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SalutationsAcknowledgement of the progress of WACREN in the last four yearsDelighted to recognise the African pioneer elders like Nii and BoubakarAnd some of our ICT for Development Missionaries, Steve Song, Bjorn Pehrson, Cathrin Stover,  and Sabine (note the gender transition!)The Young Pioneers who never used the North-South satellite drops or dialup for internet access…The African Renaissance continues!



But…A large number of our RENs are stillborn, or perish 
from infant mortality, or are stunted

A beautiful healthy baby!

Why??!!
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Africa is undergoing an evolution in terms of the development of Research and Education Networks (RENs) that are at various stages of development.  While we have had some really exciting developments as well as good examples of success, we must address the obvious challenge that a large number of RENs are still-born, or perish from infant mortality, or are stunted. The examples of real success still remain few and far between in both time and distance.  The question is, why? We are not trying to prescribe a cure in our discussion here, because that in itself would be falling into the same old trap.  We would however like to place some key issues on the table that we believe the different countries and regions need to take into account.  These will, we hope, lead to the characteristics of the future successful RENs in Africa, and also guide existing RENs to re-evaluate themselves and evolving or transforming into organisations that will be effective vehicles for Africa’s continuing growth. We shall look at three different aspects of NRENs: the Organisation; the Business; and the ServicesThe comments we make are based on both experience , knowledge of our dear continent, and yes, some deep analysis and thinking.



THE ORGANISATION

THE BUSINESS

THE SERVICES



Let the Function Define the Form!
Focus on Function, not Form: 

We have many transplanted models of RENs
WE have built beautiful Igloos in the Sahara
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I think the challenge is that we have all too often focused on form and got it wrong, rather than function, which should define the form.  The form of the wheel, for example, is defined by its function, not the other way round.  Related to this have been the attempts to transport REN models from different parts of the world and transplant these into the African environment; or in the other extreme to simply view RENs as direct extensions of government, an entry point to ensure that academic and research institutions do not develop the often hated concepts of academic freedom and open discourse. It is fallacious to think that RENs can have the same organizational and business models regardless of location: tailor your REN to your political and socio-economic environment.  Make your environment your ally. We have all been fed on different models of RENs that have been developed in different parts of the world, and we have, to a large extent, formed our own RENs along the same lines (and I should add as an aside that we try to form our countries the same way).  Architecture in the Sahara must be different from architecture in Antarctica.  Reflect on this: to what extent is your REN in harmony with your country or region?



Adapt to the Environment, Respond to Change
Social-economic, Technology, Culture

Survival and growth

Which of these survived?
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The fundamental lesson of any ecology is that survival and growth is about adopting to the environment and being responsive to change.  The REN must not only be formed according to our socio-economic and technology environments, but by our cultural inclinations and preferences. It is a well known fact that the more complex the organism or being, the harder it is for it to respond to change.  We should remember this in defining the structures of our NRENs.  The private sector adopted this approach a long time back, creating organisations that are lean and flat and therefore very agile.  I have been horrified by NRENs that are structured like government, getting more and more hierarchical and more and more centralised, not realizing that the presumed growth is a cancer that will lead to their death. If this tendency is not arrested, the center, like what happens with most governments around the world, behaves like a black hole, sucking in more and more people and resources until all existence is about the center.   



Will yours survive the Competition?
RENS are mostly Monopolies!
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Most RENs are monopolies and, sadly, often develop the tendency to think and behave in the same way.  Monopoly thinking stems from the feeling that you are the only provider, that your customers cannot get what they need from anywhere else.  Monopolies exploit their customers, maximising profits without worrying about costs, productivity, or efficiency.  They lack innovation and they will fight to the death any attempt to introduce competition.  Monopolies are driven by the needs of the organization, rather than customer needs.  They are arrogant and their behaviour does not build brand loyalty, the sin qua non of sustainable growth.  As the number of educational and research institutions grows, it is as inevitable as the telecom liberalization that swept most parts of the world that competing RENs will emerge, in a regulatory environment that also forces them to interconnect.  The quality of services will go to a much higher level and at much lower prices.  This is the future we face: will your REN remain competitive? Let us all think competition, and this will give new energy to our RENs. 



Respond to the needs of your country or region
RENS in Africa Must have a societal mission

Mossi Village near Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, West Africa | by Bencito
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RENs in Africa must have a societal mission, because that is the nature of our culture. The successful REN must be responsive to the needs of the country or region it serves (viewed from both public and private sector perspectives).  Your REN should be proactive about ALL national or regional development issues and engage in the solutions.  This will lead to the necessary goodwill and support from both the public and private sectors that creates a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship. 



THE ORGANISATION

THE BUSINESS

THE SERVICES
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But never lose private sector thinking, even when funded 
by government

Tailor RENS to their environment

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2f/Air_Afrique_Airbus_A300B4-200_TU-TAO_GVA_1982-5-20.png
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Even as the REN tailors itself to the environment, it must never lose private sector thinking, even if it is funded by government.  Parastatal organisations were born from the realization that the procedures oriented functioning of governments is a very inefficient delivery model for services.  Unfortunately, many such parastatals ended up being shaped in the very image of government, with the same thinking, and the same inertia, defeating the very purpose of their creation.  Think like a private sector company.  Set up a small and efficient oversight body that has a strong private sector orientation, combining market savvy with a certain level of ruthlessness.  Democracy does not run businesses: do not make the mistake of making your oversight body representative. https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2f/Air_Afrique_Airbus_A300B4-200_TU-TAO_GVA_1982-5-20.png



How many people do you need to sell these products?  
Must you also grow them?

