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"It can be no accident that there is no wealthy developed country today that is information-poor, and no information-rich country that is poor and undeveloped.”

· Mahathir Mohammed
Prime Minister, Malaysia
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Bridging the Digital Divide with Renewable Energy

The term "Digital Divide" has emerged to describe the growing chasm between the technology "haves and have-nots, know and know-nots."  Examining the Digital Divide more carefully, however, one can conclude that it is electricity that is the essential prerequisite for the development of the information economy.  As technology continues its rapid penetration into global markets, the Digital Divide in the future will be more accurately described as a "Power Divide."  In this context, the Micro-solar Distance Learning Initiative is an important step towards demonstrating that rural communities of developing nations can bridge the power divide in order to meet their information needs.  
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Information and Communications Technologies (ICT)

Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) are cornerstones of the structural reform programs of international donor agencies and represent approximately (US) $100 billion annually in donor support to developing nations.  Donor investments in ICT today focus primarily on the infrastructure and human capacity building requirements of urban centers.  In the last 24 months, however, advances in wireless telecommunications technologies (satellite and terrestrial) combined with a dramatic reduction in equipment costs are creating opportunities for ICT investments in deep rural communities.  The e-7 Micro-Solar Distance Learning Initiative demonstrates a high-value application for rural electrification.      
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Wireless Communications Services 

The Micro-solar Distance Learning Initiative typically utilizes a 2-way, high-speed (96 KBPS upstream, 384 KBPS downstream) broadband, synchronous, satellite service connected to the Internet by a terrestrial VSAT terminal.    On-site equipment includes a 1.8-meter Ku- or C-Band antenna and radio, external access router, and mini-intranet HUB and LAN interface with capacity for network system expansion.  Voice-Over-IP telephony services can be configured into the system with services to the telecommunications backbone, available to end-users where permitted under federal regulatory policies.  
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Energy Equipment / Systems Installation and Training 

Standard energy equipment consists of a 2.5 kw photovoltaic (PV) system, a 5 kWh power supply (batteries), a Ku-Band satellite service, three computers, wired fluorescent lighting, a remote energy monitoring device, and a small refrigerator for medical vaccines.  On-site training includes community-wide orientation to solar energy and information technologies, management and administration for facilities and personnel, information management systems (hardware and software), knowledge management practices, installation and maintenance of renewable energy systems, and Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) systems operation and maintenance.  
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Community Informatics – Identifying Communications Needs 

With technical assistance from in-country program partners, a democratically elected Community Informatics Committee is established in the community for the purpose of identifying communications needs to achieve development objectives in education, health care, public health (water and sanitation), commerce, and governance to be supported by the newly installed energy and ICT systems.  The program provides technical assistance to build human capacity in education, health care, governance, and commerce through a variety of learning activities focusing on sustainable economic development.  Learning resources for the program are accessible primarily through the Internet.  
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	Objectives: Self-generate revenues and secure revenues from government and donor agencies to achieve financial sustainability within 3-yrs. 


e-Readiness Assessment

Delivering the benefits of the information economy to deep rural communities of developing nations is dependent upon the degree to which they are prepared to participate in the networked world---their "e-readiness."  This is gauged by assessing the relative advancement of both the nation and the local communities in areas that are most critical for ICT adoption and by identifying the most important applications of ICTs for program beneficiaries. When considered together in the context of strategic planning and development, an assessment based on these elements provides a portrayal of e-readiness.
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Public-Private Partnerships

In public-private partnerships with international donor agencies and in-country partners, methodologies will be deployed to capture, retain, apply, and disseminate information and resources of existing funded programs in education, health care, governance, and commerce.  Methodologies include standard community development activities, such as community informatics, social network analysis, and asset mapping.  Information, personnel, and financial resources supporting community development objectives will channel through the new ICT capacity of the beneficiary communities.  Public-private partners will utilize Internet-based information management software to coordinate technical assistance to the beneficiary communities.  
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Installation the 1.8 meter Ku Band satellite dish connecting the rural community of Porvenir to the Internet through a gateway in the U.S.
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A Community Informatics Committee leads local residents in establishing information needs and priorities to achieve sustainable environmental and economic development.
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Installation training on a 2.5-kW photovoltaic system that powers 3 computers, lighting for the school, and a refrigerator for medical vaccines.











Integrating low-cost, renewable energy with low-power IT hardware is the critical technology development required to deliver the benefits of the information economy to deep rural communities of developing nations.
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Utilizing Internet-based distance education software, project-based learning activities focus on achieving sustainable development priorities.  
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Key Program Support Activities





▪    Establish key international and in-country donor partnerships across sectors to provide technical assistance. 





▪	Establish in-country working groups, develop public-private partnerships, and conduct preliminary site assessments. 





▪	Develop asset map across donor sectors identifying flows of donor resources, and obtain donor commitments for on-going technical assistance.





▪	Provide partner training on use of equipment to support user training in the field





▪	Monitor and assess long-distance maintenance and service program.





▪	Maintain technical assistance for remote project management.





▪	Disseminate information on the results of deploying low-cost, renewable energy and low-power IT hardware systems for development in rural communities.





▪	Disseminate information on the cost-efficiencies and sustainable development impacts on education, health care, commerce, and governance. 
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