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Chapter 1
The use of ICTs and markets in Latin America:
exclusion vs. opportunities
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1. The importance of ICTs and the risk of greater exclusion in
Latin America

It is important to take into account that new information and communications technologies pose the
risk of generating greater exclusion in Latin America. Yet it is equally important to consider the
opportunities that ICTs represent for society as a whole and for spaces like public markets.
Technological development can lend new dynamism to the way in which business is conducted,
organized and expanded, “[…] not only because it makes it possible to carry out activities and
business more rapidly and efficiently, but also because it opens the doors to undertaking new business
opportunities that were inconceivable before the emergence of these new technologies, by eliminating
or reducing barriers of cost, time and distance.”3

Thus, the generation of wealth, the creation of skilled employment, increased productivity, economic
stability and the development of new services are increasingly due to the contributions of new
technologies to different areas of society and the economy. With regard to ICTs, in particular:

Themost notable potential economic impact of these new technologies is in the sphere of the production
and consumption of goods. Governments and companies, in general, have made significant efforts to
develop a solid ICT foundation.

ICTs can serve as a powerful tool for integration among individuals or communities who carry a heavy
burden of exclusion or subordination. But at the same time, they can increase that burden for those
who are cut off from their use.As a consequence, it is quite possible to find communities or individuals
who benefit from all of the advantages offered by ICTs living side by side, in the same area, with others
who must still get by without their help. Even among those with access to the internet, marked
differences may persist.

The opportunities and risks represented by ICTs aremost evident in spaces that are poorly coordinated
– one characteristic of markets is that there are no significant ties of coordination among the sectors
that comprise them – and lacking in technological development, as is the case of publicmarkets in Latin
America. While it is true that the economic activity in these spaces is primarily artisanal, with almost
no accumulative capacity and low productive intensity, it is equally true that there is a business
orientation that could be considerably improved at the technical and organizational level.

They are a currently inexhaustible source of economic benefits because they exponentially increase the speed,
precision and treatment of information, storage capacity, the organization of production and distribution in net-
work form and the transmission of information at any time and to any place in the world.4



It is a matter, therefore, of learning more about how these sectors operate and organize themselves,
and about the ways in which ICTs influence their performance. As such, this study seeks to further
the discussion on the importance of activities that until quite recently were defined “[…] as the
negation of the dominant system (the formal economy) and not as the affirmation of a different
economic logic.”5

In the case of ICTs, “[…] everything seems to indicate that it will be a highly heterogeneous process,
largely determined by the characteristics of the different regions and populations and by the deliberate
efforts made to take advantage of its benefits and reduce its negative aspects.”6 It is therefore
necessary to begin by reviewing the progress that has beenmade in the adoption of ICTs in the region.

1.1 The development of ICTs in the region

It is important to consider the characteristics of the adoption of ICTs in the region so far, because the
transformation of Latin American countries into information societies will be largely influenced by
the disadvantages currently faced by our societies in terms of infrastructure and solutions to the issue
of access to and use of these technologies.7

The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) identifies three
requirements that governments of the regionmust fulfil in order to ensure full access to ICTs: physical
access, economic access, and also socio-cultural access, given the evidence that educational level,
ethnic origin, gender and age tend to influence patterns of access to these technologies.

In this context, while it is true that the different programmes implemented in the region have
achieved a certain degree of progress in overcoming the digital divide, and reforms have generally
contributed to technological adoption by expanding internet service and reducing its costs, five
critical areas have been identified for digital policy agendas in the region: creation of infrastructure;
creation of capacities and knowledge; efficiency and transparency in public contents and services;
policy instruments; and an enabling environment.8

This issue raises concerns, because we currently find ourselves facing a knowledge-based economy
that brings with it an increase in business opportunities – at the international as well as national
and local levels – but also the danger of lacking the capacities needed to take full advantage of
these opportunities, as a result of limited progress in the creation of infrastructure and access to
ICTs, especially among businesses.

In general, physical access as well as economic and socio-cultural access have been scarcely developed
in the region. Although access to fixed and mobile telephony and internet services have experienced
highly positive growth in recent years in Latin America, as can be seen in Table 1.1, the region
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continues to lag far behindWestern Europe, the United States and Canada. There are also very obvious
differences between some countries like Chile and Argentina and other countries in the region.

Table 1.1
ICT adoption in Latin America

12

Countries

Argentina

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

Paraguay

Peru

Uruguay

Venezuela

2006

80.52

28.85

52.90

75.62

64.31

63.23

51.31

29.95

66.83

69.04

2001

6,741,000.8

779,000.9

28,745,000.8

5,100,000.8

3,265,000.3

859,000.2

1,150,000.0

1,793,000.3

520,000.0

6,472,000.6

2006

31,510,000.4

2,698,000.2

99,918,000.6

12,450,000.8

29,762,000.7

8,485,000.0

3,232,000.8

8,500,000.0

2,330,000.0

18,789,000.5

2.0

2.9

-0.6

-2.2

-0.3

4.7

0.5

6.4

-0.9

7.2

2001

21.88

6.18

21.22

22.58

17.22

10.37

5.12

6.02

29.61

10.94

2006

24.17

7.13

20.54

20.20

17.00

13.07

5.25

8.22

28.31

15.49

2006

6.97

0.78

8.87

6.64

1.92

1.04

1.03

3.62

6.02

2.79

2006

20.91

6.20

22.55

25.24

14.49

11.54

4.13

21.49

21.68

15.21

Growth (%)
Users

per 100 pop.

Mobile telephony                                      Fixed telephony Internet

Subscribers
per 100 pop.

Per 100
pop.

Per 100
pop.

Total
subscribers

2001 - 2006

Fixed telephony

Mobile services

Broadband internet

2002

55.8

78.9

3.4

2003

55.8

85.2

6.0

2004

55.2

91.8

10.1

2005

54.0

101.5

14.9

Prepared by the author based on data from IDATE. In Fundación Telefónica (2007).

Table 1.2
Western Europe
Telecommunications service penetration, 2002-2005
(lines/100 pop.)

Prepared by the author based on 2006 statistics from the International Telecommunication Union (ITU).



In 2005, the following figures were recorded for Latin America, with a total combined population of
over 551 million inhabitants:9

• 97 million people had access to fixed-line telephone service, which translates to a
fixed-line teledensity of 17.60%.

• 233 million people had access to mobile telephone service, for a mobile teledensity of
42.28 %.

There were also an average of 88 personal computers per 1,000 inhabitants and 156 internet users
per 1,000 inhabitants in the region in 2005.

It should be kept in mind that the digital divide between the region and the developed world,
between countries in the region, and within the countries themselves, is closely linked to differences
in per capita income. According to a 2005 report from the UNDP and ECLAC, all countries would
need to spend the same amount per capita to achieve equal rates of access, but “[...]in Latin America
and the Caribbean, where per capita income is in the region of USD 3,300, spending USD 2,500 per
capita on ICT (a similar amount to what is being spent in developed countries) wouldmean allocating
75% of income to this item.”10 In the case of Andean countries like Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia, where
the annual per capita income in 2005 was USD 2,360, USD 2,180 and USD 960, respectively,11 this
expenditure is simply impossible.As a result, the countries of LatinAmerica and the Caribbean spend
an average of close to USD 400 per capita on ICTs, while the average expenditure in the developed
countries is six times greater.

The area in which the region has made the greatest progress is mobile telephony, which represents
the main means of access to telecommunications for low-income sectors of the population today.
According to the above-mentioned UNDP/ECLAC report:

REGIONAL DIALOGUE ON THE INFORMATION SOCIETY 13

9 Figures based on Fundación Telefónica, DigiWorld America Latina 2007 and World Bank, “Data and Statistics”.
10 UNDP and ECLAC, Public policies for the development of information societies in Latin America and the Caribbean, (Santiago de Chile:

UNDP, 2005), p. 16.
11 UNDP, Human Development Report 2005.

Table 1.3
ICT adoption in the United States and Canada

Prepared by the author based on 2006 statistics from the International Telecommunication Union (ITU).

Countries

Canada

USA

2006

52.51

77.40

2001

10,649,000.0

128,500,000.0

2006

17,017,000.0

233,000,000.0

-1.4

-3.2

2001

67.85

67.20

2006

64.12

57.15

2006

7,675,000.5

58,136,000.6

2006

23.57

19.31

Total
subscribers

Per 100
pop.

