International  Institut

[ X ]
Institute for international du
I I Sustainable  développement
Development durable

http:/www.iisd.org

Notes on Trends and Niches in the
ICTAD/KA4D debate
2004

Heather Creech and Terri Willard
International Institute for Sustainable Development

2004




Notes on ICT4D and K4D 2004

The International Institute for Sustainable Development contributes to sustainable development by
advancing policy recommendations on international trade and investment, economic policy, climate
change, measurement and indicators, and natural resources management. By using Internet
communications, we report on international negotiations and broker knowledge gained through
collaborative projects with global partners, resulting in more rigorous research, capacity building in
developing countries and better dialogue between North and South.

IISD’s vision is better living for all—sustainably; its mission is to champion innovation, enabling
societies to live sustainably. IISD receives operating grant support from the Government of Canada,
provided through the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) and Environment
Canada, and from the Province of Manitoba. The institute receives project funding from the
Government of Canada, the Province of Manitoba, other national governments, United Nations
agencies, foundations and the private sector. IISD is registered as a charitable organization in Canada
and has 501(c)(3) status in the United States.

The authors would like to thank all those who agreed to be interviewed as part of this study.

This project received financial support from the Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation, the
Aboriginal and Circumpolar Affairs unit of the Department of Foreign Affairs Canada and Canada
Corps.

© 2004 International Institute for Sustainable Development

Published by the International Institute for Sustainable Development
International Institute for Sustainable Development

161 Portage Avenue East, 6th Floor

Winnipeg, Manitoba

Canada R3B 0Y4

Tel: +1 (204) 958-7700

Fax: +1 (204) 958-7710

E-mail: info@jiisd.ca

Web site: http://www.iisd.org



http://www.iisd.org/

Notes on ICT4D and K4D 2004

Notes on Trends and Niches in the ICT4D/K4D debate:
2004

These notes were compiled in 2004 as a contribution to the work of the Global
Knowledge Partnership. They briefly explore the status of the debate in 2004 on the
role of information and communications technologies in the development process,
and the emergence of niche areas of opportunity in information and communications
technologies for development (ICT4D), knowledge for development (K4D) and
multistakeholder partnerships.
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Emerging issues and challenges in the field of ICT4D/K4D

Some of the following signals may appear to be contradictory; but they reflect the
ongoing diversity of interests in this field.

1.

Continuing lack of clarity on what is meant by 1CT4D

Confusion over the terminology of ICT4D and K4D has undermined the power of
the debate. The field of mobilizing knowledge and information using new
technologies has emerged from a convergence of influences over the past twenty
years or more. Influences include private sector experience with knowledge
management, social science experiments with social network analysis, shifts in
international development assistance from technology transfer to capacity
development, and the emergence of transnational or “networked” governance
through multistakeholder processes®. Exciting as this convergence is, it has also
led to lack of clarity as people appropriate terminology to apply to their own
particular objectives, without necessarily developing a shared understanding of
concepts and practices. Consequently, people continue to debate what is meant
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by an “information society”, what the role of knowledge is in development,
whether the concept of K4D is fundamentally different from ICT4D, whether a
“partnership” is the same as a “network” or a “community of practice” and so
forth. Even within the Global Knowledge Partnership, use of terms such as
“governance” can range from the application of ICT tools for strengthening open
and transparent international governance to the governance of the Internet. It is
difficult to gain collective momentum on an issue when the issue itself continues
to suffer from a wide variety of definitions, interpretations and approaches.

Loss of relevance and a shift to mainstreaming

Some practitioners believe that the ICT4D debate has lost relevance on the
international development agenda, especially in the context of the Millennium
Development Goals. UNDP has closed down its ICT group with a view to
mainstreaming ICT across all its work; Swedish SIDA is no longer engaging on
this issue; Canadian CIDA has completed a review of its “knowledge fund” that
supported many ICT4D actions, including GKP, but has given no indication that it
intends to reinstate it with new funding. Attention has shifted from a focus on
particular tools like ICT to a focus on goals — on what needs to be changed in the
world -- and timelines to achieve those changes. The argument therefore is that
ICT tools need to be mainstreamed into other activities, as one of many ways to
achieve the MDGs.

Lack of rigorously validated research

In part, the loss of relevance is seen to be a result of the lack of serious,
independent research into whether and how ICTs contribute to the economic and
social development of nations. In our discussions with GKP stakeholders, we have
heard repeatedly that “success stories” are simply not rigorous enough, not
validated or quantified to present any kind of realistic picture on the role of ICT in
development. A practitioner we talked with commented on reading some 6,000
pages of documents from a wide variety of agencies as background for
preparation of a report on ICT4D for WSIS, only to find that very little of it was
particularly good, or demonstrated conclusively how ICTs are uniquely
transformational. Consequently, as developing countries prepare their PRSPs,
there is no justification available to promote ICTs as part of the poverty reduction
strategy.

Less than successful experiences with knowledge management
initiatives

Many development assistance agencies tried to adopt ICT tools and related
knowledge management practices as means to improve their own internal
efficiencies, at the same time as they were promoting the value of ICTs for
development. We know that many of these internal initiatives have not lived up
to their initial promise, and we speculate that this experience is casting a pall
over support for funding projects in the field of ICT4D and K4D. Many of those we
interviewed were familiar with the recent review of the World Bank knowledge
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sharing initiatives®, and the view that these initiatives did not have the
transformative effect on operations that had been hoped for.

