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Preamble 

Innovation is a hard slog.  In our history, people would get burned at the stake for being innovative, for 

challenging the status quo, for rocking the boat.  

Still today, scientists are anxious about publishing their work. Technology providers find it difficult to 

articulate the value propositions around new technologies, and venture capitalists are sometimes 

(understandably) overly cautious when it comes to funding innovation.  

But every so often a courageous innovator breaks through, conquers the funding, creates a commercial 

proposition and rocks the world.  Advancement only occurs with change, change requires innovation. 

The establishment needs to be challenged at all levels, for progress to occur.  

For this reason I am delighted to be involved in supporting this ITU think tank around fostering, 

cultivating and nurturing innovation.  It is a noble enterprise, and I am confident that with such 

illustrious delegates coming together with a common purpose, some tangible action oriented ideas will 

result. 

Background 

Despite a background in Electronic Engineering, I launched myself early on in life in commercial, 

entrepreneurial ventures. As an Afro-European, I had the good fortune to work at the cutting edge of 

ICT Innovation and Implementation in Europe, Africa and the United States.  

I will be sharing with you, succinctly, some of my direct experiences on the subject. To put this in context 

I will briefly describe how and why I have come about these experiences.  

The organization I currently lead, Gorilla Corporation, based in the San Francisco Bay area (and with 

regional coverage across Latin America, Europe, Middle East, Africa and Pakistan) is retained by major 

technology and telecommunications companies as a strategic advisor and execution partner in go to 

market programs. We have the chance to work with IBM, Cisco, Alcatel Lucent, and many more on 

taking their newest, emerging technologies to market; sometimes to mature markets and sometimes to 

emerging ones.  As an organization we have a direct “finger on the pulse” of the market reaction to 

innovation. This is a very exciting field to be in. We also have a joint venture with Axos Capital, called 

Optima Consulting, where we invest from a capital pool of $4Billion on innovation and privatization 

projects for national telecommunication carriers. 

Back in 2006  I founded Alchemy World NGO. A nonprofit,  non-governmental organization working in 

the field of entrepreneurial development, and ICT capacity building (in Ethiopia mainly). I lived and 
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worked across rural Ethiopia for about 5 years, and  I still maintain a home there. I shall outline a few 

case studies drawn from this experience.  

 

Views from Silicon Valley 

Here in Silicon Valley the world has gone cloud crazy, manufacturers, distributors, resellers, and 

customers. Everyone is really excited about the Cloud.  

Essentially, that means that anyone, can use any device, to access any information, anywhere. The best 

thing is you don’t need any significant computing power on your device, just an internet browser. This is 

very powerful.  It frees the individual to do business in a way never known before, and it frees the 

consumer in the same way. 

Intrinsically connected is social media.  Humanity is now a true web, weaved together, across borders, 

cultures, religions and so on. Ideas can be generated, shared, propagated and can rush like wildfire 

virally, across the world in a matter of moments. Facebook alone has almost a billion users, and there 

are so many online communities for virtually any kind of special interest. 

This is a major innovation with an infinite series of ripple effects we are yet to understand and project. 

Social Media in my experience is creating a beautiful bridge across the world, whether you are in a rich 

or a poor country it doesn’t matter. It is a leveler. 

Virtualization has now been around for some years driving infrastructural efficiency, but just keeps on 

gaining momentum: server virtualization, software virtualization, storage virtualization and desktop 

virtualization. 

But Cloud is the term that is propelling business forward, in all its exciting manifestations.  

SaaS – Software as a Service. This is software on demand, mainly to drive businesses, ranging from CRM 

(Customer Relationship Management) to ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning), HRM (Human Resources 

Management) to PRM (Partner Relationship Management).  Web 2.0 in conception. It is collaborative in 

nature and represents a market growing at more than 20% annually on a base to day of at least 20 

Billion dollars per annum  (Gartner). 

IaaS – Infrastructure as a Service. This is the core of cloud computing. It represents the offer of 

virtualized server power to customers on demand, alongside storage, secure environments and load 

balancing. 
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PaaS – Platform as a Service. This is the layer between IaaS and SaaS. This provides the platform upon 

which software can be developed and deployed on the cloud. It includes operating systems, 

development and testing platforms and database technology.  

