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E-government is the most sensible channel for the dispersion of technology, particularly ICT, to those countries that are technology "have nots." Telecenters in poor, rural, agrarian communities are not as effective because of high-cost, low skills, lack of local content, and low return on investment as a truly useful tool to make their lives better.  Technology at the national government level will produce a greater ROI since they are in urban areas with access to infrastructure, the most skilled workforce, relevant content, and the technological tools they employ will have a more immediate and direct impact on how their operate.  Simply put, governments in these countries have the means to leverage the power of technology.

E-government is also a very powerful tool in creating more transparency and accountability, which could lead to an interesting funding mechanism if the international donor community tied technological investment requirements to financial support and the funding and technical assistance to do it.  However, technology can be used by government as a tool against society, especially in societies in the developing world, so safeguards would have to be put in place to prevent technology from being used to help corrupt governments simply exploit people more efficiently. To this end, the international donor community, such as the World Bank, IMF, UN, regional development banks, etc should develop a set of minimum technological standards/requirements for recipient governments.  The required tools will help governments manage accounts more efficiently and openly, providing easier access for oversight from the international community, civil society and the media.  The donor community can even earmark funds and provide technical assistance for governments to adopt these tools.  This is phase one.

Successive phases will be the dispersion of technology from the "top down", from national government to regional and local government, to the private sector, civil society, and, eventually, to the community level.  The argument for this type of approach is based in part on a strategy to overcome one of the biggest challenges to technology dispersion in developing countries:  capital.  The private sector doesn't have much, if any, and if they do and they spend it on technology, it's not necessarily to the betterment of society as a whole.  The largest employers in developing countries are almost exclusively governments.  Government has all the financial resources in the country, in many cases.  

Another factor is the process for innovation and change:  for example, in countries like the U.S., it is the private sector that pours money into research and development to create and sell new and better products.  It is also the private sector that is the first to acquire and use the newest and best tools to help them succeed.  Government is usually last to acquire some new technology or process.  However, the reverse is true in a developing country.  With the exception of a few large companies, probably transnational corporations or firms with heavy foreign investment, government is the "early adopter" of new technologies. Therefore, efforts to bring technology to those countries should be through government, at least as a first step.

Dispersion of technology is only one of the benefits of this approach because technology also has the power to, eventually, reform and enhance government, particularly in the developing world, through greater efficiency, transparency, democracy, etc.

Many of the efforts to bridge the digital divide have been focused on telecenters and wiring rural schools in towns with no running water or electricity because: 1) no one trusts the government in those places, 2) technology is being "sold" as the ultimate empowerment tool; 3) it is more dramatic to show a PC connected to the Internet in a hut with a dirt floor than one in an air-conditioned office building manned by some government bureaucrat.  But what is the Internet really doing for the average villager who farms for sustenance, can't read or write, and even if he can get connected and trained, how will being able to read the New York Times help him in every day life?  Local content is non-existent.  

Everyone can agree that there are some benefits to the archetypal project.  This theory is not based on criticism of telecenters, but on the fact that institutionalizing technology in government will bring a higher and more immediate yield in helping the people in the developing world.

The risks of this approach are strikingly familiar to those facing e-government efforts in industrialized countries, the most glaring of which is the reality that government itself will need to change how it carries out its work in order to truly take advantage of all that technology has to offer.  For example, federal, state and local government agencies throughout the US have initiated efforts to employ robust technology systems to their back and front office systems, spending unprecedented amounts of resources.  Many efforts have failed to reap promised results because the implementers did not adequately consider the need to change imbedded processes throughout government, and that simply becoming web-enabled would not make them more efficient or effective without substantive changes that extend beyond technology.  These efforts fail not for a lack of money, technology, or expertise, but because of a lack of leadership and because of a pervasive culture that resists change.

Therefore, in order to any effort to improve government, and ultimately society, through technology, equal attention needs to be paid to building the capacity of those who will be responsible for making the technology work--a common problem faced by most governments, companies, and communities throughout the developed and developing world.

The fact remains that whether corrupt, inept, broke or all three, the people in developing countries still depend heavily on their government for survival. In such places, government is the only organization with any semblance of institutional capacity and resources to affect people's lives (both positively and negatively). Therefore, government needs to be improved in order to help make those lives better, and technology can make great strides toward making this a reality. 
