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Why ICTs belong in International Development – Peter MacGibbon / May 3, 2004
Developing country governments increasingly recognize - and in many cases (such as the Indonesian government) are openly stating - that a commitment to the implementation and use of information/communication technologies is the key to their future. This commitment is being bolstered by broader international community initiatives like the recently-held World Summit on the Information Society in Geneva that tout cooperative public-private approaches for bridging the digital divide. 
Governments are now expected to act as champions for bringing the benefits of ICT use to their populations, and already many are laying the groundwork for this through the educational sector. Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines have all established distance education universities and are positioning themselves to implement wide-scale online learning. Their emerging telecommunications sectors are able to leapfrog “old world” barriers to implementation (such as laying telephone land-lines) by moving directly to satellite and wireless use. These governments understand that ICTs represent an economic catalyst for foreign investment that they cannot ignore. Repressing the free flow of information and the growth of networks simply won’t work – a fact that was established as early as the late 1980’s when political organizers in the Eastern bloc countries of Europe  made highly-effective use of fax machines to mobilize large numbers of the population in favour of regime change.
Helping these implementation scenarios are following trends:

· Convergence of all modes of communication and information-gathering in small, yet increasingly powerful and flexible, portable devices, such as Palm Pilots, cell-phones, and PC “tablets” (durable hand-held computers designed for fieldwork).

· ICT modes complementing and improving the use of old reliable technologies – digital audio is easily created, edited, and transmitted across time and space for use in community radio; e-mail frees up the telephone (and its costs) for more vital uses of interpersonal communication; document scanners assure that signed official documents are not delayed or diverted; optical-character-recognition features can digitize older print-based documentation for updating and distribution.
· Newer applications of ICTs with a high-capacity for allowing users to “tell their story” in more traditional, less linear ways than print. These include the use of digital photography, video, direct-to-CD audio recording, and other accessible methods of multi-media archiving that can be locally adapted to convey a truer sense of the situation than text on a page.

Opportunities

Often, some ICT tools are already within reach of the community, but local development 
practitioners won’t know what to do with them. Yet increasing the exposure to technology increases the demand for its intelligent application within the context of local cultures, supporting, for example, the establishment of basic participatory democracy where none has existed before. 
Democratization processes can increasingly be built into development projects themselves. Consultation, decision-making, and planning involving foreign project managers no longer need rely solely on “official” in-country appointed representatives to channel all communications. Joint solutions to common problems are more easily arrived at, and best practices are conveniently-archived and made available for access by anyone. For example, local development work that must respond to the impact of major economic trends and mega-development forces can access before-and-after satellite images of environmental damage in a given area.
Equal access to information (such as agricultural market prices or direct marketing opportunities) can help eliminate the tyranny of economic middlemen and the reliance on outside experts who inevitably must leave when the project ends. Conversely, 
a venture that is ICT-supported is ultimately more sustainable over time through its effective establishment of at-a-distance mentoring relationships between NGOs and 
in-country populations. These populations are often ethnic or cultural minorities that also learn to benefit from the connectedness that ICTs provide them with their 
widely-dispersed kin in other regions, countries, or even continents. 
NGO Project Managers doing field-work can derive huge benefits from the opportunity to electronically access the same mass of information and knowledge that would normally be available to them at home. The overall Project Management communicat-ions loop between field and home-base is much faster and more interactive. This can provide among other things, tremendous moral support to those who may otherwise feel abandoned in the field. As an example, a field project worker pursuing e-learning courses on International Development issues can use his or her work situation directly as a case study within the online class, receiving information and advice from teachers and peers working in any other part of the world.
QLN/EQ can help your organization respond to these opportunities by:

1. Training Project Managers and local in-country representatives in ICT applications and best practices.

2. Establishing networks of in-country facilitators who can work directly with the local population in fostering the use of ICTs.

3. Recommending appropriate technologies (including old reliables like community radio) and supplying demonstrations or learning packages as needed

4. Facilitating the integration of ICTs into the overall framework of projects.

5. Assisting Project Managers and in-country representatives in the harnessing of national and international public and private resources for ICT development related to their needs.