Per 100
pop.

Growth (%) Subscribers Per 100
pop.

Mobile telephony                                       Fixed telephony                                  Internet

2001 - 2006



By 2005, mobile telephony had surpassed fixed telephony and more than doubled its prevalence,
with a total of 233 mobile phones in LatinAmerica as compared to 97 million fixed-line phones. This
growth was largely due to the policies adopted by the countries of the region, which have succeeded
in significantly increasing access to telecommunications and promoted the expansion of markets
based on competitiveness of services, private investment and tariff reductions, thus creating the
conditions for greater access.

At the same time, the growth of the mobile sector has also been influenced by the range of benefits
offered by mobile phones, including the expansion of communication frontiers; the multiple uses
and tools offered by this technology (agendas, games, still photography and video cameras); and
attractive payment plans implemented by mobile providers, including the popular prepaid system.
It should be added that unlike technologies such as the internet, mobile telephony does not require
any specific personal competencies for access and use.13

In spite of this, government efforts in Latin America to promote access to telecommunications
continue to be primarily focused on fixed telephony, and to a lesser degree, on the internet.14 This
means that the poor must bear the full cost of access to mobile telephony, while higher-income sectors
are benefited by subsidized access to local fixed telephony service. Given the fact that mobile tariffs
are clearly higher than fixed-line rates, the poor are not only obliged to pay more, but they must also
make a proportionately greater financial sacrifice to have access to telecommunications. And this is
due not only to the well-known inequality in the distribution of income in LatinAmerica, but also to
a system of subsidies that is inefficient and inappropriate for the infrastructure of access in the
region.15

All of this, however, should not distract our attention from the importance of education with regard
to access to and use of technologies. The growing and systematic adoption of ICTs (and all technology
in general) will depend on the capacity of governments to establish educational policies and
programmes aimed at the goal of increasing and better exploiting the region’s productive potential.
Education plays a key role in the increased adoption of technology.

14

Between 1998 and 2003, the number of cell phones in Latin America and the Caribbean increased from 20.5 mi-
llion to 123.7 million, and the region’s share of the world total moved from 6.5% to 8.8%. During the same pe-
riod, fixed telephones increased from 58.3 million to 89.6 million, with the region’s share of the world total
moving from 6.9% to 7.8%.12

12 UNDP and ECLAC, p. 16..
13 Internet access is a subject of intense debate. Some studies argue that internet access is of little benefit to the poorest sectors to the

population, since they do not have the education needed to use electronic mail and other services. See UNDP and ECLAC, p. 25.
14 Barrantes, R., Galperín, H., Agüero, A. and A. Molinari, Estado de la cuestión. Asequibilidad de los servicios de telefonía móvil en América

Latina, (Lima: DIRSI, 2006), p. 6.
15 Ibid.



2. The role of education in the use of ICTs

It is important to clarify the relationship between education and the use of ICTs, above all by
differentiating it from the emerging relationship between ICTs and their use in education. The latter
is the result of a growing (though not necessarily equitable) introduction of ICTs in schools; it should
thus be understood as one of the challenges currently facing educational institutions for integrating
the contributions of these tools in the teaching and learning processes, helping students to organize
and assess the scattered knowledge they obtain through the mass media and the internet. In this
regard, ICTs are seen as instruments that impact and strengthen the connection between the teaching
and learning processes.

Nevertheless, there is a second relationship, one that has been little explored, which is emerging
between education and the use of ICTs in small-scale business activities. Given that ICTs are a useful
tool for increasing efficiency in production processes, as well as an essential tool for creating
innovative business models, it is crucial to promote their incorporation into training programmes –
both public and private – aimed at the business sector.

In this way, education would promote the incorporation of ICTs in business management. Both
education and ICTs are closely connected to themodernization of the business sector, since theymake
it possible to take fuller advantage of the opportunities arising in the current context.

The changes that can be brought about by the large-scale use of ICTs make it essential for countries
to incorporate these technologies in their productive sectors, particularly in the sector of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs, also known as small and medium-sized businesses or SMBs). As
the UNDP/ECLAC report points out:

It must be stressed, however, that the growth of SMEs does not depend exclusively on education,
but rather on the consolidation of physical access, in terms of infrastructure and better service;
economic access, meaning that the costs of ICTs are within reach of this sector; and educational access,
or the development of capacities among SMEs to fully incorporate ICTs in their productive activities.

This reflects the significant potential of education in linking ICTs with the spheres of production and
work, particularly in the activities of the business sector: “[…] the connection between the educational
system and the needs of development would be resolved through educational planning in which the
demand is determined by the primary agents of development: entrepreneurs.”17 And this demand
would undoubtedly include the creation of conditions for the intensive use of information and
knowledge within enterprises, which implies training people to achieve increasingly systematic and
planned access and use of ICTs in business management.
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ICTs have become a determining factor in the operation and productivity of large firms in the banking, indus-
trial and commercial sector. The digital network for credit card payments all over the world has become a cru-
cial factor in financial and commercial operations, for example. In this regard, SMBs can be expected to grow and
increase their profits to the extent that they adopt ICTs massively in administration, production and marketing of their
products.16

16 UNDP and ECLAC, p. 29 (emphasis added).
17 Coraggio, José Luis, p. 90.



All of this would require a major shift in the way that educational policies are addressed. This shift
has been discussed and promoted by UNESCO and ECLAC since the 1990s, but until now, it has
been given little attention in Latin America.

Perhaps because of this, the political agendas of the countries of Latin America have invariably
established that the promotion of ICTs is inseparable from the strengthening of human capital in
pursuit of increased productivity. In this regard, it is clear that policies to promote technological
innovation and diffusion should capitalize on and strengthen the new patterns of productive
specialization and insertion in the global trade flows emerging in the region today, seeking to increase
domestic value added and the engineering and technological content of specific products.19

Basically, what we are referring to is the need to implement training opportunities specially designed
to promote the development of SMEs through the use of ICTs. As noted in a comparative study of
countries in Latin America and East Asia, most of the training offered to SMEs until now has merely
focused on the use of personal computers and building homepages and other internet materials,
when the knowledge that would be most beneficial for these companies would be how to build
business models around ICTs.20

There is an obvious need, therefore, to design and implement educational programmes that
specifically target the SME sector and the issue of business management. These programmes could
stress, for example, the creation of new companies that have achieved success by using ICTs, the
establishment of new trade and marketing routes through the use of these technologies, and
management and strategies, among other themes. At the same time, however, it is important to
remember that with regard to learning, as pointed out by the UNDP and ECLAC:

16

18 Ibid., p. 94.
19 ECLAC, Latin America and the Caribbean in the transition to a knowledge-based society: An agenda for public policy, (Brazil: ECLAC, 2000),

p. 24.
20 Ueki, Y., Tsuji, M. and R. Cárcamo Olmos, Information Technology for Development of Small and Medium-Sized Exporters in Latin America

and East Asia, (Santiago de Chile: ECLAC, 2005), p. 79.
21 UNDP and ECLAC, p. 56..

While ECLAC has always stressed the importance of developing science and technology as well as education
and training, the novelty would lie in viewing it as a strategic investment, a place formerly occupied by inves-
tment in productive infrastructure and heavy industry.18

[…]the most interesting characteristics of computer training are the speed of the knowledge acquisition process
and the close relationship to labour or social practice. Compared to other areas of knowledge or levels of kno-
wledge complexity, ranging from literacy to mathematics, logic or science, computer skills are acquired more
rapidly and capacity developed more quickly than any of them. Another characteristic favouring the acquisi-
tion of computer literacy is that it is not structured in a progressive system like scientific and technical kno-
wledge, which does require different learning stages and sequences. Computer literacy allows entry at different
points depending on specific needs, and is not necessarily cumulative. The effectiveness of computer training
depends more on the system of social and labour relations than on the institutionalization of educational
systems.”21
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In general terms, training initiatives aimed at promoting ICT adoption by SMEswould basically need
to incorporate the following components:

•

•

•

It is important to keep in mind that these measures should be accompanied by parallel efforts in the
development of the necessary ICT infrastructure along with programmes and contents aimed
primarily at strengthening strategic business management; the establishment and coordination of
partnerships among SMEs; the provision of services and policies that specifically target this sector;
the search for information and trade partners; and the promotion of trade.

