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The AWORC Research on the Use of ICT by Women's Organisations in the Asia Pacific Region


The AWORC Research on the Use of Information and Communication Technologies by Women's Organisations in the Asia-Pacific Region
Women’s organizations have experimented with the use of computer-mediated communications since they became widespread in the early 1990s. For the international women's movement however, 1995 is often regarded as the landmark year that changed the way women used them for promoting women’s empowerment. 

The 1995 United Nations World Conference on Women (UNWCW) was a major impetus for women's advances in the use of ICTs. During the preparatory phase of the Beijing Conference, women were pioneers in taking up the use of email for information exchange, lobbying & campaigning. 

This paved the way for the expansion of more women & women's networks using the Internet in their work. Today, women around the world are utilizing mailing lists, creating websites and participating in online working groups. They are also combining the use of more accessible and traditional technologies with new technologies such as the Internet. 

AWORC saw the need to study and document how this trend was developing in the national level because of the absence of statistical data to indicate with any accuracy the percentage of women's organisations that are currently accessing any of the ICTs. The assessment is important in informing and directing the focus of AWORC’s policy, training and research plans in the future.

This lecture presents the summary of the results of the survey carried out in the region to ascertain the extent of the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) by women’s organizations. 

Objectives of the research
The Asian Women’s Resource Exchange (AWORC) initiated a regional study to assess the use ICTs by women's organized groups in Asia and the Pacific. The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) collaborated in this research by conducting a similar research for Central Asia. The study covered their level of  ICT use, how ICT is used in their work, and what their training and networking needs are, towards furthering women's empowerment through the use of ICT.

For AWORC, Isis International-Manila conducted the Asian research and the Pacific research was coordinated by the Association for Progressive Communications Women’s Networking support Programme (APC-WNSP).  This research was implemented with financial support from UNESCAP, United Nations Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and International Development Research Centre (IDRC).

The Research Methodology
The rationale and design of the research was developed collaboratively by the three implementing organizations. A single survey questionnaire was used and a common report format was developed for each report. However the research was conducted separately for Asia, the Central Asian Republics and the Caucuses and the Pacific. Three separate reports have also been written. These reports will be published in one publication by August, 2001.

In addition, all researches conducted a literature review to collect baseline and to identify issues in relation to women and new information and communication technology data for all countries included in the research.
Scope of the Survey
Asia 
The Asia survey was conducted in seven countries to represent as wide a spectrum of situations as possible. Consequently, the countries selected included India and Nepal in South Asia. Indonesia and the Philippines and in South East Asia and Mongolia, Japan, Republic of Korea in East Asia. The survey was conducted through a women’s organisation (focal point) in each of the seven countries. 

As the study aimed at ascertaining the use of ICTs, only women’s organisations with minimum access to email were included in the study. Non-users of both email and Internet were excluded from the sample. In addition, attention was paid to their geographical spread and coverage of different issues when selecting the sample, which numbered 76 women’s organisations.  The findings of this research can therefore only be extrapolated to understand the use of ICT by those already connected electronically. 

The Caucuses and the Central Asia Region
For the purposes of the study the Caucasus and Central Asia region was defined to include the following countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia (Caucasus); Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan (Central Asia). Women’s organizations were defined as non-profit and non-governmental women’s groups at grassroots and national levels involved in any aspect of women in development.

Pacific
The Pacific countries were Fiji, Samoa, Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Tonga, New Caledonia, the Federated States of Micronesia and the Solomon Islands. 

The following sections are excerpts from each of the reports highlighting the following information:

1. A profile of women’s organisations surveyed

2. Overview of the information  and communication sector

3. Summary of findings

A. Summary of recommendations

A. Asia

(Source: “An Exploratory Study on the Use of Information and Communication Technologies by Women’s Organisations”, by Luz Maria Martinez and Leelangi Wanasundera)

1. A profile of women’s organisations surveyed
The table below gives the number of women’s organisations included in the sample from each country and the percentage of response.


India
Indonesia
Japan
Mongolia
Nepal
Philippines
ROK
Total

No.
11

10
09
14
11
10


Urban
100
100
70
75.4
100
80
80
81

Rural
00
00
30
24.6
00
18
20
19

The majority of the 76 women’s organisations surveyed, were established after 1995 and located in urban areas. The inclusion of an overwhelming majority of urban NGOs in the survey point to their dominance and visibility in the women’s movement as also the urban bias in the availability of email and Internet facilities.  As stated above, factors such as uneven economic development within countries, physical features and budgetary constraints have resulted in the concentration of telecommunications infrastructure in urban areas confining the availability of ICTs to major cities and town. 

