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 Abstract 

This study documents the role of civil society in the development of ICTs in Kenya. 
More importantly, the paper seeks to capture the applications and exploitation of ICTs 
by the civil society to achieve its development mission and the challenge it faces. 
Inputs from extensive desk and Internet   research     as well as personal interviews in 
the month of June/July 2002 and firsthand knowledge of the author over the period 
1992-2002 provides a basis for analysis of the paper.    

 

Results indicate that civil society have played a significant role in the development of 
ICTs by creating awareness and training by introduction of services in early 1990’s.  
Apart from the supply of email services, civil society lobbied for improved policy and 
regulatory framework.  

 

Today, the civil society has shifted focus to higher values of Internet rights as a means 
to guarantee access to information that underlies basic freedoms of human rights. 
Additionally, the civil society is exploiting Internet for development and empowerment. 
Challenges remain – low penetration, lack of content, economic barriers. This is the 
new frontier.  



  

  

Executive summary 

This study investigates and documents the role of civil society organisation (CSO) in the 
development of ICTs in Kenya. More importantly, the paper seeks to capture the 
applications and exploitation of ICTs by the civil society to achieve its development 
mission and the challenge it faces. Inputs from extensive desk and Internet   research     
as well as personal interviews in the month of June/July 2002 and firsthand, knowledge of 
the author over the period 1992-2002 provides a basis for analysis of the paper.    

 

Results indicate that civil society have played a significant role in the development of ICTs 
by creating awareness and training by introduction of services in early 1990’s.   

The civil society has played a very important role in the development of Internet and ICT in 
general in Kenya. A clear evolution path of   ICTs is discernable and a significant 
contribution in each phase by CSOs. Before 1992, Internet and email was unknown. 
CSOs played a critical role to introduce and popularise it in the country. This is despite a 
very hostile operating environment from the monopoly telecom operator. During this 
period, only email services were available.  In Oct 1995, African Regional Computing 
Centre, an NGO introduced full Internet using a leased line and pioneering   the fast 
growth of Internet in the country.  Once the Internet was accepted in the market, private 
sector operators entered the service provision market and have seen the role of the CSOs 
diminish ever since 

 

Apart from the supply of email services, civil society lobbied for improved ICT policy and 
regulatory framework.    This is evident in the legislative process for Kenya 
Communicaitons Act 1998, Broadcasting Policy in 2001 and the upcoming policy reform – 
draft National ICT Policy and Information Technology 2002. The main concern by the 
CSOs is the recognition of ICT as   tool to impact or access  information to citizens. This 
information   empowers the society in the quest for development and to improve quality of 
life. Indeed access to information is a fundamental human right. 

 

With the private sector now dominating in the supplier of ICTs, the civil society has shifted 
focus to higher values of Internet rights as a means to guarantee access to information 
that underlies basic freedoms of human rights. Additionally, the civil society is exploiting 
Internet for development and empowerment.  

 

Challenges remain – low penetration of ICTs, lack of content, economic barriers for the 
poor and in the rural areas. This is the new frontier for the CSOs.   It requires new skills 
and increasing more resources.  This paper recommends that CSOs establish a forum 
preferably under the NGO Council to efficiently and synergistically use their resources to 
overcome the challenges.  This is departure of the present situation where each CSO 
operates singly on matters of ICTs 
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 Background and Context 

The Civil Society space and     contribution to national development 

Kenya has   nurtured a vibrant Civil Society Organisation    (CSO) sector operating in    
almost all areas of socio-economic activities. The major areas of operation include: 
rehabilitation, medical/health, education, human rights, gender and women affairs, 
conservation and environment, conflict prevention, management and resolution. In 
principle, the CSO takes over the social development role in areas that government has 
yet to reach out due to financial limitations and where the private sector cannot be able to 
service based on its stated commercial mission. Many Kenyans see CSO sector as the 
third force after the government and private sector. This third force has taken up a social 
role where government has not reached with particular emphasis on the low income and 
those in the rural areas.  
  
The   CSO in Kenya    can broadly be defined as those groups outside government and 
private sector business   involved in   development. Kadzo Kogo a researcher on social 
networks classifies CSOs in broad terms as Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs), 
welfare societies, nyama choma clubs1, Community Based Organisations, Religious 
groups, Youth groups and Merry-go-round,  (Kogo   2001) 
 
Among the groups, NGO is the most significant and organised sub sector for social 
development work.  The governing framework for   NGOs is the NGO Coordination Act 
1990 (Act 19 of 1990) under which   NGOs are registered.  The Act also provides for the 
establishment of the National Council of NGO for  ‘ coordinating, regulating and facilitating 
the NGOs’. In a bid to improve sector integration with the rest the economy, the 
government   launched a stakeholder consultation process   to formulate an NGO policy 
framework in the period May –July 2002 (OVP 2002).   
 