Think Lean and Mean!
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Think lean and mean.  Each position you create is a cost: does it provide the returns to justify it?  Salaries should be based on employee value to the organization, not positions in the organization.  Pay a premium where justified to retain individuals who are of great value. Consider also carefully: do you want to employ full time; part-time; or outsource?  Select the most cost-effective.  Many RENs unfortunately think like government: when there is challenge, you throw more money and human resource at it.  If you are the CEO, avoid the Siren lure of feeling important by having a large organization below you. Your REN should not become a black hole. 



Being a REN is not a Business!
What Business are you in?

“My business 
is Love!”
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Think carefully: What business are you in? Being a REN is not the business.  What you deliver to your customers is the business.  What you deliver is not about the goods or services you sell to your clients: it is things like satisfaction; assurance of quality and security; assurance of expertise and responsiveness; in short a good experience.  When people spend money on Apple or Samsung or any other product, what they really want is the experience those devices bring.  Most customers who get what they want always look at price as a secondary consideration, if at all.  Does your REN have anything to sell?  Think about this carefully: you could be facing business collapse.   



Innovation is the Hallmark of Success
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Innovation is the hallmark of any successful business: the day you stop being innovative is the day your business starts stagnating and eventually collapsing as the competition overtakes you.  Playing catch-up is not innovation: it is assurance of always being a follower.  What products and services are you planning that will give your customers a “Wow!” experience?   



What comes to your customers’ minds when they think about you 
as a REN?

What is your brand?
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Reflect on this: What is your brand? What comes to your customers’ minds when they think about you as a REN?  Is there anything about your REN that makes them talk about you with pride?  Think about attending a school concert as a parent and your child puts up a good performance, and how you keep on telling all your neighbours, “that is my daughter/son!”.   Does the name of your REN open doors? Are you a brand?



THE ORGANISATION

THE BUSINESS

THE SERVICES



Connectivity is food stuff for the 
starving, But NOT the stuff of life

Connectivity should become as available as Oxygen –
that is when your business really starts
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First and foremost, let us stop thinking about connectivity as a service.  Yes, it is critical to have connectivity, but the objective should be to have so much of it and at such a low price that sufficiency is take for granted – like we take oxygen for granted.If you are still focusing only on providing connectivity, you are doomed as a REN.  Connectivity is food for the starving, it is the lowest level of survival.  You cannot indefinitely provide connectivity that is cheaper than the totally commercial sector that after all is your bulk connectivity provider:  we buy from them, so we can never undersell them – remember Yosarian and his eggs in Catch 22?  



Invest in knowing what your clients want
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Invest time in finding out what your customers want, and if you are savvy enough, start influencing what they want by growing markets for new innovative services. 



Mobility, Collaboration, Cloud Services 
– they are all in our blood!

Niger-Nomads-Herdsmen-Tua-027.jpg 
copyright: The Guardian

How Anansi Obtained the Sky God’s Stories

Accessing the 
Human Cloud
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We all know current trends in online services are focusing on mobility; collaboration; and cloud services.  If you pause for a moment, you will realize this is not new to Africa: it is our culture being actualized through technology, a very easy win. Mobile services started elsewhere, but we have driven the mobility revolution because we were not enslaved by the fixed line networks. (For clarity, this is not to understate the need for high capacity fibre backbone that is the core of real mobility).   Collaboration is in our blood: we enjoy talking and discussing – issues are solved by communities not individuals: Kamukunji; Baraza; Lekgotla, Lukiiko – different words from different parts of Africa meaning the same thing.   And cloud services? What better starting point than our oral history, where knowledge was stored in the collective minds of all people through stories told and retold so that any adult was an access point to the collective knowledge and history of our tribes? Technology has simply brought our culture online.  Can we step outside the box and exploit this?  



You cannot afford to be exclusive, elitist…
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In Africa, we cannot be exclusive and elitist, claiming that our focus is just the universities and the research institutions – it is just not in our culture.  Part of our belonging and addressing development needs will manifest itself through reaching out to all levels of education. 



 I am an African…My mind and my knowledge of 
myself is formed by the victories that are the jewels 
in our African crown, the victories we earned from 
Isandhlwana to Khartoum, as Ethiopians and as 
Ashanti of Ghana, as Berbers of the desert….The pain 
of the violent conflict that the peoples of Liberia, and 
of Somalia, of the Sudan, of Burundi and Algeria is a 
pain I also bear…. The dismal shame of poverty, 
suffering and human degradation of my continent is 
a blight that we share….The evolution of humanity 
says that Africa reaffirms that she is continuing her 
rise from the ashes….Whatever the setbacks of the 
moment, nothing can stop us now! - Thabo Mbeki

Our Assurance, Our Commitment, Our Certainty

Tusu
Highlight
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