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Protocols:
This conference could not have come at a better time when our people appear to have fully accepted democracy with its implications for growth and development at the individual and regional levels. All over West Africa, with the exceptions of one or two flash points, good governance has been accepted as the prerequisite for delivering ‘democracy dividends’ to the high expectations of a people who have moved from restiveness to patience and calmness as they try their hands on the new technological tools for conquering and exploiting the environment. Expectations are indeed very high and my talk today would attempt to itemize these expectations, review why the actions from the governments are answering these expectations or failing, and proffer a few solutions on the way forward. Naturally, you would be right to expect me to use my experience as a pioneer and entrepreneur in the Information and Communication Technology sector to light up the landscape that we would explore this morning. 
EXPECTATIONS FROM THE WEST AFRICAN CITIZENRY: 
It is not a sweeping statement to assert that the peoples of West Africa have moved from traditionalism to modernism. They have abandoned theocracy, feudalism, and gerontocracy (government by age) for governance through the ballot box. In doing so, they have made the forceful critical transition from slavery to colonialism to military rule to today’s democracy. Therefore, with abated breaths they are expecting their endorsement of the new ‘living styles’ to pay off in advancements in all sectors of life – regional security, human rights, education, health, research and technology, and natural resource management, and agriculture, They expect their governments to achieve an exceedingly dignified participation in sports, music, peace efforts, space struggle - name it – we want to take respectable positions as active participants in the new knowledge economy. Summed up, we watched the industrial, scientific and agriculture revolutions pass by and we are determined to domesticate the knowledge revolution. We would be guided by the knowledge that the short comings of micro states must be curbed through the belief that the prosperity of West African states is interwoven and appreciable progress can only be made when we adopt the slogan – all for each and each for all.

THE ECOWAS TOOL:

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) is a regional organization of 15 West African nations formed in 1975. The main objective of forming ECOWAS was to achieve economic integration and shared development so as to form a unified economic zone in West Africa. Later on, the scope was increased to include socio- political interactions and mutual development in related fields. It was founded to achieve "collective self-sufficiency" for the member states by means of economic and monetary union creating a single large trading bloc. Progress has been slow towards the attainment of these objectives especially with the treaty revised in Cotonou on July 24, 1993, towards a looser collaboration. I intend to show in a moment why the snail pace of implementing the ECOWAS protocol might knock the bottom off our collective aspiration to use Information and Communication Technology to restore the dignity of our people, better our living standards and bolster our global participation.
Regional aspirations as shared by West African statesmen, intellectuals, and citizens alike reflect a general desire to break the confines of the nation-state, and a denial of all that divides the region, including the multiple barriers to the free movement of goods and services, people, and capital among countries, and differences in legal, governmental, and educational structures. West Africans are aware that the kingdoms and cultures of West Africa were relatively well integrated in pre-colonial times, and the quest for regional unity is in many respects a return to the basics. These regional aspirations, encouraged by the successes of the European Union, also constitute a response to the obvious inability of the state to generate development. They thus include a search for solutions extending beyond what existing nation-states appear capable of providing, including better regional infrastructure, better management of the region’s resources and even better human rights.
INTEGRATION AND ICT DEVELOPMENT:

In West Africa, regional unity is seen as a possible solution to the continent’s deep and prolonged economic and social crisis. The ICT revolution should gather momentum from the private energies that are being released as a result of the strengthening of civil society and the deregulation and privatization of national economies. Unfortunately, there seems to exist today an increase of state-imposed barriers to inter country flows thus undermining regional trade and cooperation. For example, a hard ware manufacturing plant in Nigeria should ideally service Ghana, Liberia, Gambia and Sierra Leone. It would not make economic sense to set up plants in each of these countries. The principles of economic integration require that resources are conserved for the common good, that facilities are replicated only when it is absolutely necessary. 
There exists an ultra nationalist tendency that finds expression in the setting up of huge import tariffs for finished goods within the ECOWAS region, astronomical business registration fees and multiple taxation, labor requirements that are often more stringent than those laid out for Africans in Europe and other unhealthy conditions for doing business help to inhibit economic integration. It should be a major source of concern to all stake holders if Zinox, for example has to set up hard ware manufacturing plants in all the West African states, 15 in all. Governments must be less paranoid and in doing so they tutor their people that there are indeed larger benefits to gain from cooperation and integration if we must build the technology base to confront global competition. The Council of Heads of West African States must immediately investigate the reasons that led to the BusinessDay front page headline on Wednesday 26/5/10, which suggests that there are tough policies driving businesses back to their home countries.
Perhaps it is about time that the ECOWAS integration process be allowed to be more dependent on the initiatives of civil societies and private businesses. The current ‘state led’ integration appears to be too cosmetic to make impact. As one observer described the current approach as one whereby heads of state assemble on a regular basis and pronounce ambitious declarations of what they are going to do, as a prelude to actually doing very little. The Heads of State should concentrate on the process of building a new culture base through some sort of radical political restructuring that shares authority. My thinking is that this new culture base would support regionally beneficial collaborations. The ICT sector in West Africa is proudly holding on to entrepreneurial initiatives like Glo mobile and Zinox Computers in spite of pressures from global competitors. How these businesses succeed in the region would depend largely on what concessions the politicians concede across the borders.