The growth of the NGO sub sector is rapid. According to Mr Oduor Ongwen the Chair of 
the National Council of NGO Coordination Board, there were   1634 NGOs registered in 
2000  (Ongwen 2000). Data from the National Council of NGO   indicate that the number 
increased to 2257 by end of 2001 with operations in all parts of the country.    
 
NGOs contribute heavily to the national economy.  An indication of the role of the NGOs 
can be surmised by the following information. According to a Ministerial presentation by Mr 
Wycliffe Osundwa, Asst Minister Home Affairs to   parliament in June 2002, donors gave 
Ksh 109.9 Billion2 in two years. The funds were applied in relief (Ksh 21.9 Billion) 
administration (Ksh 19.7 Billion) health (Ksh 12.6 Billion) population and related activities 
(Ksh 11.4Billioin)  (Ksh 9.3 Billion) and welfare Ksh 9.5B. Majority of the funding went to 
281 NGOs (Odhiambo and Muriuki 2000).  
 
In general, NGOs contribute over US$1B annually through projects, procurements and 
services to the economy.   The total contribution by or through NGOs is significant and is 
the almost a third of    the national budget. Among the largest donors to the NGOs are 
USAID, GTZ, DANIDA, DFID, SIDA, the Netherlands Government and UNDP (PMS 
2000)  
 

                                                      
1 Nyama Choma – is Swahili for roast meat – a delicacy for Kenyans 
2 1US$= Ksh 78 
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A further role by the CSOs is noted by the religious organisations, over 30 000 CBOs with 
over 1 million members and numerous welfare and youth groups.  CSO is therefore a 
major development force in the country (Kogo 2000). CBOs operates   at the grassroots 
level in under NGOs 
 
For the purpose of this paper, CSOs also include all organisations established with a 
development mission and wholly and expressly not for commercial operations.  This may 
also those bodies established by commercial entities to lobby for   better operating 
environment.  

CSOs and ICTs - The rationale for involvement   

Due to the focus on the poor and those citizens in the rural areas, CSOs are the first point 
of entry or last point of the new technologies to the target population. The benefits of ICTs 
and Internet in particular   can have a significant impact on the operations of    CSOs and 
their ability to serve those clients  
 
 A study among 104 CSOs in Central America   carried out in July – Nov 2001 by Kemly 
Camacho for Fundación Acceso of   Costa Rica demonstrated this. When interviewed, the 
CSOs indicated   the following significant benefits arising from the use of Internet in order 
of importance, 

 
!" That staff are more prepared to face the challenges affecting the target population  
!" Noted an    improvement in improved training, access to more knowledge 
!" Improved communications both within and outside the country  

 
It is noteworthy that a significant number of CSOs  (40%) did not know how Internet 
contributed to the effectiveness of their output. Access to online publications and e-
commerce on the other hand is insignificant  (Camacho 2001)  
 
Based on the study, Camacho     argues that the Internet connectivity alone is not the 
most important to the CSOs but the new ‘ ways of thinking, changes in relationships, new 
work dynamics, and other dimensions that are yet to be discovered’  
 
Accordingly Camacho concludes that ‘  
 

‘The Internet has the potential to offer multiple advantages to those organizations that 
incorporate it into their day-to-day work.  These groups can bring important benefits to 
the groups with whom they work, which is the ultimate goal.  However, as we can 
deduce from the discussion presented here, undertaking to use this tool efficiently and 
effectively implies many new challenges.  Organizations must be willing to realize 
necessary, pertinent and urgent changes, if they are to use the tool to construct a 
more just and equitable society.  Influencing the Internet in itself is also an important 
challenge to take up.  CSOs must ensure the existence of resources and ways of 
using the Internet that agree with the world perspectives, needs, virtues and difficulties 
of our populations. (Camacho 20013)  

 
This paper takes off from the findings in the study cited above.    ICTs can positively 
influence the success of   CSOs in   delivery of the services to the target population in 
Kenya.  This justifies the active involvement of CSOs to lobby for policies that enhance 
availability of internet to areas of operation – in the this case the whole of the country 
including to the rural and the poor.  

                                                      
3 Citation with permission from the author and   acknowledged with thanks.  
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Benchmarking Internet rights against APC Internet Charter  

 Access 

Telecommunications and Postal Sector Policy Guidelines gazetted in Dec 2001 recognise 
the special needs for access to all the un-served or underserved areas at affordable rates.   
The telephone, which is the first step to ICTs, is incorporated in the telecom policy 
guidelines and is   expressed in terms of universal service obligation to operators as set 
out below 

 
!" Telkom Kenya has an obligation to deliver services to   all parts of the country,  
!" Kencell a cellular operator has a universal service obligation expressed in terms of coin 

phones. The company has already installed 300 coin phones  
!" Regional Telecom Operators (RTOs) were to provide two payphones to every sub location 

in five years. RTOs have not taken off4.   
  