2. Overview of the information and communication sector
Uneven development of the telecommunications sector is seen in all the countries except Japan and ROK. The level of economic development and political economy, and extremes of terrain and geographical features have impacted on the acquisition of telecommunications technology and its diffusion. The large number of islands in Indonesia and the Philippines, and extensive land area in Mongolia make communication difficult in these countries.  The level of economic development is also a factor that has constrained the development of telecommunications infrastructure in countries such as Nepal and India.  In Indonesia the telecommunications network covers all the major cities but the infrastructure in the provinces and islands is poor. In India even with 10 million lines served by 18,000 exchanges, telephone services have reached only an approximate 20 per cent of the villages. In Nepal, the communications network is concentrated in Kathmandu valley and in a few other district centers. In these three countries as well as in the Philippines, the tele-density is below the world average of 10 phones per 100 persons. Although the tele-density in the Philippines is 3.7, this figure is around 9.0 in Manila, the capital, showing the urban concentration in infrastructure development. In sparsely populated Mongolia, the situation is similar. The tele-density of the two industrialised countries of Japan and ROK exceed the world average.

3. Summary of findings
Use of ICTs in Women's organisations

The study found that although technology had been acquired less than optimum use was being made of it.  All the organizations were using computers for administrative purposes and manual functions were being gradually computerised. Correspondence via letters had reduced in favour of email and accounting functions were being performed using computers.  
However, computers were not being used for more sophisticated functions such as data base management, desktop publishing and web site development. 

The women’s organisations had obtained connectivity mainly to take advantage of electronic mail, which no doubt is a cost effective, fast, reliable and convenient mode of communication. Full Internet connections were available to more than half of those surveyed. Some without Internet access responded that the connectivity and usage charges were high while the others had plans to obtain connectivity. 

Despite being connected to the Internet, many of the organizations surveyed had not exploited it fully for various purposes. Of the Internet tools, the most used facility was email, which had become an indispensable for all but one of these organisations. Other tools such as telnet, file transfer protocols, gopher were not used.  Participation in mailing lists and on-line discussions was not extensive and even a lesser number of organisations managed such mailing lists and on-line discussions; accessing information from the Net received low priority, as did advocacy on the Net. 
Information and Visibility

Dissemination of information received by email or downloaded from the Internet to other NGOs especially to Community Based Organisations (CBOs) and those in rural areas did not occur on a routine basis. Electronic networking was constrained by non-connectivity of partner organisations and their lack of awareness of the use of the Internet. In any event, the organisations surveyed did not maintain extensive links with rural areas.

Many women’s organisations however have responded benefiting by gaining more visibility through web sites, having access to donor assistance, and information especially of international and regional activities relating to the women’s movement. More organisations that have acquired new communication skills have joined what is described as an elite group of “Netizens.” 

The survey results seem to suggest that Internet use is ‘image enhancing’ and outward oriented, targeting regional and international groups and donors and that adequate efforts had not yet been made at integrating it with their programmes and projects.  
Gaps in Technical Capacity and Training

Several reasons can be attributed for not optimising the benefits that can be obtained from the Internet for women’s empowerment. Technical problems associated with file transmission, connections and disconnections due to poor infrastructure; high usage costs and budgetary constraints, and attitudinal problems were some.  Inadequate skills and non-connectivity of other national and local organisations were others. 

Handling ICT, hosting of information and retrieving useful information from the Net require technical skill and net-literacy and inadequate skills were identified as one of the greatest barriers to the more effective and efficient use of the Internet when connectivity had been obtained. Women’s organisations did not provide IT training to their staff routinely although they did take advantage of training courses that were made available free of charge. These courses however were ad hoc and there was no systematic effort to upgrade skills. Apart from technical competence, the women’s organisations also lacked information on Internet resources, advocacy and lobbying skills, and skills on combining conventional methods of information dissemination and access with the Internet. 

Work patterns of women’s organisations that place demands on staff time, lack of an appreciation among the management of the usefulness of the Internet as well as financial constraints were some of the factors that made training and skill development not regular.  In addition, domestic responsibilities of women also leave little time to them to acquire skills on their own.  Psychological barriers to the use of technology were reported to exist among women. 

These organisations had acquired the hardware required to obtain connectivity and the ratio of computers to full time staff was approximately 1:1. However, the acquisition of hardware had not been paralleled by skill acquisition. Consequences of inadequate skills and low priority given to training were the under utilisation of technology. 

Financial Constraints
A recurrent reason identified as a barrier to maximising the benefits of technology was financial inadequacy. It was seen that women’s organisations had little or no financial resources of their own or that they received grants locally either from the government or other local sources with the exception of the Philippines and Japan. Donor assistance was sought for institutional operations. The acquisition of technology required increased financial support from bilateral and international agencies and the responses suggest a greater degree of dependence on external sources. Financial resources were required for the acquisition of technology, for internal capacity building, for connecting to the Net and for disseminating information. In Japan, women’s organisations that had no access to international or local funds had considerable difficulties in obtaining and maintaining connectivity. None however reported using cheaper non-Internet tools.  