It is essentially a question of focusing attention on the role played by education in grasping the
opportunities that ICTs can offer to SMEs, as entities that largely operate in the informal economy.

And one of the most significant spaces within the informal economy, where ICT usage is at a highly
incipient stage, is precisely that of public markets.

22 According to a report from SITEAL, a UNESCO initiative, “[…] in 2006 10.3% of adults in Latin America did not know how to read or write
and in general 32% of adults had achieved barely a primary school education as compared to 40% of adults who had not completed this level
of schooling.” In UNESCO, Informe sobre tendencias sociales y educativas en América Latina, (Buenos Aires: UNESCO, 2006), p. 46.

23 Ibid.

Basic education upgrading and compensation programmes, given that a large proportion of
adults in Latin America have only a very basic level of schooling and a significant
percentage have had no formal education whatsoever.22 As a result, these individuals
have limited resources for social integration and are thus at risk of being excluded
and marginalized.23

Training programmes on business management and development that include the use of ICTs.
These would increase the business capacities of small production units by promoting
the adoption of ICTs.

Programmes to promote the use of ICTs so that employees of SMEs understand the
benefits of using them.
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3. Markets and the informal economy: Toward the incorporation of ICTs

As noted in the introduction, public markets are massive conglomerations of production and
commerce in which excluded and impoverished sectors of the population have occupied public
spaces to undertake diverse economic activities as a means of survival. They are a growing
phenomenon in Latin America, which reflects the inability of states to create decent employment
opportunities within the regulatory framework of social protection.24 But markets also reflect the
impressive versatility of economically marginalized individuals in seeking out solutions to ensure
their livelihood, as well as the limited emergence of economic, political and cultural power.

The growth of these markets in Latin America is testimony to the gradual and sustained growth of
the informal sector, whose development has taken place within a framework of social exclusion.
While numerous studies have recognized this fact, they have rarely considered the role that could be
played by ICTs in remedying this situation.

Markets essentially operate within the informal economy and thus involve a group of people who
undertake economic activities without the recognition or protection of state legislation and
regulations. Markets also encompass a wide array of activities and types of labour relations, as well
as a situation of vulnerability reflected by deficiencies in workplace hygiene, health and safety.25
Yet, ironically, markets also serve as fertile ground for the emergence of survival strategies by
generating business initiatives that involve the growing use – though not particularly systematic or
deliberate – of ICTs, at a point in time when the political and social transformations undergone by the
region’s countries have changed the world of work as it was known until now.

Markets encompass two facets that have been scarcely analyzed and thus little understood by
previous studies. On one hand, they have a strong connotation of exclusion, made concrete by an
array of informal economic activities that appear to be multiplying and thus giving rise to a growing
expansion of informal employment. On the other hand, however, they have a strong potential
connotation of inclusion that could be realized through the introduction of new technologies
promoted by concrete training programmes aimed at the sectors who work in them. An analysis of
public markets inevitably leads to an analysis of the growth of informal sector employment in Latin
America.

In 2001, in Colombia, Peru and Venezuela, employment in the informal sector accounted for 55.6%,
59.5% and 49.2%, respectively, of total employment.26

More recent figures from an International Labour Organization (ILO) report indicate that in 2005:

[…]the countries with the largest percentages of workers employed in the informal sector were Colombia, Ecua-
dor, Paraguay and Peru, at close to 60%, while those with the lowest shares were Costa Rica (41.8%), Panama
(41.6%), and Uruguay (37.7%).27

24 See ILO, Global Employment Trends Brief, (Geneva: ILO, 2007).
25 For more details see Silveira, S. and A. Matosas, “Género y economía informal en América Latina. Nuevos retos y respuestas posibles desde

las políticas de formación del trabajo”, Boletín Cinterfor, No. 155 (Montevideo: CINTERFOR/ILO, 2003).
26 See the statistical annex in Orsatti, A. and R. Calle, La situación de los trabajadores de la economía informal en el cono sur y el área andina

(Argentina, Brasil, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay, Colombia, Perú y Venezuela), (Lima: ILO, 2004).
27 ILO, p. 5.



The same ILO report notes that informal employment in Latin America grew at an alarming rate
between 2000 and 2006.

One of the most pertinent characteristics of large public markets is that they have emerged in cities
that have experienced heavy population growth, such as Buenos Aires, Bogotá and El Alto. With
regard to the gender and age of market vendors, these factors vary significantly. For example, in the
case of the Paseo de Compras market in Lezama Park, Buenos Aires, researchers found that 70% of
the vendors were women and 73% were over 45 years old. As the authors of the study noted, these
individuals represent the “hard pockets of unemployment” related to age.28 In general terms,
however, people of all ages and genders work in public markets.

In the case of the Lezama Parkmarket in BuenosAires, it was also found that 60% of the vendors were
from outlying areas of Argentina, while only 13% had been born in the city of Buenos Aires. The
majority of vendors lived in the neighbourhoods surrounding Lezama Park, which are generally
recognized as the poorest neighborhoods in southern Buenos Aires.29

In general, the sectors participating in these markets share the common denominator of exclusion. The
massive expansion of public markets has created a space where private initiative and self-
employment have resulted in a multiplicity of productive and commercial activities of every kind.
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28 Altschuler, B. and C. Jiménez, Se vende el pasado: La “feria paralela” de Parque Lezama, 7° Congreso Nacional de Estudios del Trabajo,
(Buenos Aires: ASET, 2005), p. 7.

29 Ibid., p. 40.



Chapter 2
The 16 de Julio Market: From excluded to innovative
survivors

1. Bolivia and El Alto: Exclusion and advances in the adoption of ICTs

The fact that public space in Bolivia has been largely occupied by public markets should be viewed
as a consequence of two main factors. The first factor involves the structural adjustment measures
adopted from 1985 onwards, which entailed the adoption of a free market economy and the
elimination of the state’s role in the national economy. The second involves the recognition of these
markets as spaces in which latent cultural features of indigenous identity are manifested. The first has
institutionalizedwhat can be described as “amore individualistic vision of the organization of society,
in which responsibility for well-being falls to individuals and their ability to participate in the
market.”30 For its part, the second represents the construction of an idealized/hybridized project in
which the demands of modernity are inexorably integrated with recognition of indigenousness.

In this context, “the Sixteen”31 responds to an order in which the projects of modernity and
interculturalism are merged, with this recognition of indigenousness assuming a key role in urban
development. In fact, the very constitution of the city of ElAlto is strongly marked by this symbiosis,
which makes it unique. As a city, El Alto “reflects the shared dream of thousands of migrants of
making a better life for themselves and their families, providing more opportunities to their children
and, finally, becoming a definitive part of the Bolivian nation which seems so distant and urban when
viewed from a rural perspective.”32

This explains the demographic explosion that the city has experienced in the last 40 years. While the
population of El Alto was a mere 30,000 in 1960, it had to tripled to 95,433 by 1976. As of 1992, it had
more than quadrupled once again to reach 405,492, and was estimated at 800,273 in 2005.33

According to researcher J.M.Arbona, “[…] the process of understanding a place like ElAlto requires
an analysis of the ways in which places and citizens are ‘contructed’,”34 within the tension that has
always been and remains a constant in the processes of globalization and urbanization, now
intertwined with Aymara indigenous culture and rural identity. This process has earned El Alto the
title of the Aymara City.

In the meantime, the relationship between the inhabitants of El Alto and La Paz, the national capital,
has traditionally been marked by ethnic discrimination and economic inequity. “The view from La
Paz is that El Alto is a city that you only pass through in order to leave it, or as a resident of La Paz
once commented, ‘It’s a city of Indians.’ The people of El Alto are viewed as dangerous individuals,
as criminals [...].”35

20

30 Arbona, Juan M., p. 3.
31 “The Sixteen” is the name by which the market is popularly known.
32 Laruta, Carlos, La conquista de la ciudadanía, p. 2.
33 Figures taken from the Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas (INE, National Statistics Institute) of Bolivia.
34 Arbona, Juan M., p. 6.
35 Ibid.
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This “clash” that has practically always marked Bolivian history has now given rise to a new order
whose central proposition is based on interculturalism, which is now even more evident in El Alto:

The “construction” of El Alto as a city and as a legitimate space of citizenship is not solely related to
this cultural trend but also to a large extent to its own economic development and growth. El Alto is
one of the cities which, as a consequence of Bolivia’s insertion in the free market economy since 1985,
has suffered the most precarious conditions in terms of development, productivity and income in
the last two decades or so. A report by the Social and Economic PolicyAnalysis Unit (UDAPE) noted
that in 1992, “ElAlto ranked number one as the poorest capital city, given that 73.8% of the population
lives in poverty [...], affecting women and children in greater proportions in a setting of gender and
generational inequalities”.37

Although the Bolivian economy registered positive growth between 1990 and 1998 (an average of
4.4% annually), the government implemented a series of economic, political and social structural
reforms which, contrary to expectations, merely served to confirm the inability of the state and the
private sector to generate salaried employment.

