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Abstract

This paper analyses the interplay between the activities of international development non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and recent transformations to the way knowledge is
accessed, shared and diffused online, known as the @eb 2.0 revolutionO Using as a
framework of reference Castells@lobally-networked information society, it argues that NGOs
are not exploiting the full potential of new online technologies to develop more collaborative
knowledge-management practices, seeing them instead mainly as marketing, campaigning
and communication tools aimed at Northern audiences. Failure to understand how Web 2.0
can be used to engage in two-way dialogue processes with Southern stakeholders exposes
NGOs to criticism if they claim to be speaking and acting in aid of the South.

Introduction

This paper analyses the interplay between the operational and advocacy activities of
international development non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and recent
transformations to the way that knowledge is accessed, shared and diffused online. Described
as @he move to the internet as a platformQthe Web 2.0 revolution harnesses the collective
intelligence of networked structures to disseminate a wealth of locally-generated knowledge
through online collaborative and information-sharing tools. Using as a framework of reference
the globally-networked information society theorised by Manuel Castells, and supported by the
findings of an online survey and of interviews with 38 international NGO practitioners, this
paper argues that NGOs are not exploiting the potential of these online technologies to
develop more participatory and collaborative knowledge-management practices, seeing them

instead mainly as marketing, campaigning and communication tools suitable for a Northern
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audience. Failure to understand how they can be used to engage in two-way dialogue
processes with their Southern stakeholders and counterparts exposes NGOs to just criticism if
they claim to be speaking and acting in aid of the South and weakens their position as

representatives of a global civil society.

The argument of this paper is first contextualised with an overview of the rise of the global
information society and of the changing patterns in the material basis of the global economy,
partly triggered by the information and communication technology (ICT) revolution. It then
looks at the debate on ICT for development, recounting the positions of the techno-
enthusiasts and of the techno-sceptics, before arguing that efforts to bridge the digital divide
cannot be reduced to a simple dichotomy between those who have access to the Internet and
those who don® and that ICT for development programmes can offer opportunities for
development, provided they take into account local entittements and empower people to
overcome those socio-economic barriers that prevent them from accessing the Internetin the

first place.

The paper then analyses the rise of the Web 2.0 phenomenon, describing how its underlying
collaborative structures are heralding a new era of techno-activism that are challenging
established socio-political power structures and strengthening democratic participation. Web
2.0 tools represent a new generation of knowledge-management instruments that  unlike
traditional sources on developing countries, both online and offline B can elicit properly
contextualised information, harnessing participation and enhancing sustainability and

empowerment in development processes.
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The third section of the paper presents the findings of an online survey' and of a set of
interviews with UK, mainland Europe and US-based NGO representatives. A total of 38
practitioners completed the questionnaire or met the author in person. Supported by data
collected online and by a number of academic sources, the research findings suggest that the
majority of NGOs perceive these new online tools as irrelevant in a developing country setting,
and are anxious about local knowledge being produced and diffused outside their direct
control through Web 2.0 technology. NGO practitioners primarily see Web 2.0 tools as
enhancing their organisationsQapacity to communicate effectively and to share information
with their supporters and other NGOs, chiefly as tools in their development education,

advocacy and awareness-raising work.

The final section of the paper reviews the debate on Northern NGOsQack of accountability
and legitimacy in advocacy processes in the light of the research findings and looks at the
changing opportunities for local activism and social change offered by the emergence of Web
2.0 technology. It concludes by suggesting that in a world of networked informational systems,
NGOs must understand how to listen carefully to their Southern constituencies before

speaking on their behalf.

Context

The rise of the global information society

For centuries, the great majority of people had virtually no knowledge of events taking place

beyond their physical reach. The situation has now changed. Ever-expanding developments in

! The survey questions and transcripts of the interviews areavailable on requeg. Contactthe editor at
craig.berty @knowledyepoliticsorg.uk.
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telecommunications have made it possible for people to connect with each other and access
information from almost every corner of the planet. While technology has not determined the
profound economic, social and cultural transformations that characterise our era, globalisation
Din its varied interpretations B could not have happened without such a momentous revolution

in ICTs.

Our analysis of the rise of Web 2.0 and its potential impact on international NGOs therefore
has to begin with a few brief considerations on the rise of a global information society. As
Manuel Castells has pointed out, @he information technology revolution [E ] is at least as
major an historical event as was the eighteenth-century industrial revolution, inducing a
pattern of discontinuity in the material basis of the economy, society and culture(1996: 29).
Dense flows of communication envelop the world at any given moment, altering prime modes
of socio-economic organisation, and creating an entirely new phenomenon, which Castells

has described as ¢he network societyO

No other communication tool embodies more the complexities and potential of the global
information society than the Internet, a @ecentralised network of networks [E] that joins
together hundreds of millions of computing and communication devicesGChadwick, 2006: 4).
For Castells, the Internet and other network structures ©onstitute the new social morphology
of our societiesCand have a profound transforming effect on the Qrocesses of production,
experience, power, and culture(Castells, 1996: 500). The emergence of a globally-networked
system to transmit and receive information is interlinked with profound transformations of the
global economy. By facilitating increasing global trade-flows through diffusion of the
knowledge-components of goods and services, supporting the emergence of new centres of

economic production, and encouraging the progressive financialisation of the world®
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economy, the internet has played a pivotal role ushering in a new era of global informational

capitalism (Castells, 2000: 311).

This is not to say that technological transformations are the cause of such a momentous shift
in the global economy. On the contrary, as a number of analysts have pointed out, the
globalisation of the world® economy is primarily a reflection of a political intent, which

determined the speed, scale and magnitude of these changes.

Today® political economy has been described as informational, global and networked
(Castells, 1996: 77), and access to relevant information is key for developed and developing
countries alike, as they compete in the global markets. There is no doubt that information
today is a highly-valued commodity, both for its capacity to correct the uncertainties of
markets and investment flows, and for its crucial role in empowering a workforce to enter the
new knowledge economy. The internet plays a central role in the dissemination of data,
information and knowledge by facilitating instantaneous communication on a global scale and
increasing the enmeshment of national socio-political and economic structures (Naughton,
2001: 150). This interplay between globalization processes and ICTs has generated animated
debates on how developing countries can adapt to the opportunities and challenges of a

globally-networked information society.

Bread vs. computers: the ICT4D debate and the digital divide

Intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) have frequently expressed the opinion that

developing countries should adapt to this fast-evolving context if they wish to compete in the

global economy, by catching up with the levels of ICT development of the industrialised
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nations. Pointing out that the majority of the world® population is untouched by the ICT
revolution, world leaders at the UN Millennium Summit called for @rgent and concerted
actions@o diminish the so-called digital divide (UN/ECOSOC). The World Bank argued that
@formation infrastructure offers essential benefits in furthering global integration, increasing
economic and social well-being and improved effectiveness, efficiency and transparency of
the public sector in its role as a service provider for global citizens@World Bank, 2002: 6) and
pushed for the privatisation of ICT industries to increase competitiveness and lower access
costs. At the 2000 Kyushu-Okinawa summit, the G-8 nations stated that ICTs were becoming
a Qital engine of growth for the world economyQciting their role in creating sustainable growth,
enhancing public welfare and fostering social cohesion. They set up a Digital Opportunity
Task (DOT) Force to promote ICT as a key capacity for economic development and
participation along five priority areas: @hnovation for equitable access; fostering policy and
implementation; enhancing human capacity and empowerment; strengthening communication
for development and promoting local content and knowledgeO(Weigel, 2004: 11). These
initiatives B alongside the organisation of two World Summits on the Information Society

(WSIS) bsignalled a strategic prioritisation of ICT for Development (ICT4D) by IGOs.

