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rnments Actually Believe that ICT Can Help Alleviate Poverty?

active from Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPSs)

APDIP e-Note 2 / 2005

Summary

With the United Nations Millennium Development Goals Summit +5 coming up in
September and the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in November, it is
timely for developmental agencies to revisit some of the key issues and developments
that have taken place in the integration of information and communication technologies
(ICT) within the larger scheme of national developmental policies.

This note examines the treatment of ICT in Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSPs) of Asia-Pacific countries. PRSPs serve as a good starting point because they
direct the focus of World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) concessional
lending. Countries have more incentive to prioritize their development needs rather
than produce a laundry list of reforms. Although only eight countries in the region have
completed PRSPs (Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Mongolia, Nepal,
Pakistan, and Viet Nam), the results in relation to the use on ICT were revealing and
insightful.

There is a clear demonstration by governments that ICT can effectively help alleviate
poverty, although the manner in which it is used varies. All eight countries have plans
to develop ICT as a sector and use ICT as tools to achieve other PRSP goals in
education, health, employment, monitoring poverty, disseminating information,
facilitating government services, and disaster management. Across the board,
countries are planning to develop management information systems to improve public
sector governance and service delivery. Many governments also used ICT to
disseminate information on health, government programs, employment opportunities,
and disaster relief efforts. Efforts that incorporate ICT on the ground generally fall into
the categories of education and increasing market access. Mongolia has the most
comprehensive program to integrate ICT into the education system. Overall, Mongolia,
Cambodia, and Lao PDR have outlined the most concrete actions of using ICT in their
poverty alleviation strategies.

While examining PRSPs was a useful starting point, it is important to keep in mind that
PRSPs by themselves do not translate policy into concrete action. Countries need a
combination of national strategy, political will, financial resources, and technical
capacity to properly use ICT as tools for poverty alleviation. PRSPs are a good
indicator of the direction the government hopes to progress. The next step would be to
look at substantive indicators to evaluate actual progress.

What role does ICT play in the broader development context?

While the information revolution has transformed modern day society, those left behind
are caught in the Digital Divide." This is a relevant problem in the development context
because ICT can play important roles both as an industry sector to drive economic
growth and as an enabler to help achieve other goals in areas such as education,
health, and governance2 (see Figure 1).

However, large-scale ICT adoption has not been widespread.3 Problems such as
limited access, lack of ICT literacy, and undeveloped local content have hindered many
national efforts. Still, international developmental organizations are persisting on
integrating ICT with macro development efforts because it is an effective conduit to
quickly and efficiently transport large amounts of information for multiple purposes.

! Digital Divide is generally defined as the widening gulf between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ in the world of information technology.
2 The National ICT Strategy framework is adopted from p.19 of the “Final Report of the Digital Opportunity Initiative, “Creating a
Development Dynamic.”

% “Information and Communication Technologies for Poverty Alleviation”, Roger W. Harris, UNDP-APDIP e-Primer for the Information
Economy, Society and Polity, 2004. http://eprimers.apdip.net/series/info-economy/poverty-toc
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Why examine ICT treatment in PRSPs?

Governments generally understand that ICT can play a
role in their country’s economic development and
poverty alleviation efforts. However, given limited
resources and a long list of development needs, actual
investment and use of ICT can vary greatly. In 2003,
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) conducted a study that examined
how ICT were mentioned in the existing Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs)A. The rationale
was that since PRSPs are the basis for directing World
Bank and IMF concessional loans, analyzing the
treatment of ICT in PRSPs can serve as an indicator of
how governments perceive ICT in the broader poverty
alleviation context.

The study searched for the words
“telecommunications,”  “ICT,” and “information
technology” and divided the results into three
categories: 1) countries that mentioned ICT as a
strategic component in poverty reduction; 2) countries
that mentioned the telecommunications sector as an
“important factor in rural/agricultural development” but
not as a strategic priority; and 3) countries that did not
mention ICT at all.

The results were enlightening, as they showed that
despite promising pilots and increasing dialogue in ICT
for development, very few governments actually viewed
ICT as part of their poverty alleviation strategy. Only
four of the 21 countries fell in the first category of
mentioning ICT as a strategic component (Albania,
Gambia, Mozambique, and Rwanda). 13 countries were
in the second category, and four countries were in the
third category of not mentioning ICT at all.