This trend has remained constant over recent years in Bolivia. Between 2005 and 2007, unemployment
reached a level of between 11.35% and 12%. This has had repercussions on the labour market, in
which working conditions have become even further deteriorated and a significant sector of the
population is working without rights or social benefits and, naturally, without the protection of the
state.

In this context, El Alto has absorbed a large share of unemployment and exclusion. Among its
inhabitants are the poorest segments of marginalized Bolivians. Consequently, it comes as no surprise
to come across figures showing a steep rise in the percentage of the population employed in the
informal sector, which has always had a strong presence in this city: “[...] while in 1992, 64% of
residents of El Alto worked in the informal sector (family and semi-entrepreneurial units), by the
year 2000 that percentage had risen to 69%.”39

36 Laruta, Carlos, La conquista de la ciudadanía, p. 17. (Emphasis added.)
37 UDAPE, Mapa de la pobreza, (La Paz: UDAPE, 2003).
38 Rojas, B. and G. Guaygua, “El empleo en tiempo de crisis”, Avances de Investigación, No. 24, (La Paz: CEDLA), p. 8.
39 CEDLA, Destino incierto: esperanzas y realidades laborales de la juventud alteña, (La Paz: CEDLA, 2006), p. 10.

[…] Bolivian social life – when viewed objectively – is now permeated with interculturalism, although, of course,
it will have to be further developed. It is not difficult to identify certain components of it and to determine whether
their real form of existence belongs only to so-calledWestern culture or if it is only indigenous, or if it belongs to
something new and immense like “national culture”, intercultural and articulated, probably suffering from in-
sufficient articulation and still with deformities. And this interculturalism lives and breathes in El Alto.36

Employment took on a different character, becoming lower-quality by being concentrated in the informal sector
(70% of the employed population in 2000), demonstrating varied forms of underemployment in a third of cases,
increasingly reflecting the face of women and children subjected to growing processes of labour exploitation and
self-exploitation, and starkly revealing the deterioration in the living conditions of workers.38



What is most significant about the processes that have taken place in El Alto is that they have caused
a rupture with the world of work as understood in traditional terms and promoted the generation of
economic initiatives in the small andmedium-sized enterprise sector. As a result, in many cases these
processes have also made it possible to escape the vicious circle of poverty within the current
economic model.

1.1 The development of telecommunications in Bolivia

The development of telecommunications in Bolivia has accompanied a series of measures adopted
between 1985 and 1994. In 1985, through Supreme Decree 21060, the state established the obligation
for local telephone companies to change their legal status to that of users’ cooperatives and
determined that municipalities would be responsible for approving telecommunications tariffs.40

Subsequently, between 1993 and 1995, the country undertook a privatization process41 that resulted in
the selling off of 50% of Bolivia’s main state-owned companies, including the Empresa Nacional de
Telecomunicaciones de Bolivia (Entel Bolivia), the country’s leading telecommunications company up
until then.

One of the reasons put forward for privatizing Bolivia’s main telecommunications operator was the
need for improved internal administration and for major investments in new technology in order to
expand and improve the quality of service. It was argued that technological innovation would allow
the country to be “more in tune” with the winds of development on a global level.

Figure 2.1
Evolution of number of internet subscribers
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Prepared by the author based on data from SITTEL.

40 SITTEL, 10 años de revolución de las telecomunicaciones en Bolivia, (Bolivia: SITTEL, 2006), p. 53.
41 Under the Capitalization Law of 21 March 1994.
42 Among other measures, the SIRESE Law (Law 1600, article 1) and the Bolivian Telecommunications Law (Law 1632) of 5 July 1995.
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Undoubtedly, themost beneficial outcome of thesemeasures has been the steep and constant growth in
the population’s access to different telecommunications services (see Figures 2.1 and 2.2).

Thus, through thesemeasures, underwhich the state ceased tomake decisions on production, investment
and tariff and price regulation in the telecommunications sector,42 Bolivia opened the way for digital
inclusion and the building of the information society.



Figure 2.2
Mobile phone teledensity per 100 pop.

Nevertheless, when compared to the other countries of Latin America, the growth of ICTs in Bolivia
has been significantly lower, primarily due to the country’s socio-economic conditions (see Table 2.1).
The Bolivian population’s lower buying power, education and average life expectancy act to limit
consumption and thus curb the supply of services and products associated with information societies.

Table 2.1
Latin America: Socio-economic development indicators
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Therefore, while there have been significant advances made in terms of infrastructure and
technological resources as a result of the above-mentioned reforms, this progress has been insufficient,
since the Bolivian population’s level of access to telecommunications remains among the lowest in the
region. For instance, in 2005, the internet penetration rate was amere 3.8 users per 100 inhabitants. This
is one of the lowest rates in Latin America and stands in sharp contrast with the rates in countries
such as Chile and Uruguay.

Figure 2.3
Internet penetration, 2005 (internet users/100 pop.)
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1.2 The development of mobile telephony in Bolivia

One of the ICTs that can expand a country’s possibilities for development, because it makes it possible
to conceive and implement new forms of service, business, organization and interconnection, is mobile
telephony.

In Bolivia, as is the case throughout theAndean sub-region of SouthAmerica, mobile telephony service
has improved considerably in recent years as compared to the 1990s.Although Bolivia continues to lag
behind the Latin American average with regard to mobile telephony infrastructure and service, it is
much easier to acquire a mobile phone today than it was in the past.

Table 2.2 illustrates the increase in the total number of mobile phone subscribers in Bolivia and in the
Latin American countries with the highest growth in mobile coverage.



Table 2.2
Mobile subscribers in Latin America, 2002-2005 (millions of lines activated)
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Prepared by the author based on data from Fundación Telefónica and SITTEL.

Although Table 2.2 reflects the significant expansion in access to mobile telephony in Bolivia (almost
2.5 million lines activated), in absolute terms the number of subscribers per 100 inhabitants remains
far behind the coverage reached in the Latin American countries with the highest mobile telephony
penetration, as can be seen in Table 2.3.

Table 2.3
Bolivia and the countries with the highest mobile telephony penetration in Latin
America, 2005 (mobile phones per 100 pop.)
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Nevertheless, one cannot deny the major contribution that mobile telephony has made to providing
the Bolivian population with access to telecommunications services and to decreasing the digital
divide. For every 100 telephone lines in service in Bolivia, nearly 80% are mobile lines, while the
remaining 20% are fixed lines. Access to mobile telephony has been significantly boosted by two
payment-related aspects: the implementation of the “calling party pays” system and the option of

Prepared by the author based on data from Fundación Telefónica and SITTEL.



paying for service with prepaid cards. As in the rest of Latin America, the prepaid modality has
been especially influential in raising mobile telephony usage.43

Figure 2.4
Bolivia, 1985-2006

The main advantages of mobile telephony are its price and the speed with which access can be
acquired. In Bolivia, purchasing amobile handset and activating amobile phone line costs a good deal
less than a fixed-line phone connection, and can be done in less than ten minutes.

2. Background on the 16 de Julio Market

The 16 de Julio Market in the city of El Alto is not only one of the largest markets in Bolivia, but
reportedly one of the largest in all of LatinAmerica. An article published by the newspaper La Razón
reported that according to official figures, the market draws an average of 60,000 people between
buyers and sellers, and that it is “[…] one of the three most important markets in Latin America:
there is one in Ecuador, another in Peru, and the 16 de Julio.”.44

The market is a massive conglomeration of producers and vendors. In stalls spread out along narrow
side streets and wide avenues, they sell a vast array of merchandise, from food, clothes, jewellery,
tools and electronics to cars, cleaning supplies, handicrafts, animals, and of course, mobile phones.
It is all organized in a disconcertingly chaotic manner: next to a stall selling car parts, you might find
another serving up traditional homemade stew. As a local newspaper commented, at the 16 de Julio
Market “[...] you can find everything from a sewing needle to a part from a WW II airplane.”.45
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43 For more information see SITTEL (2006) and Mariscal, J., Bonina, C. and J. Luna, “New Market Scenarios in Latin America”, in Digital Poverty:
Latin American and Caribbean Perspectives, ed. H. Galperin and J. Mariscal, (Lima: DIRSI, 2006), p. 18.