Women’s NGOs that have obtained Internet access are those with access to resources.  If Internet access is used mainly to enhance efficiency and build networks at national, regional and international levels without necessarily passing on the benefits to those whom they seek to empower, it may lead to the growing alienation of these ‘elite’ groups from the ‘unconnected’ large majority.  The survey results suggest that the majority is constrained by inadequate resources – human and financial - and skills to pass on the benefits of the Internet to grassroots level organisations and to act as change agents. The survey findings raise questions as to the use of technology – is it to be used as a tool for women’s empowerment or is to be used to increase organisational especially administrative efficiency?

4. Summary of recommendations
Information and communication technologies will exert a pervasive influence on societies in the context of globalisation and macro policies that promote greater utilisation of these technologies.  Like all others, women’s organisations too will need to and should access these and related technologies for empowering women.   For women to reap the full benefit of ICTs macro policy changes are required.

Greater Access to ICT decision making

At the macro level, it should be ensured that women are given greater access, opportunities and decision-making powers in the field of ICT policies and programmes. In other words, gender should be mainstreamed at all levels of ICT policy and decision-making.

Greater access for the unconnected

As the majority of people and the majority of women in these countries live in rural areas connectivity should be provided to rural areas either by developing telecommunications infrastructure or by developing low cost technologies to reach unconnected and undeveloped areas.

More educational and training opportunities for women

School, college and technical college curricula should be revised to eliminate gender role stereotyping and girls should be encouraged to enroll in ICT programmes through awareness raising and the provision of incentives such as scholarships.

The survey found that the greatest barrier to the better use of ICTs was the lack of or inadequate skills. It was also found that despite the lack of skills women’s organisations paid inadequate attention to skill development of their staff. At a national level, training facilities exist, but they are too expensive for women’s organisations to access and have no gender focus. Consequently, it is necessary that different types of training courses are made available in the countries to fulfill these needs. 

General courses predicated on needs that women are perceived to have: that they need to be encouraged into technology. Building women’s confidence to handle technology so that they are enabled to use the technology. Courses should be shaped to counter the inequality and gender and class bias in the education system and in the wider social context.

In addition, specific courses such as on the use of Internet tools –gopher, ftp, telnet, and the use and management of email are required. Opportunities should be provided to develop skills in using the Internet for advocacy and lobbying; using mailing lists and on-line discussions; and web resources and information management, web site content designing, and maintenance and the use of non-Internet tools. 

As women’s organisations that have access to technology there is a need to devolve new ethics in relation to information sharing to prevent any further marginalisation of women in the digital divide.  There is a need to reach grassroots women and organizations. To provide training in repackaging of web based information for dissemination to these groups, developing local content, and methods of including grass roots women in advocacy and lobbying using ITCs should be made available.

Training women trainers 
Since training is crucial to using ICTs, it would be useful to develop a pool of ICT trainers at national and regional levels. They should be gender sensitised to enable them to adopt a feminist perspective. Training material, initially in English, which could be translated and adapted to suit local conditions and situations; self-learning modules on computer operations, website designing, and web -surfing in local languages with a gender perspective could also be developed.

Awareness raising about ICT use 

As important as training is awareness raising among women’s organisations on the importance of using ICT. These programmes should be targeted at managements of NGOs with emphasis on using information and communication strategies for achieving the objectives of the organisation and reaching the unconnected.

To further facilitate the use of the Internet for information access electronic directories on useful websites and mailing lists could be prepared.

The financial constraints that women’s organizations experience mean that the overwhelming majority of these groups will be unable to have access to ICTs. The setting up of Internet and information centers on the basis of ‘one to many’ instead of ‘one to one’ to serve women’s NGOs; encouraging the establishment of Internet Service Providers specifically serving women’s organisations and groups; identifying donors who would provide financial assistance to women’s NGOs to access and use ICT and requesting a relevant UN agency to form a corp of volunteers to assist women’s organisations in using ICT, similar to the United Nations Volunnteer scheme are other actions that could be taken to facilitate women’s access to ICTs.

B. Caucuses and the Central Asia Region
(Source: “Women’s Organizations And Their Use Of Information And Communication Technologies In The Caucasus And Central Asia Region: An Exploratory Assessment” by Tim Scott)

1. A Profile of women’s organizations surveyed
A total of 120 e-mail addresses were found for women’s organizations, an average of  15 addresses for each country. This can be explained in part simply by the low number of women’s organizations with their own e-mail access, in part by the difficulty involved in identifying and maintaining data-bases of existing addresses. Such low numbers were expected during the conceptualization and initiation stages of the project. For this reason, plans were made and implemented to take into consideration the views of women’s organizations without connectivity through informal investigation carried out within the country using numerous focal points - women’s NGOs in a position to question and assess the ICT patterns of other NGOs in the region. 

