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1. Introduction

Uganda is widely hailed as one of the African success stories in terms of deployment and application of information and communication technologies (ICTs). Nevertheless, a 1998 UNESCO survey on the available sources of information for development in Uganda revealed that most of the available sources of information are either out of reach of rural women or fall short of their information needs
 -- a finding that remains true today. Considering that 80% of Ugandan women live in rural areas, it is necessary that we consider the opportunities presented by ICTs in addressing this information gap. In line with this, Women of Uganda Network (WOUGNET) welcomes the opportunity presented by this conference to share ideas, experiences and challenges on the subject of women and ICTs. In particular, how can the use of ICTs be promoted as tools for information exchange aimed at development -- with a particular emphasis on the needs of women in the Horn of Africa Region?

The following presentation consists of two parts. First, we shall present the experiences and challenges faced by WOUGNET in our mission to promote and support the use of ICTs among women in Uganda. Secondly, we shall present the case of WOUGNET member, Lungujja Women’s Association, and how they expect to benefit from the application of ICTs.

2. Background on WOUGNET

The Women of Uganda Network (WOUGNET) was initiated in May 2000 by several women organisations in Uganda to promote the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) among women. For eighteen months prior to the formation of WOUGNET, an email list was maintained by Dorothy Okello, a specialist and trainer in communication technology, through which women’s organisations in Uganda would share news and announcements, as well as tips on computer and internet usage. As interest in the list grew, it became apparent that a structure and mechanism were needed to maintain and facilitate this communication. Consultations were held with several well-known women’s organisations, and the consensus was that a network should be formed and that WOUGNET, once formed, should establish a companion website on which to profile the work of women’s organisations. The network was launched in May 2000 and the website can be accessed at http://www.wougnet.org. Today, the WOUGNET website and mailing lists have become key sources of information about and for women’s organisations in Uganda, and they have become a valued resource for its members and other interested partners. 

The main goal of WOUGNET is to improve conditions of life for Ugandan women by enhancing their capacities and opportunities for exchange, collaboration and information sharing. It is widely recognised that women in Africa need increased access to ICTs in order to effectively address local problems of sustainable development and economic empowerment. In line with this, WOUGNET’s goal is to promote and support the use of ICTs to empower women and women’s organisations through access to information and to opportunities for exchange and empowerment. We define ICTs to include email, the web, radio, television and print media. However, our emphasis is directed towards email and the web, and how these technologies can be integrated with traditional means of information exchange and dissemination for maximum outreach.

3. Challenges faced with promoting the use of ICTs and WOUGNET’s response
Major challenges faced by WOUGNET in promoting the use of ICTs as tools for information exchange and dissemination include:

· Access to and availability of relevant information (content) for members’ development needs

· Creating awareness about the potential of ICTs as viable tools for information exchange and dissemination that produces results.

· The need to provide training and hands-on demos on the usage and application of ICTs. 

· Limited outreach because we currently operate primarily online. As a result, the majority of our members are based in Kampala – where it is relatively easier to gain Internet access. However, we do have members who are based in rural areas, outside Kampala, or otherwise lack Internet access, but they have contacts who have Internet access and are able to serve as information conduits. (For example, Agency for Sustainable Development Initiatives in Apac district and Child Development Foundation in Mbale district.)

WOUGNET is addressing these challenges by:

· Maintaining a mailing list as a place for women and women organisations to exchange and disseminate information. Information posted has included conference and workshops being conducted, requests for information on current developments in various fields gender, agriculture, technology, health, etc., as well as postings by potential volunteers for various activities who post their intent to volunteer on the list. The WOUGNET website and mailing lists are hosted by Kabissa  - Space for Change in Africa (http://www.kabissa.org).

· Profiling women organisations and their activities on the WOUGNET website. In addition, the WOUGNET website contains practical information and documentation on topics of interest to women’s organisations and the general public, and links to national and international projects. 

· Producing a monthly WOUGNET Update Newsletter that provides details on activities of women organisations in Uganda, upcoming conferences, workshops, training programmes, funding opportunities and tips on computer/internet usage. The newsletter is sent out to the members of the WOUGNET mailing list, an additional 200 newsletter subscribers, and mailing lists with an ICT and gender focus.

· A TechTips programme, began in January 2001, to address computer or IT-related queries or issues members may have. The TechTips team also prepares tips on topical issues of interest, for example, keeping your computer virus free, using Acrobat Reader, etc.

· A Web Design programme that was started in collaboration with InterConnection.org to develop websites for members of WOUGNET, free of charge. To date, completed websites include that for SOS Sudan Association (SOSSA) and for Uganda Media Women's Association (UMWA).

· Identifying and soliciting training and conference/networking opportunities for WOUGNET members. Most recently, two WOUGNET members participated in a WorldSpace Radio training event held in Kampala: ALFA Ministries and Lungujja Women's Association. Another example of this effort is indeed the participation of Florence Kaddu and the Association of Uganda Women Medical Doctors (AUWMD) at this regional conference on Women and ICTs. 