44 “La feria 16 de Julio es la más famosa en la región”, La Razón, 6 June 2007.
45 “Feria 16 de Julio: desde un alfiler hasta un auto de lujo”, La Razón, 21 January 2007.
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At the same time, the market is a space where Andean indigenous culture and cosmovision have an
obvious presence, where practices and rituals of the Aymara world are carried out. Like the city of
El Alto itself, the market bears the imprint of the rural dwellers from other parts of the country who
have come here in search of a better life.

From the beginning, it was the need to find a space for selling and trading their products that drew
rural dwellers to set up on the outskirts of the city of La Paz:

Over the years, what began as a provincial market where producers from the countryside could sell
their goods gradually grew into the largest shopping centre in Bolivia today.

To be faithful to the truth, however, one cannot ignore the impact that the crisis of the 1980s had on
the unprecedented growth of the 16 de Julio Market. This growth was largely due to the social and
economic structural reforms adopted to incorporate Bolivia into the free market economy, which led
to massive layoffs and the inability of the state – until today – to provide employment to a significant
number of people. In this regard, the growth of this market could be viewed as the most noteworthy
initiative undertaken by the excluded sectors of the population to find alternative means of survival.

It is not surprising, therefore, that a considerable number of small units of production and commerce
have been created within the framework of the market. These are family-run small enterprises which
both produce goods and sell what they make. They are organized into a number of associations that
make up the 16 de Julio Market in El Alto.

There are roughly 60 associations in all, with different characteristics.47 The majority are commercial
associations, in other words, a group of business units that mainly specialize in the sale of some
particular product – such as used clothing, fabric, animals, etc. – but also include businesses devoted
to other activities, often highly unrelated. Agoodmany of these associations also include producers,
and there are also some associations made up predominantly of producers, although these almost
always include a fair number of members devoted exclusively to sales.

To conduct this study, three associations were selected, each with between 240 and 280 members.
These are:

• The 19 de Marzo Carpenters Association
• The 16 de Julio Central Carpenters Association.
• The Alfonso Ugarte Association

In the past [the market] was more like the point of entry for the mule drivers, who would ride in on their burros.
Where Ballivián is now, there’s a pillar that was like the entry gate then. They would all head there, with their
cattle, their chickens, everything, all of them gathered there.And then themerchants from the city, themiddlemen,
would come and grab everything up: cheese and all the other things they sell today. It was a provincial market,
for everything produced in the countryside.46

46 Interview with Benito Cruz, “patriarch” of the market, El Alto, 14-9-2007.
47 Figure provided by Braulio Rocha, executive secretary of the Federación de Gremialistas (Federation of Trade Unionists) of the City of El Alto.



The main criterion for choosing these associations as the subjects for this study is the fact that most
of their members are small producers who also sell what they produce at the market. In addition, they
are associations devoted to a single product line, which is particularly difficult to find.

The main activities of the producers and vendors in the associations studied are, in the case of the 16
de Julio and 19 de Marzo Associations, the production and sale of furniture, and in the case of the
Alfonso Ugarte Association, the production of clothing, although there are also members who sell
fabric, books, posters, CDs, radios and TVs.

Unfortunately, there is a notable lack of studies on the contributions that these small enterprises make
to the economy, especially since there is ever growing evidence of the role they have come to play in
generating employment, ensuring social stability for families and promoting technological adoption
and innovation. In many cases, these small business initiatives are contributing to the alleviation of
poverty and to the general process of economic development.

This lack of research makes it rather difficult to discuss the degree of adoption of ICTs in these small
enterprises. There are no official statistics for cases like El Alto and its market. Nevertheless, it is
possible to comment on the lack of technological innovation that is perceived and reported by the
market vendors themselves:

Therefore, although computers are now being used in some of these businesses, this is a result of
individual, personal efforts, and not of initiatives that form part of programmes aimed at supporting
the development of these enterprises.

The situation is somewhat different in the case of mobile phones, however. There is a very high rate
of mobile phone use, and this technology is playing an ever greater role in increasing efficiency in
both production and sales. As one of the producers associations’ leaders commented, “they serve as
a work tool for our members.”49

Among other benefits, the large-scale adoption of mobile telephones in these small enterprises can
make their work faster andmore productive. The association leader quoted above explained, “When
I need to buy material, I can call and check first, and so I’m sure it’s worth going. But if I didn’t have
a mobile phone, I might end up going for no reason, and I would have wasted my time, and
gasoline.”50 The leader of another association reported, “In my case, I have cards that I hand out in
my store, and out of ten clients, two or three might call me, so you could say it’s the link that allows
us to talk with our clients and get orders for making furniture.”51

In ways like these, mobile phones have had a significant impact on the business activity of the
market’s small entrepreneurs, a subject that will be addressed in more detail in the next chapter.
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I thinkwe have to speak frankly, there are no new technologies, I would say, because in ourworkshopswe arewor-
king with makeshift machines [often second-hand], we don’t have the kind of advanced machinery that would
make our work easier or make it easier for the workers.48

48 Interview with Miguel Escobar, El Alto, 03-08-2007.
49 Interview with Víctor Quino, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
50 Ibid.
51 Interview with Miguel Escobar, El Alto, 03-08-2007.



1. The predominance of mobile telephony and other ICTs

In the three associations studied – the 16 de Julio, 19 deMarzo andAlfonso UgarteAssociations – the
majority of members havemobile phones. Most of them purchase their handsets in stores, so that they
are covered by a guarantee, although some purchase them second-hand from friends or
acquaintances. The reasons for acquiring these devices are primarily business-related.

In contrast to this notably high penetration of mobile phones – around 78% of producers and vendors
have one – the figures show that the majority of the market’s small entrepreneurs do not have fixed-
lined telephones, computers or internet connections. Only 38% have fixed-line phones, 30% own
computers, and 24% use the internet (see Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1
ICT ownership among producers and vendors at the 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007
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Chapter 3
Use of ICTs at the 16 de Julio Market and the importance
of education

I bought it at a store. It’s very useful, because the clients themselves demand it: How can I contact you?Where can
I contact you? I mostly get contracts, for example, with schools, bands, truck drivers, in the month of December, at
Christmas. They do their own designs. So it’s very useful and makes it easy to contact us.52

It has helped me to get clients. […] This lady calls me with the name of a client in Cochabamba, she tells me, ‘He
gave his mobile phone number, that’s why I’m calling you.’And then I’ve got a new client, you see?53

52 Interview with Jaime Calle, El Alto, 04-09-2007.
53 Interview with Teodoro Rodríguez, El Alto, 15-08-2007.
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Figure 3.2
Importance of mobile phones for business (%),16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007

As illustrated in Figure 3.2, on a scale from “not important at all” to “very important”, the vast
majority of producers and vendors from the different associations consider mobile telephones to be
either important (48.8%) or very important (43.2%).

Themobile phone is perceived as a valuable tool that basically makes it possible to communicate, with
little distinction between making or receiving calls. This is the view, for example, of Raúl Quispe,
who commented, “I make calls, I get calls, it’s communication!”54 Alicia Baltasar, a metal furniture
producer, explained: “We have cards with our mobile phone number, so they can call us when they
need to, and we also have advertising brochures, and that’s how they can contact us.”55

When it comes to other ICTs, there is less of a correlation between those who own them and those who
use them as a business tool. In the case of computers, while 30% of market vendors own one, only
16.67% use it for business purposes. In the case of the internet, while 24% have access to this service,
only 12.7% use it for their work (compare Figures 3.1 and 3.3).
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54 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
55 Interview with Alicia Baltasar, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
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Figure 3.3
ICT use for business purposes (%),16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007

Figure 3.4
Ownership of mobile phone used for business, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007

Prepared by the author.
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It may seem unusual that while 38% percent of market vendors report that they have a fixed-line
phone, 42.06% say that they use it as a work tool (see Figures 3.1 and 3.3). This could be explained
by the fact that some of the vendors are not the owners of the fixed phone line used in their
businesses; they might rent it from someone else, or it might be owned by another partner in the
business, usually a relative.