Out of 120 women’s groups invited to participate in the electronic survey, a total of 18 questionnaires were returned, or 15 percent. 

Based on correspondence with several NGOs, another factor limiting participation involves e-mail and word-processing soft-ware used by many organizations throughout in the region. A significant percentage of standard office computer soft-ware is copied, or non-licensed. For technical reasons, such soft-ware often can not read Russian fonts - a garbled, illegible script appears instead. Some NGOs responded to the survey address, explaining this difficulty. 

Despite these limitations, however, the information that has been provided by women’s groups across the region is quite useful. Although, as a result of the limiting factors listed above, the survey results can not be viewed as a truly representative sample of each country, taken together they do offer valuable insight into common ICT development trends and usage patterns across the region as a whole. Nonetheless, care should be taken not to generalize the findings of the survey beyond this study.
2. Overview of Information and communication Sector
Independence for the eight republics coincided rather closely with the steep global growth of the Internet beginning in the early nineties. For a variety of reasons, despite considerable advances, the new republics still lag behind the more developed industrial countries with respect to nearly all areas of ICT development. Although each republic has achieved different levels of ICT development with respect to these areas, their overall ICT environments nonetheless share many similar features. 

ICT Policy 

In each of the eight countries of the study, national agencies responsible for the regulation of the telecommunications sector have been established. Usually, however, these organizations operate either under an existing national ministry, or as a closely related extension of a similar government department. Often these agencies enjoy a monopoly, including major Internet service providers (ISPs). As a result, most major ISPs are government-controlled. There is little competition for Internet services. National public information strategies are not developed, or, if in existence, not fully implemented, particularly in areas outside the capitals and other major urban centers of each country. 

ICT Access

Universal access to ICT, an ultimate development goal of direct relevance to the use of ICT by women’s organizations, is dependent on many factors: telecommunications infrastructure, Internet availability, affordability, speed and quality, hardware, software, and technical services and support. 

Despite the existence of many ongoing infrastructure development projects, most of the new republics’ telecommunication sectors are outdated and of poor quality, especially in regions outside of national capitals and major urban areas. In general, there are few ISPs. While a full range of Internet services may be available, they are affordable only to a small minority of the population. Sometimes, connectivity costs are based on volume of information down-loaded and sent, as opposed to time-based fee scales. Internet is primarily accessible only in the largest urban centers. There is usually a limited choice of high-priced hardware and software. Technical services and support is slow and expensive.

ICT Education

Part of the positive Soviet legacy includes a strong tradition of computer science education in specialized institutions of higher education, albeit a large majority of students were male. While the post-Soviet period has seen, according to informal observations, a slight increase in the number of women IT students and professionals, gender disparities remain extremely high. IT specialists originating from the former Soviet Union have gained a reputation for their advanced skills. Many have been successful in finding employment in their fields abroad. Those remaining in the republics, however, are often concentrated in the largest cities. While more courses are being offered in general computer skills in institutions of primary and secondary education, such instruction is far from being universal. It again tends to be concentrated in the larger urban areas and is often too expensive for a majority of the student body. Computer skills are taught through a variety of private training centers; however, these courses often are restrictively priced. Although a number of on-line resources are available in national languages, or in Russian, the vast majority of materials, are in English.

A Networked Society

In the eight countries of the study, the number of organizations and individuals regularly using the Internet is still extremely small with respect to overall populations. Even within specific segments of society, such as women’s organizations, and despite large gains over the past several years, connectivity levels remain low. The number of locally registered domains is also very low. Although on-line information with local content based in local languages exists, such instances are the exception. Only a minority of the population is proficient in English, the dominant language of the Web. Many offices lack networked computers and multiple Internet accounts. 
3. Summary of Preliminary Findings and Recommendations
The particular exploratory assessment of women’s organizations and their use of information and communication technologies in the Caucasus and Central Asia region looks at the degree to which women’s groups are taking advantage of the positive aspects of ICT to improve the work of their organizations. In so doing, it also takes under consideration the various problems faced by women’s groups in efforts to make full use of the benefits afforded by ICT, as well as some of the methods used by both local and foreign development organizations to resolve these difficulties.

ICT as a Tool for Empowerment

For those women’s groups in the region who have been able to tap into the potential of ICT, the benefits have been real and many. These include increased opportunities to:

· conduct research and gain access to news, information

· improve organizational and personal knowledge, skills

· monitor and participate in global women’s initiatives

· disseminate information and publicize materials

· lobby development causes at local and regional levels

· exchange information and experience

· coordinate activities both in-country and abroad

· contribute to civil society and local communities 

· identify new contacts and development partners 

· apply for donor funding and other forms of technical support.

