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ANALYSIS OF 2013/14 ANNUAL PERFORMANCE OF UNIVERSAL SERVICE AND ACCESS AGENCY OF SOUTH AFRICA (USAASA)

1. Background

The Universal Service and Access Agency of South Africa (USAASA) is established in terms of the Electronic Communications Act, Act No.36 of 2005, with a sole mandate to promote the goals of universal access and universal service. The Agency is accountable to parliament and the general public. Its status as a public body is affirmed through Schedule 3A of the Public Finance Management Act, Act No.1 of 1999.

Chapter 14 of the ECA, and in particular section 8(3)(a) stipulates that the Agency must from time to time, with due regard to circumstances and attitudes prevailing in the Republic and after obtaining public participation to the greatest degree practicable, make recommendations to enable the minister to determine what constitutes:

· Universal access by all areas and communities in the Republic of electronic communications services and electronic communications network services; and
· The universal provision for all persons in the Republic of electronic communications services and access to electronic communications network services including any elements thereof.
 The focus of USAASA is to provide universal access and service to especially underserviced areas of South Africa.
2. Introduction

The greatest challenge facing developing countries is the development of the human capital required to operate a modern economy and society effectively. Harnessing their entire human potential, from both men and women, is the only route to meeting the developmental needs of countries, and ensuring their competitiveness in the global economy. Evidence can be found that access to ICT can break down the isolation of individuals, enhance their chance of economic inclusion and thus ‘provide diverse avenues for women’s social, political and economic empowerment.

The concepts of universal service and universal access are defined differently from country to country. Historically, these concepts have meant the availability of telephones in every household. This has changed, as development in the telecommunications sector continues to grow beyond basic telephony. Traditionally, universal access in Africa was defined in terms of distance to a public phone. For instance, in Kenya, it was defined as a phone within a walking distance, and in South Africa, it traditionally means a phone within 30 minutes’ walk.
 
In both concepts, the focus is on availability, access, however, today, these terms connotes access, not only to telephone, but other ICTs, such as Internet, computers, etc.
 Universal access, on the other hand, and implies that everyone has access to publicly available ICT services. It implies accessing ICTs at public places. While some developed countries may aim for universal service, for now, this is an unrealistic idea for most developing countries accessibility and affordability of services. 

The Electronic Communications Act, (Act No. 36 of 2005), stipulates that the Authority must at least bi-annually review and update, the prescribed definition of under-serviced areas, the list of designated under-serviced areas eligible for construction payments for the Universal Services and Access Fund(USAF). USAASA is also required to manage the Universal Service and Access Fund, to which all licence holders must contribute, in accordance with the instructions of the Minister. ICASA, however, is the Agency responsible for prescribing the basis and manner of contributions, which may not exceed one percent of a licensee's annual turnover.

The analysis seeks to make sense of the 2013/14 Annual Report of the USAASA; it does this by comparing the current Report as well performance related information in the two preceding financial years.

3. Analysis of expenditure trends of USAASA
Table 1: Summary of Audit Outcomes for the five year period

	Name of the Entity
	2010/11
	2011/12
	2012/13
	2013/14

	USAASA
	Unqualified  Audit opinion  with findings
	Unqualified Audit opinion with findings
	Qualified Audit opinion with findings
	Unqualified audit


Source: AGSA (2011-2014)

4. AUDITOR GENERAL’S REPORT on USAASA’S 2013/14 Annual Report
Irregular, fruitless, wasteful and unauthorised expenditure (Issues prevalent in the AGSA’s report in the last three financial years

USAASA obtained two unqualified reports for the 2010/11 and 2011/12 financial years, and then regressed to a qualified opinion with findings in the 2012/13financial year. It also incurred irregular expenditure amounting to R24 417 million and fruitless and wasteful expenditure of R5 936 million over the five year period. However, in the 2013/14 financial year, the Agency has drastically improved significantly; the irregular expenditure incurred by the Agency is R697 which relates largely to the failure by the Agency to obtain three quotes. The amount of R697 is an improvement from R43 683 in the previous financial year. In addition, the Agency also incurred a remarkable R7 on fruitless and wasteful expenditure compared to the total amount of R20 31 which was been condoned in the course of the 2013/14 financial year. It had achieved 80 per cent of its planned objective compared to just nine target achieved in the previous financial year.
Table 2: Irregular, fruitless, wasteful and unauthorised expenditure

	Year Incurred
	Irregular Expenditure
R’000
	Fruitless and wasteful expenditure
R’000

	2011/12
	R 19 458 

	R 3 777 


	2012/13
	R 43 683(469)