In response to this bout of initiatives, many civil society representatives and NGOs started
guestioning their utility, their relevance to poverty-reduction programmes, and most of all their
underpinning neo-liberal logic. Many NGOs argue that most of ICT4D programmes are being
designed to favour the interest of transnational corporations (TNCs) and private sector actors,
and question the wisdom of spending money on technical infrastructure when many people in
the developing world barely have enough food to eat (Pyati, 2005). Behind the declarations at
the WSIS Summits on inclusiveness and people-centred development, many analysts spotted
the familiar patterns of top-down processes with little consideration for the needs and

knowledge of local people (Pyati, 2005). Privatisation may be lowering connectivity costs in
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some countries, but is spreading these benefits unevenly. The poorest sectors of the
population, especially in rural areas, remain cut off from the benefits of the Internet (Chadwick,
2006: 67), because the cost of connecting them is simply not profitable enough (Chadwick,

2006: 65).

As aresult, the debate on ICT4D has often been reduced to a stand-off between the techno-
enthusiasts, such as the World Bank, who embrace a modernising discourse, and the techno-
sceptics, who reduce the debate to the dichotomy 'bread-vs-computers'. Both sides Din fact B
fail to do justice to the complexity of the argument, which cannot be dissociated from power
relations. Not only does power inform where and why investment in ICT should be made, but
technology is always embedded in a social reality, and reflects power dynamics and interests
(Mansell, 2006: 904). The assumption that ICT4D initiatives should automatically have
positive impacts in the developing world often masks exclusionary practices, which could
further lock the developing world into the dependency logic of a globalised neo-liberal
economy and prevent the poor from accessing information that is relevant to their needs.
Access has to do with status, income, gender, levels of education, age and ethnicity (Selwyn,
2004: 343): in other words, it®@ about entitlements (Mansell, 2006). In order to overcome the
digital divide, therefore, development organisations need to address those socio-economic
barriers that prevent people from getting online in the first place. But the argument put forward
by many techno-sceptics, that the promotion of ICTs in development will do little to help the
poor, and that pushing for universal literacy would be a much more admirable goal, is equally
reductive. It fails to recognise the need for developing countries to adapt to the changes of the
information society, and denies the poor a crucial tool which could help them improve their

livelihoods (Weigel & Waldburger, 2004: 18).
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ICTs can promote socio-economic development if programmes are designed to empower
people to use these tools effectively. In the Gambia, nurses in remote villages have used
digital cameras to download images of patients&ymptoms onto a computer and then transfer
them to health centres in Europe for examination, thus ensuring more accurate diagnoses and
treatment of diseases (Versweyveld, 1998). In Andhra Pradesh, India, land registration offices
have computerized and networked their records, eliminating formerly opaque property
valuation schemes tainted with corruption (The Environment Times, 2004). Access to
information is also crucial for people whose livelihoods depend on knowing the correct prices
of their produce. Farmers and fishermen in India are now able to check markets prices for
their goods using web-linked mobile phones (The Washington Post, 2006). Thus, ICTs can
facilitate the flow of information, and have multiplying effects in health, education, economic
development, community participation and environmental protection programmes, to name

just a few of the strategic areas in which ICT4D have been applied (Powell, 2003).

While the issue of technological infrastructure remains crucial for countries wanting to reap the
benefits of the Internet, the lowering of technology prices and the development of increasingly
powerful tools are making it easier for them to invest in ICTs. Africa is a case in point. While
only 4% of its population currently has access to the Internet, by 2009 some 250 million
further Africans will be able to get online thanks to the construction of an undersea fibre-optic
cable system that will run along the eastern shores of the continent. In addition, many least
developed countries can now skip intermediate technological stages and move to wireless
connections, more effective in vast countries with dispersed populations. Naturally, when the
private sector is involved, the problem is that large sectors of the population are just not
profitable enough to constitute a commercial incentive. This is where many governments and
IGOs should play a corrective role, investing in those areas, which would otherwise be

overlooked by local companies and TNCs.
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Therefore, access is increasingly less about the presence of infrastructure, and more about @
complex mix of technological, financial, economic, cultural and language factorsWeigel &
Waldburger, 2004: 45). And merely describing the development of information infrastructures
as a means to help the poor does not capture the benefits of being connected to larger
networks of people with common interests and problems (Weigel & Waldburger, 2004: 20).
This is because the internet is experiencing what has been called the Web 2.0 revolution,
through the development of tools and applications that offer increasing opportunities for
people to share information with their peers, and become directly involved in the development

processes that affect them.

Web 2.0 and the emergence of new knowledge-management practices

Web 2.0 and the collectivisation of the internet

Traditional communications media are increasingly dominated by a handful of TNCs that are
controlling significant slices of entire sectors and expanding their operations across different
media. This is causing the progressive homogenisation of information, as media
conglomerates decide what information is relevant and what isn® often according to a set of
socio-political interests that underpin their hegemonic position (McChesney, 2000: 265). This
trend is reducing people® access to alternative sources of information, and therefore their
ability to make informed political decisions about the issues that affect them. Conversely,
however, the Internet would appear to be a powerful tool in the hands of those who oppose
this monopoly of information: @here is a widespread belief that in areas where @hformation is

powerQhe rise of the Net has to some extent levelled the playing field on which marginalised
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and grass-roots organisations compete with established economic, media, and governmental
interests for public attention@Naughton, 2001: 150). Indeed, the internet has played a central
role in helping coordinate the activities of an emerging global civil society, by connecting
activists and NGOs and supporting acts of simultaneous protest and transnational advocacy

(Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

Ever since the Zapatista movement embraced the internet as its channel of communication
with the world (Chadwick, 2006: 124), the diffusion of web-based technologies has allowed
more activists to connect, access, share and spread information across borders (Naughton,
2001: 155). This has at times prompted an anxious reaction by governments, which have
understood the Internet® potential to disseminate alternative information sources. Many
authoritarian governments have started blocking the content of sites, but this is not the only
reason why people might find it difficult to elicit alternative sources of information from the
Internet. Traditional websites are not dissimilar from conventional one-to-many mass-
communication tools like the radio and television, and just as easily manipulated by
informational oligopolies. For example, although quantitatively very different, from a qualitative
perspective accessing the CNN website does not provide radically different information from

that broadcasted by the corporationsCcable channels (Chadwick, 2006: 4-5).

