
New Economy Skills for Africa Program- Information and Communication 

Technology (NESAP-ICT) and South-South Learning 

The question of how to bring developing nations out of poverty and in line with the 21st Century has 

been argued by scholars alike. This paper primarily focuses on the continent of Africa and explores a 

program that has the possibility of bringing the continent out of such poverty by introducing new IT 

industry-sectors into various regions of Sub-Saharan Africa.  In addition the paper will discuss how 

knowledge economy and the South-South Initiative will eventually allow all developing nations an equal 

foundation in the international technology industry. 

Africa and the need for reform 

 Africa is made up of 54 sovereign states and is the second largest continent.  With close to a 

billion people, Africa is also the second most populous continent after Asia.  Due to multiple historical 

and current issues, Africa is the most underdeveloped Continent and according to the United Nations 

Human Development Report, the bottom 35 nations listed are all African with the exception of 

Afghanistan, Haiti and Nepal.  (Human Development Report, 2010)  Reform in these nations is much 

needed.   

 Michelle Selinger addresses the importance of education reform stating that “(it) will be more 

successful if it takes place in a climate that is already focused on improvements in other sectors of 

society.” Selinger goes on to state that: 

  “Since improving the quality of education will raise aspirations and expectations, it is vital for 

 economic development that school leavers and university graduates are provided with 

 opportunities to obtain jobs and develop a worthwhile career in their own country.  This implies 

 a need for the development of commerce and industries so that new jobs are created that 

 require  a skilled, well-educated workforce.” (Selinger, 2009) 

 Selinger’s observations are correct.  Educational reform must take place in an environment 

whereby change is already occurring and that employment is readily available once a student has 

graduated.  The question then is what should come first:  Education reform or a strong economic 

reform?  Selinger boldly states that change must be economic based. 

 Reform has been long awaited in Africa.  But for 8 underdeveloped countries: Ghana, Kenya, 

Madagascar, Mozambique, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal and Tanzania, both educational and vocational 

reform comes in the shape of Information Technology and Business Process Outsourcing (IT and BPO).  

ITBPO, a talent driven industry, bridges the necessary gap between trained and educated workers and 

opportunities for skilled employment that Selinger observed in her analysis of ICT in education and 

development. 

 These 8 aforementioned African countries are participating in an initiative called the New 

Economy Skills for Africa Program with the hopes that many more developing countries will be in a 

position to participate shortly. 



New Economy Skills for Africa Program- Information and Communication Technology (NESAP-ICT) 

 In 2008, The World Bank, considered to be ‘world connector’, announced a proposal that would 

revolutionize Information Technology (IT) and IT Enabled Services (ITSE) in the African continent.  

According to World Bank, ITSE is a US$500 Billion industry, yet only 15% of that sum is currently being 

tapped into by countries such as India.  India has roughly 10 million people working within the ITSE 

industry (the majority work within the call center sector) and that number has seen a steady plateau of 

employees in recent years.  With money to be made and companies looking in other parts of the world 

to outsource their business to, Africa seems a viable option with a huge amount of human capital and 

their need to create jobs for young, educated people.  This idea, among others, is driven by the Sub-

Saharan Africa Undersea Cables program that is set to be completed in 2012. 

 The Undersea cable program links multiple investors and national and privately owned fibre 

optic networks that, together have created an exact ring around the whole continent of Africa linking 

these same cables into the Middle East.  The internet penetration begins at the coastline and then 

moves to inland countries.  The conglomeration of cables that ensure there is no opening (most overlap) 

has been monitored by Internet End-to-End Performance Monitoring (IEPM), linked with Stanford 

University, that issues current reports and data.  While internet usage and accessibility is still a question, 

the average consumer cost has been lowered due to new competition from Internet Service Providers 

(ISP). (Barton, Amory-Mazaudier, Barry, Chukwuma, Cottrell, Kalim, Mebrahtu, Petitdidier, Rabiu, and 

Reeves (n.d.).   

 The issue of Internet procurement is becoming less relevant, rather the issue is that IT skills in 

Africa are scarce while the IT/ITSE industry rapidly grows worldwide. Before IT companies can move in 

and move their business forward on the continent, Africans must become educated and skilled.   

 According to The World Bank, one objective of the NESAP-ICT “focuses initially on globally 

benchmarked, employable skills for the Information Technology (IT) and IT Enabled Services (ITES) 

industry - sectors that can create thousands of new jobs and catalyze economic and social 

transformation.” (World Bank, (n.d.) By globally benchmarking  skills for these two sectors of the 

industry, Africa can compare its self with other countries around the world while conforming to 

international practices in IT and more importantly, become aware of and nurture skills and training that 

is lacking.   

 Two important facets being addressed through the initiative leans toward education reform.  