With regard to mobile phones, 78% of vendors report owning one, and 77.78% say they use it for
business purposes, which reflects the importance of this service for these small production and sales
enterprises (compare Figures 3.1 and 3.3).

Figure 3.5
Business activities for which mobile phones are used, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto,
Bolivia, 2007

As shown in Figure 3.5, the activities for which mobile phones are most frequently used are above
all the purchasing or ordering of products and services, and to a lesser extent, for negotiating business
deals.

Delving further into the subject, however, we have found that mobile phones are being increasingly
used for other aspects of business activities in which they can save time and streamline processes:
acquiring materials; determining the quantity and type of products required by a client; establishing
prices and forms of payment; distributing products; and the organization of the business itself.56

This is extremely important in view of the fact that micro, small and medium-sized enterprises
generate close to 40% of GDP in the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean and over 50% of
employment.
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56 Based on questionnaire results.



2. Organization, conditions and business opportunities in small
enterprises

2.1 Small family-run production units and employment

The businesses that operate within the 16 de Julio Market could be described as small family-run
production units. As a result, their organization basically revolves around family members:

Nevertheless, these small family businesses also employ a significant number of other workers.
Within the market there are different types of workers: the owners of the businesses; relatives who
are hired to help out; and employees whose connection to the owners is solely work-related.

During the production stage, the market’s small enterprises can generate direct employment for as
many as five to eight people. There are an average of three people working in each, broken down into
the following percentages: 32.54% have two employees, 21.43% have three, and 20.63% have only
one (see Figure 3.6). Meanwhile, a significantly large proportion of these small businesses, 25.40%,
have between four and five employees.

Figure 3.6
Number of people working in small production units (%),16 de Julio Market, El Alto,
Bolivia, 2007
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For example, my wife and I work, because sometimes young people come, but then they leave, and it’s not very
reliable. I workwithmywife, we buy thematerial, we have the tools, each of us knowswhat we have to do to com-
plete the product.57

57 Interview with Hernán Ramos, El Alto, 27-09-2007.

Prepared by the author.
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Figure 3.7
Gender of people working in small production units (%), 16 de Julio Market, El Alto,
Bolivia, 2007

Meanwhile, regarding the gender of the people working in these small production units, 30.73% are
women and 69.27% are men (see Figure 3.7), which demonstrates a clear majority of males in the
production sector.

Figure 3.8
Age of people working in small enterprises (%), 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia,
2007
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With regard to age (see Figure 3.8), the figures reveal that young adults between the ages of 19 and
35 make up the majority of workers at the market (60.42%), with males significantly outnumbering
females in this age group. They are followed by older adults between the ages of 36 and 55, who
account for 30.21% of the workers, or one half the number of young adults. By contrast, the number
of workers aged 56 and over represents a mere 5.21%. Finally, although they make up only a very
small proportion of the total (4.17%), the number of children and adolescents working in these small
enterprises is noteworthy.

In general, the businesses that operate within the 16 de Julio Market operate outside the legal
framework of labour and tax regulations, and consequently, none of the associations of small
enterprises or their members offer any sort of social or work-related benefits. Neither the owners of
the businesses, nor the family members who work for them, nor the other employees that they hire
have an official work contract, which means they do not enjoy such basic social and work-related
benefits as health, accident or unemployment insurance or pension plans.

The only “perk” that some of these small enterprises provide to their employees to keep them from
quitting is food.
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Yes, you have to take care of them and always on time. There are other workshops that don’t give their workers
a morning snack. It’s the little things. For example, you have to give them lunch on time, make them their tea in
the afternoon, and treat themwell. If you scold the operators, they’ll leave. If the boss complains toomuch, they’ll
leave. Some bosses are good, they explain how things have to be done, and the operators get used to it.58

Some employers also provide monetary incentives, although modest, to reward particularly
dedicated workers. As one small entrepreneur commented, “For example, I paid 600 bolivianos a
month, but on top of that, I would give a little extra. Here, take this 120. It keeps them happy.”59

2.2 Innovation and technology

Innovation is essential for the performance of a business and its potential for expansion. Producers
are well aware of the fact that innovation – primarily reflected in the originality of the goods they
produce – is the cornerstone for achieving dynamic growth. As a result, they constantly strive to
innovate with the products they create. As one producer explained, “I try to give the furniture I make
a nice little touch, so it’s a model that nobody else has, and that works in my favour.”60 “Among those
of us who build wardrobes, we have to try to produce a variety of models, try out new designs,”61
commented another, while a third explained, “We make the model that the people want.”.62

58 Interview with María Alanoca, El Alto, 16-08-2007
59 Interview with Nicanor Quisbert, El Alto, 07-08-2007.
60 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
61 Interview with Teodoro Rodríguez, El Alto, 15-08-2007.
62 Interview with María Alanoca, El Alto, 16-08-2007.



Innovation is complemented by the business policy that defines these small enterprises – guaranteed
quality and competitive prices – as well as values like responsibility and punctuality.

These small entrepreneurs also work with an eye to the future and a constant aspiration towards
further growth and expansion. This is particularly reflected in the desire for more and better machines
and infrastructure, as a means of improving the quality of the goods they produce.

As these comments reflect, the aspirations of these small entrepreneurs include the issue of training.
Another aspiration is government assistance: “We could export, if the government supported us.”.65

2.3 Mobile phones: Shortening distances, saving time

The market’s business owners depend a great deal on mobile phones for organizational tasks, since
many of their most important clients live in other areas of the country. A seamstress from theAlfonso
Ugarte Association who specializes in making sweatshirts told us:

Although this interview subject did not mention mobile phones specifically, their importance
throughout the process is obvious. They are used to organize orders, order materials, establish
deadlines and quantities, and arrange distribution. As such, mobile phones serve as an instrument
for improving internal administration and management of the production process.

36

Because we have a contract, we have to do the job right, it has to be guaranteed, which is why I have to carefully
choose the workers. In every workshop there are always one or two people who do things a bit badly, so I get them
to work on the shorts I send to Yacuiba. To the others, I say, “You’re going to do this job right, I’m going to pay you
more, because these products are going to be sold here.”63

I had a little house, 150 squaremetres, but I sold it, and now I’m renting. But I’ve got a big house now and I’ve built
a small balcony. My dream is to have a bigger workshop and to fill it with machinery, to make it better, and also to
get more training myself, in things like finishing, and others that I still need to learn.64

63 Ibid.
64 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
65 Interview with Alicia Baltasar, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
66 Interview with Roxana Mamani, El Alto, 29-08 2007.

For example, I’m not the only one working, there are five of us, the head is my brother. We are split up among four
workshops, and my brother’s is the fifth. He sends me a wire transfer with the money and says, You need to make
this size. My husband, for example, makes XL, another makes nothing but L, another makes only M, my brother
makes XXL, for example. That’s the way wework. So he tells us what to do, he calls and says, it has to be delivered
by such and such a time, be careful, we’re almost out of time. So we have to rush, and ask the operators to please
help us. And then we send the order out.66



The mobile phone is a basic tool of communication that makes it possible to shorten distances and
make the best use of time for the different tasks involved in the business. As one of the market’s
producers explained:

Ensuring the supply of materials is also made easier by the use of mobile phones. One business owner
commented, “We call to tell themwhat materials to bring, too,”68 while another explained: Whenmy
husband goes out, sometimes he doesn’t know which materials I need. I tell him, “I’m running out
of this colour of material,” but he doesn’t write it down, so I can call him and say, “Look, we don’t
have this colour, buy it.” Or sometimes I run out of zippers, and he buys them.69

As illustrated in Figure 3.9, out of the total number of market entrepreneurs who belong to the three
associations studied and use mobile phones in their businesses, a whopping 94% report using their
mobile phone to ordermaterials, as compared to amere 6%who say they do not use it for this purpose.

