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The COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdowns to stop the spread of the virus have brought 
into sharp relief the implications of digital inequality for access to life opportunities, 

livelihoods and even survival. We have long known that digital inequality simply reflects 

the underlying structural inequality in our country and between countries, but what the 
pandemic has highlighted is the compounding effect of digital inequality, as those 

unconnected are unable to mitigate the economic and social impacts of  the lockdown 
through digital substitution. It is only a relatively small elite in Africa (and even in South 

Africa where despite having by far the highest internet penetration in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

nearly half the population remain off line), has  been able to move their work, education, 
banking and food orders online.  
 

The vast majority of publicly schooled children have lost an academic year because 
digital strategies over the past decade have been focused on connecting schools not 
scholars. Other than a few remarkable exceptions, most companies were unable to pivot 

to online production or distribution and nearly 3 million formal jobs are estimated to 
have been lost in the country. In the informal sector/survivalist economy (of whom only 
17% are online in  South Africa), value chains have been ruptured by the lockdowns, 

preventing the vast informal sector in the Global South from serving as the usual buffer 
to these kinds of exogenous economic shocks, and in many countries producing a major 
food security hazard. 

 
But digital inequality is no longer simply about connectivity, as it was when we spoke of 
the digital divide and connecting the last billion to voice and basic broadband. While 

connectivity is a precondition of digital inclusion, connectivity in a data environment, on 
its own, does not redress digital inequality. In fact, as more people are connected, digital 

inequality is increasing. And unlike in a voice and basic text environment, the digital 

divide is not only between those online and those offline; but between those who are 
barely online, passively consuming basic communication and possibly some mobile 

money services and those who have the technical and financial resources to proactively 

consume, reducing their transaction costs and even use digital and data services to 
produce and contribute to the prosperity of nations. 

 

This digital inequality paradox is one of the wickedest policy problems facing countries 
today as the solutions no longer lie in supply-side or infrastructure measures alone. 
Although connectivity is a precondition, digital inequality needs to be addressed on the 

demand side. The modelling of our user survey data shows that the primary determinant 
of access to the Internet is education (and the corollary indicator of income). Women and 

men of a similar education and income level in South Africa (and across the continent) 

use the internet in a similar way. Also, the survey revealed that only tertiary level 
respondents were aware of cyber security and data protection issues and able to protect 
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themselves to some degree. So the demand side policy interventions required represent 
classical human development challenges, though of course, the quality of education and 

its alignment with the digital economy and society are necessary (not just coding). This 

highlights the urgent need for us to move away from our sector siloed policies to 
transversal national digital policies that will provide the necessary co-ordination across 

the public sector, and between the public and private sector and civil society, to harness 
the benefits of these technological developments in a far more equitable way than is 
currently being done, and to prevent harms and mitigate risks.  

 

National development plans and policies that acknowledges the central role of 
increasingly globalised digital public goods as critical inputs and outputs of modern 

economies and as key enablers of economic transformation under the right policy 
conditions, will be critical to the economic reconstruction of developing country 

economies post COVID-19, and the building of more inclusive and equitable social 

compacts. As the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Mr Antonio Guterres, said at 
this year’s Nelson Mandela Lecture on Tackling the Inequality Pandemic, “Looking to the 
future, two seismic shifts will shape the 21st century: the climate crisis, and digital 

transformation. Both could widen inequalities even further”. Calling for a New Social 
Contract for a New Era that would enable young people to live in dignity; will ensure 
women have the same prospects and opportunities as men; and will protect the sick, the 

vulnerable, and minorities of all kinds; he said education and digital technology must be 
two great enablers and equalizers. 
 

To a large extent the ability of countries to leverage the benefits associated with the 
African Continental Free Trade Agreement for economic reconstruction and 
development will be dependent on the degree of their digital readiness. This means not 

only the infrastructure and services readiness for the digitalisation of customs, trade and 
taxation, but cybersecurity and data protection frameworks to create the trusted 
environment essential to e-commerce.  

 
The increasingly complex and adaptive global information system and the processes of 

digitalisation and datafication that are driving it presently, however, cannot be dealt 

with at the national level alone. African perspectives are necessary to inform global 
governance on what was recently described as the latest ‘civilizational challenge’ – that 

of organising billions of people around the world within a highly complex and adaptive 

system, through global collaboration on the basis of general principles and norms that 
will accommodate the greatest diversity (de Chapelle, 2019). It is necessary, because 

development drives to rapidly increase digital inclusion do not fully consider the full 

range of digital risks, some of which emerge from digital inequality realities across the 
continent. The rise of the Internet as a global public good underpinning global trade, 
financial and information flows, requires new forms of global cooperation. This requires 

developing countries, often invisible in the development of global governance systems, 
to navigate the complementary and competing systems of governance, ranging from 

nation state-based multilateral systems that have traditionally governed and 

coordinated global development to new multistakeholder formations accommodating 
state, private sector and civil society interests to new forms of private authority, both 
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commercial and non-commercial. 
 

The shift in traditional power relations between states, markets and citizens in global 

governance has blurred notions of international and national; and what constitutes 
public and private. After several decades of private interests dominating evolving 

governance, public regulation of the Internet and specifically platforms, has re-emerged. 
The unrestrained rise of monopolistic global platforms producing massive amounts of 
private data, which has been commodified with little regard for the social and negative 

implications for the data subjects, has now had tangible negative impacts on issues as 

significant as elections. Ideas reflected in global governance new forms of ‘public’ are 
best understood as practices or communities of practice, distinct from traditional state 

notions of 'public'. This has produced normative dilemmas that have both challenged 
and reinforced liberal democratic norms as global governance has been either 

transformed or reconstituted. Nevertheless, despite these new forms of 'public' which 

may fulfil the public interest mandate, the state continues to have a critical enabling 
role. The arising question is how Africa can better locate itself in global governance 
processes, not only to ensure better outcomes in its diverse interests, but to more 

actively do so in setting global agendas. 
 
Understanding the Internet as an (impure) global public good - non-rivalrous and non-

excludable essential services - however, reveals other interests in Africa (and other 
developing regions) acquiring global governance capacity. This is because the internet or 
good governance of it (cybersecurity or data protection for example) only emerges, in 

considerable measure to the extent to which countries can help to reproduce them at the 
national level. 
 

Meetings, such as these demonstrate that governments and particularly departments of 
international affairs of mature economies, see and respond to the Internet as a strategic 
good, which can only be defended through implementation at national level in all 

countries, including developing countries, often through imperfect global governance 
consensus. 

 

From a developing country public policy perspective, understanding the implications of 
these developments in terms of (impure) global public goods, provides points for policy 

intervention. This can enable the delivery of global public goods such as the internet and 

good governance through public-private and civil society interplays in an equitable and 
public interested manner. To understand how governments might enable the realisation 

of global public goods at the national level we draw on the literature calling for the 

restoration of demand-side valuation of public goods to counter distortions resulting 
from the exclusive supply-side, commercial valuation of them that emerged with the 
liberalisation of markets. An economic policy that acknowledges the central role of 

increasingly globalised digital public goods as critical inputs and outputs of modern 
economies and as key enablers of economic transformation under the right policy 

conditions, will be critical to the economic reconstruction of developing country 

economies post COVID-19, and the building of more inclusive and equitable social 
compacts. 