First and foremost, integrating technology in education that reinforces educational institutions and 

which creates a strong IT educated workforce.  Lastly, through industry collaboration, curricula 

development becomes vital for ensuring that countries conform to international standards and that new 

trends in the industry are delivered via regional ‘knowledge hubs’ thus maintaining work force 

preservation  in their respective countries. (World Bank (n.d.) Both Oracle and Microsoft offer 

International certificates that can easily be accessed in Africa through these ‘Knowledge Hubs.’ Joel 

Samoff and Bidemi Caroll in a 2004 article published in the African Studies Review stated that “As of 

February 2002, there were 58 Cisco academies in 22 participating and six nonparticipating African 



countries. Of the 58 Cisco academies, 34 were located within higher education institutions. Student 

classes were being conducted in some 22 sites.” (Samoff, Caroll, 2004) 

South-South Knowledge Exchange Initiative 

In 1868 the Shogun who had ruled Japan during the unsuccessful Feudal era in Japan was replaced with 

the returning Imperial Emperor.  The Emperor took upon him the name of Meiji (or enlightened ruler).  

In between 1868 and 1912, at the time of the Emperor’s death, Japan had turned into a sophisticated 

and stable country which had: “Highly educated people and Industries that relied on the most advanced 

technology in the world.”  From a very agrarian and politically weak country rose a strong and powerful 

nation that had gained International recognition and economic success.  (Meiji Restoration and 

Modernization (n.d.) 

 The origin behind Japan’s success is attributed to Western ideas.  Meiji, in his quest to remove 

restrictions the west had placed on Japan, sent a number of delegates to America and Britain amongst 

other countries.  Delegates saw the wealth, industry and power in their respective visits and believed 

Japan could catch up to such modernization.  The event, known as the Meiji Restoration, took less than 

40 years to conceptualize and adopt western theory and ideas.  (Tame, 2008)   

 The Meiji Restoration saw education as advancement into modernization.  Their knowledge 

economy, which according to Stanford University’s Walter Powell and Kaisa Snellman “(has) a greater 

reliance on intellectual capabilities than on physical inputs or natural resources” (Powell, Snellman, 

2004) helped to modernize Japan and in 2010, was ranked 11th in the Human Development Index.  

(Human Development Report, 2010)   

 There is a strong interconnection with the success of Japan’s economic and technological 

growth of the mid 19th Century to Africa’s current plans for technological augmentation.  While Africa is 

still reliant on certain physical inputs and natural resources, it is intellectual capabilities that it seeks to 

learn from other developing nations who have lunged into the IT/ITSE industry-sectors and have become 

successful.   

 The United Nations International Policy Centre for Inclusive Growth (IPC-IG) states that: 

“IPC-IG considers South-South learning as collaborations among governments of developing countries 

and non-state actors, to reduce poverty and inequality. We believe South-South cooperation allows 

countries with similar challenges to share their experiences and propose innovative solutions. Such 

cooperation enhances the capacity of nations in shaping development according to their own vision and 

needs.” (International policy centre for inclusive growth (n.d) 

The key to ultimate success in South-South learning is to take those lessons learned and adapt them to 

the country’s own vision and needs, similar to the empire of Japan in the mid-1800. 

 Earlier, this report indicated that India had the biggest slice of the pie in both IT and ITES. 

According to the World Bank, India leads the world in IT exports, with approximately US$ 40 Billion in 



annual income.  India’s renaissance, similar to the Meiji Restoration, took roughly 20 years to go from an 

agrarian society to a world leader in IT.  Countries in Africa believe they can do the same. 

The Rags to Riches story of India is in line with Africa’s ambitions making India a natural choice to send 

delegates to learn from.  During 2009, 54 members of NESAP-ICT travelled to India, from Africa and took 

part in an information exchange that focused on 3 key components of IT-BPO (World Bank (n.d.) : 

 “Policy- Creating good practices in National and Regional ICT  

 Programs- Globally benchmarked skills assessment and capacity building 

 Partnerships- Creating new and strong ties between India and Africa in ICT.” 

Delegates from the 8 nations came with specific questions relating to their needs.  For example, 

Mozambique wanted to learn how to implement and operate a science park within their country.  

Mozambique also required knowledge on how to “strengthen a technical education system that can 

respond to national and regional needs in term of skills and capacity.” (Tamele, Sotomane, 2009). 

Success of South-South Learning 

Within two years of the commencement of the South-South initiative in India the 8 nations in their own 

way have began to lay the foundations for a future in the IT/ITES industry with hopes to provide global 

business outsourcing. 

 Nigeria have created training facilities such as The Nigerian BPO Academy (BACAN) that offers 

formal training in global benchmarked programs and certificates  (BPO Academy Nigeria (n.d.).  Kenya 

and Tanzania are also creating centers where workers may come and train within the IT BPO sphere, all 

of which are partnering up with major western firms.  

 Because the NESAP-ICT program is in its early day’s success should not be measured yet.  It will 

be interesting to analyze the success of the 8 nations once the Sub-Saharan undersea cable program has 

been completed in 2012.   

Conclusion 

 Erik Reinert in his book Globalization, economic development and inequality: an alternative 

perspective states that “there is no way to reduce poverty other than to place learning and knowledge 

creation at the centre of development strategy.” (Reinert, 2004)The overall suggestion as to success lies 

in the ability of the 8 developing nations to place emphasis on training and education as a way to 

address knowledge economy and entice western/modern companies into the African continent.  While 

this does not fully lend itself to Selinger’s ideals, the climate of education and training through the 

success of South-South Learning builds upon the hope that Africa too can build up skilled human capital 

to enjoy the significant income that India has been enjoying for 20 years.  The goal then would be to 

raise each and every African nation out of poverty and into the 21st Century. 
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