Egypt ICT Trust Fund

Six Projects to use Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) to foster Egypt’s Sustainable Human Development

Prepared By:

Gabriel Accascina, IT4DEV 

Vincenzo Puliatti, IT-Synergy 

Egypt, February 2002

Introduction

The six projects collectively describe a vision to use information and its underlying technologies to further sustainable human development in Egypt. This vision is closely aligned with the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology’s (MCIT) drive to increase employment opportunities in the communications and information technology sectors, and build an information society capable of absorbing and benefiting from expanding sources of information. It is also intertwined with the United Nations Development Programme’s fundamental mission in Egypt to support poverty eradication initiatives. These initiatives are focused on advocating the adoption of sustainable human development policies and supporting operational activities that demonstrate ways to create jobs, protect the environment and promote sound governance-with special emphasis on the needs of the underprivileged.

To ensure the financial capacity to support these projects, the recently created ICT Trust Fund for Egypt will serve as a vehicle for the management of donor’s contributions, and will establish an efficient management structure. Support will come from the Government, the private sector, donor countries and international agencies. The Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT) has already provided $200,000 in seed funding. The ICT Trust Fund will appoint a Manager and will be supervised by a steering committee led by the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT), Ministry of Foreign Affairs and UNDP.

While based on the initiatives already established by the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT), these six projects are very much interlinked. On the one hand they provide several means with which to distribute information throughout the country, via an infrastructure system which includes: Hundreds of IT Clubs, community centers equipped with computers connected to the Internet; several Smart schools which will offer computer lab-based tutorials; and a Mobile Unit that to close the gaps in locations still that are still out-of-reach and will provide a movable platform for training. On the other hand, they highlight the importance of making available appropriate information content through a web-based information portal, literacy promotion efforts, and the creation of electronic libraries. 

Furthermore, the projects are designed to spur local entrepreneurship through the adoption of a franchising concept to expand the reach of the IT Clubs. Through a franchising mechanism, local entrepreneurs will be able to purchase a package that will include hardware, software, an Internet link and tailored information services. Financial support may be underwritten by a number of partners, including the Social Fund for Development and other development-oriented credit institutions.

The Trust Fund will be active in proposing appropriate policies for the management of the projects. These policies should, as much as possible, empower citizens through the use, creation and distribution of development information, and in the acquisition of both language and computer literacy skills.

Although components of these initiatives have been implemented elsewhere, this is probably the first time that a coordinated vision of this magnitude is put in place in a given country. 

A short description of the individual projects is offered here:

Franchising of IT Clubs

Egypt has experienced a high growth of the Internet adoption during the past few years. Internet usage is now spreading throughout the population, reaching even those who do not presently own a computer system but nevertheless are required to use one. A solution to this computer scarcity problem is provided by shared usage in a community access center.

This project directly targets Internet access for all Egyptians, even those who cannot afford to have a PC and Internet access at home or work, by providing an optimal technical and financial franchising model for private entrepreneurs. The project ties into larger information and communication efforts undertaken by the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT) and complement its effort for free Internet access. The principal output of this project is the establishment of a central organization that will provide a set of models of Community Access Centers, plus the technical, financial and administrative support that is required for their operation. This model will be franchised to small entrepreneurs. The direct beneficiaries are the citizens of Egypt who cannot afford to have a computer at home or at work. It is expected that this model will have a tremendous multiplier effect, while substantially contributing to income and employment generation, as well as the creation and distribution of information. Moreover, it will considerably raise awareness on the use of ICTs for development and the level of ICT literacy across the country. Though conducted under the leadership of the Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT), this project is notable in that it will considerably lessen financial burden while maximizing its outreach.