However, this situation has started to change over the last few years. The Internet is
undergoing a process of transformation, aided in the developed world by the diffusion of wider
bandwidth signalling methods. This transformation Band its accompanying online tools Bhas
been called Web 2.0 (see Box 1). Tim O®eilly, the man who first coined the expression in
2004, defines it as @he business revolution in the computer industry caused by the move to
the internet as platform, and an attempt to understand the rules for success on that new

platform. Chief among those rules is this: build applications that harness network effects to get
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better the more people use themOWeb 2.0 means different things to different people, and
many have contested the usefulness of applying a label to a set of tools and applications that
have existed for over a decade. Sociologists and economists, borrowing theoretical
frameworks from biology, have talked about the science of complexity and the rise of smart
mobs when describing the logic underpinning many of its applications (Rheingold, 2002).
Thus, Web 2.0 has aptly been described as more of a social phenomenon than a technical
evolution, and the tools that have been developed as an expression of collective behavioural

change in a networked system (Addison, 2006).

Most of these online tools display a swarm logic (Kelly, 1994) that harnesses collective
intelligence around a set of pre-codified basic rules, and self-regulating mechanisms that
emerge from the incessant interaction of individuals and communities living side-by-side in
densely-populated spaces, a pattern that has been observed in the behavioural biology of
ants and bees, as well as in the evolutionary development of large urban conglomerates and

other networked human systems:

The Net is an emblem of multiples. Out of it comes swarm being -- distributed being -- spreading
the self over the entire web so that no part can say, ®am the 101t is irredeemably social,
unabashedly of many minds. It conveys the logic both of Computer and of Nature -- which in

turn convey a power beyond understandingE -- control without authority (Kelly, 1994: 26).

Like crowd behaviour, swarm logic on the net is difficult to predict. Certain news-stories can
travel across the networked structures of Web 2.0 at incredible speed, propelled by a virtual
word-of-mouth, while others are left to languish in obscure corners of the Internet. The idea of
creating a user-created online encyclopaedia caused disbelief in many observers,
accustomed to the painful decision-making processes of the @alOworld, until Wikipedia

surpassed in size (if not yet in reliability) the Encyclopaedia Britannica. At the core of these
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seemingly arbitrary patterns are millions of decisions by individuals who are accessing the
Internet to create, share and replicate information that they consider relevant. These decisions
eventually coalesce into one specific outcome, which can at times be a popular social
networking site, while other times Band more interestingly from our point of view Ba new form

of online political engagement.

Box 1 BDWeb 2.0 tools on the Internet

It would be impossible to list all the Web 2.0 tools and applications on the net, or to do justice
to the philosophy that underpins these tools, the Free and Open Source software-production
movement (FOSS). The open-source movement originated in the mid-80s, when Richard
Stallman set up the Free Software Foundation, but the real breakthrough came in the 90s with
the diffusion of the Linux operating system. The contrast between traditional software-
development models and Linux has been described by Eric Raymond as that between a
cathedral and a bazaar. While the cathedral model relies on the efforts of individual craftsmen
working in isolation under a centralised leadership, the bazaar envelops differing agendas and
approaches out of which a coherent and stable system emerges (Bryant, 2006: 561-562). The

most common Web 2.0 applications are:

Web-logs (blogs) are journals made up of entries displayed in reversed chronological order
and linked to other blogs or news sources through hyperlinks, blogrolls or track-backs. Most
blogs include feedback mechanisms, such as comment sections beneath each entry, which
allow readers to engage in debates with the blog® author and with other readers. The
blogosphere describes the collective of interlinked blogs, and is thus the largest social

network online.

13
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RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication, a group of data formats (feeds) used to update
information on the net. Feeds commonly contain data from blogs, podcasts or news headlines.
Aggregators (feed readers) are customised web services that alert the subscriber when the

registered feeds have been updated, assembling all the information into a customised view.

Social bookmarking tools (folksonomy) allow people to collate and categorize information
online. Through the use of @&agsQpeople can label sites, and share their categorization with
other users. Folksonomies make the most of the principle of the wisdom of crowds, relying on
collective decision-making to help the most relevant knowledge emerge at the top of the
folksonomy pyramid. One of the most widely-used folksonomies is Flickr, a platform that

allows users to upload, tag and share photos.

Wikis are collaborative spaces where a joint commentary can be posted on a particular issue.
Their content can be created or edited by anyone with a basic web-browser interface. The
term wiki has B more generally B come to denote collaborative efforts where people come
together to pool their knowledge and expertise. The most well-known wiki is Wikipedia, the
free, on-line encyclopaedia that resembles the first English dictionaries, built by volunteers
who sent in slips of paper containing observations of how words were used (Addison, 2006:
624). While wikis are also thought be an expression of the wisdom of crowds, they are fact
more collaborative than folksonomies. As Ross Mayfield (2007) explains, the difference
between the wisdom of crowds and the wisdom of wikis is Gimilar to the difference between
an opinion poll E and deliberative poll. When people face each other with their opinions, in
moderation, the result that emerges is more often than not different from the opinion they

came with®
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Social networking sites are websites that allow people with similar interests to connect and
interact through specifically designed software. People who join one of these groups are able
to meet, message each other, exchange files, and set up discussion groups. Apart from
popular sites, like Facebook and MySpace, social networking sites are finding a number of
applications in other fields, and are increasingly tailored to the needs of professional groups.
For example, networks of healthcare professionals have been able to connect and exchange
life-saving information on their work. Some social networking sites, like CARE2 and
Change.org connect individuals and organisations promoting social change, nationally and
internationally. A distinct category is represented by virtual reality social networking sites, like
Second Life, which are computer-simulated environments where users interact through

avatars.

Podcasts are audio-files distributed over the Internet on syndication feeds, which can be
heard on MP3 Players or computers. Podcasts can also come in video form (video podcatsts,
or vidcasts). The most common Web 2.0 online video tool is the hosting service YouTube,

which allows people to upload and share video clips on the net.

Web search-engines, which have been around since the 1990s, have transformed the way
information is stored and retrieved on the net. The rise of Google as the most diffused search-
engine was one of the success-stories of Web 2.0. Although most search-engines utilize more
than 150 criteria to determine relevancy, Google® success was partially based on the concept
of link popularity and PageRank. Google® approach was based on the premise that good or
desirable sites are linked to more pages than others, and this is a determining factor in
allowing PageRank to order its results. Thus, its success is makes the most of the swarm logic

of the wisdom of crowds.
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The politics of Web 2.0

When the internet first appeared, it was hailed as the tool that would increase public
participation, and pave the way for a golden age of direct democracy. In fact, this revolution
did not happen, apart from a few localised initiatives in some Western countries (Chadwick,
2006: 83). But with the rise of Web 2.0 the internet has, for many observers, become a prime
space for democratic engagement, not just by increasing participation and debate in national
politics and electoral processes (Chadwick, 2006: 115), but also by opening up entirely new
models of communication between global civil society activists. Unlike the ©lderQnternet, the
new Web is characterised by open and free flows of information, based on the underlying rule
that the more people access it, the more valuable it becomes. This voluntary and horizontal
sharing practice between consumers and producers of knowledge is challenging established
patterns of informational control. If, in Foucauldian terms, power and knowledge are mutually
constitutive (Schech, 2002: 21), altering the logic of knowledge management on a global scale

challenges pre-existing patterns of socio-political control.

