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IT, The Most
Revolutionary Issue
Globally: But is It
for AllI?

by Proscovia Svird & Anneli Sundqvist

This article discusses the challenges of disse-
minating information using ICTs (Information
and Communication Technologies) in post-
conflict countries like Sierra Leone and focuses
on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
(TRC) findings. The TRC findings were meant
to promote an understanding of the crimes
that were committed against the innocent civi-
lians during the war, and to contribute to the
prevention of future atrocities. It particularly
looks at the most marginalized groups, namely,
women and children. The TRC findings were
published in both a book and electronic form.
Some simpler versions of the findings were
also published by some NGOs but neverthe-
less, the diffusion of information into parts

of the society where it is needed mostly has
been inadequate. The Internet is a medium
used to disseminate information effectively
from one to many. The electronic version of the
findings is available on the Internet but access
to it requires information skills and access to
ICTs. It is argued that lack of ICTs and infor-
mation skills is an obstacle to the empower-
ment of women and children in Sierra Leone,
which also hinders sustainable development.

Proscovia Sviird, to the left,works as an archivist and
a research administrator at the Nordic Africa Insti-
tute. She has a BA and MA in Archives and Informa-
tion Science and a BSc in media and Information
Science. Anneli Sundquist, MA, is a junior lecturer
and researcher in Archives and Information Science
at the Mid Sweden University in Hdrnésand.

Information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs) are tools that are globally used to
disseminate information timely and efficiently
but this can only be done with a functioning
information communications infrastructure,
access to computers and the political will to
enhance the culture to access information.
Even though new ICTs have remarkably spre-
ad across Africa and are essential for econo-
mic development, political democratisation,
social advancement and cultural progress, the
digital divide is still pronounced in most parts
of Africa. This article looks at the case of the
Sierra Leone’s Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission, which investigated and reported on
the human rights violations during the civil
war in Sierra Leone. ICTs could have aided in
disseminating the TRC findings to the people.
The paper focuses on the most vulnerable and
marginalized groups of Sierra Leone, namely
women and children, and the challenges in
diffusing important information to those who
need it most.

'The study relies on documentary analysis,
primarily on published data sources. The out-
line of the paper is however based on the fin-
dings from two fieldwork trips in 2006 and
2007, including observations, interviews and
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discussions with Sierra Leonean Scholars,
which also corroborates the conclusions of
this article.

Theoretical Framework: The General
Systems Theory and the Diffusion Theory
The General Systems theory states that “the
whole equals more than the sum of its parts.”
The theory deals with “wholes made up of in-
terdependent parts, the relationships between
parts, and the relationships between the who-
les and their environments” (Windahl et al.,
2002:82). This theory is applied to illustrate
that the uneven distribution of information
technologies like the Internet, creates a dys-
function in a global system of development
because some parts are not included in the
system. This same scenario is maintained at
the national level if the Internet is unevenly
diffused and concentrated in the urban cen-
tres. The maintenance of a system requires
that all parts are functional. The theory de-
monstrates that uneven distribution of the
Internet connectivity is not likely to enhan-
ce equal development, and therefore, deepens
the already existing socio-economic cleavages.
This leads to underdevelopment and unequal
distribution of resources, which often results
into conflict. If the Internet as a system is to
enhance information dissemination, there has
to be access to computers. The diffusion theory
focuses on whether people adopt or reject an
innovation. The diffusion process is supposed
to result into behavioural changes in terms
of knowledge and attitudes (Windahl et al.
2002:57). Acquisition of knowledge can only
take place through exposure to the innovation
and its functions (Windahl et al. 2002:59).
This theory helps us understand that know-
ledge about an innovation like computers can
only be generated if people are given a chan-
ce to acquire the innovation and thereby be
able to learn about its functions. Therefore as
clarified by the two theories, the women and
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children of Sierra Leone will need to have ac-
cess to the computers in order to develop skills
that will enable them to use ICTs as a tool for
development, be able to deal with the past and
to look forward to a brighter future.

