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1 - BACKGROUND 
 

In many ways, the year 2000 has come to be known as the “year of the digital divide”. 
 
From the Secretary General of the United Nations at the UN Millenium Assembly to the 

President of the United States at a White House Global Leaders Conference, from Davos 
January 2000 to Davos January 2001, and from the G8 Okinawa summit to the Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation Forum in Brunei, the world suddenly started to realize that some of it, 
five to ten percent, was going digital fast and the rest was being left out in the pre-digital cold. 

 
This recently discovered gap was quickly superimposed on all the previous structural 

gaps, such as the power gap, the resource gap, the knowledge gap, the education gap, the 
governance gap and others.  It was invested with high-level visibility and sense of urgency. 
Each week, somewhere in the world, representative of different actors, mostly from the North, 
met to try to define it, assess it and discuss ways of partnering to resolve it. The motto, 
“bridging the digital divide”, entered the international vernacular and became a “legitimate” 
part of the development discourse.  A crowd of conferences, web-sites and new programs were 
competing to appropriate the new banner or some its variants.  

 
The protagonists of this new global conversation would generally agree on the broad 

terms of the divide: A heavy concentration in few countries; an access along the fault lines of 
national societies, including wealth, education, gender, age, urbanity, and minority status; a 
large deficit in the three dimensions of connectivity, capacity and content; a dualistic world 
society with a minority of connected, having plentiful information at high speed and low cost 
and the unconnected majority, locked out by high barriers of capacity, cost, uncertainty and 
outdated information. 

 
International reports and media review articles highlighted some spectacular indicators of 







and can potentially create significant social benefits.  Predicated on the idea that bridging 
the digital divide is good for business, and what is really sustainable is profitable 
enterprise, the WRI project is another attempt at mobilization, dialogue and advocacy 
among the major IT corporations and other business leaders around the word. 

 
In the last few years, almost all major development agencies within the UN system, as 

well as major multilateral and bilateral donor agencies, international NGOs, international 
professional associations, international business associations and multinational corporations 
launched and promoted their programs.  All have been working to position themselves and 
create their own niches in this emerging developmental field (or should we say mental field ket)/P <</MCID 1 >>BDC
BT
/T30t144P <<9







 
The Global Development Gateway (GDG), launched in July 2001, is based on the 

premise of the need for a macro-portal, a one-stop super-site to access, in a systematic and 
vetted way, a selection of the wealth of information, resources and products available on the 
World Wide Web.  This super-site is proposing to filter and catalogue material from all 
perspectives on development, divided into 30 major topics and 130 sub-topics.  Features 
include a comprehensive aid projects database, a set of guided pages to development 
information available on-line, resources for e-government and e-business and information 
about funding, commercial opportunities, product review, jobs and directories.  In addition, a 
roll out of 50 Country Gateways, within three years, will replicate the feature of the Global 
Gateway at the national level, building a large share of the content from the contribution of 
local partners. 

 
Several NGO's and development practitioners raised a number of questions: About the 

Gateway privileging the perspective of global development professionals and large institutions; 
about top-down editorial policies and structure; about a donor's taxonomy in the definition of 
topics; about filtering the material on the basis of a selective definition of "quality"; about the 
emphasis on English content and a strategy of translation; about country Gateways 
representing an unfair competition to existing country - oriented portals; about the governance 
structure and the institutional design (the setting up of an "independent" Gateway Foundation 
to manage the initiative) where a number of seats on the Board will be allocated on the basis of 
financial contribution. Many observers recognized however that the Gateway initiative could 
become a very useful repository of data with numerous links to people, organizations, projects 
and documents and that it could contribute to better information and equipment for 
development workers and professionals. 

 
In any case, the WBG seems determined to continue investing significantly in this new 

line of work, seen as essential for its transformation into a "Knowledge Bank". 
 
The United Nations Development Programe (UNDP) is the other major player in the 

ICT for Development field. 
 
UNDP was an early adopter and initiator of ICT for networking, awareness raising and 

solutions for sustainable development in a large number of developing countries, quite before 
the current hype. 