· A two-year program of action has been designed to enable WOUGNET establish an “on the ground” office that will strengthen and broaden our capacity to support networking and information-sharing among Ugandan women and women organisations.  (We are currently seeking funding for this program).

· This first week of June is also the beginning of the 3-week email-based conference hosted by WOUGNET on "Information Access for Rural Women". This online conference is to facilitate the exchange of ideas and experiences on information access for rural women. Participation in the conference is open to everyone. The online conference report including recommendations will be presented at the Know How Conference Kampala in July 2002. The Know How conference is the fifth international conference of specialists in the collection and dissemination of information relevant to women, and Uganda is the first African country to host this event. For more information on the WOUGNET online conference, you can visit: http://www.wougnet.org/Events/iarw.html or contact ruralwomen@wougnet.org. 


These are some of the activities that WOUGNET has conducted in our response to the challenges of promoting ICTs. Next, we present the perspective from a member’s point of view – Lungujja Women’s Association.

4. Background on Lungujja Women’s Association

Lungujja Women’s Association (LWA) was formed in 1996 as a Burial Group with the intention of helping women of the group manage crises in case of death in the family. The group was made up of women whose husbands had wealth but who had not directly benefited from this wealth except for the good homes and education of their children. These women used to collect cash and keep it with one of the members selected at a meeting. When need arose it was easy to get the cash and solve the problem there and then.

Time came when the cash collected could not cater for all the members because two or three people could be facing a similar problem at the same time!! A headhunt was made and many of us joined because now these “wealthy” women could not cater for their entire group in case many of them had a need for cash!!

The cash collections increased as the number of women increased, thus there was need for opening an account in the bank, but the savings were lying redundantly at the bank pending emergencies, which did not make sense. We therefore started cash round rotational credit system whereby a member was lent cash to be able to start a business or improve the existing one.

Soon everyone wanted to borrow cash and yet the group savings were inadequate. The need to approach Micro Finance Institutions grew and we approached one of the Micro Finance Institutions (MFI) for assistance. The MFI we contacted first is called Food for the Hungry Uganda (FAULU U) but at present we are also dealing with Commercial Microfinance Uganda Ltd. These MFIs had a mission of building capacity of the borrowers thus they trained one lady (treasurer) to handle the loan repayments/savings on their (MFI) behalf. This task has been leaving the treasurer out of the proceedings of each weekly meeting as she calculates each member’s loan repayment and interest per week while the meeting goes on; thus we saw the need for computer.

5. LWA Mission and Activities

Lungujja Women Association’s mission is “economic empowerment through group savings and solidarity.”  Our major activities are training in baking, health matters, nutrition, how to handle crises in homes, record keeping and others. This training is offered on a voluntary basis and via group discussions.  Each member is asked to find information on a chosen subject and then they present it to the group at the next meeting. We would have preferred professional training but we cannot afford the fee.

Dorothy Okello of WOUGNET first became known to me (Florence Kaddu) on a personal basis through the WOUGNET mailing list, but LWA has benefited a lot from knowing her and from being a WOUGNET member, as you will read ahead. Through this mailing list, we managed to get information about KITE -- an organisation that donates computers and related packages like Internet connection for community development. LWA is privileged to be the first recipient of this donation. Please read more about KITE at http://www.kiteinc.org.

LWA is completely new to this computer technology and we have only a few pictures (when we first came into contact with the machine) to show for testimony at present. We received the computer in March 2002 and we started operations in April 2002. Florence Kaddu the secretary of the association is the contact person. You can read about the association and see some of our pictures too by visiting http://www.wougnet.org/Profiles/lungujja.html.

From this regional conference on women and ICT, we hope to benefit through the ideas that other people are going to share with us as part of their testimonies. We think that LWA will also reach a stage when ICTs are part of us, as we are planning to train before we go straight into their application. 

We intend to utilise ICTs to access websites where we can learn more about small business management since most of us are small-scale business holders. The LWA treasurer will learn to use the necessary computer application, which will reduce the tasks of having to calculate interest for each of the 40 members during a meeting while she misses the issues being discussed at the weekly foras. Also, the minutes of meetings have been handwritten for such a long time but we have now started typing them.

As members of WOUGNET, we have benefited in getting an awareness of ICTs, through this awareness we hope to utilise ICTs to improve the association’s way of doing things. We also want to learn from other people and how they have improved business and well-being as users of ICTs.

We would like to welcome any further assistance accorded to us in this endeavour of using a new technology.

6. Conclusion

The Horn of Africa Regional Conference on Women and ICT is a timely mission to share ideas and experience on how we can best harness the opportunities presented by ICTs as tools for information exchange for development. We wish to thank the African Center for Women and ICT (ACWICT) as well as INFODEV and UNIFEM for organising and hosting this conference.

For further information -

WOUGNET: Dorothy Okello, Coordinator, dokello@wougnet.org
LWA: Florence Kaddu, Secretary, flokaddu@yahoo.com
� R. O. Ochieng. Rural Women and Information in Uganda, Presentation at the FAO High Level Consultation on Rural Women and Information, Rome, Italy, October 4 - 6, 1999.
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