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Press Release

Lusaka, 24th of October 2005

Free and Open Source Software can foster business development in SADC region, says International Conference organized by it@ab


The SADC-wide network “it@ab - Information Technology in African Business” recently held a two days conference on Free and Open Source Software in Lusaka, Zambia on “Smooth integration of Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) into existing software environments”. The SADC region was challenged to adopt free and open source software (FOSS) as a viable route towards affordable Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and business development at the local level. The event was supported by the German development organization InWEnt, Capacity Building International, Germany and ran from the 18th to the 19th of October 2005. Over 100 ICT experts met in Lusaka, Zambia, including over twenty members of the it@ab network, over 60 decision makers and ICT specialists from Malawi, Mozambique, Angola, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, Kenya and the host country. 

The it@ab network on Information Technology in African Business is a knowledge network founded and supported by InWEnt - Capacity Building International, Germany. It links about thirty multiplier institutions in the field of ICT in seven SADC countries. Within the past three years, InWEnt trained over 60 ICT specialists of the it@ab Network in Germany – many of which presented business cases and solutions at the event in Lusaka. 

The conference was opened on Tuesday, 18th of October 9:30 a.m. at Taj Pamodzi Hotel by Honourable Harrigan Wind Mazimba, Deputy Minister of Communication and Transport on behalf of the Honourable Abel Chambeshi - MP Minister Ministry of Communication and Transport, Zambia. In attendance was her Excellence Dr. Irene Hinrichsen - Ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany to Zambia together with Prof. Thomson Sinkala - Chairman of the it@ab network Zambia. Mr Milner Makuni, General Manager, AfriSwitch, Lusaka, Zambia and President, Computer Society of Zambia was the keynote speaker at the opening ceremony. Mr. Balthas Seibold - Senior Project Manager, InWEnt gGmbH, Germany and Mr John S Munsaka, it@ab Zambian coordinator welcomed the guests. 

In their presentations and demonstrations, the it@ab Network IT-specialists who have been trained in Germany demonstrated a variety of software solutions that rival their commercial counterparts in their categories yet for a fraction of the price. The presenters also demonstrated that it is possible to integrate FOSS into organisations without making disruptive changes to existing, known and trusted applications and environments.  

From the feedback of the participants to the conference, it was clear that indeed many of the solutions provided a viable solution for organisations and users in the field of ICT for development as well as business opportunities for IT companies of the region. The freedom offered by free and open source software was also aptly demonstrated by the University of Dar as Salaam which demonstrated a Swahili version of the popular open source package Open Office.

Some of the key issues that were covered at the conference included the following:

· Opportunities and technical solutions arising from the use of free and open source software (FOSS), with a focus on integrating FOSS into existing software environments such as the Windows desktop system. 

· Presentation of business solutions based on FOSS for selected guests from the business community of SADC and decision makers. 

· Further training and knowledge exchange of it@ab members in the field of free and open source software (FOSS)

The Hon. Deputy Minister challenged the conference to forward recommendations of the conference to cabinet through his office and assured the gathering of the Zambian governments support of the use of affordable and high quality software solutions for development. In his opening remarks the Deputy Minister said that free and open source, as an offshoot of the free software movement was an alternative to the popularly used proprietary software currently on many markets in the region. He further emphasized that a number of developing countries had embraced free open source software but the uptake was slow and needed to be speeded up if the region was reap the fully benefits of the open Source. The Deputy Minister paid tribute to InWEnt - Capacity Building International, Germany for their support and hope they would continue to do so the future. In her turn the German ambassador said the present world cannot exist without information and communication technology (ICT) and that development depends on it. 

In his introductory remarks, Mr Balthas Seibold, the InWEnt Senior Project Manager for the it@ab project said the aim of the conference was in line with the UN Millennium Development Goal number 8 that emphasized partnership, progress and participation. He said his organisation would continue to help facilitate the mainstreaming of ICT in key developmental sector in SADC such as health and education in partnership with it@ab. He said capacity building, training and business coupled with constant updates and international exchanges were crucial in achieving the Millennium Development Goals. This is where his organisation fits, he concluded. Mr Seibold hailed FOSS for providing freedom to its users who no longer had to depend on particular vendors, fear breaching copyright laws or pay high costs of license fees. In a region where the national economies were comparatively weaker than their western counterparts, FOSS provided an opportunity for the countries to leap frog in local ICT led development.

More information and presentations of the conference are online at:

http://www.it-ab.net/e2320/e2521/index_eng.html

Contact Persons for this conference:

Local Conference Coordinator and it@ab Zambia Representative 

Mr John S Munsaka
Email: jmunsaka@zamnet.zm, Phone +260 1 224665     

InWEnt Senior Project Manager

Mr Balthas Seibold

 Email: balthas.seibold@inwent.org, Phone +49 221-2098-253

it@ab Chairperson

Prof. Thomson Sinkala

Email: tsinkala@thomro-zambia.com
About InWEnt - Capacity Building International, Germany
InWEnt stands for human resource and organizational development within the framework of international cooperation. InWEnt’s services cater to new managers, skilled and executive personnel as well as to decision makers from businesses, politics, administrations and civil societies worldwide.

Programs and measures at InWEnt aim to foster the capacity for change on three levels: They strengthen the capacity of individuals to act, increase the performance of businesses, organizations and administrations, and improve the capacity for action and decision-making at the political level. InWEnt’s methodological tools are drawn up in modular form, so that they can be used for customized services development, according to needs and demand. In addition to face-to-face training situations, to exchange and policy dialogue, emphasis is also given to networking with the help of e-learning. InWEnt’s partners are equally from developing, transition and industrialized countries. 