The Sierra Leone Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) and the TRC Report

A decade of armed conflict and political un-
rest affected the civilian population of Sierra
Leone. It resulted into loss of lives, rape, tor-
ture, mutilation, the use of child soldiers, the
spread of HIV/AIDS, displacement of the po-
pulation, destruction of property and basic
infrastructure (Baksh-Soodeen et. al., 2002:
xxii). Baksh-Soodeen et al. argue that failed
colonial administration, corrupt post-inde-
pendent governments and an ineffective le-
gislature and judicial system, are some of the
factors that caused the war, (Baksh-Soodeen
et. al.,, 2002:xxiv). Warring parties such as
the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the
Sierra Leone Defence Forces, the police and
the Nigerian led peace keeping force, Econo-
mic Community of West Africa Monitoring
Group (ECOMOG), were involved in the ex-
ecution of civilians (Human Rights Watch,
1999:43). The RUF was particularly notori-
ous for systematically committing horrendous
atrocities against women and children. The
country witnessed the world’s worst rebel war
where 53% of women and girls were raped by
the RUF rebels (Malan, 2003:139). Children
were also targeted and thrown into burning fi-
res, toddlers were severed with machetes, and
young girls were sexually abused. Abductees
were forced by the rebels to participate in the
killing and massacring of relatives and friends
(Human Rights Watch, 1999:50).

In year 2000, by virtue of the Truth and
Reconciliation Act, 2000 (the Act) the Sierra
Leonean Parliament made a provision for the
formation of a Commission. The Commis-
sion was a product of the Lomé Peace Agre-
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ement Article 26, between the Government of
Sierra Leone and the now defunct Revolutio-
nary United Front (RUF). The Sierra Leonean
TRC Act called for the commission:

to create an impartial historical record of
violations and abuses of human rights and
international humanitarian law related to
the armed conflict in Sierra Leone from
the beginning of the conflict in 1991 to the
signing of the Lomé Peace Agreement, to
address impunity, to respond to the needs
of the victims, to promote healing and
reconciliation and to prevent a repetition
of the violations and abuses suffered
(Hayner, 2004:2).

The TRC was to investigate and report on
the causes of the conflict, the nature of the
human rights violations and abuses and the
context under which these abuses were com-
mitted. The investigation was to further reveal
whether the committed atrocities were plan-
ned or authorised by any of the governments,
factions or individuals. Since the Sierra Leo-
nean war was greatly influenced by external
factors like the war in Liberia, the TRC had to
also look at the role played by foreign actors.
In 2004 the findings of the TRC were presen-
ted in a public report. The TRC recommended
that its findings should be widely dissemina-
ted to the people. ICTs could have facilitated
in the effective dissemination of the findings
but there are challenges that are making the
task difficult. Currently the final report is av-
ailable on the Internet (http://tresierraleone.
org/drwebsite/publish/index.shtm) and there
is a database of statements that is coded and
therefore cannot be accessed by the citizens of
Sierra Leone. Different media like video foo-
tages and audio recordings of hearings are also
available but their effective use require ICTs.
The TRC archives are currently being sto-
red in the dump rooms of Fourah Bay Col-

lege, University of Sierra Leone. In March
this year, during her second research trip to
Freetown, Proscovia Svird had a meeting
with the Chair and Executive Secretary of the
newly inaugurated Human Rights Commis-
sion. The commission, which is a statutory
body, was inaugurated on the 11* of Decem-
ber 2006 and is charged with the challenge
of holding the government accountable for
the implementation of the TRC recommen-
dations. The Commission is also to follow-up
the TRC process and engage in the dissemi-
nation of the TRC findings. In order for the
commission to be able to effectively live up to
its mandate, it will need to establish a good re-
cords system that will preserve and enable the
dissemination of the TRC findings. The chal-
lenges before the commission are many. There
is need for premises, salaries to the commis-
sioners and archival and information manage-
ment expertise and the effective dissemination
of the TRC Archives.