How do countries in the Asia-Pacific region
treat ICT in their PRSPs?

In July 2005, UNDP-APDIP conducted a similar study
looking at PRSPs in the Asia-Pacific Region because
from the region, only Viet Nam was included in the
OECD study. Eight countries in the region have now
completed PRSPs: Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia,
Lao PDR, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, and Viet Nam.
The study searched for the words “ICT,”
“telecommunication,” “communication,” and
“information” in the PRSPs and compiled relevant
results under two categories: ICT as a sector and ICT
as an enabler.

*ICT in Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers as of January
2003. OECD.
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/53/54/2499909.doc
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All eight countries had plans to develop their respective
ICT sector as part of their overall infrastructure
development plan, through actions such as regulatory
reform, extending coverage, and increasing private
sector participation. In addition, Mongolia plans to
launch an information technology incubator and
Pakistan plans to launch a software technology park in
Islamabad, Lahore, and Peshawar.

All eight countries also used ICT to various degrees as
an enabling tool to achieve other PRSP goals. Efforts
include using ICT in education, health, employment,
monitoring  poverty,  disseminating  information,
facilitating government services, and disaster
management. The most common way to use ICT to
achieve PRSP goals is developing management
information systems (MIS). Bangladesh, Cambodia,
Lao PDR, Mongolia, and Nepal plan to use MIS to
improve public sector governance and service delivery
such as land management, public finance,
procurement, and tax collection. Bangladesh, Mongolia,
and Nepal plan to use MIS for better disaster
management. Pakistan and Bhutan plan to establish
and strengthen their health MIS. Information
dissemination is also a common use. With the
exception of Nepal, all eight countries want to use ICT
to disseminate information on issues such as health,
government programs, employment opportunities, and
relief efforts.

Other innovative efforts include the following:

=  Provide credit and support services for firms in ICT
industries (Bangladesh)

= Establish an information system for firms to access
bank credits (Cambodia)

=  Provide market information in agriculture between
producers, wholesale, and retail buyers (Lao PDR)

= Develop an Electronic Communication Network
and Alternate Trading System for less costly trade
execution in capital markets (Pakistan)

The chart below summarizes the ICT initiatives
highlighted in the PRSPs of each country.

Conclusion

Since the OECD study in 2003, more governments
have completed PRSPs and have incorporated ICT use
in strategic ways.” The eight countries examined
illustrate that to varying degrees, governments in the
Asia-Pacific region do believe that ICT is an effective
tool for poverty alleviation, whether it is through MIS,
information dissemination, education, or increasing
market access. Overall, Mongolia, Lao PDR, and

® It is important to note that not having a PRSP does not
represent less emphasis towards poverty reduction or ICT.
India, for example, specifically recommends ICT as a strategy
for improving adult literacy, teacher training, development of
professionals, and secondary to higher education in Volume I
of the 10" Plan Document. (India Planning Commission:
http://planningcommission.nic.in/plans/planrel/fiveyr/welcome.h
tml)
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Cambodia have incorporated ICT in their poverty
alleviation strategies in the most concrete way, both as
a sector and as an enabling tool. They go beyond
establishing backend management systems to actually
using ICT in the field. Mongolia in particular,
emphasizes the need to gain ICT literacy by planning to
mainstream ICT into the education curriculum, organize
schemes to provide basic ICT knowledge to the public,
support ICT training through tax and economic policies,
develop distance learning, and support use of e-
textbooks. On the contrary, while Bhutan and Nepal do
mention ICT both as a sector and as an enabler, it is
mentioned in the context of a laundry list of initiatives
with little mention of specific actions.

Examining PRSPs is only the first step in understanding
how countries are integrating ICT into their poverty
alleviation strategies. Beyond ambitious plans, the main
challenge will be to coordinate political will, financial
resources, and technical expertise to transform policies
into action. The next step would be to use concrete
indicators to evaluate the gap between policy and
actual implementation. For now, at least countries are
starting to work towards the right direction.

~ Carol Chyau, UNDP-APDIP
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Chart summarizing ICT initiatives highlighted in country PRSPs
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