The fast growth in cellular has increased signal coverage to over 10% of the surface area 
of the   country bringing increased benefits to the rural population. Fixed line expansion 
has not increased over the last two years and therefore access to Internet is still limited to 
the major towns.   

 
Rights to access: With a less than 1% penetration of Internet, the rights of access are not 
an issue of concern for now. Additionally, it is not feasible to rollout Internet   across the 
country in the short term.  Parliament through the   Kenya Communications Act has 
expressed itself and requires that all people be served where ‘practically possible’.  The 
principle to extend access to all is enshrined in the statute, which at the same time 
recognise the practical difficulties to provide access.   The regulator Communications 
Commission of Kenya is in the process of launching a rural telecommunication 
development fund to extend services to areas deemed unviable by the private sector. 
 
A restrictive policy   defines   a market structure that provides for monopolies in certain 
market segments that affect access to services. A case in point is the monopoly for 
international services (voice and data) to July 2004 for Telkom Kenya. Consequently, the 
regulator limits the use of VSATs to access Internet bandwidth. Distribution of Internet is 
restricted to one backbone provider – Jambonet a unit of Telkom Kenya. Lack of 
competition fosters inefficient monopolistic tendencies of high prices and limited 
expansion.    Voice over Internet Protocol telephony (VOIP) is not allowed and the country 
is not able to take advantage of cheaper access calling costs. A draft National ICT Policy5 
published in May 2002 seeks to address the restricted market structure, Internet backbone 
and VOIP. The policy proposes to encourage ISPs to build an Internet node in every 
district by 2005. If this is achieved can bring services nearer the operational areas for 
CSOs 

                                                      
4 For more details see-. Mureithi M, 2001 Rural Plank Of Kenya's Telecoms Liberalisation Falls Apart, Balancing Act 
London, 2001, Issue no 76 cited at http://www.balancingact -africa.com/news/back/balancing-
act_76.html#headline   
5 See pp 14 for details on the draft policy 
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Affordability  

 The government seeks to use market competition to drive the prices of both telecomm 
and Internet down and make the services cheaper.  Government has further reduced 
taxes to make the ICTs generally affordable. Typical cases include reduction of duty of 
computer hardware and software to 5%, reduction and eventual removal of duty of cellular 
terminals. Unfortunately the elimination of duty   on terminals announced during the 2002 
Government Budget presentation was accompanied with an introduction of consumption 
tax of 5% on the cellular airtime. Cellular operators responded with a corresponding 
increase in   airtime. According to Kencell, the consumption tax amounts to 40 bases 
stations in the rural areas that now have to go to the government in new tax. This reduces 
expansion and therefore access.  
Government strategy to use competition to reduce cost has resulted in reduction of tariffs. 
Access to the Internet in cyber cafes has fallen to Ksh 1 and online account for Ksh 1000 
per month.  
Consequently, even where access is feasible, affordability posses an economic barrier to 
the Internet.   

Content    

Kenya has no policy framework or strategy   in place to build content on the Internet.   The 
contribution of content by CSOs   is limited   by the to cost of maintaining the websites, 
lack of skills and often awareness of the value of a website relating to their specific 
operations.  
Quantity of content  

A useful measure of relevant content could be the volume of information placed on 
websites by Kenyans, on Kenya by non-Kenyans and/or of interest to Kenyans.   A 
measurable indicator is not available.    An indirect indicator is the number of websites   
and   the number of registered domain names.   
 
The number of  .ke ccTLD6 names has increased from 292 by the end of 1998   rising to 
1200 in 2000 and to   3000 in mid 2002.    This is an expression of interest   assuming that 
those who registered domain names intended to build   websites to host content on their 
site.   Majority of these domains are commercial (.co.ke) followed by non-profits.  (or.ke), 
academic (ac.ke) and lastly government (go.ke) . At issue would be to investigate how 
many of these domain names have translated into web sites and just how much 
information is in the site.  
 
A study commissioned by BMI Techknowledge Group in 2000 to explore the volume of e-
commerce indicated that Kenya had 300 websites developed and maintained by local 
ISPs. There were between 2500-3500 websites with information on Kenya mostly 
registered under generic top-level domain. These figures have increased significantly.  
The challenges of registering domain names   and awareness drove many potential 
registrants to register under the generic top-level domain e.g. .com,  .org, and .net. By the 
end of 2000, the   estimated   number of generic top-level domains was 5000.  (Hook & de 
Kock 2001)   
 
Another indirect indicator of content is the number of hosts. The number of hosts has 
increased   in the last five years from 17 hosts in Jan 1996, 1344 in Jan 1999 and to 2206 
by Jan 2002. This of course is low.  South Africa had 238,462 hosts     by Jan 20027.  

                                                      
6 Top Level Domain  
7 Source: Internet Software Consortium (http://www.isc.org/) 
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