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ABSTRACT
This paper reviews and reflects on some key findings from research studies carried out in Mozambique’s rural areas over recent years, combined with inputs from the experiences of other countries. It suggests that access to IT tools is in itself no guarantee that they will be used by the poor: reliability, cost and relevance to priority needs are the main factors in decision-making on use, followed by the resolving of constraints such as skills levels, user-friendliness and socio-cultural barriers. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors
K.4.m [Computers and Society]: Miscellaneous. 
General Terms
Design, Human Factors.
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1. INTRODUCTION

A discussion about issues of ICT access and use in Mozambique’s rural areas requires placing in socio-economic, geographical context. Mozambique, a long, thin country on the Indian Ocean coast in Southern Africa, has a population of around 20 million (52% women), 70% living in the rural areas. The official language is Portuguese, and there are 18 main national languages. Illiteracy is over 50%, higher for women, and 90% of economically active women work in informal agriculture. Independence from Portugal was won in 1975, but peace only came to the region after the fall of apartheid in South Africa in the early 1990s. Since then Mozambique has managed to start rebuilding, and has climbed from the bottom of UNDP’s Human Development Index to 172nd place out of 177 countries.
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The national ICT Policy approved in 2000 proposed the establishment of an ICT public access centre in each of Mozambique’s 128 districts. There are now telecentres, community multimedia centres (CMCs) and community radios in around half, but their functioning is hampered by lack of infrastructure such as energy and telecommunications, with the result that most centres do not have Internet connectivity.
2. PEOPLE’S PRIORITY NEEDS
Needs assessments carried out in different rural areas since 1999 show more similarities than differences, and indeed are broadly in line with similar assessments from other African countries. As might be expected, the common expenditure priorities are food and housing, followed by access to education (mostly for their children), health and transport. Local specificities are often also related to these areas.

When asked about information needs and circulation, the main interest is in local news, national news (so as to feel less isolated) and educational information on health, farming, prices and other immediate issues. Women are particularly looking for income-generating ideas and opportunities, and have concerns about the “moral education” of their children (ethics and values). The principal sources of information are the local community radios, where they exist, the national public radio where it can be heard, word of mouth and phone calls from relatives and friends. 

3. DECISION-TAKING FOR ADOPTION
Our research suggests that though the socio-cultural factors must obviously not be ignored, in Mozambique a large part of poor peasants’ choices are based on rational economic decision-taking. Where new technologies meet their criteria they are adopted, though the process of adoption is usually slow.

In the past this process was defined as “peasant rationality”, the point being to counter prevailing assumptions and prejudices about the supposed backwardness, fecklessness or resistance to change exhibited by the poor, and rural poor in particular. In fact while their conclusions and decisions may not be immediately comprehensible to outsiders, the rationale could equally be characterised as using cost-benefit and opportunity cost analysis in a complex calculation of how to maximize livelihoods.

Just as adopting a new variety of maize seed requires thought as to whether it is best suited to consumption or the market, its colour and size, how long it takes to cook (fuel consumption), reproduction, performance in drought or rainy conditions and in the local soil, need for other inputs, continuity of supply and other questions, which take several growing seasons to answer effectively, so does reliance on using ICT tools for communication, marketing, information collection and storage or education require some form of proof of their capacity to meet the users’ criteria for adoption.

The most obvious example of ICT success is the rapid adoption throughout Africa, including among the poor and illiterate and within this group among women, of mobile phone use.

4. MEETING THE NEEDS – ICT DESIGN FOR DEVELOPMENT
Following on from this approach, we need to ask ourselves to what extent the plethora of new applications, services and IT devices are meeting the needs of the rural poor by contributing effectively to improving their livelihoods and/or to their local development context.

It is clear that what matters is not the presence of equipment per se, but the rationale for and means of using it.
4.1 Rationale
Some of the main factors in the rationale could be the following:

Relevance: Can I do something with these tools that I can’t do in other ways? Is the available information relevant to my and my family’s needs, in my district? Is it presented in an understandable way? How useful are the applications? Will they help my children perform better at school/get jobs?

Reliability: If I invest in learning and using new tools, will they still be working next week or next year, or will the equipment be broken, the phonelines down, the electricity cut off? Is the quality of service good enough for my needs, eg Internet downloads for distance education? 

Cost: Can I save time and/or money when compared with what I would usually do to achieve the same objective? Will the new services add to my capabilities sufficiently to justify the new cost? Will the current cost structure change?
Social participation: Are the opportunities for for social inclusion or empowerment significantly increased?
Negative implications: Will the use of ICTs by me or my household have any significant negative implications? eg making commitments that can’t be fulfilled, or changes in social relations.

4.2 Means of use

Physical access: Telecentre or workplace computers in rural areas need to be as high end as possible, but in any case rarely get replaced or upgraded, while second hand or reconditioned computers are usually unable to run the latest software, or applications requiring the latest multimedia or large amounts of memory or space.

Skills: Training costs money, and in the rural areas the trainers themselves are often very limited in their skills, teaching basic Microsoft Windows and Office by the rote methods used in school. Awareness and use of FOSS, Web 2.0 and other options is almost non-existent.

User-friendliness: So-called “intuitive” interfaces are often culture-bound, likewise the meaning and interpretation of graphics and images. The language of ICTs has entered national vocabularies in English, and Mozambique has to rely heavily on Brazil for useful content in Portuguese. 

5. CONCLUSIONS
The design of hardware and applications for use by the rural poor must start from awareness and understanding of the potential users’ priority needs and concerns, which in our experience is often not the case. The main issues outlined in this paper have a general application as starting points for people-centred analysis.
In Mozambique we place considerable emphasis on producing and disseminating information offline, via CD or DVD, and have experimented with using the same content and a soundtrack in different local languages. We also prioritise local training and capacity-building at the public access centres. Applications for mobile phones are on the increase, and some functions can be introduced into the phones and used at no cost. We also rely on the CMC concept to take Internet or IT-generated information and knowledge to the largest number of people in their own language through community radio, and to promote local information production and circulation. 
Pilot testing is essential for new designs and applications, but so is replicability: over-minute localization of projects may only resolve the problems of that particular target population. Applications must be introduced as part of a package including instructions, training and follow up. Costs to the user must be a primary consideration – for instance, connectivity costs are still prohibitive in Mozambique. 

Progress towards use and adoption can be reinforced through local and national networking which can provide mutual help, the power of demonstration and example, peer teaching and learning, economies of scale and a louder voice.

In this paper I have discussed sustainability issues from the viewpoint of the user, and not from that of the provider, who has additional problems, for example costs of research and development and of service delivery. And though the debate about information and communication as a public good versus market solutions is an important one, I will not open it here. However, though it may seem like a statement of the obvious, I reiterate the belief that when the public’s real needs are met in accordance with user criteria then there is readiness to adapt existing practices, learn and (up to a point) pay for services. At the same time, the sustainability of the development process itself will be enhanced.
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