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Almost weekly, one hears about new pilot studies on SMS texting for development programs in Liberia.  For most people, texting means keeping in touch and finding money, jobs, and transportation.  For many development practitioners, however, the mobile phone is a tool for “reducing transaction costs.”  In other words, “Walk Less, Talk More,” or “Walk Less, Type More.”  Quickly, short message service, or SMS, has become the darling of the technology-for-development community throughout Africa.

In Malawai, for example, trained villagers text data to authorities about basic health, food supplies, and bed-net usage.  In Ghana, as in many developing countries where 30% of medication is fake, consumers can SMS to verify the medicine’s authenticity.  In Uganda, young people are engaged in SMS “edutainment,” in which they text back answers to quiz questions about AIDS/HIV and win a prize.  Text messaging has been used to monitor polling stations in national elections and to report school attendance, rising flood waters, condom use, and violence against women.  SMS allows disease patterns to be noticed and responded to within days rather than months.  The U.N. has used bulk SMS to inform refugees of food distribution locations and times.  And many pilot projects and private/public sector joint ventures are emerging to test SMS functions on agricultural markets.  In both Uganda and Ghana, for example, commodities, prices and locality of growers and merchants can be found on a 24-hour electronic marketplace.  

In Liberia, early pilot projects seem to be focusing more on the agricultural sector.  SMS using an inexpensive cell phone with a menu service, or the more expensive GPRS-enabled phone, can help buyers and sellers of cassava or palm oil connect and transact business.  Growers are able to find the fairest price as well as a buyer’s location, and Market Queens can find sellers with a fresh supply of goods.   Agro, Inc. Liberia, a leading provider of post-harvest services to farmers and farming cooperatives, has moved beyond a small sample size for testing its SMS delivery of agricultural information to empower smallholder farmers.  With relationships already established with over 700 Liberian farmers, Agro Inc. also has set up a hotline to allow farmers not currently linked to its Agricultural Market Information and Linkage System (AMILS) to sign up and receive market pricing information directly to their mobile phones.    Program designers in all development sectors have the option of creating an SMS system in-house, such as Agro Inc.’s AMILS;  adopting pre-existing SMS software such as Frontline or RapidSMS; or working with a local mobile phone service provider.  Each option has unique advantages and disadvantages relating to cost, confidentiality and in-house staff expertise and time.

The agricultural sector in Liberia appears to be the most active in testing the capacity of SMS texting to improve program design, data collection, and long-term monitoring and evaluation.  The health sector also is beginning to engage in pilot projects for rural health reporting using SMS.   The educational sector and SMS technology in micro-lending programs appear to be the least explored in Liberia, although demand is high for innovative ways to connect to rural teachers and to ensure loan repayments, respectively, particularly during the rainy season.

Although international NGOs are the ones heading the pilot projects, the program participants are the ones who are taking what they learn and adapting it to fit their daily lives.   Such was the case with early mobile payment services that allowed people to transfer money using their cell phones.   Once subscribers got use to the technology, they demanded the creation of payment functions for school fees and other uses.  For the international community, the push to use SMS in development programs is to make economic activity and information distribution more efficient by driving down transaction costs and reaching a broader audience.  For Liberians, “Walk Less, Talk More” or “Walk Less, Type More” is common sense and quickly becoming an embedded way of life.