InWEnt shareholders are the German Federal Government, represented by the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development, as well as the German industry and the German federal states (Länder). InWEnt was established in 2002 through the merger of Carl Duisberg Gesellschaft (CDG) and the German Foundation for International Development (DSE).
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Further information is online at www.it-inwent.net as well as on the it@ab Network website: 

www.it-ab.net

About it@ab

Objectives of it@ab
1. Offer sustained ICT-related business consultancy services, training, capacity building and knowledge exchange in the SADC region in particular, Africa in general and beyond in order to infuse increased ICT usage in African Business.

2.  Enhance ICT-related activities with potential for multiplier effect

3.  Promote cross-border cooperation in the SADC region among IT@AB members as well as ICT organisations and professionals through, among other things, collaborating on programmes and projects at local, regional and international levels.

4. Foster cross-regional and intercontinental cooperation with similar networks and relevant organizations.

5.  Position SADC e-business within an increasingly globalised and networked economy.
Short History of it@ab
After four years of networking more than 30 distinguished multiplier institutions in seven SADC member states are already connected under the umbrella of it@ab network.  it@ab consists of Universities, Consulting companies, IT-Training Institutions, Internet Providers, Applications Service Providers and Trade Promotion Organizations in Angola, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania and Zambia. The number of members is still growing.

The it@ab knowledge network is dedicated to providing state of the art e-commerce knowledge, experience and international contacts. Through its multi-structure it@ab integrates all relevant aspects of e-commerce,  e-business and IT applications in business.

The main objective of the network is to promote the adoption of ICT in SMEs (small and medium sized enterprises) in this region. It is focussed on bridging the digital gap between Africa and the developed world and to provide an instrument for a sustainable economic development.  With an institutionalised network in the back, all members and also it@ab Ltd. will profit in the long run. 

Management Board
Chairperson:
- Prof. Thomson Sinkala - Thromro Investment Ltd., Zambia

Vice-Chairperson:
- Derek Lakudzala - BUMAS International, Malawi 

Chairperson of it@ab Ltd.:
- Paul Koyi - Agumba Computers Limited, Tanzania

Executive Secretary:
- Tom Mukaiwa - Business Information Technology Solutions (BITS) Namibia

And the country representatives:
- Prof. Dimonekene Ditutula, University of Luanda, for Angola
- Francisco Mabila,  Eduoardo Mondlane University, for Mozambique
- Lerato Pretorius, Lehlaka Technologies, for South Africa
- Prof. Suresh, University of Namibia, for Namibia
- Mr. John S Munsaka,  ZAMNET, for Zambia

IT@AB: Vision, Aims and Objectives
· Leverage and develop skills and expertise to become the best ICT network in SADC by the year 2010

· Continuously create, sell and support high quality information and knowledge management products

· Developing and selling project proposals to financing partners for capacity building and creation of an e-market environment

· Promote it@ab to and lobby regional bodies and governments to attract e-business investment to the SADC region

· Promote development of regional and global business linkages while regionally promoting the use of local resources and capacities 

· Sharing business related information within the network efficiently

· Form consortia to utilise network resources and expertise in large projects

· Promoting and monitoring best practices in the ICT field in SADC as well as Lobbying and supporting efforts to establish policies that stimulate markets in the ICT sector

Training and Networking
Through InWEnt, it@ab has so far trained 60 highly motivated IT specialists in Germany. Twenty  have just completed their one year specialized training in Germany. In addition to the capacity building of it@ab members through the training in Germany, senior partners of the network have continued to meet on a regular basis to develop the network. Previous senior partner workshops have taken place as follows: 
Cape Town:
November 2002

Dar es Salaam:
November 2003
Windhoek:
March 2004


Maputo:
November 2004
Malawi

April 2005 


Lusaka              October 2005
Achievements so far
· The it@ab network has a constitution and a formal structure. The structure includes a management board comprising members in Zambia, Malawi, Tanzania and Namibia.  The it@ab secretariat is based in Windhoek, Namibia.

· The network established a commercial company called it@ab Limited. it@ab Limited is the commercial wing of the network able to create consortia of experts from the it@ab network to tackle projects of much larger size or complexity than any one partner can handle on their own.

· The it@ab network through its Namibian partners is in the implementation phase of a world bank funded business incubator project valued at over US$100,000. the approach taken in the bid for this project is typical of what it@ab plans to do in the future.

· it@ab established a modern, secure electronic communication forum called CLE (Collaborative Learning Environment) that allows its members and German partners to communicate and share information just like they were in one place. CLE is a key component of the communication infrastructure of it@ab and it has capability to include other partners and stakeholders.

· Using CLE in 2004, the it@ab network conducted historic elections to elect a management board.  The elections were historic because they were moderated by independent partners in Germany, the candidates were in their member countries and the voters voted while in their respective countries of Namibia, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, South Africa, Zambia and Angola.

· it@ab developed a business plan for the network and this forms the basis for the creation of coherent business plans of the network partners. The business planning process carefully considered the unique characteristics and opportunities existing in each country including Malawi. The proposed response of the it@ab network is reflected in the business plan and it@ab is proud to be a partner in development of all countries in the region.

· In 2004 the it@ab network launched two network products namely (a) Blended Learning Program and (b) Internet Guide to Business Information
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