Figure 3.9
Use of mobile phones to order materials, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007
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It’s very useful, [...] it’s also the way that clients can locate us. For example, we have clients who take merchandise
over to Peru, and so they tell us, “We need jackets, we’d like you to bring them to Desaguadero,” andwe take them
there. But then they might tell us, “We need three more jackets!” Or maybe someone wants a different fabric, or an
XL. So that makes it really useful.67

67 Interview with Jaime Calle, El Alto, 04-09-2007.
68 Interview with Alicia Baltasar, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
69 Interview with Roxana Mamani, El Alto, 29-08-2007.

Meanwhile, out of the total number of producers who use their mobile phone to order supplies, 35%
do somore than once a week, 24% at least once a week, 13% several times in one day, and 17% at least
once a day (see Figure 3.10). These figures speak for themselves about the importance of mobile
telephony for these small enterprises.

Prepared by the author.
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2.4 Mobile phones, a basic tool for interaction with suppliers

Although some small entrepreneurs at the market commented that ordering materials is not
something they need to do constantly, but rather only “sporadically” or “rarely,”70 there is no doubt
that this need increases as their businesses grow.

Therefore, the mobile phone makes it possible to determine if a supplier has a certain material in
stock: “If a certain colour has come in, when a certain fabric is going to come in, if it’s on the way: the
mobile phone helps me to find out more quickly. When it comes in, I can find out right away with the
mobile phone.”72 Nevertheless, the majority of producers prefer to make the actual purchases in
person.

Figure 3.10
Frequency of orderingmaterials bymobile phone, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia,
2007
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Prepared by the author.

For example, let’s say we’ve run out of plywood, it hasn’t come in. Wemake a quick call to the store, on the mobile
phone, to see if plywood has come in, because it would be awaste of time to go there if it hasn’t, and that’s generally
what happens when there isn’t much wood, when it’s running low. This Monday alone, for example, I had to call
four people I know on the mobile phone.” 71

70 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
71 Ibid.
72 Interview with Jaime Calle, El Alto, 04-09-2007..
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When it comes to establishing prices and forms of payment, there are some who prefer to do so in
person: “We agree on the price in person, not by mobile phone. We only call to see what time they are
going to bring us thematerial.” 73However, mobile phones are actually used quite frequently for these
purposes.

In fact, 81% of mobile phone users said they agree on a price with suppliers by phone, although some
producers maintain that “it’s better to go to the warehouse personally, because you have to pick up
and bring back the wood.”74

Figure 3.12
Establishing forms of payment with suppliers bymobile phone, 16 de Julio Market, El
Alto, Bolivia, 2007

Prepared by the author.

73 Interview with Alicia Baltasar, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
74 Interview with Hernán Ramos, El Alto, 27-09-2007.

Figure 3.11
Establishing prices with suppliers by mobile phone, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto,
Bolivia, 2007
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Mobile phones are also being used more frequently to agree on forms of payment: 70% of producers
and vendors said that they used their mobile phone at least occasionally for this purpose.

Even so, there is a certain amount of distrust regarding operations that are not carried out face to face:
“I don’t know, I always try to look the person in the eyes so I can feel confident about making a
purchase.Maybe on amobile phone, they’ll just tell youwhat youwant to hear. But if you look someone
in the eyes, whether they say yes or no, it’s a way of knowing if you can really trust them or not.”76

2.5 Mobile phones and more fluid customer relations

One aspect that is changing with the use of mobile phones is the type of relationship established with
clients. This is particularly significant since the clients who are most important for the market’s small
entrepreneurs are the ones they call “travellers”. These are people who come mainly from the cities of
Cochabamba, Sucre, Oruro, Potosí, Santa Cruz, Yacuiba and Desaguadero and make wholesale
purchases. “Obviously, the customers from here [those who live in the cities of La Paz and ElAlto] buy
one item, or two, or very rarely three, but the travellers take big quantities.”77 As one of the market
vendors commented, “I have several clients, around three in Cochabamba, three inOruro, two in Sucre,
howmany does that make…eight!”78

Considering the distances involved and the time it takes to travel them, mobile phones facilitate much
more fluid communication with these clients: “Every weekend he gets calls [referring to his business
partner] or they call him on Friday to tell him what to get ready for Saturday.”79

Mobile phones also make the question of payment by customers easier to arrange. As one producer
noted with regard to the benefits of mobile phones: “It always helps us out with customers.
Sometimes when we need money, we’ll get a call, ‘I’m going to bring money, are you going to be
there?’ That makes us happy, it means we’ll be able to buy materials. That’s a benefit we get from the
mobile phone.”80

Mobile phones can even be used to specify the type of design or model a client wants:
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I have three clients in Cochabamba, they’re great. For example, there’s a ladywho takesmymerchandise there. She
always keeps her word, she tells me, I want this many, I’ll pay you this much, and we agree on the price by mobile
phone. [...] When I need cash, I ask her, can you give me an advance? She gives me 500 dollars, and I pay her back
in instalments. I also have another client like that, but he’s not quite as trusting.75

75 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
76 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
77 Interview with Roxana Mamani, El Alto, 29-08-2007.
78 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
79 Interview with Roxana Mamani, El Alto, 29-08-2007.
80 Interview with María Alanoca, El Alto, 16-08-2007.
81 Interview with Hernán Ramos, El Alto, 27-09-2007.

Don Hernán, I want you to make it for me with this fabric, in this colour. I ask them for their preferences and then
I go to the city to buy the fabric, to ElAlto, to all the places where they sell upholstery fabric. Sometimes I can’t find
what they want, and I have to call them on the mobile phone and tell them, they don’t have that colour, they only
have this colour. And they say, “Go ahead, make it for me.”81



2.6 Mobile phones: Reasonable cost, preference for prepaid

When asked about the cost of mobile telephony, the producers interviewed unanimously answered
that they consider it to be reasonable. One respondent described the cost of the service as “affordable,
normal, neither very expensive nor very cheap.”82

Figure 3.13
Opinions on the cost of mobile telephony, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007

As shown in Figure 3.13, 51% of the producers and vendors at the market consider the cost of mobile
telephony to be neither expensive nor cheap, although 29% believe it is expensive.

Meanwhile, when it comes to subscribing for mobile service, there is a clear preference for prepaid
service. Mobile users most commonly purchase cards for between 30 and 50 bolivianos, although
monthly expenditure varies considerably, ranging from 40 to 120 bolivianos, or roughly USD 5.12 to
USD 15.38 a month.

With regard to the various companies that provide mobile telephony service, there is no particular
one that is preferred by the producers and vendors, which demonstrates that there is clearly
competition among the different operators.

At the same time, there is a general sense of dissatisfaction with the service offered, and users say that
communication is often difficult. As one respondent commented, “It’s rather poor now, because all
the companies are bad, there are complaints in the news, all of the antennas have to be fixed because
calls get cut off.”83As a result, the service is generally described as “so-so, neither very good nor very
bad, it’s not like it was before, now calls get crossed, and sometimes they don’t come in.”84
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Prepared by the author.

82 Interview with Roxana Mamani, El Alto, 29-08-2007.
83 Interview with Hernán Ramos, El Alto, 27-09-2007.
84 Interview with Alicia Baltasar, El Alto, 23-08-2007.
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3. Education and the use of ICTs in small enterprises

3.1 Educational level and ICT use

In this section we will consider the relationship between education and the use of ICTs as tools with
the capacity to strengthen and further develop small enterprises.

In this regard, it is important to establish the possible link between the training received by small
producers and vendors and the generation of business strategies that make active use of mobile
telephony. “We should not forget that IT is not just a useful tool to promote internal efficiency or
productivity of routine works, but an essential tool to create entirely new business models.”85
Determining the level of education of these small business owners can contribute to the development
of more effective training programmes designed specifically for SMEs.

As can be observed in Figure 3.14, a considerable proportion of the producers and vendors at the 16
de Julio Market (40%) have at most a full primary school education, while 31% have partially or fully
completed secondary studies. A hardly insignificant 24% have undertaken higher studies at a
technical institute or university, while 12% have fully completed a programme of higher studies.

Figure 3.14
Level of education attained, 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007
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Prepared by the author.

85 Ueki, Y., Tsuji, M. and R. Cárcamo Olmos, p. 78.
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It would be expected that small entrepreneurs with higher levels of education will have adopted the
use of ICTs in their business activities to a greater degree. The figures do in fact reflect such a situation,
although it is not possible to claim that there is an absolute correspondence (see Figure 3.15).