The management and availability of the
information contained in the TRC report is
crucial to an understanding of the causes of
the conflict and the prevention of future atro-
cities. The knowledge contained in the report
should enhance reconciliation and healing in
an effort to achieve sustainable peace and de-
velopment in the country. The recommenda-
tions contained in the report would also free
women and children from the discriminatory
laws that have hindered their development.
According to Mazurana et al. women are in
most post-conflict societies overlooked and
underestimated despite their efforts to engage
in peace building and to provide basic needs
for the survival of their families (Mazurana et.
al. 2004:ii)

Efforts Towards Information Technology
Diffusion and Deterring Challenges

The World Summit on the Information Socie-
ty (WSIS) Declaration of Principles states that
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everyone has the right to freedom of opini-
on and expression and this includes the right
to receive and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless of fron-
tiers. In the Declaration emphasis is put on
the human rights (Doria, 2005:29). The Afri-
can Information Society Initiative (AISI) has
since 1996 promoted ICT policy making on
the continent. Despite being the least develo-
ped in ICT, African ministers are according
to Etta the first among developing regions to
adopt a master plan and a declaration to inte-
grate their countries into the information age
(Etta, 2005:10). AISI has continued to encou-
rage national ICT formulation, the liberali-
zation of national telecommunications and
broadcasting and the articulation of national
e-government ICT policies (Etta: 2005:10).
Even though the WSIS Declaration of
Principles grants everybody a right to partici-
pate and enjoy the benefits of the Information
Society, the obstacles of ICT diffusion are nu-
merous. Despite the fact that all African states
now have Internet connectivity and local In-
ternet Service Providers, most of the Internet
users are concentrated in the capital cities. The
rural populations of Africa are not connected
due to the expensive dialup connections (Po-
likanov et.al. 2003:43). Sierra Leone still lags
behind in the utilisation of ICTs, which has

led to poor human development, (Sierra Leo-
ne Vision 2003:27). The key challenges pre-
venting the diffusion and utilisation of ICTs
in information dissemination include wide-
spread poverty, illiteracy and under-utilisation
of indigenous technologies, (Sierra Leone Vi-
sion, 2003:30).

This is further exacerbated by lack of a Na-
tional and Education ICT policy, gender in-
equality in access to education, erratic supply
of electricity, high costs of telephone connec-
tion and long-distance charges, inadequa-
te supply of skilled ICT labour, and lack of
adequate government resources for education
(ICT4Africa/Country Report Sierra Leone).

This creates what many communication
scholars refer to as the digital divide caused by
the uneven distribution of ICTs (Hellstrém,
2005:1). This cleavage as argued by Hellstréom
is due to lack of political will, the slow diffu-
sion of new technologies and the uneven distri-
bution of wealth. Hellstrém contends that the
digital divide has reinforced the already ex-
isting poverty patterns (Hellstrom, 2005:1).
Castells defines the digital divide as the in-
equality of access to the Internet (2003: 248).
Internet diffusion in developing countries is
said to deepen the digital divide since it is
concentrated in urban centres, around glo-

bal activities, among highly educated groups

Table 1: Statistics on ICT infrastructure and usage. Swedish figures for comparison within parantheses.

Indicators Numbers

Fixed Line Operators

Total Fixed Line Telephone Subscribers (2005)
Cellular Mobile Operators

Total Cellular Mobile Subscribers (2005)
Mobile subscribers per 1,000 people (2004)
Internet users per 100 inhabitants (2004)

Personal Computers per 1000 inhabitants (2004)

1 (50

23,327 (5, 624,000

5 (25-30

297,000 (9, 087,000

- = =

22

2 (37%)
12

* Applies to subscribers, the amount of users is probably much larger.
Source: World bank, ICT4 Africa/Country Report Sierra Leone, The Swedish National Post and Telecom Agency
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who in turn are connected to global networks.
Most regions and people are left out (Castells
2003:262). Today, we have countries in the
periphery that are still struggling to put in pla-
ce basic communication infrastructure such as

the radio or telephone services.