5. The shaky promise of WSIS

Many stakeholders believed that the preparatory processes for WSIS were highly
significant, in that they brought many new interests to the table, and that WSIS
itself revealed real energy and progress in the application of ICTs to global
change. WSIS, more than any other process up to this point, demonstrated that
ICT4D is a “hot field” right now. But as a negotiating process to mobilize political
action among nations, WSIS was deemed inefficient and weak at best. WSIS
confirmed in some respects the trend first noted at the World Summit on
Sustainable Development, that negotiated outcomes are of less importance than
“type 2 outcomes” — partnerships, on the ground projects, knowledge sharing,
and so forth. WSIS-I has left open the question of what the focus should be after
WSIS-I11 in Tunis; and where the leadership is in the ICT4D field, if there is
limited political interest among governments to act collectively.

6. The DOTForce Interventions

Much of the momentum on ICT is being carried out within the context of
DOTForce commitments, at national and regional levels. However, some
practitioners observe that DOTForce operated from older development
paradigms:
That poverty is a result of a gap — a gap in food production; a gap in
education; a gap in health care, or in this case, a gap in access to ICT
infrastructure and services — and that poverty could be significantly
reduced by filling the gap (or bridging the divide).
That only by mobilizing the trillions of dollars available through private
sector investment can real change in economic and social development be
effected.
It is not clear to some that this large scale, large partner approach to ICT4D is in
fact either appropriate or successful.

7. Lifecycle of ICT adoption and the shift to project partnerships

A cycle of ICT adoption has been posited by IDRC, and that we are actually in the
late stages of this debate, in terms of innovation, attracting new levels of
funding, new actors, new partnerships, and so forth. The emphasis is moving to
implementation. Building infrastructure and capacity through major project
partnerships is where the action is now: Private sector firms like CISCO and
Microsoft are running ICT training centres with the support and investment of
national governments; civil society groups like Development Alternatives are
working with bilateral and international agencies to build rural access and
capacity. For example, the International Youth Foundation in Washington DC has
teamed up with USAID and Palestinian territories to invest millions in youth ICT
training centres in communities. While some of the actors in these
multistakeholder partnership projects may have crossed paths through GKP, their
focus now is specific actions with a very limited number of partners.

2 World Bank. Operations and Evaluation Department. Sharing Knowledge to Achieve Development Goals:
http://Inweb18.worldbank.org/oed/oeddoclib.nsf/DocPgNmViewForJavaSearch/KSPrecis/$file/Precis234.p
df
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There is no question that the partnerships modality continues to have currency;
but there is growing demand for assistance in understanding how to make
partnerships much more effective at the implementation level.

Niche opportunities for 2005 and beyond

We are observing a shift in the ICT4D field towards:

major implementation projects among the community involved in DOTForce
and other major stakeholders

“mainstreaming” [or disbanding] ICT focal points in international and bilateral
agencies, with renewed focus on broader goals and timelines within the
framework of the MDGs.

growing demand for independent research and validation of the role and
value added of ICTs in the sustainable development paradigm.

There are two niche opportunities for organizations and networks working in ICT4D:

1. The need for a knowledge base of the south on ICT4D/K4D

There has been a strong trend in this field towards inclusion of the voices of the
south.

There is a niche for a strong multistakeholder partnership of the south, following the
model of the Global Development Network, which is structured to bring together,
support and promote southern development researchers and networks. Such a
partnership could:

Identify one or two key issues or themes in ICT4D (and possibly the broader
context of K4D) per year, and fund and publish real research into these areas
by the members of the partnership (ie, research done in the south, by the
south).

Provide a hub for research demands from members, much like the UNDP
SURF/Global Hub system, where requests for research and expertise are
channeled first to experts within regions and then to a central facility.

Ground advocacy work in research: Members can take the research findings
back to their national strategies and regions in order to influence how ICTs,
local knowledge and other knowledge and information tools and processes are
deployed to support PRSPs and MDG processes.

Focus on the gaps in the MDGs: security, peace building, corruption,
governance systems. This would require investigation of how societies make
decisions and the application of ICTs to enhance and support transparent and
open governance.

Provide valuable input to the UNICT Taskforce and groups like InfoDev, by
advising development agencies and governments on what works, and by
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acting as an independent avenue for the south to advocate on ICT and related
K4D issues.

Such an approach may eventually open doors for the partnership to also
influence multinational ICT companies, who can become clients of the
partnership as they look for advice on best approaches to developing ICT
sectors in the south, and mobilizing ICTs for sustainable development in the
south.

2. The need for a monitor of Multistakeholder Partnerships for 1ICT4D

There is a narrow but extremely important niche not being filled by other agencies at
present. To the best of our knowledge, no one is currently identifying and tracking all
major ICT multistakeholder partnerships. There is a real need to monitor and
evaluation how such partnerships work, what their outcomes are, whether they can
be replicated, what tools can be developed to help others initiate and manage such
partnerships.
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