	R 2 031(933)

	2013/14
	R 697 
	R 7 


Source: AGSA (2011/12-2012/13)

In addition to irregular, fruitless and wasteful expenditure which amount to a combined figure of a mere R703, the Auditor-General has also emphasised other recurring matters in his reports to USAASA and these include:

In addition, the Auditor-General identified the following internal control deficiencies:

In 2013/14 financial year-leadership- Management did not ensure that adequate processes are in place to enable proper implementation of supply chain requirements

In 2013/14 financial year-Investigations- The investigation by Special Investigation Unit (SIU) on the open letter written to President at the beginning of the financial year was still in progress at year end. The Agency also paid R2.45 million towards bonuses, what is the breakdown of the staff who received such performance bonuses?
5. USAASA’s Strategic Outcomes Orientated Goals for 2012/13 Financial Year Were: 

· To make ICTs available, accessible and affordable to all South Africa, in collaboration with ICT stakeholders, through the provision of funding from USAF;

· To undertake continuous research to promote, encourage, facilitate and offer guidance, with regard to Universal Service and Access with a view to inform policy and regulatory processes;

· To promote and evaluate the extent to which Universal Service and Access has achieved, in order to assess the impact the ECA; and

· To ensure the optimal functioning of the agency by strengthening its current strategies and operational capabilities in order to deliver on its mandate:
6. Programme Structure Trends

During the 2013/14 Strategic Plan, USAASA had four key core programmes
 namely:
 

· Rapid Deployment of New Access Centres ;  

· Broadcasting Digital Migration-Set top box subsidies;

· Connectivity Upgrade; and

· USAF 

7. Report on Performance Indicators of 2013/14 
There is a significant change in the layout and information presented in the current Annual Report, compared to the same Report over the last two financial years. In the preceding financial years, essentially the Agency had a number sub-programmes which have been altered; the corporate strategy, corporate services, and legal and regulatory unit.

 Overall USAASA appears to have performed well in achieving its predetermined objectives for the 2013/14 financial year. Of particular interest is that unlike in the past three financial years which had been marked by the Agency’s non-adherence of certain nub elements of Electronic Communication Act, the very Act that created the Agency.  However, in the 2013/14 financial year, for instance, section 82(4)(b) which is one of the core meaning for its establishment. The Agency has performed against the target as set out in the Act and the strategic plan in relation to conducting research into and keep abreast of developments in the Republic and elsewhere on ICTs, electronic communications services and electronic communications facilities.
 

Narrowing access gaps and removing barriers to information dissemination are prerequisites for promoting equitable and sustainable development as well as political and social cohesion. Increasing connectivity is highly instrumental in improving governance, business communication, and security, response to emergencies and in the overall strengthening of the socio-cultural ethos of the country. One such project is Digital Migration. Over the last three financial years, the Agency has failed to achieve its targets regarding the correct statistics of identifying 469 387 needy television owning households to be subsidised with Set-Top-Boxes by government. 

The repeated non-achievement of this crucial statistics is in part infringing on the achievement of government’s broad policy frameworks, Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP II) the New Growth Path (NGP) and the National Development Plan (NDP) which all to promote industrialisation, especially in sectors that have the potential to create large scale employment. As such the former DoC through its entities contributes to the electronics industry in terms of ICTs especially with Set-Top-Boxes (STBs). 
8.  Programme Performance: Successes and Challenges

8.1. Rapid Deployment of ICT Access centres
 The Agency achieved 16 targets from a total of 23 planned targets; 2 were not achieved while five (5) were partially achieved

The delivery of one hundred and twenty-three (123) centres and schools benefited from the Agency’s work as well as a total of 80 older centres were refurbished and handed over to localities and other formations.
  Whilst this appears to be the flagship for the entire financial year and repetitively highlighted by the Agency
, however, the truth of the matter, is that for both targets of 120 and 114 for connectivity upgrade and Rapid Deployment of ICT Access centres respectively were not met. This is notwithstanding the reality that during the 2011/12 financial year, the Agency achieved nil of its intended target of deploying 44 access centres and subsequent audit and monitoring of these public centres was therefore negatively affected.

Generally though, there are also questions of ethics in the Agency’s Annual Reports, extending to all the financial year. The Agency uses photographs of people, some are minor worryingly, clarity is required by Parliament to ascertain whether such people have signed an indemnity form, whether they are even aware that they photos will be used. This would preserve the Agency from possible lawsuit that might be pursued against it.

