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Bridging the Information Gap: ICTs and Grassroots Women Entrepreneurs

1.0
Introduction

Information and Communication Technology (ICTs) have been recognized as key elements in the new global knowledge based economy, ensuring rapid and continuous transfer of commercial, financial and political information crucial to development. It is a fact that women worldwide lag overwhelmingly behind men in the access to and use of ICTs. Specifically, women in the rural and peri urban areas lack access to information and information flows channels at all levels that is relevant   to development of their lives hence lack of economic empowerment.

In an effort to promote access to ICTs by women and women organizations for economic empowerment, CEEWA-U committed it self since 1999 to implement an Information Communication Technology (ICTs) project with support from IDRC (International Development Research Center). The main objective of the project is to enable women entrepreneurs and women organizations that promote enterprise development to explore ways and means of exploiting ICTs for community economic empowerment. In the pilot phase the project operated in 3 Sub counties namely Nabweru in Wakiso District, Buwama in Mpigi and Nakawa Division in Kampala District.  The pilot phase has demonstrated the ability of ICTs to empower women through access to useful or relevant information. 

2.0
Activities

The scheduled activities involved operalisation of Operationalisation of Women Information Resource Electronic Service(WIRES) and continued entreprenuership development.
2.1
Operationalisation of WIRES

The WIRES set up was accomplished with a Local Area Net work and services that include Internet and E-mail, photocopying, computer training, telephone, document type setting services and information access on market prices, best practices in agriculture, business tips and trade support intuitions. All provided at a user fee to ensure sustainability of the project. 

Ten women opened E-mail accounts, which they use to communicate to   different partners about business and personal affairs. “ One woman from Maganjo parish said had used an e-mail address to communicate to International Women Tribute Center (IWTC) to establish business links with local women groups in the states. 

2.2
Development of WIRES databases, website and content development

The entire exercise was done by a consultancy firm by names of Virtual City Company located in Nairobi, Kenya. A business and functional analysis workshop for WIRES centre was conducted where information and technical needs were mapped and used to design an information management system.

 A data base driven website www.ceewawires.org was established with information on trade and commerce, best practices in agriculture, support institution such as micro finance institutions, women groups and business support institutions. This was done with assistance from   a consultancy firm called K2 Research Limited which collected information that was uploaded on the website.

2.3
Training of Women Entrepreneurs in Entrepreneurship Development

During 2001, a number of training sessions were conducted as part of the series initiated way back in 2000. A total of 65 women were trained in two sites Nabweru and Kampala.

The training covered two components namely;

a) Business skills and entrepreneurship development, focusing on entrepreneurship skills, business planning, business and financial information management using both traditional and modern facilities including CDRom.

b)  ICT application in business management: This training exposed the women to the concepts of ICTs   (what ICT are, types of ICTs, general uses /importance and application in business).

The women entrepreneurs have utilized skills obtained to keep records of their businesses analyze trends of their businesses performance and improve on customer relations. A case in point is one woman in Buwama called Nabosa Zuula who has been able to keep records of her business, separate it from family affairs and has recorded higher sales from her stall business.

2.4    Training of Trainers

Two trainings of trainers were conducted to build capacity among communities. Participants were drawn from women entrepreneurs in the three project sites and project staff. 
 The trainers in the three sites have been able to pass over business skill among the communities who were not part of the project beneficiaries.

2.5
 Production of Training Materials in Special Skills and Dissemination of Information 

Booklets on best practices in vegetable production, cattle rearing, piggery and poultry keeping     were developed and published.  They are in easy- to- read formats both in the most commonly used local language (Luganda) and English. The trainers from the three sites were guided on how to use them to disseminate information. The exercise for guiding trainers on the use of practical/ specialized skills was done in August 2001 in the three sites. 70% of the women beneficially reported to have attended training (Monitoring report 2001) Training covered; Best practices in agriculture; poultry and vegetable production. CEEWA-ICT project together with International Women Tribune Centre developed and pilot- tested the interactive media CD-ROM. The final CD-ROM has been greatly used in accessing skills in entrepreneurship development and demonstration of ICTs use.

2.6    Report On Continuous Monitoring Of Project Activities And Feed Back From Rural Sites

A Monitoring and Evaluation framework was designed to examine interventions made in the economic   empowerment of women. Monitoring exercises were undertaken with specific objectives of;

· Follow-up the trained women entrepreneurs in the three project sites (Buwama, Nabweru and Kampala);
· Find out the extent of women’s appreciation and application of the skills acquired in the entrepreneurship 

· Assess the impact of the training on the economic status and running of their businesses. 

· Analyse   impact of ICTs on promoting entepreneurship dvelopment

3.0
Impact of the Project on Women Entrepreneurs

Economic empowerment goes beyond increasing access and control of productive resources to include improved welfare of the women and her household and awareness and participation in decision-making at all levels. Within the context, the section discusses the extent to which the project interventions have contributed to the economic empowerment of women. 

3.1   Access and Control of Productive Resources

Women entrepreneurs have been able to access information on prices, markets and best practices in agriculture. Through linkage with marketing institutions, women were able to obtain market for their products. For example in March 2001 a total of 15 women entrepreneurs in the three project sites were able to secure an order of a total of 20,000 tablemats from the National Association of women Organisation of Uganda (NAWOU). Women were able to get access to credit and grants. For instance in June 2001 women in Buwama and Nabweru were introduced to Uganda Commercial Micro finance located in the near by trading centre for credit services. Three women have so far received the credit.