Of course, the degree to which these positive advantages of ICT are realized varies greatly from NGO to NGO and across regions. Despite the productive work of both local and foreign development agencies, a large majority of women’s NGOs in each of the eight assessment countries are not experiencing these benefits fully.

Barriers to ICT Use

Based on the information gathered for the country-level studies of the assessment, as well as from an electronic survey conducted of women’s NGOs, it is possible to identify several inter-related factors that influence levels of ICT use. Some of these factors include:

Overall Development Environment:



lack of political, social, and economic stability; high rates of inflation; ongoing armed conflict or other forms of civil unrest; impact of large-scale natural disasters; high degree of centralized authority; active measures to prevent formation of an open society.


ICT Environment: 


lack of national policies promoting ICT as a tool for development; poor ICT infrastructure, especially in the regions, including outdated telephone lines, long installation periods, overloaded networks; limited competition; high connection and servicing fees; expensive training.  

NGO Environment: 

limited state support for civil society development; restrictive, subjective NGO legislation and implementation; difficult taxation and registration requirements; lack of incentives to local businesses to conduct charitable activities/contributions; lack of NGO-Government partnerships on a contract basis; lack of in-country foundations; limited understanding of the role of NGOs by state and society; under-developed NGO organizational capacity. 

ICT Equipment:
 lack of office equipment, including telephones and telephone lines, facsimile machines, copiers, scanners; lack of modern computer equipment with sufficient speed and memory; lack of licensed soft-ware, including word- and data-processing, and anti-virus protection.

ICT Skills: 

limited knowledge of computer and information management systems, hard-ware and software installation and maintenance; limited Internet and non-Internet skills, e.g. telnet, ftp, gopher, mailing lists, live web discussion, web-page design, direct modem-to-modem links, and Fidonet. 

ICT Understanding:  

limited awareness of the full range of opportunities afforded by  ICT other than simple passive access to information; lack of understanding as to the ways in which ICT can be used actively to disseminate data, lobby, participate in and influence decision-making processes, coordinate community activities and collaborate with other NGOs at local and regional levels.

Language Issues:
 limited volume of Internet-based resources available in Russian or other major national languages; limited knowledge of English language necessary for most Internet and non-Internet-based services.

Financing:
limited levels of regular financing necessary to support basic NGO activities, as well as ICT-related equipment purchase, maintenance, training and connectivity costs; near one-hundred percent dependency on foreign financial and technical assistance due to lack of local financing options.  

The problems outlined above are especially acute for those women’s organizations located outside the capitals or other major urban centers of their respective countries.

ICT Solutions

Given unlimited time, financial and human resources, the task of ensuring full ICT access to all women’s organizations in the Caucasus and Central Asia region, of course, would be considerably easier, although still a difficult assignment. Such a solution, however, even if it were available, would not be viable as it does not address the underlying reasons for limited ICT use, and is clearly not sustainable. Efforts to resolve the problems faced by women’s groups, as well as other NGOs, must strive to make the most effective use of existing limited resources, both in-country and abroad. 

Donors and other development organizations already working in the region over the past several years in cooperation with local NGOs have succeeded in introducing a range of complementary assistance activities. These include activities that address the general NGO-environmental conditions influencing the growth of women’s organizations (new legislation, state-civil society relations, management capacity building) and the overall ICT environment, as well as more ICT specific interventions, including IT training, and grants for equipment and connectivity. 

These activities have been made more productive by their participatory and collaborative nature. Local NGOs have been involved, for example, in the process of legislative reform, in training-for-trainers, and in the design of new grant programs. Similarly, many development organizations have pursued outreach activities, not only within the local NGO community, but also with other donors and international NGOs. As a result, resources have been shared, repetitive interventions largely prevented, and, where possible, creative synergies involving all stakeholders have emerged.

In efforts to make ICT as available to as many women’s groups as possible, NGO resource centers have been established. These centers not only offer free training and access to Internet and web-hosting services – they also serve as a point of NGO networking and cooperation. In many instances, ICT itself is used as tool to increase knowledge about ICT as a development tool, through mailing lists and e-training materials. Although for many reasons it is more difficult to work in regions outside major urban centers, the development community has also made initial progress in addressing the growing digital divide between rural and urban women’s groups.

Over the past several years, in accordance with a growth in NGO capacity, the development community has also shifted its approaches. If during the early and mid-nineties there was an accent placed on connectivity, now there is simultaneously more emphasis being placed on ICT contents, communication, coordination and community networking. Connectivity and the purchase of all necessary ICT equipment and resources does not in itself ensure that the full opportunities offered by ICT are taken advantage of. Development partners are also addressing these issues by encouraging the regular use and creation of a variety of ICT resources in national languages. 

