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I am delighted and honoured to welcome you all to this important National ICT Forum organised by the newly established Department of State for Communication, Information and Technology in partnership with the UNDP who sponsored this occasion.  The objective of this gathering is to bring together all Stakeholders to brainstorm on the Past, Present and Future prospects of Information and Communication Technology in The Gambia.  Our theme for this Forum is “Towards Full utilization of ICT potential.”

May I take this opportunity, Mr. Chairman, to dilate on the strategic and policy initiatives of The Gambia Government for the judicious development of ICT in the country.  Firstly, there is a modern digital fibre optic backbone telecommunication infrastructure stretching from the Urban to Rural areas (over 500km) that will support progressive application and extension of ICT nationwide.  Secondly, the policy decision by H.E. The President, Alhaji Dr. Yahya A.J.J. Jammeh, to create a new Department of State solely responsible for communication, Information and Technology are signs of awareness and commitment, at the highest political echelon of The Gambia Government, to force the pace of IT use at all levels of our socio-economic development.

In 1998, the development of ICT in The Gambia took a new and positive impetus with the setting up of the Internet Gateway and Backbone under the framework of the UNDP’S Internet Initiative for Africa commonly known as (IIA), in collaboration with The Gambia Government.  H.E. The President personally presided over the inaugural ceremony as The Gambia was proudly the first Sub-Sahara African country to attract the IIA funding due to the advance state of its telecommunication infrastructure and the quality of service provision compared to most African countries.

Mr. Chairman, please allow me to quote to you from a letter received sometime back in 1998 from Mr. Darren Gates, US Peace Corps Volunteer.

It reads:

“I am a U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer who has worked for the past year as a computer teacher and engineer at St. Peter’s Technical Senior Secondary School in Lamin.  There has been a lot of discussion over the past several months in the newspapers, on radio, and by word of mouth about equipping Gambian Schools with computers, and then connecting them to the Internet.  I think that with the transition Gamtel is making to a high-speed Internet service, this is an excellent time to start the process of connecting schools to the World Wide Web.  Clearly, the Web is an invaluable teaching tool and would expose Gambian Children to resources heretofore undreamt of.”

From my reply to him as MD of Gamtel, I now read:

“I wish to assure the U.S. Peace Corps Volunteer that Internet is for Real in The Gambia.  Gamtel and the Private Sector will be in the driving seat to mitigate against any negative innuendos towards certain technological changes.

There will be no Internet White Elephant and the service will be popularly and economically provided for mass customisation.  Gamtel Internet Tariffs will be attractive.”

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is opportune at this National ICT Forum to analyse and evaluate whether Gamtel has indeed kept to its promise for full utilization of ICT Potential in The Gambia based on quality of service and affordability.

The Gambia’s Internet Initiative Project has, since then, addressed infrastructural development-human capacity for sustainability and institutional connectivity such as Gambia Press Union, National Assembly, National Library, Royal Victoria Hospital Lab, Bansang Hospital, Management Development Institute, GTTI, Gambia College, University of The Gambia, Rural development Institute, Mansakonko and must Senior Secondary Schools in the country.

We have indeed exposed the country to be part of the global village in information and communication technology with various types of its applications.  These applications can be broadly categorized into the following types.

· Decision support to Public Administrators;

· Improving Services to citizens; and 

· Empowering citizens to access information and knowledge.

Each of these types of applications may have different objectives, require different types of technologies to build, and therefore have different sets of critical success factors.

Decision support systems for the public administrators focus on improving planning and monitoring development programs and IT training for all government employees.

The second type of applications focus on automating the process of delivering services to citizens such as collecting a variety of payments on behalf of Government etc.

The last type of applications is concerned with empowering citizens through access to information and knowledge.

The Gambia Government is at all times committed to creating a conducive environment for effective public/private partnership in the area of ICT.  Inscribed in our vision 2020 is the objective to place The Gambia as a hub for ICT in the Sub-region.  This is in line with the current Trade Gateway Initiative in creating Free Zone Authority in The Gambia for industrial and IT services related development.

This objective and strategy may I add, has brought about the genesis of Government preparedness to initiate the formulation of National Communication and Information Policy (NACIP).  The NACIP is the Government’s blueprint that sets out the objectives, strategies and the regulatory framework required to ensure a coherent and orderly development of ICT in The Gambia.

The thrust of the NACIP is premised on the promotion of an effective Public/Private Partnership in the provision of Communication and Information Services, underpinned by a transparent and efficient regulatory framework.  More information the NACIP I hope will feature in the deliberations during the course of the Forum.

Distinguished Guests, it is worth noting at this point that in the past decade, ICT has increasingly continued to play a significant role in defining sustainable human development.  ICT has the potential to improve all aspects of our social, economic and cultural life as well as creating new opportunities; but because of its dynamic transformation and new technologies emerging especially in the developed world, new challenges and dilemmas surface all the time.  In that, our biggest preoccupation/challenges today is how to transform the growing digital divide (Information haves and have nots) and to instil an information democracy so that developing countries like The Gambia can be part of the global economy in all its transformations of technology.

May I at this juncture Mr. Chairman, remind all participants that the main objective of this Forum is to brainstorm on the need to identify strategic interventions needed to provide an enabling environment and stimulate demand-driven and sustainable growth in the ICT Sector.  This should pave the way forward for a national policy framework to compliment the NACIP document and other regulatory requirements.  In doing this, the NACIP will have to be revisited and given the necessary ingredients for a properly defined and user friendly Information Policy that will generate greater public and private/sector participation to marginally reduce the digital gap between The Gambia and the developed economies.

I am delighted that this August gathering is blessed with the presence of highly profiled and well-respected national and international personalities in the domain of IT.  The eminent Speakers and Presenters I understand have been involved in major policies and programmes in their respective countries and their inputs in this forum will be available to learn from their experiences.  I therefore urge all of you to make good use of their presence during this Forum to raise pertinent issues with them on various aspects of ICT.  This I believe is a “golden” opportunity that will avail The Gambia the chance to learn from other success stories and shortcomings so as to address any bottlenecks and flaws in our quest to design a National ICT policy framework.

This meeting I trust Mr. Chairman, will come up the sound recommendations and action plans that would in the long run compliment Government’s effort in the delineation and development of an ICT policy framework within the context of  sustainable economic development.

Our effort at this point should focus on the impact of ICT in national development strategies especially in the domains of health i.e. telemedicine; in education and scientific development i.e. the use of internet and computers for research and development.  In addition, distance learning and also the use of IT for agricultural purpose and production are essential i.e. tele-food and other information  awareness strategy.  These guidelines will assist my Government in preparing young generations by investing in education, skills development and professional training for The Gambia’s rightful integration in the information society.

Your deliberations should therefore be broad, exhaustive and lessons to be drawn from types of applications that are likely to create a development impact and efforts that will be necessary to implement such technological applications.

On that note Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Guests, I seize this opportunity to declare this National Forum for ICT open.  I wish you all fruitful deliberation and thank you for your attention. 
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