Challenges of the Inclusion of Women and
Children in the Information Society

The women and children in Sierra Leone are
among those who are least integrated in the
information society. In the report of the Sierra
Leone National Consultation, it was recom-
mended that gender equality should be a prio-
rity in the post-conflict reconstruction becau-
se women have had a disadvantaged position
in the society. This has deprived them of the
possibility to develop skills that would enable
them to contribute and engage in the recon-
struction of their country (Baksh-Soodeen et.
al., 2002:xxiv). Women lack representation at
all levels of political decision-making and pea-
ce processes (Baksh-Soodeen et. al., 2002:xxv)
though they have revived local economies and
social networks and their coping mechanisms
are a resource during times of conflict.

Girls at school going age are discrimina-
ted against, as parents prefer to invest their
scarce resources in their sons. According to
the Human Rights Watch report, only 21 %
of the females account for primary, seconda-
ry and tertiary gross enrolment while the ma-
le account for 32 % (Human Rights Watch,
2002). According to the 2000 statistics 42 %
of children of ages 6 — 12 in Sierra Leone were
attending school. There are however dispariti-
es in school attendance depending on the regi-
on children come from (Government of Sierra
Leone Survey Report 2000:29). The civil war
also disrupted the schooling of most children.
Universal access to information is promoted
by the World Summit for Children because

education is empowerment and a prerequi-

site for combating poverty and exploitation
(Government of Sierra Leone Survey Report,
2000:29.

Nakafeero contends that while ICT is em-
powering both men and women it is also wi-
dening the gender inequalities (Nakafeero,
2005:27). This is because the gender gap will
only be bridged by the packaging of appro-
priate information in the local languages, ca-
pacity building activities for women, impro-
ved ICT literacy and an integration of a gen-
der perspective in the ICT Programmes and
policies (Nakafeero, 2005:31). The fact that
information communications infrastructure
in Africa are concentrated in urban areas has
also led to the exclusion of a majority of wo-
men who are based in rural areas (Munyua,
2005:183).

Recommendations to Improve the Status

of Women and Children

During a seminar that took place on the 18th

of April, in Stockholm at St. Immanuelskyr-

kan, on “A Mother’s Cry for a Healthy Afri-
ca’, the two main speakers argued that “edu-
cating 2 woman was like educating the entire
nation.” This is because, women enhance cul-
ture. The male-dominated post-conflict re-
construction should see women as a resource

(Baksh-Soodeen et. al., 2002:xv). The United

Nations Security Council passed Resolution

1325 on women, peace and security in 2000,

to acknowledge the role played by women in

promoting international stability.

The government of Sierra Leone was in
the Report concerning gender equality urged
to take concrete steps to implement the fol-
lowing recommendations, (Baksh-Soodeen et.
al., 2002:xxix-xxxiii):

e Ensure that there is an increase in access
to basic education, that media coverage is
extended to all areas using local languages
and that women should be educated about
their rights.
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e Investment should be made in functional
literacy programs throughout the country
to reduce the high rate of illiteracy especial-
ly among women.

* Research on traditional beliefs and practi-
ces that are gender discriminatory should
be carried out and the research findings
disseminated nationally.

* There should be zero tolerance against vio-
lence against women and children in all its
forms.

* Rapid information dissemination should
be available to support programs for com-
munity activities to facilitate networking
and collaboration using traditional meth-
ods and electronic media.

According to the findings of the TRC the
children have not had a meaningful role to
play socially, politically and economically. The
Children Forum Network, an advocacy group
run by children during the TRC mission gave
a voice to the children. The TRC therefore re-
commended the Ministry of Social Welfare,
Gender and Children Affairs to support the
network to enable it to operate provincially
and at local levels (TRC Report n.d:180). The
TRC further recommends compulsory and
free education and incentives to encourage
children of school going age to attend Secon-
dary School (TRC Report n.d:177).

