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1. Abstract 
Sustainable development through the Internet Economy is a strong possibility in the 

region.  The need for the infrastructure to mature and to be available to all is important.  

The following are barriers to fully achieve sustainable development; affordability of the 

Internet services, digital literacy, lack of relevant content, disconnect between the 

problem owner and the problem provider and lack of proper policies. By having solid 

strategies against these barriers the region can achieve levels of sustainable 

development.  

Participation in new technologies and in initiatives like Internet of Things will also keep 

the region relevant and will result in the participation in cutting edge research. 

2. Introduction 
The Internet and its associated systems have exhibited incredible capacity with regards 
sustenance of old processes and supporting of totally new processes and systems.  
This has been so with respect to all facets of life that includes Economic, Social, and 
Wellness.   

It continues being conjectured that the Internet is key to sustainable development and it 
is viewed as one of the keys in achieving development as promulgated by the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  As a full ecosystem on its own, this ability to 
be a tool for development becomes multifaceted as lots of dots and crosses need to be 
in place for it to be effective. 
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In this paper and in the sessions to come from the paper we are going to explore these 
different facets of the Internet ecosystem. This paper endeavours to show their current 
status, relevance and how they can be harnessed even more. All of this is for the 
purpose of ensuring Sustainable Development through the use of the Internet 
Ecosystems, all for fostering development in the SADC region. 

2.1 Definition of Terms 
Infrastructure: The devices and connections through which Internet is accessed.  This 
includes fibre, copper, satellite, wireless connection, including electricity from any 
surces. 

Internet of Things: The situation where all things are addressable and independently 
connected through the Internet. The addressable things can communicate and influence 
each other without any external interference 

SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals as defined by the United Nations  

MDGs: Millennium Development Goals as defined by the United Nations  

Sustainability: That which when achieved needs to be maintained and provide 
continued services without barriers. 

3. Infrastructure 
The region has seen very good growth with regards to broadband deployment using 
fibre technology. There has also been some generous deployment of GSM network, 
quite a bit of which is at least at 3G level.   
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Figure 1: Africa under-sea cable network 

 

Figure 2: Africa VSAT coverage - by destination of traffic 

3.1 Fibre Network Coverage 
Figure 1 is a connectivity map showing the undersea cables feeding the SADC region 
with Internet bandwidth backbone. The capacity should be adequate for the foreseeable 
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future and there is enough redundancy both with regards to the variety of cable owners 
and the cables themselves. 

In virtually all SADC countries, the in-land inter-city cabling is in place for all major cities 
and towns, thus guaranteeing participation of the cities and towns in the digital 
economy.  Deployment of fibre to the home and fibre to the business has been done in 
most of the major cities in the region. It is indeed the norm for institutions of higher 
learning to be connected to the Internet.  

3.2  Mobile Technologies 

The mobile phone network penetration rate has increased over the last few years in 

Southern Africa as illustrated in a number of representations in [4]. This has brought to 

the doorstep a significant number of mobile services that include banking, agricultural 

and health, to name but a few. The services are commercial and social in nature. 

A prediction from Ericson is that 90% of the world is going to be using broadband by the 

year 2020 [5]. The key aspect to note, though, is most of the 10% is going to be in the 

developing world of which SADC is in, unless appropriate counter actions are taken of 

course. The issue of broadband for mobiles is key as most modern services are 

dependent on broadband provision. 

3.2.1 Barriers to having Internet on smart phones 

There are a number of barriers to having Internet on the smartphone. These barriers 

include, but are not limited to, affordability of the smartphone, affordability of mobile 

data, lack of coverage in the places of residence and availability of electricity to charge 

the device.  

3.3.2 Solutions to Internet on smartphones 

A number of service providers have complimented their GSM service with provision of 

WIFI hotspots. For example Econet Wireless in Zimbabwe through ZOL hotspots, 

TelOne in Zimbabwe through their public WIFI hotspots. This is a temporary but focused 

solution as places of high traffic concentration can be served using this alternative 

solution. The cost of smartphones has also come down quite a bit.  Just like Personal 

Computers (PCs) were disposed off in the south by countries from the north, a similar 

scheme might be worth considering for smartphones. Data rates have continued falling 

and could even fall more as both market forces and regulatory dictates are applied. 

