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			Demolishing clichés is something that drives Jessica Colaço. To prove, for instance, that Africa “isn’t synonymous with hunger and wars” but is, instead, “a market with a huge potential for SMS-based applications”, and that Kenya, a place many people only associate with the jungle and safaris, is becoming “a centre for innovation and technology”. The key player in the first of the UOC-Orange Tech Talks – a series of lectures in which world’s experts in new technologies discuss their impact with experts from around Spain – is the embodiment of the rejection of a cliché: namely, that the only outlet for talented people in developing countries is to emigrate north in search of more fertile fields for research.

			Born in Kenya 27 years ago, Colaço graduated in Computer Science from the University of Nairobi in summer 2007 and now, barely two years later, Business Daily has named her one of the 40 most influential women aged under 40 in Kenya. She is a member of the prestigious TED Fellows community, a programme that helps world-changing innovators around the globe. She has achieved all this without leaving Nairobi, where she heads the Strathmore Research and Consultancy Centre (SRCC) at the university of the same name.

			The clichés this young woman is most interested in demolishing are certainly among the most difficult: clichés which, regrettably, reflect all too well the reality of an environment that poses many challenges to innovative minds. “In my country”, Colaço laments, “research culture hasn’t reached maturity yet, so industry prefers to look for solutions abroad instead of allying itself to joint projects with local educational institutions. One of my aims is to change this situation.”

			She says that when she was a child she came up with her own personal watchword: “to make the world a better place through the use of technology”. Today she considers herself “a mobile-technology evangelist”. “I try to motivate students to look for applications in this field”, she explains. “And I encourage them to turn problems into opportunities, and opportunities into innovative solutions.” Her long-term goal? That her job will no longer be necessary. “I hope that some day we won’t have to motivate students to come up with ideas and solutions and that they will have internalised this notion, that they will do it automatically. When this happens, we will generate an inertia which will take us forwards. We will cease to be a developing country and become a developed country.”

			Colaço has been named one of the 40 most influential women under 40 in Kenya

			This is just one part of her “evangelising” mission. The other presents an even greater challenge: to motivate those companies working in Africa to have… faith. Faith in mobile technologies and, above all, faith in local talent. “I try to convince them that it is better for them to implement their solutions from here and to develop their projects at African universities, because, in this way, they will be driven by people who know our economy and needs. We’ve got talent, all we need to do is harness it!”

			She acknowledges that this is no easy task and that, at times, frustrations have an impact on her frame of mind. For instance, every time a company rejects one of the business opportunities she proposes from the SRCC, something that happens quite often.“They still have to develop their faith!”, she explains. “The important thing is never to surrender.”

			Jessica is, first and foremost, a programming enthusiast. As a child, her curiosity prompted her to take apart – and reassemble – any piece of equipment within her reach, a pastime which earned her more than one ticking-off at home. Until she came across computers. “At first, I approached them just like other machines: I wanted to dissect their components and find out how they worked”. Then she decided that the really interesting thing was what couldn’t be seen: the code. “Programming forms the basis of how many things work: from a plane to a railway station… not to mention the Internet. So, I said to myself: let’s get to the root.”

			Later, at university, a course given as part of the MIT EPROM (Entrepreneurial Programming and Research on Mobiles) programme led her to discover what was to become her passion: mobile phone systems. Before graduating, she had already launched her first application, called WMS (Wireless Map Service).

			At the time, in 2007, there was scant information about Nairobi on Google Maps, so she spent her summer holidays planning an alternative. “WMS provides mobile phone users with information about the main places of interest in Nairobi: hotels, restaurants, police stations, etc. It also calculates routes inside the city, for instance, how to get from the airport to a hotel.”

			She submitted the WMS to the IEEE association’s awards, and, as a result, her reputation grew and she earned plaudits from many experts. “When I joined Strathmore University, just after graduating, a lot of students had already heard about WMS. They came up to me and asked about my project, about the tools I had used to develop it, about the possibilities this type of application opened up for Kenya and its social advancement...” Unintentionally, she had begun her evangelising work.

			“The mobile phone is a decisive instrument for development in Africa”

			This interest led her to organise the first Mobile Bootcamp, a two-day forum to learn about mobile technology and developing applications, held in November 2008. The first day of the Bootcamp featured experts from the industry talking about the potential of mobile technology. On the second day, students worked on the development of applications for different platforms. The event was rounded off with a competition to reward the best projects.

			The first Mobile Bootcamp was such a success that Jessica didn’t wait long to organise the second one. It was held in July 2009, lasted for three days and also culminated in a competition. “One of the participants surprised us with a wonderful application: a SMS-based service which allowed farmers to keep a check on how many litres of milk they have sold and the rate they are selling it at”. The application is called Mkulima, the Swahili word for “farmer”.

			But will it be successful? Will there be “mkulimas” ready to combine milk with mobile phone systems? “We’re going to launch apilot scheme to find out, but I have faith. As an evangelist, it is my job to preach about the existence of applications like this one and to encourage people to use them.”

			Jessica Colaço’s faith isn’t as blind as it may seem. Mobile technology is bringing about a widespread revolution in Africa, a continent which already has more than 370 million subscribers. And, more importantly, as far as her proposals are concerned, there are already examples of successful SMS applications. One of these is M-Pesa, which is a very popular service in Kenya.

			M-Pesa is a mobile money-transfer system. Once signed up, anybody with a basic mobile phone can send money to their family and friends. “However”, Colaço says enthusiastically, “people are using it for a lot of different things such as, for instance, paying a taxi fare or buying products. It’s like a credit card… but without the plastic”. And here’s another surprise: “The latest news I have received about M-Pesa is that it wants to launch a pilot scheme for the service... in the UK!”

			Examples such as M-Pesa strengthen Jessica Colaço’s conviction that mobile technology can have an impact on its environment. “The mobile phone is a decisive instrument for development in Africa. We must bear in mind that, for many Africans, the mobile phone is the nearest thing to a computer with the Internet that they will have access to during their lives. We programmers must observe the habits of the people around us and think about the applications that will bring them added value.”
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