The former Swedish Minister for Inter-
national Development, Carin Jimtin, argues
that the effective use of ICTs gives people an
opportunity to govern their lives by using
tools like the Internet to both get educated
through access to information and to inter-
act with international arenas. However, tech-
nology does not translate into development.
Therefore, it should harness services and app-
lications that are affordable, useful and rele-
vant. People should be empowered with ca-
pacity and knowledge to utilise ICTs for their
own development (Jimtin, 2005:5). The in-
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tegration of people in the information society
therefore requires capacity building in terms
of basic infrastructure and the development of
skills (Jimtin, 2005:6). Jimtin recommends
that donors should help developing nations
to attract private investment in an attempt to
create and enabling environment that would
foster innovation, local competence building
and ownership (Jimtin, 2005:2).

Analysis and Conclusion

Information is of great importance in all ac-
tivities of a society. The ICTs are ideal tools
for disseminating information and, in the case
of Sierra Leone, would promote an under-
standing of the causes of the conflict and to
prevent future atrocities. Access to ICTs and
programs on information skills would have
enhanced the diffusion of the important fin-
dings of the TRC. In post-conflict societies,
the management of information is crucial to
the promotion of peace and stability. Given
the horrendous atrocities that were commit-
ted against the civilian population and in par-
ticular women and children, it is important
that the TRC report is efficiently dissemina-
ted. An understanding of the causes of con-
flict would enable the victims to reconcile
with the perpetrators and thereby enhance
sustainable peace and development. Access to
Internet would enable both women and child-
ren to take advantage of the information that
was generated by the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission. This would enable them to
handle the deep psychological effects the war
atrocities inflicted on them through networks
that can easily be formed on the Internet. It is
also important that the TRC report, that can
be considered controversial is openly discus-
sed and contested.

The uneven distribution of ICTs both on
an international and national level, like the
two theories applied in the article show, will
only lead to a dysfunction in the development
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system. The effective use of information tech-
nologies would require simple applications
with local content that would in the case of
Sierra Leone diffuse information to the people
who need it most. Countries like Sierra Leone
lack electricity, which highly limits the effec-
tive use of the Internet as an information tool
and thereby excludes Sierra Leoneans from
tapping into such a rich information bank.
Thus investments in basic infrastructure are
necessary. The diffusion of mobile phones,
wireless technologies and projects that work
for the integration of Africa into global com-
munication might help Africa to speed up its
participation in the information society.

As said above, access to information tech-
nologies alone does not translate into develop-
ment. It is therefore important for the govern-
ment of Sierra Leone to invest in an education
system that is not gender biased and that will
enable its citizens to attain information skills.
The marginalized women and children need
an education that will empower them and al-
so enhance their development by engaging in
the post-reconstruction of their country. The
Sierra Leonean government should therefore
adopt a National and Educational ICT policy
that will promote programs that will enable
its citizens to participate in the information
society. The children of Sierra Leone, if gi-
ven a chance to learn the skills of handling
the Internet and processing information in or-
der to convert it into knowledge, might en-
hance a better diffusion of ICTs. Thereby they
can help their mothers to better understand
the advantages that ICTs can deliver in hel-
ping them to achieve development. For an un-
derdeveloped country that wishes to embra-
ce ICTs there is need to plan and budget for
lifelong education for all. The speed at which
ICTs change will require the type of learning
that will continuously up-date the individuals
with equally new skills.

For development to take place, all classes

of the society have to participate in the deve-
lopment process with equal opportunities to
participate in the decision-making that will
affect their lives. Given the poor communi-
cation infrastructure, the effective use of ICTs
that are suitable to both the rural and urban
populations would enable the diffusion of de-
velopmental information. The digital divide
will long persist due to the different challen-
ges outlined in the article, but the government
of Sierra Leone together with its international
partners will have to invest in ICTs with simp-
le applications that can help even the non-li-
terate communities to manage their lives. In-
formation, information skills and ICTs are
crucial components in the post-conflict re-
construction and development and should be
addressed while engaging in international de-
velopment projects. The information gap that
exists in the world today, between and within
nations and the unequal availability of infor-
mation technologies need to be seriously ad-
dressed in order to fight global poverty and to
bring about sustainable development.

References

“A Mother’s Cry for a Healthy Africa”, Inter-Faith
Action for Peace in Africa, (IFAPA), organised by the
Collegium for Development Studies and The Life
and Peace Institute, Immanuelskyrkan, Stockholm,
18 April 2007.