Of course, innovation comes with a struggle.  In this case it’s the toppling of the standard business 

model of the information technology supply chain.  Selling computers… is pretty dead. The new business 

is the provision of computing power on a per use basis… a bit like using the electricity grid. It becomes a 

utility. Water, Gas, Computing.  This represents a deep set revolution of business models within the 

sector.  

The revolution ripples through in the fact that employers no longer provide laptops to employees.  All 

company confidential material is cloud based, and the employee only needs a browser device. It’s a 

personal choice of smartphone, tablet or other thin client device. So now there is a whole new sector 

around BYOD (Bring Your Own Device) solutions and integration. 

There can be some philosophical fallibility 

Sometimes Innovation can come with controversy.  You might have heard of the recent initiative to 

provide mobile hotspots in a trial set of cities in the United States, whereby homeless people are 

enabled with mobile hotspot access points, so that passersby can access the cloud on the go. In this 

scheme the homeless people had a chance to make some token money, as did the scheme providers for 

sure.  

Some organizations referred to the scheme as patronizing and dehumanizing.  Personally, I am sure that 

the homeless could be supported in a more sensitive manner. Nevertheless, as unusual an innovation as 

it is, in some places homeless people are… 4G hotspots. 

 

Perceptions of Innovation  
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Living in California, nowadays, I have a one sided view of innovation. I have been eagerly awaiting the 

new iPad3, I am an apps download maniac, and a gadget freak. I believe that I am talking to brethren 

here, as I am sure many share my same weakness for gadget acquisition.  

However it is enough to cast my mind across the ocean to my ICT capacity building centers in Ethiopia to 

be reminded that, in my other country, innovation is another matter altogether. 

 

 

For a nomadic tribe member, living off livestock trading, having a mobile phone, and knowing how to 

use it for business, could mean a huge improvement in profits and hence living standards.  
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I hasten to add that Ethiopia, is given here as an example, which I know well, but it is indicative of the 

situation in developing economies generally. 

Over in Ethiopia, giving professionals’ access to a regular PC running a regular operating system with 

office software is a major innovation. Something that, if driven politically, could transform the 

productivity and the quality of life of the population at large.   

Some Challenges in the Developing World 

In Ethiopia, ICT penetration is currently at about 5%.  Really, what that means, is that the wealthy 

minority in the capital have access to PCs and internet at home and at work, and most others have 

access to the technology through the numerous scattered internet cafes. 

The thing is, that the access is obviously within reach only of those that are ICT literate, and that is really 

a great minority.  

There is an education gap. 

 

Case Studies from Alchemy World 

At Alchemy World, we have been providing capacity building and free ICT training for 7 years now. All 

our courses result with the issueing of diplomas and certificates that are official and recognized by the 

Ministry of Education. Altogether we have been providing basic and intermediate computer training to 

thousands of people across the nation representing many different tribal ethnicities, trading groups, and 

ages.  

We have been focusing on vulnerable groups or groups in real need, for example:  

 Farmers. Needing an idea of how technology could help them trade.  

 Women Entrepreneurs. Same reason.  

 Blind youths. In order to have a career beyond the hard reality of the streets. 

 Primary and Secondary school teachers. To help them teach better through the use of ICT.  

 Young adults from the poorest social classes.  

 

An important innovation in our action learning scheme for the visually impaired is the provision of JAWS 

as a system for handling the windows operating system and any application. Thanks to the technology 

blind people can surf the net freely, use social media and business software, print to both a regular 

printer or to a braille printer, and thus have the ability to interact in the digital world just as anyone else.   
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Copyright Alchemy World. All Rights Reserved.  

I can safely say that at least 95% had not touched a computer or seen one up close before coming to our 

training centers.  

Although we have touched thousands of people, there are many dozens of millions more.  

So the moral of the story, in a way, is that you can innovate all you like, but if you don’t provide a path 

to learning how to use the technology, and equally importantly to understanding why one would want 

to use the technology, then your innovation is useless, in a developing world context. 

Another major consideration when exporting technology is language localization.  

Yes, English is the international language, but only so far. 

If one wants to bring innovation into faraway lands one must consider that English does not have a 

capillary reach. Certainly in Ethiopia the highly educated minority speaks English but what about the vast 

majority? How are they to hear about and use the innovations? 
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We were involved in the launch of Microsoft products in Amharic, the dominant language in Ethiopia. 