Provision of alternative source of energy is important not only for the telecoms industry 

but for general sustainability of our region. Solutions like the Samsung solar powered 

phone are good interventions [6].  
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3.3 Thinking Point 

1. Infrastructure being so key and core - what are the current realities of 

connectivity of the different countries and the different communities in the 

country? 

2. What practical steps can be put in place to ensure affordable connectivity for all 

communities? 

3. Rural communities, including the rural schools are amongst the most 

disadvantaged - How can these communities be connected to the Internet? 

4. Discuss the direct and indirect benefits accruing towards a connected SADC 

community. 

4. Barriers to Sustainable Development and Possible Solutions 
A number of issues have been identified as barriers to sustainable development. Quite 

a number of these were also highlighted at the Global Internet Governance Forum 

(IGF10) in Brazil in November this year. The barriers include affordability of the Internet 

services, digital literacy, lack of relevant content, disconnect between the problem 

owner and the solutions provider and lack of proper policies. 

4.1 Affordability of Internet Services 

Affordability of Internet services continues being a major barrier in the developing world.  

The reason being that there are a lot of people that are in the income bracket where 

purchasing of Internet does not make sense as it is perceived to be a luxury.   

4.1.1 The problem of lack of affordability 

If you look at these persons, especially from the point of view of interventions of a social 

nature, they would require the connectivity for them to also benefit. You now have 

disenfranchised persons as a result.  

4.1.2 Solutions to lack of affordability 

Connecting the non-affording communities is a responsibility of Governments, local 

authorities and other benefiting partners. Worldwide most regulators have a Universal 

Access Fund of one form or the other which can be used for this purpose.   

4.2 Digital Literacy 

4.2.1 The digital literacy challenge 

Digital literacy is a second barrier that has to be addressed. This literacy includes the 

need for actual ability to read and the ability to navigate and be experimental with the 

systems. The digital environment is an ecosystem of its own that requires one to be 

comfortable in. The devices that are in use also play a significant part in this literacy, the 
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increased use of the touch-screen pauses some interesting accessibility issues 

particularly for the elderly and for the physically handicapped.  

4.2.2 Solution to digital Illiteracy 

SDG 4 directly addresses the issue of access to quality education. Increase in basic 

education literacy acts as an automatic catalyst in digital inclusion. Access to cheap but 

robust devices is also key. Without a claim to actual numbers, there has been a 

proliferation of cheap handsets that are of an inferior quality. Handsets of that nature 

can become a barrier themselves where they cannot access specific standard functions. 

Diverse non-governmental organizations can play a key role in increasing digital 

literacy. Such organizations can concentrate on the more vulnerable groups like women 

and the rural folks. 

Mobile learning can also provide an anywhere and everywhere concept of learning.  

There is quite a rich set of diverse applets that have been developed in this space. 

Introduction of ICT lessons in schools at the primary and secondary levels. With this 

teachers” availability is a challenge. 

4.3 Lack of Relevant Content 

4.3.1 The digital content challenge 

Most of the content that is predominant on the Internet is from out of the region and 

mainly from the Western countries.   

4.3.2 The digital content challenge solution 

There is a true need to de-colonize the mind of the regional user of the Internet. This 

can only, however, be done through the provision of competing and relevant content.   

Copycat content is not going to do it as one will realize that you are competing against 

years of experience; the provisions have to be something fresh and something relevant 

[7]. The developed content has to take into cognizance the language, especially for the 

persons that are not as literate. Additionally it should take the cultural angle into 

consideration.   

There is a challenge however in making something that fits this bill and yet at the same 

time is viable. You find that most content on the Internet is in English simply because of 

the acceptability of use of English as a major vehicle of communication.  You can see 

the efforts of making Swahili a dominant language in East Africa, yet you still find that 

most of the content is still being developed in English. Thus there is the need to 

separate the need for economically viable content and socially viable content.  Of 

course there is nothing to prevent social viable content from eventually getting into the 

economic space. 
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4.4 Disconnect Between the Problem Owner and the Solution Provider 

4.4.1 The Problem of Disconnect 

The tendencies of our public sector are to consider externally built systems at the 

expense of the locally built systems. When there are local systems that are being built, 

the risk has to be shared by all that are involved. What makes Silicon Valley flourish is 

an element of reassurance that a reasonable product is going to have the market in 

which it is utilized.     