The Mobile Internet Unit (MIU)

Egypt is making considerable efforts to provide quality education to students, including training related to computer technology and electronic support to the existing school curriculum, via CD-ROM and Internet. However, in a country as large as Egypt with over 60 million inhabitants, not every school can be provided with a media lab. Rural schools are particularly under-served and under-privileged, and at the current rate of education system upgrade, may not be able to partake of the latest technology for several years to come. To alleviate this problem of computer scarcity, and to expose students and teachers alike to computers and IT, several countries have pioneered, through the auspices of UNDP, a solution involving the use of one or more busses specially equipped with a fully functional media lab. These units service specific geographical areas and stop at schools and communities for periods as long as two weeks. During this time, they offer computer tutorials mainly at the secondary school level, in three major areas:

1. Basic computer skills and use of productivity applications, such as word processing, spreadsheets and graphics;

2. Support of existing school curricula, via a combination of material presented through browsers and CDROM interfaces;

3. Internet skills training, mainly browsing, search and email.

Although emphasis is on the acquisition of basic computer skills and the support of school curricula, existing MIUs do carry a considerable amount of information in digital storage, to accommodate locations where Internet access is not possible. It is suggested, providing sufficient sponsorship, that the MIU will leave at least one computer in each school visited, with the same software used for training. It is also recommended that the MIU periodically revisit each school and conduct updated training sessions.

Besides complementing the efforts made by the IT clubs and the Smart Schools in closing the gap of the exposure of ICTs in rural areas, MIUs have also been extremely flexible in adopting other roles, in public relations exercises, as computer rooms for conferences and for public sector employees’ training at district or rural levels.

Smart Schools 

The main objective of the Smart Schools Network Initiative is to ensure that all Egyptian students are “computer literate” after preparatory school (e.g. middle school), enabling them to cope with the requirements of the modern workplace, both in Egypt and abroad. Although such a project will only provide partial coverage to students, it will provide a level of exposure to ICT that will help identify from an early stage those students that have special aptitude and talent in this area for further training.

This is also a first, integrated, move toward a global modernization plan of the Egyptian Schooling System through the introduction of IT learning (computer education) and IT-aided learning (computer-aided education). In short, it is a giant step for Egyptian society-at-large.

The project will provide a model for introducing basic computer literacy to preparatory schools (levels 7 – 9), and will entail a Management Unit to provide all the requisite technical and educational support. This model will initially be piloted in 50 public schools. After fine-tuning and fostering optimal usage of resources, the Government of Egypt is committed to deploying this project countrywide in 7,500 preparatory schools over a five-year period.

This initiative will finance the establishment of the Management Unit and implementation of the pilot stage in the 50 schools. The Government of Egypt is committed to incorporating into its budget the cost of the Management Unit after the second year of operation.

The Community Development Portal

Egypt is probably one of the first few countries, together with Peru and Estonia, to have launched community IT Clubs en-masse for the general public. The term “IT Club” describes centers in an expanding number of locations, at present mainly urban and sub-urban, where citizens can access the Internet and computer training and services. The Ministry of Communication and Information Technology (MCIT) is placing considerable resources in the creation and expansion of such centers; 300 have been created to date, in line with the beneficial effects they will have in creating modern, connected and informed society.

To the citizen, however, the centers may have much more relevance if a common tread of information content links them. To this end, this initiative will establish an Internet Portal or, in other words, a common entry point to information related to issues important to the citizen and with the potential to assist him or her in the pursuit and development of additional socio-economic opportunities. The Portal will hence sit at the core of the IT Clubs’ initiative, and constitute the content/information backbone of the system. The type of information presented, and the links to socio-economic, rural and development organizations will be mainly related to the following sample areas (however, an assessment survey may point to additional requirements which are likely to change over time): 

Local Information. Specific to the IT Club in each locality and provided by the managers of each IT Club. This will include local and regional events, local job opportunities, local news, etc. Moreover, managers of each IT Club will keep in touch with each other and exchange information, on behalf of their constituents, in an effort to create an active IT Clubs Network;
News Section. Compiled daily in partnerships with development agencies. It will ensure that important development information will effectively reach citizens in rural areas. The news section may also include specific items of time-sensitive information such as daily commodity prices;