That was a factor that transformed adoption. It was highly acclaimed.  Of course Amharic though  is only 

one of 79 languages spoken in the country, and it is the mother tongue of only 30% of the population.  

 

Copyright Alchemy World. All Rights Reserved.  

  

The Solutions 

Other than Education in the form of Action Learning, and language localization, for innovation to be 

effective it needs to get there. That means that the technology needs to be affordable.  

Innovative technology and affordability might seem to be an oxymoron. Generally it is. But it is further 

exacerbated when governments place outrageous import duties on the goods.   



ICT Innovation in the Developing World – Perspectives from East Africa and Silicon Valley 
 

9 | P a g e  
 

 
Author: Carlo Tortora Brayda di Belvedere – Chairman, Gorilla Corporation.  

Date: 12 March 2012  
 

 

 

I am sure you all remember the famous $100 laptop from a few years ago. Unfortunately that never 

made it very far. Now we have the $35 tablet.  

 

Courtesy of HCL  

This was recently released in India, state subsidized, the genuine cost is of about $60. This could have 

legs, provided there were enough access points, with stable performance. 
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Wide impact innovations 

Some technologies have done very well.  

I will not talk much about M-Pesa (in Kiswahili it means mobile money), because it has been talked 

about so much in these circles, as one of the innovations that actually took off.  It was born from 

Safaricom in Kenya, as an electronic money transfer system through cellphone technology. There were 

regulatory issues, but it was super successful in Kenya and to a lesser extent in Tanzania, but it failed to 

succeed so far in South Africa, reasons ranging from regulatory to commercial.  

 

 

The initial concept of M-Pesa was to create a service which allowed microfinance borrowers to 

conveniently receive and repay loans using the network of Safaricom airtime resellers. 

M-Pesa was re-focused and launched with a different value proposition: sending remittances home 

across the country and making payments. 

M-Pesa is a branchless banking service, meaning that it is designed to enable users to complete basic 

banking transactions without the need to visit a bank branch. 

M-Calc stands for Mkulima Calculator where Mkulima is a Swahili word meaning Farmer 

M-Calc is a web based decision support system that assists farmers and NGOs to optimize farming 

practices. This is achieved through assisting in easily setting up farms and getting information on crop 

management. 

M-Calc is aimed at solving several United Nations Millennium Development Goals.. 
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One technology I would like to bring to your attention is less famousthan Mpesa  for now, but in my 

view has had a significant impact. It is called E-soko (in Kiswahili electronic market).  It is a private 

enterprise based in Ghana, but covering much sub Saharan Africa. 

 

Esoko is an agricultural market information platform. It is a response to the explosive growth of cellular 

services in Africa. Managed on the web and delivered via mobile, individuals, agri-business, government 

and projects use Esoko to collect and send out market data using simple text messaging. The Esoko 

platform provides automatic and personalized price alerts, buy and sell offers, bulk SMS messaging, 

stock counts and SMS polling. 

 

 

Courtesy of Esoko.   

In a nutshell this technology provides farmers with market prices for whatever goods they might be 

producing.  It might seem like a small thing but it’s not. Rural smallholders or livestock herdsmen have 

been notoriously short changed for centuries, by market middlemen. Despite the role of the middleman 

is essential in any situation of supply chain and distribution, here the wealth was generally never spread 

evenly or even fairly.  

Giving the producer the power to know what the genuine going rate is, creates a level plane of 

negotiation.  
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Although generally the farms or the semi-arid grasslands where livestock is reared are far from having 

mobile coverage, the main markets where the goods are sold generally are well covered by GSM signal, 

even in the market towns in Eastern rural Ethiopia.  

I think this technology is fantastic, and there are many more features and benefits already in the 

solution and surely more to come.  I would like to see Alchemy World work with Esoko in Ethiopia.  

 

Conclusion 

In summary: 

Innovation is a key to economic prosperity; it is a key to poverty alleviation, to raising the levels of 

human dignity.  

However, it needs to be planted on a foundation of distribution, accessibility, and at the right price and 

tax point. Furthermore it needs to be accompanied by the education required to make good use of it, 

and the communication in a language understandable for the user. 

 


