more
open, more accountable, and more effective.
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These are not, I stress, inevitable outcomes. Bad governance can defeat invention and stifle
investment. Bad policy can aggravate inequalities and perpetuate inequities. For developing
countries, this is the good-governance imperative: to foster new applications of knowledge in
ways that will empower people—poor people especially—to decide and improve their own
futures.

To that end, I invite all of you to visit IDRC on the Web, at www.idrc.ca, where you can explore
our research activities in detail. More than that, if you have new ideas for making ICTs more
accessible and affordable to poor people in poor countries, I invite you to bring your ideas to us.
We are always eager to encourage and finance new and original research proposals.

I advance this invitation because the challenge is urgent—to mobilize information and
communication technologies specifically to free people from the oppression of poverty. The
urgency was reinforced for me recently at Harvard University, where we in IDRC hosted a two-
day workshop on these questions. Among the participants were two Nobel Prize economists,
Amartya Sen (author of the landmark book Development as Freedom) and Michael Spence,
currently dean of the business school at Stanford University. A clear consensus emerged at that
workshop on the rich potential of ICTs for development. But there was an equally strong
agreement on the necessity of democratizing ICTs—making them more available, and more
affordable, so that more people can use them to improve their own lives.

That is partly a problem of technology. But it is certainly an imperative of good governance.

Thank you.

http://www.idrc.ca