Food Security Area. In partnership with the Ministry of Agriculture and Food and Agriculture Organization. It will include agricultural information, including prices, market information, weather warnings, education courses, advisory services, etc;

Employment Opportunities.  Provided by the project initially, then outsourced. This section will be provided in partnership with relevant government Ministries, the Social Fund for Development, etc. It will include government and private sector vacancies, tele-working, small and medium enterprise financing, guidelines related to small loans and micro-financing, application forms, and skills-building courseware. At a later stage, e-commerce, e-trade and related online opportunities may be developed;

Law, Rights, Social Services. Provided by the project at a national level, by Government administration at Governorate level and in partnership with NGOs and CSOs. This will include local and national government information, family-related legal information, National Council of Women information, legal assistance services, application for identifications such as a driver’s license, forms and guidelines;

Health. In partnership with Ministry of Health, WHO, UNICEF and local authorities. Community health services, tele-medicine and diagnostic services for doctors (receiving end). Health allowances (insurance). Labor disability compensations. Immunization campaigns, infectious diseases campaigns (HIV/AIDS, TB, etc.). Water and Sanitation;

Education. In partnership with the Ministry of Education and Higher learning and UNESCO. Illiteracy courseware online, school curricula, skills and vocational training;

Environment. Environmental protection. Incentives. Water provision. River ways information.

The above information will be available as the default browser screen at each IT Club, and provided as a constantly updated service. Specific areas may be kept available for local content customization to increase exposure to local services and opportunities. Other areas may include classifieds, auctions, free email offerings, etc. 

When properly maintained and updated, the Community Development Portal may become the single most important factor in the overall success and acceptance of the IT Clubs in Egypt. 

IT for Illiteracy Eradication (CD-ROM tutorial for basic literacy)

A substantially high percentage of the population in Egypt is illiterate. This seriously impairs the socio-economic development of the country and the opportunities available to those unable to read and write. A number of expedients and high profile initiatives have made a very commendable contribution to the amelioration of this predicament. To support these efforts, computers and CDROM-based multimedia technology can be used as a very effective tool at a basic level to encourage people, in a non-threatening environment, to learn the basics of literacy. 

This initiative will produce and distribute a simple tutorial which will be displayed on a  computer screen which will interactively teach the letters of the Arabic alphabet, their sounds and how to correctly assemble letters into words and pronounce them. This should be accomplished without requiring more than basic input from the student (that is, the student will only have to hit the space bar or arrow keys). The self-paced course will be distributed through the IT Club network as well as in schools through NGOs and other social services and educational providers. 

Users of the CD-ROM will need only a brief explanation from a facilitator, and each session will last 30-45 minutes. Users can repeat lessons as they like and move to the next topic when they are ready. 

Community Knowledge Generation E-Library Initiative – Information for all

Libraries in the past used to be temples of knowledge - knowledge generally reserved only for the few. Today, ICT provides a means of reverting this paradigm, not only by providing access to information, but also by disseminating information and fostering interaction. This may be particularly effective in the context of developing countries with limited resources and existing facilities.

The objective of this project is to create electronic libraries and establish a mechanism that will enable information gathering, validation and maintenance that is relevant to local communities and can be provided in digital format. This will facilitate its dissemination to end users digitally and, when necessary, in printed format, using traditional or “print-on-demand” techniques.

Additionally, this project will define a strategy for stimulating local knowledge generation, fostering research capabilities using ICT at the school or community level.

Finally, it will also provide tools for machine translation and text-to-speech in Arabic language, in order to enable access to information stored in the E-Library to the illiterate, blind and physically impaired.

In order to maximize its impact, this initiative will be implemented in close collaboration with the Smart Schools and the IT Club Franchise Program.

It will consist of downloading, translating and organizing technical, scientific, and educational information which will be exchanged through the wide network of IT clubs and Smart Schools in CD ROMs or through web sites. By the end of the project, updated knowledge and information in Arabic will be available throughout the country. This E-Library scheme is based on decentralized production of educational content with central validation and quality control.