Women have been able to get income through sale of baskets and   expand their businesses (47%); as a result this has enabled them to build confidence, improve their participation in development activities and make effective decisions.

Training in specialised skills that covered poultry, vegetable growing, and passion fruit growing and zero grazing in all the three sites led to women increase production especially in poultry  and vegetable  production as reported by women beneficiaries in Maganjo parish, Nabweru site and Buwama site. This improved their feeding. 

It was also reported that other women who were not in poultry farming earlier showed interest and confidence in poultry rearing. A case in point is the case of all the 10 women beneficiaries in Maganjo Parish who jointly prepared a business plan for poultry keeping.

 3.2     Enhanced Awareness and participation

 39% the women beneficiaries reported to have used ICTs especially the telephone to reach out to their customers, do market research for their products, and call on their suppliers to send them products. This saved on time and reduced production costs of the beneficiaries, whch led to increased incomes and savings. For example a woman beneficiary Nabanja Margaret a shopkeeper in Maganjo who was reported having used a mobile phone to order for charcoal from Masindi through his brother who is a truck driver. In doing so she saved on time and money
Training in entrepreneurship have improved business performance, record keeping, marketing techniques, customer care and diversification (Monitoring report October 2001). 80% of women who were monitored reported increased income, business expansion and improved management practices. This has led to access to basic needs such as food, education and medical care. Follow up discussions held between the project staff & the beneficiaries regularly helped women identify new business ideas to start new businesses, for example, one beneficiary from Nansana, who was originally a zero grazing farmer started a brick-making project and a school canteen at the school near her home (Sept 2001).  

Women were able to use the computer and analyze their business records which helped to keep truck of  their business performance, income and expenditure trends. From the trainings, exposure and interaction, 23 % of the women entrepreneurs reported having build their confidence in managing their business, talking in public with fellow women on matters regarding enterprise development and marketing techniques (monitoring report October 2001)

3.3   Improved Welfare of Women and Their Households

Needs a lot of information on the subject. (Monitoring results (October 2001) indicated that 47% of the women entrepreneurs had experienced changed life styles. This was reflected in the changes that included improved feeding and dressing).

 4.0
 Participation in Policy advocacy for ICT
Uganda government under the Uganda National Council for Science and Technology is formulating the National Information Communication Technology (ICT) Policy. Given the wide experience the implementation of ICTs, CEEWA-U was invited to participate in the debate of the draft ICT policy. This provided an opportunity for CEEWA-U to push for considerations of some gender concerns that had earlier on not been considered in the draft policy. CEEWA-Uganda’s plan is to make more input to ensure that gender concerns are considered as a priority in the ICT policy.

CEEWA-U ICT project also participated in various ICTs advocacy initiatives including;

· ICTs Exhibition organised by UNDP: it was organised by AITEC on behalf of UNDP, in Mbale at the Cricket ground on 18th-19th October 2001 with the purpose of to bringing together all partner involved in the ICT industry to exhibit ICTs products and how they are used to reduce poverty. On the same occasion CEEWA-Uganda ICT project was given an opportunity to present a paper entitled: “Can ICTs economically empower women? A case of CEEWA-Uganda ICT Project.

· DENIVA Exhibition: It took place in Lira on the Mayors Garden from 17th to 19th November 2001 and was organised by DENIVA for purposes of bringing together NGOs and other partners in development to share knowledge and forge strategies on how they can work together to contribute to the development process. CEEWA-Uganda through the ICT project participated in the exhibition and even attended the NGO forum that was held and was able to advocate for integration of gender concerns in programmes undertaken by civil society organizations and the private sector. 

Through exhibitions attended, CEEWA-Uganda has strengthened her networking with other stakeholders with interests in ICTs and justified the role of ICTs in women’s economic empowerment.

5.0
Challenges

· ICTs and the ICT industry are a new  phenomenon in rural development initiatives. This calls for more sensitization among community leaders and women on the importance of ICT as well capacity building for the application of ICT in the management of their businesses. 

· Unreliable Internet Service Providers (IPS). The un availability of internet services from the provider for some days frustrates the users and affects information dissemination activities. While at the local level, Poor infrastructure affects efficient operation of such projects especially in rural areas where there are unreliable telephone lines and power supply (electricity). A case in point is Nabweru and Buwama site. 

6.0
Lessons learnt

· Most women participating in the project perceived their immediate problems as tangible items (like credit and material gifts or grants) and NOT information. Information was seen as an expensive input in business as demonstrated by relatively dear telephone calls and long walking distances to the nearest telecentre. 

· Women’s participation in ICT project activities is still constrained by their gender roles and responsibilities. They also lack knowledge and skills to exploit ICT potentials. The majority of the women were illiterate.

· For ICT projects to be accepted and understood in the communities, the demonstration and application of ICT should be undertaken in a simplified manner and materials produced in a commonly used local language.to a level the community members can easily understand and apply them e.g. information given should be in local language and easy to read formats

· Sustainability of good practices in ICT application and record keeping in enterprise development needed frequent guidance and monitoring. There is need for a continuous raising of awareness on the role of ICTs in the development process, for the women to appreciate and understand their importance in the development of their lives. The ICT facilities services need to be taken nearer to the users.

In conclusion, despite the challenges, ICTs have proved to be  a vehicle to economic empowerment as they bridge the communication gap, delivered timely messages to the right people, facilitated remote search for information and delivered information to women entrepreneurs and improved net working with collaborating institutions /support institution.  With the experience gained, CEEWA-U, will initiate an advocacy campaign for increased access of ICTs for economic empowerment of rural women and their household.
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