4.4.2 The Solution to Disconnect  

POTRAZ in Zimbabwe has been having road-shows through which consumers have 

been expressing their opinion with regards to the services they are receiving from their 

providers. This is a very interesting way of engaging with stake holders. We believe that 

a similar setting could be used to bring together the owners of the problems (City 

Council, Government Departments, Private Organizations etc.,) and the solution 

providers (Technology Hubs and other software houses).  This will lead to the adoption 

of the solutions that the hubs are producing. This can also lead to the correct problems 

being solved. 

Let's look at the current example of taxi ranking in the Harare Central Business District 

(CBD). To rid the CBD of commuter operators, the Council has introduced a ranking 

system where the rank is located out of the city centre. Granted the CBD has been rid of 

the congestion, but the solution could be made smart through the use of a simple App. 

The app would be there to monitor the two queues, one of the pedestrians and that of 

the commuter omnibuses. The right signals at the right time would then be sent to the 

operators. This is a simple and smart solution. The problem is not in developing the 

solution but is with ownership. It should be co-owned by the one with the problem- the 

City Council, and the one with the solution- Technology hub. 

Botswana has taken a conscious effort to push and support the ICT literacy and 

development skills of their youth. A good foundation is being laid. A foundation which 

can be made to be more meaningful through provision of actual problems to be solved 

by the same youth. 

4.5 Lack of Proper Policies 

4.5.1 The problem of policies 

Global policies have been set and agreed on by virtually all of our countries. We have 

the SDGs which are well formulated on a global level and which we are all agreeable to.  

Implementation of the policies has been patchy as evidenced by the results from the 

implementation of the MDGs. 
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4.5.2 The solution to policy formulation 

Global policies and indeed regional policies all 

 call for implementation at national level. By nature of the these policies e.g., the SDGs, 

are all encompassing with regards the stakeholders within a given country. It is thus 

imperative that when the policies are unpacked at national level, all stakeholders should 

be involved. In doing so, we increase the chances of success as the vision would be 

understood. 

As articulated in the promulgation of the SDGs, the issues of a number of pillars crucial 

to their implementation should be remembered. These issues include the Science 

culture, that is inclusion of Science in all we are doing, secondly, the issue of culture for 

development, thirdly, the issue of communication and information sharing and lastly the 

deliberate use of ICTs to foster development. 

5. Possible Projects 
Besides sustaining current projects, one thing that is a characteristic of technology is 

the coming up of new possibilities. It is thus imperative for us as a region, to also pay 

attention to the new frontiers as a way of gaining competitive advantage. There are a 

number of possibilities with regards to the nature of projects that could be tackled.   

The Internet of Things (IoT) seems to be one area which is beginning to thrive and has 

incredible opportunities. The European Union has set aside a budget of USD50 million 

for research on IoT. The CEO of Cisco has predicted a phenomenal impact from 

Sustainable Development and the Internet Economy in the SADC Region.  He believes 

it is going to create 19 trillion dollars in economic worth over 10 years. This is 10 times 

the value of the Internet itself [2]. This is a tremendous identified opportunity that we 

should get into in order to fast-track our sustainable development. 

There are two ways of looking at this - one is to go on and get into projects that 

stimulate some of our sectors. For example aggressive projects in agriculture for Dam 

monitoring, or Automated irrigation systems. With the increased stress on water for 

drinking, electricity generation and agriculture, these projects become crucial for us to 

sustain ourselves. Evidence is there right now with the reduced power generation in 

Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe, due to lower water levels in the Kariba Dam and the 

shutting down of some hydro stations in Tanzania [8]. 

The second way of involvement in IoT is through research. This research on IoT should 

be all encompassing and would include component design and fabrication, social 

aspect involved in IoT (as we now have a whole ecosystem that is being built), security 

and safety issues. It is important for us to be involved in all these areas as the 
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uniqueness of our region would not be included by researchers from other regions. 

Establishment of a SADC ICT Research Centre will also be helpful. 

6. Multi-Stakeholder Interventions 
We need to look at the various issues discussed above in turn. The following questions 

are posed for consideration by all. 

1. What are the practical ways through which infrastructure can be extended to all 

citizens?  What are the implications of failure to provide 100% access? 

2. It is conjectured that development of digital content has to be tightly linked to 

formal educational systems. How can we develop useful digital learning content 

while maintaining reasonable quality? 

3. How do we as a region stimulate participation in topical and prospective 

initiatives like IoT? 
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