Baksh-Sooden, Rawwida, Etchart, Linda, 2002, Women
and Men in Partnership for Post-Conflict Recon-
struction, Report of the Sierra Leone National
Consultation, Freetown, Sierra Leone, 21-24 May,
2001, Commonwealth Secretariat, London.

Castells, Manuel, 2003, The Internet Galaxy, Reflections
on the Internet, Business, and Society, Oxford
University Press, New York.

Etta, Florence, 2005, Policy Making: The New Develop-
ment El Dorado, At The Crossroads: ICT Policy
Making in East Afvica, Eds. Etta E. Florence, Elder
Laurent.

Government of Sierra Leone Survey Report, November,
2000, On the Status of Women and Children in
Sierra Leone at the end of the Decade.

77



INFOTREND 62 (2007)3

Hayner, Priscilla, 2004, 7he Sierra Leone Truth and
Reconciliation Commission: Reviewing the First Year,
International Centre for Transitional Justice, Case
Study Series.

Human Rights Watch, June 1999, Getting Away with
Murder, Mutilation and Rape New Testimony from
Sierra Leone, Vol. 11 No. 3 (A).

Human Rights Watch, Jan, 2002, Vol. 15. No. 1 (A).

ICT4Africa/Country Report Sierra Leone at: www.
wikieducator.org/ICT4Africa/Country_Report_Sier-
ra_Leone, Downloaded, 2007.05.10.

Jamtin, Carin, 2005, ICT — A Tool for the Poor?, Utsikt
mot utveckling 26, ICT — A Tool for Poverty Reduction,
Challenges for Development Cooperation, Elanders
Graphic Systems AB, Uppsala.

Malan, Mark, 2003, The Challenges of Justice and
Reconciliation, Building the Road to Recovery, Institu-
te of Security Studies, Pretoria

Mazurana, Dyan, Carlson, Khristopher, 2004, From
Combat to Community: Women and Girls of Sierra
Leone, at: http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/files/
portal/spotlight/disarmament/disarm_pdf/2004_
Mazurana_Carlson.pdf Downloaded 2007.05.10.

Munyua, Alice, W, Positioning for Impact: Women and
ICT Policy Making, 2005, At The Crossroads: ICT
Policy Making in East Africa, East African Educatio-
nal Publishers, Ltd.

Nakafeero, Angela, 2005, Women and ICTs in Uganda:
Bridging the Gender Digital Divide, Utsikt mot
utveckling 26, ICT — A Tool for Poverty Reduction,
Challenges for Development Cooperation, Elanders
Graphic Systems AB, Uppsala.

Polikanov, Dmitry, Abramova, 2003, Africa and ICT: A
Chance for Breakthrough? Information, Communi-
cation & Society 6:1 pgs 42 —56, Routledge, Taylor
& Francis Group.

Sierra Leone Vision 2025 “Sweet Salone” August, 2003.
United People Progressive Nation Attractive Coun-
try. Strategies for National Transformation, Govern-
ment of the Republic of Sierra Leone.

The Swedish National Post and Telecom Agency, Market
Information at: http://www.pts.se/Sidor/sida.
asp?Sectionld=1341 Downloaded 2007.06.25

TRC report: Withness to the Truth. The Final Report of
the Truth & Reconciliation Commission of Sierra
Leone, 2004, at: http://tresierraleone.org/drwebsite/
publish/index.shtml Downloaded, 2006.01.02.

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325
(2000) at: http://www.un.org/Docs/scres/2000/
$¢2000.htm Downloaded 2007.06.25

Windahl, Sven, Signitzer, Benno and Olson, T. Jean,
2002, Using Communication Theory. An Introduc-
tion to Planned Communication, Sage Publications,

London.

Google ar inte allt.

Upptack Linkkatalogen!
20 000 utvalda linkar. PA nidtet sedan 1995.

bibliotek.molndal.se/webbkatalog

Milncals
stodsbibiotek
s wion ok

78