Web 2.0 technologies are making it harder for authoritarian governments to monitor or stop
conversations happening online across physical and political barriers. For example, Web 2.0
tools are becoming increasingly important channels for local activists to document and diffuse
information about human rights abuses. Videos have been uploaded on YouTube to raise
awareness about political attacks in Zimbabwe or forced evictions in Guatemala. Software
programmes have been developed to help activists access, share and store sensitive
information online. One programme allows users to surf in anonymity, by generating a path

through proxy servers, and encrypting traffic so that each router only knows the next router in
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the chain®. Another is a secure information management tool that creates an encrypted
database to back up data remotely, a useful tool to protect the identity of withesses who

provide testimony on human rights abuses®.

Bloggers are said to have become the @rst technoactivists, favouring not only democratic self-
expression and networking, but also global media critique and journalistic socio-political
intervention@Kahn & Kellner, 2004: 91). In a classic example of the ®oomerang effectdKeck
and Sikkink, 1998), political events in one country can resonate across the blogosphere, and
promote forms of social activism. In Irag, some of the most popular blogs Bsuch as Baghdad
Burning® B have been challenging the official information diffused by the media. News which
traditional media have ignored are related across the blogosphere, thanks to its hyperlinked
structure, in a process known as viral diffusion (Harford & Halkyard, 2005), In an era of
increased cartelisation of the media, many commentators have argued that blogs are
changing the nature of news creation, and heralding an era of citizensQournalism (Chadwick,
2006: 303-304). While some commentators have argued that the power of blogs is merely one
of framing and reflecting information diffused by the mainstream media, others insist that the
extensity of this phenomenon is giving rise to an entirely new way of sharing knowledge

worldwide.

Thus, Web 2.0 is strengthening democratic participation and global civil society activism
through networks of shared interests and trust, creating virtual ird placesQthat are much
closer to a Habermasian @ublic sphereGhan earlier expressions of the Internet (Chadwick,
2006: 87-88). Web 2.0 technology has become the new frontier of social activism, in which @
wide diversity of individuals and groups have used emergent technologies in order to help to

produce new social relations and forms of political possibilityGKahn & Kellner, 2004: 94). This

2 Seehttps.//tor.eff.org/oveniew.html
3 Seethe Martus HumanRights Bulletin System, at http://www.marius.org/.
4 Seehttp:/riverberdbl og.blogspot.com
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has huge implications for how development NGOs conduct their operational and advocacy

activities.

Local knowledge, global voices

NGOs have struggled for a long time to build effective participation mechanisms in the
developing world. Relevant and correct information from the bottom of the development
pyramid is necessary to make knowledgeable decisions about their work, and to construct
locally-rooted policy positions that inform their advocacy work. At the same time, NGOs have
to ensure that information is also reaching those who need it, as a way to empower them and
help them make informed decisions about their lives. If this information loop is weak or absent,
the decisions taken can be wrong, or have unintended negative consequences (Powell, 2003:
13). While efforts have been made by NGOs to improve consultation practices, many analysts
have pointed out that the contextualised knowledge of Southern stakeholders often goes
unheard. For a number of observers, NGOs are increasingly slipping into the role of public
service contractors to face the challenges of a shrinking funding market (Robinson, 1997).
Thus, they are struggling to reconcile their participatory knowledge-management practices
with the pressures of a ©ulture of new public managementQhat stifles participation and local
knowledge diffusion (Mawdsley et al., 2005: 77). This lack of contextualised knowledge is
reflected in a strong bias in most research centres in favour of Northern-produced studies on
developing countries, an imbalance that has led many Southern academics to question the

validity of this material (Powell, 2006: 527).

As a result, NGOs have been accused of having a poor understanding of what ®owledgeQn

development is, and like many other development actors of having often adopted a @p-downO
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approach in knowledge-management development practices. Knowledge is contextualised
information, made relevant and more valuable because of the added local dimension. Without
this added value, the sustainability of development interventions is at stake, and the buy-in by
local beneficiaries unlikely. People whose lives are under discussion are systematically
excluded from the debates, because the agendas, the languages, and the media are designed
by other actors in their image and interests (Powell, 2003: 17). Instead, ®nowledge [E] has
no meaning unless it connects with the tacit knowledge held by the user@Powell, 2006: 520),
and the realities of an informational society and of a globalised world should impose new
layers of complexity on the way development NGOs retrieve and share knowledge (Powell,

2006: 519).

Web 2.0 and local knowledge-management in development

The traditional structures of the Internet are rarely conducive to helping people in the
developing world access information relevant to their needs and make their voices heard. First
of all, when it comes to international development agenciesGites, most of them are in English,
or at best in French and Spanish. This prevents local stakeholders who do not speak these
languages from accessing information online (Chadwick, 2006: 68-69), thus limiting their
capacity to assess its relevance and veracity (Powell, 2006: 523). Secondly, most sites are
not intended as two-way communication tools, but as display windows, not too dissimilar from
glossy annual reports. Stakeholders in developing countries therefore have to find more
creative ways to take advantage of the increasing spread of ICTs, using their ingenuity to
make their voices heard. A recent Economist article, published on 26 July 2007, reported on a
refugee living in the Dagahaley camp in Kenya, who sent a text message to two UN officials

pleading an increase in food ratio distribution, after finding their mobile numbers while surfing
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at a local Internet cafZ. Besides the tragic irony of a refugee camp with access to an Internet
cafZ, but not to sufficient food, this story reveals just how one-sided communication by
international agencies can be, but also the potential of ICTs to allow recipients/stakeholders to

convey their needs.

Indeed, Web 2.0 tools are beginning to change this situation, by generating and disseminating
local content and knowledge in an open, shared structure. The potential impact of wikis, blogs
and other Web 2.0 technologies is huge, especially when different tools are combined in
accordance to the capabilities of local stakeholders, to create @ind toolsQhat yield powerful
learning experiences (Boulos et al., 2006). They can offer a channel for people to engage in
community knowledge-management practices that integrate traditional participatory
methodologies with advanced Internet-based technology (Salas Guzmtn, 2007). This
ownership @llows the developing community to narrow the knowledge divide from their side,
on their terms, with their self-determined development goals in mind. The skills and
knowledge they develop upon the way will better prepare them to join the global networked
community when the community decides is bestGRawsthorne, 2006: 29-30). Web 2.0 is also
instrumental in overcoming the unbalanced relationship between Northern and Southern
academic experts, by giving the latter access to scholarly literature, allowing them to publish in
online free journals, and expanding the range of languages spoken on the Internet (Pe—a-

L—pez, 2007).

Web 2.0 adopters in the development field have become very imaginative, combining online
and off-line tools to develop knowledge-management practices that prioritise content relevant
to the end-users.®> Thus, the internet becomes a participatory tool, allowing people to Gee the

value of creating and sharing content themselves; making sure that ©yberspace(s occupied

® For anexcelert wiki discuss ng the latest pracicesin community knowledge management in development, seeKM4DEV Wiki at
http://www.km4dev.org/wiki/index.php/Community Knowledge
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by real people; using the Internet as a medium to communicate their experiences and
demands{Powell, 2003: 34). Although most Web 2.0 technologies require levels of literacy
and technological understanding that are outside the grasp of many vulnerable groups, many
local NGOs and moderators have found ways to support them in making their voices heard.
Habitat Jam, for example, was an open online wiki-inspired conversation hosted in June 2006
by the Globe Foundation in preparation for the third session of the World Urban Forum, a UN-
HABITAT-sponsored gathering to discuss the impact of global urbanization. During a three-
day online discussion, hundreds of thousands of people from 191 countries expressed their
views on issues ranging from safety and security to improving the lives of slum dwellers. In
India, women were involved by local NGO representatives, who went into communities to
seek their views, while in Kenya people queued for hours to access computers and have their

say (Newsweek 2007).

