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Summary/Résumé/Resumen 

 
Summary 
This is the first report to be published by the UNRISD research project on Information 
Technologies and Social Development in Senegal. In it, Olivier Sagna draws on a large number 
of published and unpublished documents to provide an overview of what is currently known 
about the changing role of these new technologies in the national economy and society. His use 
of so-called �grey literature��unpublished government reports, seminar papers, and 
evaluations by independent experts�is particularly valuable. 
 
The author has several goals. One is to provide background for new research, which must draw 
on existing knowledge and then expand it. Thus he not only summarizes available studies, but 
also points out their biases and highlights existing gaps in the literature. In the final section of 
the paper, he suggests a number of subjects that could be the focus of future research. 
 
Beyond this, a broader goal is to improve the quality of national debate on information 
technology policy. As Sagna notes, the problem is not a lack of interest in this issue, but rather 
that discussion is too fragmented to provide a basis for sustained public debate in the places 
where it must be held: institutions of higher learning and research, political parties and the 
legislature, labour unions, civic associations and the media. People are not well informed about 
the social, economic and political implications of the �information revolution� in Senegal; as a 
result, they tend to defer to the opinion of technical experts who have scant familiarity with 
social concerns. It seems obvious that good social science research has a critical role to play in 
improving the environment for informed policy choices. 
 
The author begins with a comprehensive history of the development of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) in Senegal, from the first use of the telegraph in 1859 
through the remarkable expansion of telephony and the current growth of access to the Internet. 
The country now has one of the most highly developed telecommunications and information 
technology infrastructures in sub-Saharan Africa, and Sagna reviews the development of key 
institutions and government programmes that have made this possible. He emphasizes the 
important role of the Societé nationale des télécommunications (SONATEL) in building quality 
infrastructure and providing efficient service. The changing role of radio in Senegalese society 
has also been critical for the development of the country. The gradual liberalization of FM 
radio�to allow for private and community broadcasting, outside the immediate control of the 
government�was central to the process of democratization during the 1990s. 
 
Although the government can be credited with recognizing the challenge of linking ICTs to 
development as early as the mid-1980s, it has proved difficult to co-ordinate and implement a 
series of plans and programmes that were designed to harness the new technologies to the task 
of overcoming existing social and economic problems. Sagna suggests that this is closely related 
to the fragmentation of responsibility for ICT policy in the public sector, and he shows how a 
behind-the-scenes battle for control has been an obstacle to implementing the coherent national 
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