DEPENDENCY AND ICT DEVELOPMENT IN THE REGION:

Hardware manufacturing in Nigeria is controlled from Europe and Asia. Hardware manufacturing is moving to low wage economies. A mild wave in the economies of the USA and the UK reaches Nigeria, possibly, as a sharp increase in prices that force us over and over again to reconsider the foundations of our economy. The hardware industries are migrating from the USA and Canada to Mexico and Costa Rica, from the UK to Singapore to Malaysia and China. Is it likely to ever move to Nigeria? The hardware manufacturers are moving farther and farther away under circumstances that we cannot control. What is the implication of that reality for Nigeria’s hardware sector? We must do more than query our status as a peripheral state. It’s time to move away deliberately from our dependency on the USA, Britain and now the Asian tigers
A dependency situation leads to the exploitation of the weaker partner by the stronger nation. The most important obstacles to development are not the shortage of capital and management but the present international order. To make these external obstacles ineffective we must repudiate the status of being a peripheral State, an attachment. We must dissociate ourselves from the market and opt for a self reliant development strategy. We must put together the political will to lead our people through the thorny and narrow road to national development. The way the international system is structured today it would take another 500 years before Nigeria becomes a favorable foreign investment destination. We must insist on a vibrant indigenous assembling industry as a means of attracting the interest of the leading manufacturers of processors, mother boards and the chips necessary for assembling. Governments in West Africa must make preference for locally assembled ICT products a major plank of public sector purchasing and inventory. The legislature must make laws that make it mandatory for key players in the economy to contribute to ICT penetration through the patronage of locally assembled brands. This should translate to the empowerment of indigenous entrepreneurs to spur corporate investment, advance the development of human capital, provide sustainable employment and deliver goods and services for nation building and global competitiveness. 

TRENDS IN REGIONAL ICT DEVELOPMENT:

West Africa is a great market with abundant potentials and individual national resources, however, none of all our current National Economic and Citizens’ empowerment policies, plans and development programs can be fully realized nor sustained successfully, without accelerated “Information and Communications Technology” (ICT) deployment - as the prime enabler, major fuel and centre of gravity for our national development and nation building and creation of wealth at all levels. Therefore, in Nigeria as in most West African countries ICT stake holders are calling on governments to invest more on information technology.

In Nigeria, for example, there is an agitation for the recognition of the fundamental, urgent and critical need to establish an Information Technology (IT) Committee in the National Assembly - as a significant policy and legislative operational instrument.  Many countries have already established a “Knowledge Commission” in response of the emerging knowledge society.

Recognizing Information Technology and particularly its Software main component as a new productive knowledge frontier and potential instrument for economic empowerment and creation of wealth, it has now become strategically imperative for Governments to launch a nation-wide awareness campaign to realize the objectives and meet the set target of MDGs.  This massive awareness campaign was single handedly embarked upon in Nigeria by the Computerize Nigeria Project, which we set up at the launch of Zinox Computers in 2001. I am also in a position to announce that we have also set up the Computerize Ghana Project, duly registered in Ghana with the objective to plead the case for the acceptance and adoption of the computer as a tool for work and play. There is also the pet project of the Ghanaian government called ‘I advance’ with similar objectives and our intention is to use the experience and muscle of the Computerize Nigeria Project to advance the computerization of the West African region beginning with Ghana.

We do advocate here that all nations in the region must accept that setting a national campaign on IT awareness agenda is imperative against the backdrop that building knowledge capacities presents immense economic opportunities for nation building. Suffice it to state that the West African region can earn over $20billion in foreign exchange annually from the IT Application software industry and the Hardware sector – especially if the patronage of its products and services are made mandatory and enshrined in appropriate legislature. 
A special funding has been established for IT development in Nigeria, the National Information Development Fund (NITDEF)! Professionals are puzzled that the Oil and Gas industry where the bulk of the nation’s revenue is harbored was exempted from the National Information Technology Development Fund (NITDEF).  In other Oil exporting countries of the world, it is the Oil and Gas industry that contributes more than 50% of the nations’ ICT Development fund. All nations must borrow a leaf from the call for the review of the NITDA ACT 2007.

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Therefore, before West Africa becomes a 21st Century digital colony, it is a strategic imperative to recommend as follows: 

1. Information Technology education and access should be enshrined as a fundamental human rights in the Constitutions of all nations in the region.

2. The Local content Laws should focus on empowering the West African IT Industry to ensure her future survivability.

3. All profitable sectors of the economy should be included as significant contributors to the National Information Technology Development Fund
4. There should be special and legalized preference for Local IT professionals, locally assembled hard ware and soft ware applications.

5.  Ensure that an “Anti-Trust” ACT is embedded as a significant part of the Local Content Laws.

6.  West African IT Professionals in the Diaspora should become a significant part of the Outsourcing services commissioned by governments and corporate persons.

7. Governments should invest heavily in ICT penetration following the NCC/USPF model in Nigeria.
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