The National Strategy on Universal Service and Access has been developed which identified the skills, systems and processes required of USAASA’s operations to ensure delivery on the mandate, which is the baseline for the 2014/15 financial year;
Investigations

Fraud and Forensics

In addition, there seems to be an issue with the process followed leading to the appointment of the current Chief Executive Officer (CEO), but according to 2012/13 annual report, he was headhunted together with the Executive Business Development Services. It still not clear whether Executive Manager; Corporative Services vacant since November 2010 has been filled or not. Further, section 83(4) of Act, requires that the CEO must enter into a performance agreement with the Board which amongst other things must set measurable performance targets.
   

An entity with 59 employees (2010/11 and 2012/13 compared to 61 in the previous year
 cannot realistically be entrusted with the responsibilities of driving ICTs service in communities, the during its many oversight visits throughout the country noted with concerns that an average USAASA at least one person per province. In some areas one person covers two provinces namely (Western Cape and Northern Cape) whilst some employees are based in Head Office but are supposed to work with centre operators in Mpumalanga.

Contract Management is another issue, the general practice by the Agency is that it does not ensure adequate oversight on suppliers of goods and services as well as personnel. For instance, USAASA does monitor Internet usage in the Telecentres, but the Agency pays Sentech for Internet connection, even though most Telecentres do not have Internet connection.
 

IT Governance

One of the key threats t that an SOC  is to manage the lack of an ERP system-the Disaster Plan and the off-site back-up solution for the Public Entit.. An immediate investment in the IT infrastructure is required failing which the objectives set forth in the APP of the Agency are threatened in terms of its achievement.

There were other areas which are of concerns and these largely relates to the duplication of the core mandate of USAASA. To this end, the Western Cape Provincial government has a similar function through Cape Access
. Similarly the national Department of Rural Development and Land Reform, is responsible for Rural Infrastructure Development (RID) which provides ICT infrastructure in rural areas effectively reducing spatial inequalities by 5 per cent as well as Access centres provided by the National Youth Development Agency (NYDA).

Some of the telecentres required accreditation from USAASA to ensure that post-computer training, authentic certificate are issued while most of the computers and other necessities at the telecentres are not working at all times.  In addition, it was a concern that the Agency has not shown any sense of urgency regarding its own work towards the Broadcasting Digital Migration for since it has continuously requested roll-overs due to the unspent funds that were allocated to the Digital Migration Programme to date which have not been spent. 

Human Resources Management

The Agency had a staff establishment of 73 positions, of those 59 vacancies are filled leaving it with a vacancy rate of 17 per cent which is higher than the Public Service average of below 8 per cent.  There are also a number of executive position that are vacant whose reasons to be filled is subject to labour dispute not being finalised with the former incumbents; in addition, it is not clear whether the Agency has employees with special needs.
8.2. Conclusion and Implications for Parliament

Fixing universal service and universal access in the South Africa’s context where the country has the highest gini coefficient
 is no easy task. Despite recent modest economic growth and reduced overall levels of national poverty over several years, South Africa is trapped in a cycle of high inequality and extremely high unemployment.
 it will require tremendous political will on the part of all the players as information technologies become an ever greater part of South Africa life through the realisation of the rolling-out 100 per cent broadband penetration in 2020 as well as redefining the role of USAASA post the recommendation of the ICT Policy review.

Parliament’s oversight over the Agency is critical to ensure that it spends according to their strategic plans and cash flow projections as well as in ensuring the attainment of planned objectives in order to maintain the programme implementation successes it has started in the year under review. The Portfolio Committee on Communications should initiate and facilitate Committee meeting or session whereby the Agency will appear before it report of the Telecentres recapitalisation status report.
9. Suggested Questions 

· Has there ever been a thought or a strategy put in place to ensure that people with disabilities are accommodated in terms of the pathways in the centres and as well ensuring that the computers use jaws or technologies that takes care of the special needs of people with disabilities?

· What is the provincial breakdown of the Agency’s employees and has the Agency upgraded and 104 centres deployed respectively through the Rapid Deployment programme, and what methodology was used to justify the decisions taken?

· Is there any strategy in place to ensure that learners and ordinary citizens who complete and graduate from the Agency’s computer skills course offered at the centres are actually accredited in order to enhance their job-seeking opportunities?
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� Unctad (2010).


� Development Banks of South Africa(2012)


� ICT consist of the hardware, software, networks and media for the collection, storage, processing, transmission and presentation of information (voice, data, text, images) as well as related services. Both traditional technologies (telephones, radio and TV) and newer technologies (such as computers and the Internet) are usually included in the concept of ICT infrastructure
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� Mpumalanga (2012).


� Western Cape Provincial government has established Computers Centers  with Internet Access.
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