Hundreds of thousands of Africans, Asians and Latin Americans have started blogging,
opening up a library of human knowledge in local languages to those who are willing to listen,
and making the internet a far more multilingual and multicultural place (Block, 2004). A recent
Technorati study found that Chinese and Japanese have overtaken English as the dominant
languages of the blogosphere, and that growing native-language communities are emerging
all over the net.® Thus, the language issue in the context of Web 2.0 technology is increasingly
less about content-creation and access, and more about content-transfer. Translating
between two languages requires an appreciation of the @ntellectual, ideological and social
understandings upon which speech is based{Powell, 2006: 522). This is certainly one of the
areas where Web 2.0 faces some serious challenges. Specialised sites, such as Global
Voices Online (see Box 2), however, have been developed to organise, translate and

distribute this local knowledge. And even when people are not blogging in their native

® Techorati isthe main Web 2.0 searchengine of the Interret, which Basof 01 Sefiember 2007 Bwastracing 101.6 million blogs
and over 250 million piecesof tagged social meda. Seehttp://www.techsoup.org/learnngcerterfinternet/page5509.cfm for the study.
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languages, they are sharing knowledge about their local realities. Knowledge-creation is itself
a hugely empowering experience for any individual, and the benefits of such empowerment
will become more diffused as more people from the developing world join the global online

discussion.

Box 2 BDBlogging, Global Voices Online and the Politics of CitizensQlournalism

While the majority of blogs are mainly online personal diaries, their potential as a political
force in European, East Asian and North American electoral campaigns has emerged during
the last five years (Kahn & Kellner, 2004: 92). They first played an important opinion-making
role during the 2002 South Korean elections, but they famously became a political
phenomenon during 2004 US presidency elections, in support of democratic candidate
Howard Dean, who secured large swathes of support through an effective understanding of
the workings of the blogosphere (Chadwick, 2006: 144). At a transnational level, bloggers
started emerging as an expression of global political activism with the start of the Afghanistan
and Iraq wars, strengthening links between transnational civil society networks and relating
information often suppressed in the mainstream media. Thanks to their easy interface, their
immediacy and their cost-effectiveness, blogs have allowed new forms of distributed,

hyperlocal citizensGournalism to emerge.

With increasing numbers of blogs originating from low or middle-income countries, especially
the Middle East and Asia, and bringing new perspectives into the political debate b often in
local languages b the challenge becomes aggregating them in a manageable way. This is
precisely what the Harvard Law School® Berkman Center for Internet and Society set out to
do when it created Global Voices Online’, a non-profit global citizensGmedia project that

aims to aggregate, curate, and amplify these global online conversations, shining light on

7 http://www.gl obalvoiceonline org/
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places and people other media often ignore. Global Voices translates blogs from all over the
world in Bangla, Chinese, French, Spanish, Portuguese and Russian. Using a wide variety of
technologies D blogs, podcasts, photos, video, wikis, tags, aggregators and online chats b
Global Voices aims to call attention to the most interesting online conversations happening
around the world, to facilitate the emergence of new citizens@oices, to advocate for freedom
of expression around the world and to protect the rights of citizen journalists to report on

events and opinions without fear of censorship or persecution.

Thus, Web 2.0 tools are increasingly becoming a source of emancipation for people in
developing countries, provided they have access to them, and most importantly can make an
effective use of them. As we have seen, technology is society (Castells, 1996: 5), and the
debate on empowering Web 2.0 tools cannot be dissociated from that of entitlements
(Mansell, 2006). Yet, without refuting the importance of contextualising the relevance of these
tools within the broader socio-political context, there is increasing evidence that the diffusion
and combined application of telecentres, mobile phones and rural wireless networks can
successfully create community-based repositories of local knowledge (Salas Guzmin, 2007).
Many Web 2.0 applications, with their propensity for openness, collaboration and sharing,
recall traditional consensus-building practices in the developing world. As Sam Myangi, an
African social activist who participated in the NetSquared Conference 2007, explained, social
change through online collaborative technology closely resembles the African concept of
Ubuntu and @ps into the core of African philosophy on social networking: [E] Collective
mentality means tapping into the root of African beliefs, which is the root of all community

action({cited in Blip Networks 2007).
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The priority for NGOs, therefore, should be to solicit and capture the voices of the South and
direct them towards those channels where they can be magnified, using a combination of
traditional knowledge-management practices and Web 2.0 technology. But are NGOs
adopting these new technologies in their knowledge management practices? And if they

aren@ what are the implications for their operational and advocacy work?

Web 2.0 and international development NGOs

Blogs

Blogs are the most common Web 2.0 knowledge-sharing tool in the development community,
and many NGOs are aware that more and more people are using them as an information
source (Addison, 2006: 624-625). A 2005 report on the State of Blogging found that 27
percent of internet users in the US (32 million people) read blogs (Pew Internet and American
Life Project). As a result, a number of NGOs have started looking into blogs as a
communication tool: over 50 per cent of surveyed practitioners stated that blogs had become
a source of information for their work, and 46 per cent had started at least one blog as part of
their communication strategy. According to surveyed NGOs, blogs were particularly useful for
their capacity to interact with readers, but with regard to user-friendliness, cost-effectiveness,
transparency, professionalism and objectivity, they were considered roughly equivalent to their

other communication and information-sharing media.

In general, blogs appear to be used by NGOs as part of their marketing strategy, rather than
as a tool aimed at engaging with their Southern stakeholders, whose direct voices appear

under-represented in three distinct ways. First, very few practitioners appear to be reading
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Southern bloggers: only 4 per cent of them said they accessed Global Voices Online B
arguably the most important online aggregator of blogs from the developing world b as a
source of information. Second, a perusal of most NGO blogs reveals a dearth of hyperlinks to
web-sources from the South. Most blogs are either used as traditional communication tools,
like trip reports or newsletters, containing stories from the field written by communication
officers, or as awareness-raising channels for campaigns the NGOs are supporting, or specific
events they are attending (61 per cent of NGOs). Many blogs have no external links at all,

thus cutting them off from the viral diffusion effects of the blogosphere altogether.

Third, the idea of Southern partners blogging to share their perspectives and experiences,
while supported by some organisations, which see it as an important step towards increased
transparency and accountability, does not seem attractive to others. One interviewed
practitioner working for a small-sized NGO, which had recently started an organisational blog

explained the difficulties of such a step:

We are looking into the possibility of getting our partners to blog, but we are discussing what this
might mean for us: would we be seen as superfluous once people start engaging directly with
our partners? And do they have the will or capacity to blog, when it's hard enough to get our

own staff to blog regularly?

