AFRICA IN CYBERCAFE

Abstract

The Internet has changed the world. Ask ten people what they love about the Internet and you will get ten different answers – e-mail, web surfing, entertainment, education, shopping, music, T.V., travel, online banking, chat. The list is endless. But terms like modem, browser, and portal can be daunting. There may be an estimated 800 million people using the Internet today, but that still leaves the vast majority of the world’s population unaware of the joys of cyberspace. So how difficult is it to log-on, tune in and download. This paper will attempt to answer questions such as “The Internet: what it is, how it works and what it promises for the future.
Introduction

Created in 1969 as part of a government project to link up universities in the United States, the Internet is simply a large network of computers joined together by miles of cable. By passing packets of data down telephone lines, computer-users can share files, information and talk directly to one another. Over the last 30 years, a cooperative group called of scientists and technologists have continued to develop the Internet, creating a huge public facility available to billions of people worldwide.

Most users make the leap onto the Internet to use electronic mail – or e-mail. This allows people to send text messages to each other via their computers. It is easy and fast to use, and in many areas of the world , it is threatening the conventional postal service as the most popular way of sending written communication.

An Internet Service Provider (ISP) handles your connection to the Internet, charging for the amount of time spent online and providing services like e-mail and web space. “For most of our members the key driver is e-mail,” said Rachael O’Neill, spokeswoman for the world’s largest Internet service provider, AOL. “it is simply much cheaper than the cost of an international telephone call..”

The second biggest attraction for most of the users is the World Wide Web. Invented by British scientist Tim Berners-Lee, the web is a seemingly infinite store of information with pages dedicated to every subject under the sun from shopping to sport, politics to pornography. Whatever your query, you are likely to find the answer somewhere on the web. You are also likely to find more than you bargained for, since clicking on specially designed links transports you swiftly to from one site to another – a process known as “surfing.”

In order to view the web you need a piece of software called a browser – the most popular versions being Microsoft Internet Explorer and Netscape Navigator. The browser lets you surf through the information, choosing which pages to see searching and searching for the information you need.

With millions of pages of information, finding what you want can be a challenge – but looking is often part of the fun. To help, there are search engines like Yahoo, Alta Vista and Lycos, which trawl the web for key words and phrases, and portal sites which gather useful information and store it in one place. A search engine will provide you with thousands of possibilities but portals will help you find what you are looking for. They provide you a walled garden where content is easy to find (O’Neill, 2000).

Another big inducement for new web-users is the range of community sites where users can discuss hobies and interests with one another. The opportunity to be able to talk to people with the same interests from all over the world is very attractive, explained O’Neill, and it can be done very easily – all you have to do is point and click. This is called Online Chat or Discussion groups, which are very popular on the Internet. Note that next to digital videos, moving pictures and home videos, online chat is the next largest attraction currently on the Internet (O’Neill, 2000).

Sites tailored specifically toward African users remain a few and far between. But some services like Nairobi-based Africa Online and South Africa’s WOZA are beginning to establish themselves as players in the market.

While researchers estimate that there are only 2.6 million Internet users in Africa today, the number and range of websites are growing. A recent survey identified the top 50 African sites, which includes the University of Cape Town (www.uct.ac.za), Contemporary African Music and Arts (www.uct.ac.za), PARA SYSTEMS (NIG.) LTD. (www.parasystems-nig.com), Federal University of Technology Yola (www.futy.ac.ng) and the news and information site New Africa (www.newafrica.com).

Russell Southwood, director of Balancing and Act, an organization that promotes Internet usage in Africa, says there is currently very little dedicated to the African continent. “Much of what exists is related to tourism,” he explained, “advertising things like safaris and hotels.”

Further a field, buying goods and services on the Internet is becoming increasingly common place, with sites like bookseller, amaxon.com and auction house eBay, becoming household names in the US and Europe. There would be some trillion dollars spent on the Internet by 2004, amounting to almost nine percent of total global commerce (Forrester Group, 2000).

But what do you do if you don’t own a computer? One of the easiest way to get hooked up is to visit an Internet Bureau where all the hard work has been done for you. These “cybercafés” have become hugely popular and are especially useful in remote areas where there are few computers and unreliable telephone networks.

Sean Moroney, Publisher of Computers in Africa, claims that Internet Bureaus are the best place to start, especially in countries where online accounts remain expensive. They are a low cost, low risk service where one can build up knowledge (Moroney, 2000).

A computer is no longer the only way to surf the web. To minimize time and expenses for users, many companies are developing alternative method of Internet access. Cheap and easy to operate, many people are already keen to send e-mails, book ticket reservations and find out the latest football scores via their mobile phones. The development of mobile Internet access looks set to have a big impact on the African market. Given the cost of personal computers, it is not hard for to imagine the next generation of mobile phones with e-mail and Internet access facility will be very popular (Southwood, 2000). Developments in digital television means people can also send e-mail and search limited websites through their TV sets.

Technologists at the US high-tech giant, Intel, have even outlined their vision of the “e-Home” where a permanent Internet connection will transform people’s everyday lives, providing news, weather forecasts, information and communication in every home. Last year, the technology company, Ericsson, teamed up with Swedish manufacturer Electrolux, to produce the “screenfridge” – a box that can keep your food cold, read e-mail, order your shopping and even suggest recipes when you run out of ideas.

Problem Identification

The problems identified in this case study include:

i. Few and far between sites that are traditionally tailored toward African users.

ii. Very few Internet users in Africa due to the following reasons

a. Poor telecommunication and/or Internet infrastructure technology.

b. Few computer owners due to its high cost in comparison with per capita income.

c. Little or no knowledge on the Internet.

Other common problems associated with Internet usage, which are also identified include:

i. Broken links

ii. Slow downloads

iii. Error pages

Problem Owner

The problem owner in this study is Africa

Problem Definition

Lack of knowledge on the Internet –what it is, how it works and what it promises for the future – militates against Internet usage in Africa.

Study Objectives

The study aims at enlightening Africans on how the Internet has changed the world by looking at “what it is, how it works and what promise it holds for the future. This is believed to promote its usage in Africa.

Operations Research Models Applied

Systems Approach and Behavioral models.

Result Analysis

The result analysis shows that of the 800 million Internet users in the world, only a merger 2.6 million of this number is from Africa, 80% of which are to be found in one country – South Africa.

Recommendations

i. Create Internet Bureaus or cybercafés.

ii. Adopt the use of mobile handsets for Internet surfing and e-mail.

iii. Educate workers and students on the challenges of the Internet in the information age.

iv. African governement should provide the necessary infrastructure needed for Internet usage access.

Study Benefits

This study has a lot to offer which if it were to be listed will not be anything far from listing the benefits of the Internet, since it aims to promote Internet usage in Africa by enlightening the African populace of the need to get along with the information age.

Final Evaluation

The question has often been asked, such as, who will lead Africa into the new millennium? And when it arrives, will Africa be ready?

With successful operations in South Africa, Uganda, Egypt Swaziland, Rwanda, Kenya, Egypt and the recent award of a GSM license in Cameroon, Nigeria, Senegal Guinea and other West African nations, little doubt is left to the answer of that question.

Despite the numerous and breathtaking services and opportunities which the Internet offers, Africa is yet to learn of them let alone utilize them. As bad as it may sound for Africa, the question no longer is “when the information age calls will Africa be ready to answer, but can Africa still be opportune to answer?

Nigeria (and Africa at large) does not need anymore to learn to walk before running but run before learning to walk. Only a leap forward can make Nigeria (and Africa at large) to at least meet up with the rest of the world in today’s information challenges (Olusegun, 2001).