The survey revealed that mobile phones are used for business purposes by 67% of producers and
vendors with a primary school education, 85% of those with a secondary level education, and 93%
of those who have undertaken higher studies.

Figure 3.15
ICT use by educational level (%), 16 de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007

REGIONAL DIALOGUE ON THE INFORMATION SOCIETY 43

35.09

64.91

46.15

53.85 53.57

46.43

0

100

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

Primary Secondary Tertiary Other

Fixed-line telephone use by educational level (%)

Yes No

8.77

91.23

25.64

74.36

17.86

82.14

50.00 50.00

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

Computer use by educational level (%)

10.53

89.47

12.82

87.18

17.86

82.14

0.00

100.00

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

Internet use by educational level (%)

66.67

33.33

84.62

15.38

92.86

7.14

50.00 50.00

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

80.00

100.00

Mobile phone use by educational level

Yes No

Yes NoYes No

Primary Secondary Tertiary Other Primary Secondary Tertiary Other

Primary Secondary Tertiary Other

However, the correlation between educational level and ICT use is by nomeans definitive, since there
is a high percentage of small entrepreneurs at the market who make use of ICTs (and particularly
mobile telephony) and who have only a primary level education or no formal education whatsoever
(see Figure 3.15).

It appears evident, therefore, that a high level of education does not necessarily guarantee the full of
adoption of ICTs. In the case of computers and the internet in particular, although the level of usage
increases with higher educational levels, the percentages of producers and vendors who do not use
either of these technologies is consistently high across all levels of education, whether primary,
secondary or tertiary. Moreover, as can be seen in Figure 3.15, those with only a secondary education
use computers to a greater extent than those with a higher education (26% and 18% respectively).

Prepared by the author.



Overall, these results highlight the importance of training programmes geared specifically to
promoting the use of ICTs in businesses, in addition to any ICT-related content in the curricula of
primary, secondary and tertiary educational institutions.

3.2 Business training: Beyond the classroom

All of this leads us to conclude that when it comes to education, it has become necessary to move
beyond the schemes that once served to achieve determined targets and to consider what small
entrepreneurs need in order to escape the cycle of bare survival.

Figure 3.16
Percentage of producers and vendors with training in ICT use, 16 de Julio Market, El
Alto, Bolivia, 2007

While training in this sector should include the reinforcement of learning achieved in school, the key
lies in consolidating business capacities and skills through training programmes specifically designed
for the small enterprise sector.

Figure 3.17
Percentage of producers and vendors with business training, 16 de Julio Market, El
Alto, Bolivia, 2007
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As illustrated by Figures 3.16 and 3.17, important advances have already been made with regard to
the training of small entrepreneurs in the use of ICTs and business management: 33% and 37% of
producers and vendors said that they had undertaken studies in these two areas, respectively. These
advances should contribute to improving the quality of their products and services and increasing
their sales potential.

Nevertheless, as we have already seen, the rates of ICT use in these small businesses, particularly
with regard to computers and the internet, are rather low. In fact, out of the total number of producers
and vendors who have undertaken ICT training, a mere 36% and 29% use computers and the internet,
respectively, for business purposes (see Figure 3.18). These percentages increase with regard to fixed-
line telephony, and much more so in the case of mobile telephony. These figures serve to emphasize,
once again, the predominance of mobile telephony over other ICTs.

Figure 3.18
ICT use for business purposes among small entrepreneurs with ICT training (%), 16
de Julio Market, El Alto, Bolivia, 2007
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3.3 Training, technology and opportunities

While it is true that mobile telephony facilitates new business opportunities, it is also true that in
order to promote the growth of small enterprises, there is a need for training to improve the quality
of work and technological innovation.

On the other hand, there is the matter of technology insertion, an area in which there are currently
limitations. Not surprisingly, many producers expressed their concern in this regard: “We needmore
machines. Sometimes a machine breaks down, andwe only have a very fewmachines. Sometimes it’s
the plane saw, the circular saw, which we need for cutting, and we don’t have the full machinery. We
have to have the full machinery.”88

Finally, it should be kept in mind that technology insertion must be addressed by developing the
necessary infrastructure. As one producer pointed out: “The first thing would be to have more
machines, which makes the work faster. And also to have more space, which I don’t have now. Right
now I don’t have a house, I’m living with my brother, I have no space.”89
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Forme, itwouldbe training courses, for the finishing touches. Let’s sayweget anorder for export;wehave toknowhow
to pack the furniture.We send it off any oldway,we pack it with burlap, fine, off it goes! But no, you have to knowhow
to pack things nicely!And also so that it arrives in the same condition aswhenwe send it. That’s whatwe need.86

In my case, I would have to improve as a carpenter. If I was well trained, I could take a worker, train him, and he
would do things the way I want. That way there would be more opportunities.87

86 Interview with Hernán Ramos, El Alto, 27-09-2007.
87 Interview with Raúl Quispe, El Alto, 27-07-2007.
88 Interview with María Alanoca, El Alto, 16-08-2007.
89 Ibid.



Conclusions

ICTs are inherently linked to the creation and development of new opportunities. Factors like the
generation of wealth, the creation of skilled employment, improved productivity, economic stability
and the development of new services increasingly depend on their use.

As a result, new technologies can be a powerful tool in business activities, although they can also act
to increase exclusion when there are individuals and communities cut off from access to these
technologies.

The opportunities and risks of ICTs are most obvious in spaces that are poorly coordinated, lacking
in technological development, and where production is basically artisanal, as is the case in the large
public markets of Latin America. Nevertheless, even in this context of almost no accumulative
capacity and low productive intensity, innovative ways of doing business are beginning to open up
new possibilities and to enhance production and commerce.

This is the case at the 16 de Julio Market in the city of El Alto, Bolivia, where the adoption of ICTs,
and particularly mobile telephony, is effecting an ever greater impact – albeit within the limitations
entailed by forming part of a society with major pending challenges in terms of bridging the digital
divide.

This growing use of mobile telephony in small businesses like these has been little studied, yet it is
of enormous importance in the context of this market – comprised of excluded sectors of the
population forced to seek out means of survival – since it is contributing to the development of
productive and commercial enterprises with a clear capacity for growth.

On the basis of the initiative demonstrated by these excluded sectors, the market has facilitated the
establishment of small units of production and commerce, or small enterprises, that are essentially a
response to the incapacity of the Bolivian state and the private sector to generate employment.

The majority of the market’s producers and vendors are making use of mobile phones for business
purposes, and as such, mobile telephony is beginning to play a highly important role as a business
tool. A growing number of business-related activities are now being carried out through the use of
mobile phones: arranging for the supply of materials, establishing prices and the quantity and type
of products required by clients, and organizing the distribution of products and the internal
functioning of the business itself, among others. In this way, the use of mobile telephony is
contributing to an ever greater extent to enhancing the productivity, internal management and
marketing capacity of these small enterprises.

At the same time, it has been demonstrated that the adoption of mobile telephony for business
purposes is significantly linked to the educational level achieved by the individuals involved. The
higher the level of education, the greater the use of mobile telephony, although it was also observed
that education is not the sole condition for the use of this technology and of ICTs in general.
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In this regard, while it is true that mobile phone usage is closely linked to the attainment of new
business opportunities, these opportunities are also being promoted by specific training initiatives,
which are the result of personal effort and rather insignificant in number.

These observations give rise to a number of concrete recommendations for measures that should be
adopted by the public and private sectors to promote the small enterprise sector. First, the use of
mobile telephony should be maximized through a system of more economical tariffs specifically
established for this sector. Second, there is a clear need to implement training programmes on
management and development of business and commerce. And third, there is also a need for the
construction of infrastructure, which should be accompanied by training programmes on the use of
ICTs.

48
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Interviews 90

Leaders and Representatives
Escobar, Miguel: 3 August 2007
Quino, Víctor: 23 August 2007
Cruz, Benito: 14 September 2007

16 de Julio Association
Alanoca, María: 16 August 2007
Quispe, Raúl: 27 July 2007
Ramos, Hernán: 27 September 2007

19 de Marzo Association
Baltasar, Alicia: 23 August 2007
Quisbert, Nicanor: 7 August 2007
Rodríguez, Teodoro: 15 August 2007

Alfonso Ugarte Association
Calle, Jaime: 4 September 2007
Mamani, Roxana: 29 August 2007

90 All interviews were conducted in El Alto, Bolivia.
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