The vast majority of surveyed organisations that have adopted blogging stated that one of
their main reasons for doing this was to receive feedback from their supporters. However,
while all organisations allowed readers to post comments to their blogs, at least in moderated
form, 75 per cent also stated that they didn®have capacity to respond to comments, and less
than a third responded affirmatively when asked whether interesting observations by blog-

readers prompted them to start monitoring the commentersCblogs. While most (58 per cent)

® Interview with the author, 10 July 2007
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made efforts to share pertinent comments with their partners, only 25 per cent of respondents
stated that they would use them as part of their organisation® broader strategic thinking. One
practitioner working from a large faith-based organisation explained that comments were
generally left by a handful of readers, who were very keen to express their views, but didn®

necessarily represent the opinion of their constituencies.

When assessing the usefulness of blogging, the organisations appeared to have mixed
feelings. Some were particularly enthusiastic about it, but others felt blogging was putting
undue pressure on their already strained resources, and that they were not getting sufficient
feedback or attention from the general public to justify the extra work. Faith-based
organisations, especially, felt that as a medium it was not very conducive to their
constituencies, which were generally older and less prone to use information technologies.
Conversely, many valued blogs as a way to engage with a younger audience (61 per cent of

respondents).

Wikis, shared documentation and online discussion groups

NGOs and the wider development community have started adopting wikis, shared
documentation and online discussion groups. NGOs have access to a lot of information on the
context in which they operate, but for many, the challenge is to find it and share it. Often,
identical information is in possession of different agencies, resulting in unnecessary
duplication and knowledge fragmentation (Powell, 2003: 525). Wikis, shared documentation
and online discussion groups have the potential to overcome these problems, encouraging
collaborative systems that capture and diffuse existing information and transform NGO

knowledge-management practices (Bryant, 2006: 566). A good example of this is the
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collaborative wikiproject on international development, which ©@ontains suggestions and tools
for improving articles related to international developmentCn Wikipedia (Wikipedia 2007). A
wiki addressing the problem of language barriers on the net is AfrophoneWikis®, which
supports the growth of Wikipedia and related open knowledge projects in the over 2,000
under-represented African languages. Discussion groups focusing on the challenges of
development have appeared across the Internet, ranging from general portals like DGroups™®
Pan online space for groups and communities working in international development bto very

specialist sites tailored at particular niches of the development industry.

Another way in which collaborative web-tools are used is through joint document editing
programmes, such as Google Documents, which allow different users to access and modify a
document in multiple revisions (Addison, 2006: 625). Those NGOs that are adopting wikis (35
per cent of respondents) and other collaborative tools tend to use them as internal knowledge-
management systems. One survey respondent said that they had started using wikis to
capture information from stakeholders, especially Southern partner NGOs, and to allow them
to guide priorities on individual projects. But in essence, while some NGOs have started using
some of these tools to create databases on development practices, most remain oblivious to
their potential, despite their increasingly low costs and user-friendliness (Addison, 2006: 623-

624).

Social networking sites

The most popular social networking sites used by UK NGO practitioners appear to be

Facebook (26 per cent), LinkedIn (26 per cent) and MySpace (15 per cent). This is because

® AfrophoneWikis Discussion Group. Seehttp:/techgroups.yahoo.com/group/afrophonewikis/
1% Dgroups. http://www.dgroups.org/.
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these sites are perceived as a valuable tool to expand their supporter base, raise awareness
about development with a younger audience, and raise funds. US NGOs also have profiles on
Change.org™ and (in the case of human rights and environmental NGOs) on CARE2*?, which
are specifically tailored towards people interested in social change. This is perhaps because
US-registered organisations can receive donations through these sites, and therefore have an
added incentive to engage with this Web 2.0 tool, whereas non-US NGOs do not. Very few
NGOs have considered entering the virtual world of Second Life, or of other online virtual

realities, although there are a few notable exceptions in the international advocacy field.*®

While some argue that the blogosphere itself is a giant expression of social networking, some
sites have specifically been designed to allow people to connect across borders and to share
knowledge, experiences and opinions. One of the most popular ones is TakinglTGlobal (TIG),
which links over 130,000 youth to find inspiration, information and get involved in improving
their local and global communities. The network offers tools for creating and managing
projects and organizations, awareness-raising resources on global issues, and gives
members the opportunity to submit writings to an online publication, which can be accessed
by activists worldwide. Remarkably, only 5 per cent of survey respondents said they used TIG
as a social networking site. As in the case of blogs, there seems to be a tension between the
potential use that NGOs could make of these tools to engage directly in dialogue with
Southern stakeholders, and the actual use they make of them as marketing and

communication tools, mainly aimed at a Northern audience.

Podcasts and other Web 2.0 tools

1 Seehttp://www.change.org/
12 Seehttp://www.care2com/
13 Seefor examge http://www.ushmm org/consciencgandysis/details.php?catent=2007-01-09&menupage=Sudan
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A number of agencies have started using podcasts and video podcasts to expand their range
of communication, development education and awareness-raising tools. Like in the case of
blogs, most of these tools are adopted to engage more effectively with their Northern
constituencies, and as such they are carefully integrated into their communication strategies.
Almost half of NGO practitioners surveyed said their organisations were adopting podcasts as
a way to share information and raise awareness, and in some cases they could claim a certain
degree of success across the blogosphere. Well over 50 per cent of surveyed practitioners
used YouTube and video podcasts as a way to communicate with their audiences, and some
agencies have entire channels where they upload content aimed at mobilising their
supporters*®. Again, podcasts and online videos have most often been used to report from
specific, time-bound political events or to raise awareness with younger constituencies about

specific campaigns.

A final mention should be made about RSS feeds and news aggregators, used by almost 50
per cent of surveyed and interviewed NGO practitioners, and social bookmarking, adopted by
17 per cent of respondents. In addition, a number of development-specialised universities,
governmental agencies and NGOs have developed focuss.eu®, a search engine for
practitioners, researchers and students of global development studies. Focuss.eu is different
to generic search engines in that it indexes a specific choice of electronic resources selected
by librarians, researchers and practitioners working in participating institutions. These shifts in
information management practices signal a slow but important transformation in the way

NGOs relate to content management on the net.

14 Seefor exampe http://www.youtube com/profile?iser=cafadty
' Focuss. http://www.focuss.eu
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General findings

NGOs appear to be anxious about local knowledge being produced and diffused through Web
2.0 technology, for three distinct reasons. First, while the great majority of NGOs welcome the
opportunity that these tools give them to become more engaged with the general public and
more open to suggestions from their supporters, many are concerned that this might also
expose them to unwarranted requests from people with little knowledge about the work they
do. Second, many Northern NGOs are concerned that a more direct engagement between
their supporters and their Southern partners might prompt the former to bypass them, in
favour of a direct engagement with local NGOs and individuals, although some argued that
the levels of trust could never be the same. Third, with virtually anybody able to modify, edit or
contribute to many of these tools, many NGOs question their reliability and accuracy, despite
evidence that careful monitoring, cross-referencing and moderation can overcome this risk

(Boulos et al, 2006).

