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Introduction

In 1986 the Mamelodi Youth Organisation came with an idea of establishing a community information service and it was stopped due to the political situation that was prevailing at that time.

The Process of Establishing a Community Based Information Service (CBIS) in Mamelodi CBIS is a service that provides information to members of the community about information resources found in and around their community. CBIS is concerned with linking information needs in the community with information resources - resources that will provide survival information, like information on health, housing, education, government services and plans, employment, etc., and with citizen action information, which is needed for effective participation in social, political and economic processes. 

Thus the service aims at providing information on all aspects of life to community members to enable/empower them to deal with the day to day problem solving and generally, to improve their quality of life. Having realised the problems faced by disadvantaged communities in participating in the South African Information Society, and eventually the Global Information Society (GIS), the Mamelodi community saw the need to address the issues of information availability and the creation of an information society.

In order to participate in the GIS and the IS, people in Mamelodi need appropriate, accurate, relevant and reliable information to solve problems, make choices, know their rights and responsibilities and be better informed citizens so that their standard of life could be improved. To have that at the community level, there is a need for the people to develop, plan and implement a coordinated, centralised and organised CBIS in Mamelodi where information - oral, written, electronic, etc. on various levels of comprehension could be disseminated to residents.

Community Participation Process

The Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), an organisation that provides technology solutions and information, came up with the concept of establishing a CBIS in Mamelodi in 1993. This idea was first discussed with some community leaders and they recommended that a workshop of community organisations be convened to explore the concept further.

A workshop was convened and delegates came from youth, women, entrepreneurs, political, education, health, churches, NGOs, government and other organisations. Because the idea was once initiated in 1986 by the youth, it became simple for the workshop to accept the concept. The workshop addressed issues relating to information access and delivery. As an introduction, the following were discussed:

1. To explain and understand the concept of CBIS;

2. To analyze a developing community;

3. To identify issues affecting the lives of the people in such a community;

4. To identify the kinds of information such a community would need; and to look at the optimal form of disseminating information. 

Some important issues that were also discussed at the workshop were why people need information, what kind of information exist and how accessible it is, what are the gaps regarding information resources and how can they be closed, what can be done to make sure that the community has access to the right information at the right time for better decision making, problem solving, better relations and what can be done to ensure that the community is empowered for development.

The discussions led to the recommendation of the establishment of a CBIS in Mamelodi. The workshop accepted the concept and CSIR provided technology equipment to pilot the project. The workshop also recommended that a special committee be elected to look at the establishment of a CBIS in Mamelodi - Mamelodi Community Information Services (MACIS).

The steering committee had to address and develop the legal status of MACIS and its constitution, the location of the project, appointment of the board of directors, business plan, the budget and the implementation plan. The board of trustees was appointed and it was composed of the community - through its representative organisations, the local authority (library services) and the CSIR. The role of the community was to ensure that MACIS is people driven and addresses the needs of the community; the local authority provided logistical support in the form of accommodation andfinancial resources; and the CSIR provided technology support and capacity building. The CSIR continue to provide technical support even after their pilot phase.

Because there were no independent existing structures, the committee approached the authorities of Mamelodi Town Council and the Pretoria Community Library to provide with accommodation. It was agreed that the project will be housed within the library, have working relationship with the library, but have its independent identity and autonomy.

MACIS was launched on the 1st July 1995 as a pilot project for the CSIR. The government department of Arts, Culture, Science & Technology sent their representative Mr Peter Skosana to address the launch as a guest speaker. The pilot phase was for two years only and MACIS became fully autonomous as from 30th June 1997. The project is presently a Community Based Organisation registered under section 21 company act (Act 61 of 1973). The CSIR has donated all the technology equipment and the furniture that were used during the pilot study.

Application Development

MACIS has developed a Directory of Services available in Mamelodi (hard copy), helping people with typing, fax, photocopying and e-mail facilities. We also organise and conduct workshops between community leaders, organisations, the government and the community to improve communication system amongst them.

Infrastructure

MACIS technology equipment are not connected to the telephone line. The CSIR has invented a Wireless Community Networks called Community Information Delivery System (CIDS). It is a semi-urban and rural type community network which provides online, high speed access to local nodes and to the Internet. The current system in Pretoria area uses 2Mbps wireless networking. It is a cost effective way for schools to connect to the Uninet, for businesses to interconnect buildings in a campus type environment and for communities to inter-link clinics, training centres, small businesses and libraries.

Management Structure

MACIS structure is composed of the board of trustees and the executive committee who are volunteers from the community. Initially the CSIR seconded an information officer to run the MACIS project on behalf of the MACIS board from July 1995 to June 1996. At the beginning of July 1996 the board employed the project manager to coordinate the project. She is helped by two volunteers.

Staff Development

The CSIR Information officer trained the MACIS project manager on the following:

1. Information management;

2. Information and referral services;

3. Information facilitation and communication skills;

4. Procedures for delivering a CBIS;

5. Interviewing technique to address the queries asked;

6. The use and handling of computers and how different computer programs work;

7. Internet and telecommunications techniques: training on how to use the Internet, including e-mail;

8. Techniques for interviewing organizations and individuals to be included in the

directory;

9. Procedures for data gathering;

10.Database development and maintenance;

11.Needs analysis and interpretation;

12.Kiosk management and update; and

13.Networking processes and techniques.

Apart from the above training, the project manager was a community worker for more that 12 years, worked with people of different ages, has communication, counseling, problem solving skills and she was computer literate. Some of the volunteers were trained from the centre and some of them came with a background of computer literacy. The project manager has trained them with most of the above so that they could cope with the situation and provide proper service to the users during her absence. MACIS provided to them, as an incentive, a certificate of competence as reference to employers.

The team finds the work exciting because it is an ongoing learning process. The staff members help and educate users on how to access information from the Internet and the touch screen information kiosk. They provide the users with feedback forms to measure success/impact and to evaluate the work that is done on a daily basis. A daily user statistic register is kept to help assess the effectiveness of the project as well as areas of information research and update.

Success stories

“Had it not been for MACIS staff presenting a directory of services to me, I would still be going up and down whenever I needed resources that could be of service to my day to day problems.” This was a comment from Mrs. Mageza, who bought a directory of services available in Mamelodi. She finds it easy to consult telephonically from home and make appointments rather than visit resources without an appointment and be returned for a certain date.

Ms. Moyo, a high school student, accessed information on insects and diseases. This helped and enabled her to obtain 80 percent mark in her examination. She knew about MACIS through a school presentation that was done by MACIS staff members. She further mentioned that the school encourages them to utilize the resources available in their community, mainly the information centres as information is a key to success. MACIS has developed a community profile. Students, researchers, field workers, etc are happy with the establishment of the centre because it provides them with survival information. This profile is being updated regularly when new events emerge.

Through advertisements using pamphlets, leaflets, brochures, newspapers and radio presentations, MACIS has gained popularity and organizations like the Local South African Police Service and Traffic Department utilizes the centre to access information on the Mamelodi community organizations on the Internet, touch screen information kiosk and the directory (hard copy) to invite people to attend the community mass meetings. And it is at these types of meetings that MACIS find an opportunity to do presentations. The centre services about 50 people per day. Workshops and conferences, with relevant themes based on the importance of information, are conducted to various organizations and groups of people in and around the community of Mamelodi. National, provincial and local representatives addressed the community at some of the workshops and conferences convened by MACIS. The purpose is to create a link between the government and the community.
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