At the same time, efforts have continued to address the more difficult questions of sustainable NGO financing strategies. While donors will continue to play an essential role in the support of local women’s NGOs for several years to come, clearly other sources of financing must be identified. Some success has already been made in this area through ongoing legislative reform, efforts to create national foundations, and emphasis on making NGO development activities self-financing. Clearly, however, if NGOs are expected to cover the high costs of ICT themselves, additional work must be undertaken to improve their fund-raising skills and develop further financial and charitable partnerships with local business communities and the state. 

One of the advantages of ICT is its ability to connect otherwise individually isolated islands of on-line NGOs with the greater development community and women’s movement. The results achieved through such local-global electronic dialogues and partnerships for follow-up activities to the Beijing conference have been considerable. There is still much work to be done, however. It is equally important to develop further local-local grass-roots dialogues both within and across regional communities. These activities must focus not only on the empowerment of women’s organizations, per se, but also on the long-term civil society building goals that they are pursuing.

4. Recommended Follow-up Activities
The level of foreign support currently being provided to the Caucasus and Central Asia region is relatively high. Donors and other international NGOs and foundations are providing direct assistance to all three intersecting development areas addressed by the assessment: ICT, NGOs, and women’s issues. A large portion of the findings of the study is based on the information, research, and experience gained by these organizations working in the field over the course of the past several years.

In the event that additional resources can be mobilized, it is essential that all future forms of technical assistance be planned and implemented in close coordination with development organizations already working in the field. This is necessary in order to ensure that new interventions are not repetitious, and, more importantly, that they complement one another and the continuity of ongoing support activities. 

Given the range of pressing development obstacles currently faced by women’s groups across the region, it is difficult to prioritize areas requiring additional attention. Clearly, however, it is important that NGOs based in the more distant, rural regions, already at a disadvantage given their poor social and economic infrastructure, not be further disadvantaged by their distance from the support of donor organizations. 

In addition, it is important that training activities already in place addressing the basic technical aspects of ICT be expanded to address the various functional tasks for which it is so well adapted. These applications include not only simple data exchange, search, processing, and storage, but also ICT used for more effective, participatory forms of collaboration, decision-making, and educational and publicity campaigns.

With regard to follow-up activities based more directly on the work of the assessment itself, it should be stressed that the study has been of a preliminary, exploratory nature. More in-depth follow-up studies should be conducted at the country-level in cooperation with local and foreign organizations already mentioned - contact information for these organizations is provided at the end of this article.  

The findings of the research should be distributed in both hard-copy and electronic format to reach the greatest readership possible. In particular, examples of successful ICT use by women’s organizations and productive forms of cooperation within the development community should be disseminated to women’s organizations based in other regions who may be able to learn from them and offer their own experience.

Given the pace of change occurring throughout the region with respect to both the growth of women’s organizations, as well as the development of information and communication technologies, a follow-up regional study should be conducted within two to three years. In this way, it will be possible to assess the degree to which current ICT challenges have been overcome, and, ideally, to identify additional examples of the ways in which ICT is being used successfully for the empowerment of women.

C. Pacific
(Source: “A Hesitant Embrace: Pacific Island Women’s Organisations and Information Communications Technology” by Debbie Singh)

1.  A Profile of Women’s Organisations Surveyed
The AWORC questionnaire was distributed to approximately 80 women’s organisations in the eight Pacific Island countries under study. Perhaps the most significant barrier to the production of this paper has been the lack of responses from Pacific women’s organisations to the ICT.

The questionnaires were faxed to about 80 per cent of the organisations with the remaining 20 per cent being emailed wherever possible. In addition, the questionnaire was distributed to 148 members via the SPC-administered Pacific Women’s Information Network (Pacwin) email discussion group. About two responses were received via this medium.

A total of 14 responses were received. Due to the difficulty of data gathering using email and faxes, the Pacific researcher tavelled to New Caledonia and Vanuatu and conducted interviews with women’s organizations 

2. Overview of the information and communication sector
Communications structures of Pacific Island countries and territories are largely colonial legacies. In the three island countries that remain French colonies (Wallis and Futuna, French Polynesia and New Caledonia) communications systems are directly linked to metropolitian France with limited local developments. 

The Pacific Islands have been slower than other world regions in terms of access to and utilisation of the Internet and radio still remains the most popular medium of electronic communication in the region. 

Communication plays a critical role in launching the region into the new millennium. It is therefore imperative that Pacific Island countries and territories adopt a communications approach which effectively addresses the region’s diversity of culture and language while bridging its vast geographical nature and allowing for effective exchange of information and knowledge on issues that affect communities and peoples of the Pacific.