Several of the interviewed or surveyed NGOs argued that the digital divide still poses
insurmountable limitations to the adoption of Web 2.0 technologies in developing countries.
Electricity, connectivity, cost and skills remain huge obstacles to the adoption of Web 2.0
tools, particularly in rural parts of Africa (Rawsthorne, 2006: 10). Yet, as we have seen, the
real applicability of Web 2.0 technologies in the face of serious infrastructural limitations is in
integrating them with other more diffused ICTs. Mobile advocacy toolkits tailored to the needs
of Southern organisations and linked to web-driven mobile chatting portals, for example, are
being developed in many parts of the world to bypass the limitations of local Internet
connections, and an online wiki is trying to collect ideas on how to use mobile phones for

social change (Share Ideas, 2007).
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In addition to the previously-mentioned anxieties about Web 2.0 technology, another major
obstacle to the adoption of these tools seems to be the general suspicion B if not outright
hostility © of NGO practitioners themselves, who appear to consider bread and computers

mutually exclusive:

| think it's very important to realise that billions of people throughout the world are little
concerned with either the Internet or technology. They are facing survival issues, such as food,
shelter, education and access to health services. | sometimes think that the preoccupation with
Internet-based tools and technologies distracts from the real work that needs to be done out

there.*®

Thus, Northern NGOs appear to want to maintain the upper hand over their knowledge-
management practices with the South, either because they do not consider them relevant to
the context in which they work, or because they want to avoid finding themselves in difficult
positions vis-" -vis the media or their supporters. When it comes to collecting information about
local realities, most practitioners have no problem in using mainstream media and academic
studies as sources of information, despite their lack of locally-produced content (Pe—a-L—pez,
2007), and most are happy to use the Internet more generally B with its predominantly
English-speaking and Northern-biased content B to collect information on their policy
positions. While many NGOs welcome Web 2.0 tools as new marketing and communication
instruments to engage with their Northern constituencies, only a few seem to have fully
understood the complexity of an online informational society, and of the specific potential of
Web 2.0, with its multilayered networked structures and its open, shared working
methodology. And while many practitioners are relying on traditional on- and off-line sources
for their policy research, upon which their advocacy positions are based, few are embracing

Web 2.0 technology to tap into community-based repositories of local knowledge. As a

1% Web 2.0 and NGOs online survey regpondent.
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consequence, the findings of this research appear to reinforce the opinions of analysts who

have raised questions about NGOs legitimacy and accountability vis-" -vis the South.

Advocacy in the 21% century

NGO legitimacy and accountability

The interplay between Web 2.0 technology, global civil society activism and NGO advocacy
activities reflects many of the debates that have been raging on Northern NGOsCalleged lack
of accountability in relation to their Southern constituencies. With the rise of NGOs as service-
delivery agents over the last two decades, many organisations started questioning the
unfavourable policy environments that were beyond the control of the poor in the developing
world. This prompted them to extend their activities into advocacy and campaigning, in an
attempt to influence policies that they perceived as harmful to the interests of the poor
(Hudson, 2002: 402). Their claims to legitimacy are based on two distinct precepts. First, they
represent people whose voices are not heard by the international community. Second, their
positions are grounded in their extensive and direct involvement with the development
challenges of the South. But while NGOs claim to base their advocacy activities on rigorous
policy analysis, research and channelling of information, a number of authors have described
them as @legitimate, unaccountable and groundlessGHudson, 2000: 89), because they are

not rooted in local knowledge (Dagron, 2006: 599).

This difficult position is evident in the NGOs@elationship with the media, both traditional and
Internet-based, and in the messages they send out about the development challenge. First,

with limited media space available to them, NGOs tend to focus their communication
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strategies on issues and areas considered 'topical’, especially for marketing and fundraising
purposes. Second, NGOs with a more conservative (often religious) supporter base can find it
hard to reconcile their positions with those of more radical Southern partners. Thus, NGOs opt
for over-simplified messages, rather than describing the complex realities of development
contexts (Lewis & Sobhan, 1999: 127). By admission of several NGOs themselves (Hudson,
2002: 408), the line separating advocacy and marketing can be fine. Most NGOs have
carefully constructed advocacy brands, which have also become marketing components of
their organisational identity. In the UK, for example, some rely on their size and reputation to
talk about general development issues, some on their confrontational style, some on their
technical expertise in a specific area and some finally on the their core constituency. But do
these advocacy brands reflect the interests of those on behalf of whom the NGOs are
supposed to be speaking? Would they say something that is contrary to their marketing
interests and which might affect their supporter base? Many argue that they would not, and
that Bwhen constructing their advocacy positions B many of the largest Northern NGOs have

become aligned with government interests (Hodkinson, 2005).

The advocacy relationship between Northern and Southern stakeholders has become even
more difficult during recent global campaigns like Jubilee 2000 and Make Poverty History
(Hodkinson, 2005). A fracture has appeared between Southern NGOs, with their increasingly
radical positions on the global political economy and on how to tackle the challenges of
development (Said & Desai, 2003), and Northern NGOs, whose celebrity-fuelled and often
unsuccessful awareness-raising campaigns have exposed them to accusations of
©rientalisingQ@he developing world, while doing little to address the underlying structures that
prevent it from benefiting from the process of globalisation, or to change public perceptions in
the developed world on the reasons behind much of the world® poverty (Glasius et al., 2006:

11 - see Box 3). So it comes as no surprise that Northern NGOs are under increasing
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pressure from Southern stakeholders to clarify their right to speak on their behalf. As one
observer pointed out, @any NGOs are trying to build more synergic relationships between
their operational work and their advocacy, but few have clear systems in place to achieve this
goal. [E] Missing from many discussions on [their] advocacy and its legitimacy is any mention
of how Southern NGOs and their constituents see Northern advocacy and the role of Northern

NGOsQHudson, 2000: 93-95).

Box 3DWeb 2.0 and the politics of North-South advocacy in the Make Poverty History

campaign

The Make Poverty History (MPH) campaign was born in September 2004 as the UK
mobilisation of an international coalition, the Global Call to Action Against Poverty, under the
leadership of Oxfam International, Action Aid and DATA. Despite the initial radical position,
which raised questions about the neo-liberal foundations on which the current global order
rests, the campaign was soon criticised by campaigners and Southern NGOs for having been
hijacked by media-obsessed celebrities and government spin-doctors, both keen to reap the
benefits of the public spotlight. Some Southern observers even suggested that the campaign

represented a set-back for the continent:

QVe have a saying in the African liberation movement B @othing about us, without us'. Make Poverty
History is a massive step backwards in this regard, even from Jubilee 2000. The campaign is
overwhelmingly led by Northern NGOs and its basic message is about white millionaire popstars saving
Africa's helpless. The political movements still fighting for liberation on the ground are completely erasedO

(Kofi Maluwi Kwi, quoted in Hodkinson, 2005).

Kofi Maluwi Klu® concerns were echoed by several African bloggers. Although the

campaign® use of Web 2.0 tools claimed to be favouring a two-way rather than a top-down
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communication strategy, in practice it maintained a very conventional @ush-publishingQ
approach, speaking at potential supporters rather than with them. As a result, blog references
to the campaign peaked in mid-July 2005, just as conventional media coverage of the
Gleneagles G8 meeting and LiveAid concert was reaching its climax. When this came less,

people® online activism virtually collapsed (Raymond, 2006: 13-40).