Pacific Islands ICT Infrastructure Profile

The following table (Table 9) illustrates the number of Internet Service Providers (ISPs) in the eight Pacific Island countries under study and details rates and accessibility.

TABLE 9:  Pacific Island Internet Service Providers (ISPs), Rates and Access

COUNTRY
International Roaming
Monthly Charge
Free Hours
Extra Hours
Call Costs (Hourly)

FSM
None
$19.95
4
$1.95
Free

Fiji
Anon.
$11.06
—
$3.32
N/A

N/Caledonia
Anon.
$15.38
Unlimited
N/A
$3.07

PNG
None
—
—
—
—

Samoa
iPass
$18.00
20
$0.92
—

Solomon Is.
None
$60.00
20
$1.00
—

Tonga
None
—
—
—
—

Vanuatu
Vanuatu
Anon.
—
—
—

Pacific Island Country Connectivity, 
In the area of communications, 1995 estimates

Country
Telephone Lines
Cellular/Mobile
Radio

Federated States of Micronesia (FSM)


8,000
No mobile or cellular phones in use
The islands are domestically connected by shortwave radiotelephone which is used mostly for government purposes and four Intelsat satellite earth stations connect the islands internationally.

Fiji
65,000 
4,300 (1998 )


New Cledonia
44,000


825


Papua New Guinea 
44,000


No figure


Samoa
8,000
1,200


Solomon Islands
7,000


114


Tonga
7,000
114


Vanuatu
2,500 
121


3. Summary of findings
The data that was collected in the research do not provide a clear or accurate indication of the usage of ICT by Pacific women's organisations due to the lack of responses received. About 70 percent of respondents discussed the importance of ICT in facilitating their work, however, the vast majority of Pacific women's groups are still not connected.

Interviews with some respondents on the situation in their respective countries indicate that many women's groups who do not have Internet access continue to use more traditional forms of communication and networking due to factors such as cost, accessibility, familiarity and lack of training.

This section clusters the main findings of the survey and also highlights the thoughts of some respondents on the issue of ICT and its usage by Pacific women's organisations.

Usefulness of ICT

Almost 90 percent of respondents acknowledged the benefits of ICT such as for communicating with other members who have email, local and regional women's groups, for research and as a source of information on international news and events.

In some success stories respondents report that ICT facilitates their work and almost halves communication costs been halved such as for the Federated States of Micronesia Women's Alliance Network. The Fiji Women's Crisis Centre reports that its website www.fijiwomen.com has managed to further publicise work being done in the area of violence against women in the Pacific and newsletters and publications are now electronically archived.

However, opinions differ and Fiji-based Women's Action for Change reports that the organisation has had very little success with Internet usage due its high cost factor and like many other Pacific women's organisations feel more comfortable using more traditional means of communication such as faxes and telephones. Many women's groups also report that personal contact was still the most effective as was networking with other women's groups through community meetings.

Skills & Training

This is a major issue for Pacific women's groups in many aspects of mainstream media and communications and is not specific to ICT. Currently, the few women's groups who do have Internet access are computer literate but are not formally trained in the usage of the web and its tools. However, they have email access and about 70 percent have a knowledge of how to surf the web for information. Perhaps an exception would be the FSM Women's Alliance Network in Micronesia whose Information Officer has a Certificate in Office Computing and Information Technology and is solely responsible for web site maintenance.

Awareness & Understanding of the Benefits of ICT

At least 70 percent of urban-based women's organisations are aware of the benefits of ICT however, they lack the skills and financial resources needed to effectively access and utilise the medium. However, the Fiji Women's Crisis Centre states that there is a need for greater utilisation of the Internet by urban women's groups to allow greater interaction with donors and for information access in general.

But the picture is somewhat different for rural-based women's organisations many of whose members are not literate, only speak the vernacular or do not have access to electricity. So for these groups, it again becomes imperative to ask the question: "Should ICT and its development take precedence over more basic needs?" Perhaps the solution in areas of electricity, would be to provide ICT to a central base such as a health centre, school or women's group and allow the centre to access relevant development information targeted at the whole community.

Combining ICT with Popular Forms of Communication

As stated throughout this report, radio is still the most popular form of communication in the Islands due to its affordability and accessibility factors and its provision of vernacular services. With this in mind, women's groups should begin networking with each other and with international peer groups such as AMARC, FIRE and Isis to enhance ICT accessibility through convergence of technologies such as radio and the Internet. Another solution would be for women's groups with websites and Internet access to publish information in the vernacular on websites and work with local radio stations to publicise this.

Connectivity & Access Costs

As the section on ICT Infrastructure states, Internet access costs are unrealistically high in the Pacific Islands in comparison to any other part of the world, with some providers charging rates 10 times higher than their peers. This means that the general public does not benefit from ICT and those most marginalised are women's groups and non government organisations who would benefit greatly through usage of ICT for advocacy purposes.

Almost 95 percent of respondents to the AWORC survey highlighted the cost factor as a barrier to access and effective utilisation of ICT. This, coupled with small organisational budgets and competition for donor funds means ICT access and computer hardware are often competing priorities which lose out in the end.

4. Summary and Recommendations
This report has attempted to provide as broad an outline as possible of the Pacific Island situation as regards women's organisations and Information Communication Technology (ICT).

As mentioned earlier in the report, Pacific Island respondents to the AWORC ICT questionnaire were few with the exception of Fiji (six responses) and New Caledonia (three responses from the major provinces), however, past experience with such exercises meant that this was not surprising. Many women's organisations are over-committed or are run on skeleton, volunteer staff and so thus do not have the resources to do justice to such an exercise. In addition, telecommunication in the Pacific is also a challenge at the best of times. All this, coupled with the detailed and technical nature of the ICT questionnaire and its subject matter also contributed to the limited number of responses received.

These by no means are excuses to prevent the region from participating fully in the digital age, or being left behind whilst the rest of the world continues to ride the information superhighway. However, as this report mentions, radio is still the most popular form of communication in the Islands and ultimately, effective communication is that which works for the majority - that which gets one's message across completely and clearly in a manner and language which is understood by its target audience.

Despite the limited number of responses received, the Pacific organisations that did respond provide an accurate account of the many issues which prevent women's organisations in the Pacific Islands from gaining full Internet access and utilising the web and its tools to their fullest advantage. In addition, brief interviews with prominent women activists in the region also provide an insightful look at what is needed to assist women's full participation in the digital economy.

Perhaps the most prominent issue emerging from this research is the fact that many Pacific Island women are intimidated by the Internet and its technology, finding it more of an area best left to the men. This stems from traditional conditioning and the fact that many young women are not encouraged to take on science subjects in school or feel that it would be area in which they would not excel. This spills over into adulthood and women thus feel that the area of science and technology is not their forté.

Many women's organisations find difficulty in getting online due to limited funds and government budgets being directed at line ministries which do not include women, youth and social departments. Thus women's departments/ministries/groups thus do not have funds to purchase equipment and software to enable themselves to get connected. This, in addition to high access costs due to Internet Service Provider (ISP) monopolies, a lack of reliable connections, and limitations with facilities in the Islands also fuel the situation.

In addition, audiences are often without access which means that the Internet is not always an efficient means of communication.

Women's organisations in the Islands are also used to more personal means of communicating and networking such as through workshops, seminars and personal contact as it is something into which they have been groomed. Other popular means of communication between women's groups and individuals are by telephone, faxes, newsletters, radio and snail mail. Again, radio is still the most effective medium of communication in the Islands due to its outreach, accessibility, affordability and provision of vernacular services. 

The lack of appropriate skills and capacity to operate the equipment effectively and utilise web tools completely is another factor that prevents women's groups from getting connected. This is also evident among many women's groups that participated in the AWORC survey, in that, skills to fully utilise the World Wide Web are limited despite the availability of equipment.

The recommendations which follow in Section VIII provide an outline of what is needed to allow  Pacific Island women and women's organisations to become more equal participants in the digital economy.

Recommendations
In order for the Pacific Island region and women's organisations to become more active participants in the global information revolution, this report recommends the following actions:

Effective and critical use of ICT,  including greater accessibility to assist Pacific women's empowerment bearing in mind current limitations faced by the Islands in terms of Internet access costs, geographical and cultural diversity and infrastructural challenges;

· Awareness-raising of the benefits of ICT, the World Wide Web (WWW) and its tools as an effective medium of communication for Pacific Island women, women's organisations and the region in general;

· Bearing in mind that radio is still the most effective medium of communication for the Pacific Islands, women's groups should begin networking with international peer groups such as AMARC, FIRE and Isis to enhance ICT accessibility through convergence of technologies such as radio and the Internet;

· Training and capacity-building in basic computer skills and literacy;

· Training and capacity-building in Internet skills such as effective web surfing,search techniques and web page design.
� Singh, Debbie; Gender Related Activities on Informnation Networking via the Pacific Women’s Resource Bureau, Secretariat of the Pacific Community, Noumea, New Caledonia, October 1997.





� Secretariat of the Pacific Community website, Noumea, New Caledonia. � HYPERLINK "http://www.picisoc.org" ��http://www.picisoc.org� and Small Islands Developing States Network (SIDSnet) website � HYPERLINK http://www.sidsnet.org ��http://www.sidsnet.org�











PAGE  
13