The failure of NGOs to initiate a sustained viral diffusion effect across the blogosphere could
be partially explained by the fact that many authoritative Africanist bloggers, such as Ethan
Zuckerman (2005), were discussing the issue of @ore aidOvs. @ore tradeCto Africa in far
more nuanced manner than that displayed by the traditional media, but it can also be seen as
a reflection of the fundamental lack of hypertextual linking on most NGO blogs to the rest of
the blogosphere, which virtually isolates them from the conversations that are happening
online. MPH didn®use collaborative Web 2.0 technology to bring to the fore the position of
African civil society leaders, many of which were criticizing the position of their Northern
counterparts, as explained by Firoze Maniji, editor of Pambazuka News, the web-based forum

and news service:

The Western media and Western @evelopmentCagencies feed us with a diet that makes us think that
@overtyQs the problem. But poverty is not the problem. It® the looting, theft and frank exploitation that
forces Africa® people into destitution, that impoverishes them, and prevents millions from realising their
full potential as humans [E] . Let® end this charade about @ghting povertyGand] turn instead to fighting

those who caused [E] the impoverishment (Glasius et al, 2006: 10).

Faced with such strong positions, it is unsurprising that Northern NGOs P especially the faith-
based ones Bchose to construct a message that would not challenge the political positions of
many of their core supporters and donors. Yet, this choice raises serious questions about their

right to speak on behalf of the South.
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Don®speak: hyperlink!

The Web 2.0 revolution is adding a layer of complexity to offline and online patterns of global
social and political interaction. Sometimes it is acting as an @cho-chamberf the GealQvorld.
Thus, the rift between Northern and Southern NGOs on how the Make Poverty History
campaign was conducted was faithfully reflected in the blogosphere. But, unlike earlier
clashes between Southern and Northern NGOs, this time it was in full view of anyone who

cared to look:

Being a big organisation counts for very little in the booming world of blogs - what counts is quick,
relevant content. And if the playing field is being levelled within the developed world, just wait until
the developing world starts to play the game. It's already happening: during this summer's Live8
campaign, some African bloggers started to complain that the concerts were irrelevant,
patronising, or worse. Even just a couple of years ago, such dissenting voices from Africa would

never have been heard (Harford & Halkyard, 2005).

At other times D not unlike earlier expressions of web-based participation b the Web 2.0
revolution has fragmented the individual® off-line socio-political identity (Chadwick, 2006: 112-
113). For Castells, @lobal citizen activism is a political way of being. This building of sustained
networks through hyperlinks is the backbone of a more profound transformation of political
activism. These are no longer leader-led movements, but distributed networks of trustOThere
is less ideological coherence, less adherence to @arty-linesQ and more horizontal,
transnational connections. What is unclear is whether these distributed networks will be more
successful in achieving their political goals than traditional advocacy movements (Chadwick,
2006: 134-135). Thus, harnessing the potential of Web 2.0 tools to mobilise global political

action, or even simply assessing their impact on the behaviour of the collective, will remain a
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very difficult task (Chadwick, 2006: 141-142), since swarm behavioural logic is very hard to

predict or control.

The major challenge for NGOs in the future will be to justify their legitimacy claims in a
networked informational society that is spawning new, unpredictable forms of activism beyond
the control of governmental and non-governmental forces. NGOs will need to rise to the
challenge of mastering the complex interaction between these new informational tools and
their role as global civil society leaders if they wish to continue promoting social change and
advocate on behalf of the world® most vulnerable groups. Web 2.0 can aid them in this task,
provided they truly embrace its underlying collaborative logic and its potential to harness
innovative development methodologies. If their knowledge-management practices will show
openness to the voices and opinions of their Southern stakeholders, this will build a stronger
case for their advocacy activities too. For NGOs, however, this will only be possible through a

deeper process of self-examination on their role and added value in development.

A story from the 2007 NetSquared conference summarizes the potential of Web 2.0 for global

social change:

A village in Nigeria E had agreed to let an oil company access their land and resources in
exchange for clean water and school buildings. After a few years of letting the oil company get
what they wanted, it became apparent E that the company was not going to fulfill its end of the
bargain. Ten years ago, these villagers would have had no recourse. But these days, they have
their own website and the leverage that goes with it. E Before long they had a campaign going to
bring people's attention to the oil company's failure to deliver on its promises. A few months later,
the oil company began showing up to the village, taking more interest in their needs, and began

delivering on some of their promises (Blip Networks, 2007b).
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Web 2.0 technologies can give people in the developing world increasing tools to let them
speak out for themselves, and seek those development paths that reflect their local realities
and meet their aspirations and needs. International development NGOs still have an important
role to play, thanks to the powerful position they occupy in the structures of globalisation.
Many of them have access to important constituencies and can leverage considerable social
change when they mobilise their supporters. But in a world of networked informational
systems, it is paramount that they understand how to listen carefully before they speak on
behalf of the developing world. As Ethan Zuckerman, co-founder of Global Voices Online,
explains, @dvocacy is changing in the 21st century. It® less about speaking on behalf of
people and more about helping their voices to be heard. It® less about speaking and more
about pointing®(Zuckerman, 2005). Or, in a world progressively embracing Web 2.0

technologies, it® more about hyperlinking.

Conclusions

This paper has argued that knowledge-creation, management and dissemination are being
reconfigured through the Web 2.0 revolution, which is challenging the monopolistic control of
information by traditional media, and heralding a potential new era of diffused, networked
political activism. New online tools and technologies harness the potential to bring more
voices from the developing world to the political debates on their future, and to increase their
participation in development processes, provided these technological changes are
accompanied by efforts to overcome their socio-economic vulnerability. The increased
contextualisation of information offered by Web 2.0 technology can support the sustainability
and efficacy of development interventions, by allowing people to speak for themselves and

giving them tools to promote social change in their communities.
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From the perspective of international development NGOs the implications of these online
changes are two-fold. On the one hand, they can use Web 2.0 tools to expand their access to
locally-generated knowledge, either by using innovative ways to collect and manage existing
online information, or by empowering people to create community-based repositories of local
information. On the other hand, they can use Web 2.0 technology to share their knowledge
with other organisations and individuals who are working on similar issues, or who are
interested in their work, becoming themselves local-knowledge generators and promoters of
social change. However, most NGOs still suffer from a deep-seated inability to develop two-
way communication systems with those whom they seek to represent, and are still favouring
top-down, centralised knowledge-management practices. Consequently, NGOs see Web 2.0
as an extension of their other communication tools, and tend to believe that it functions along

similar lines.

Failure to understand the potential of these new innovative knowledge-management practices
to give more space to the voices of the South exposes Northern NGOs to criticism on their
legitimacy and accountability in development processes, further deepening existing rifts with
their Southern counterparts. In particular, their advocacy initiatives become weakened if they
don®reflect the views and opinions of those on behalf of whom they seek to speak. If NGOs
want to maintain their leading role in a globally-networked world, they have to learn how to
adapt their knowledge-management practices to the nuanced complexities of the global

information society.
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