 
Through the Sustainable Development Networking Program (SDNP) that started in 1993, 

as a program to implement some of the Rio conference recommendations, UNDP progressively 
developed a large network of country-owned, non-profit, thematic networks, including each a 
diversity of stakeholders, with a primary focus on environmental and gender issues. 

 
SDNP, over the next seven years, contributed to connecting more than 15 countries to the 

Internet for the first time, to deploying the first internet networks in more than 40 countries, to 
creating more than 5000 websites for government units and civil society organizations and to 
providing ICT basic training for over 25,000 organizations. 

 
Today, as this initiator role has been overtaken in most places by the development of 

national markets, national ISP providers and hundreds of local initiatives, SDNP, which still 
operates in 45 countries, has largely shifted to piloting telecenters and to developing initiatives 
on e-governance and e-commerce for development. 
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3. THE NEED FOR A NEW AGENCY 
 

 While acknowledging the possible relevance and usefulness of many of the 
above mentioned approaches, the present project and this workshop are predicated on the 







- Conducting empirical researches and comparative studies in the field of ICT for 
development.   
The last two years have seen an accumulation of global assessments, general overviews, 



2) Promotion of ICT for Learning 
 
An international development agency could have a broad mandate, a narrow mandate or a wide 
enough but delimited and manageable mandate.  It is recommended here that a DID agency 
should mainly focus on the field of ICT for learning, leaving to other specialized international 
agencies the support of areas such as ICT for health care, environmental management, 
agricultural development or E-commerce. 
 
It is in the application of ICTs to enable more widespread and more creative learning and to 
develop productive linkages between new technologies and renewed pedagogy that a DID 
agency could hope to have the most effective impact on bridging the divide. 
 
DID could coordinate a developing countries oriented international effort to develop ICTs as 
powerful tools for better initial learning, renewable learning and life long learning and for 
easier access to a worldwide basis of knowledge.  The adapted set of ICT tools could be 
applied to all possible sites of learning: formal educational sites, distance learning sites, 
workplaces, community centers and homes. They could be harnessed to improve the 
efficiency, accessibility and quality of the learning process in developing countries. 
 
Within that larger context, a DID led internatiefn 12 

 





 
Satellites and the Internet have the potential to transform the world into a borderless 
educational arena. The scope of distance education could be dramatically expanded and 
contribute to addressing the huge unmet demand of learners in developing countries. The AVU 
experiment in Africa is a good example of the possibilities (and limitations) of the newer 
technologies in distance education. 
 
The DID agency could help developing countries and school systems explore the potential of 
the newer approaches in terms of educational quality and effectiveness, affordability, 
sustainability and the availability of efficient delivery modes. DID could extend support to the 
countries that have determined a need to build their capacity to conduct distance education in 
various formats and models. 
 
 
          -Telecenter Development Initiative: 
 
For over a decade now, numerous multilateral and bilateral development agencies and 
international NGO's have supported the establishment of community based ICT access centers 
in a variety of forms, models, sites and names (Technical Access Community Centers, 
Multipurpose Community Centers, Telecentres…..). UNDP, ITU, UNESCO, IDRC, USAID, 
InfoDev, to name a few, have engaged in piloting, funding, assisting, networking or evaluating 
telecenters. 
Telecentres were promoted as primary facilities or entry points to provide local access to a 
variety of ICT based information and social, educational and governmental services at 
affordable costs. Low income communities, local organizations, rural poor, geographically 
marginal regions and other underserved groups were seen as the major potential beneficiaries 
of the expanding telecenter movement in the developing countries.  
 
The DID agency could lead an international level learning and development effort to assess 
more rigorously this much touted formula. DID could ascertain the additional need and 
effective demand for supplementary international assistance from developing countries. 
Should governments of developing countries determine that telecenter implementation is a 
national priority for a wider and more equitable access to ICTs, DID could help them set up 
country-wide telecenters programs. The Agency could help mobilize start up and revolving 
funds, and provide technical assistance, knowledge transfer, linkages to similar programs and 
monitoring systems. DID could also selectively extend support to large-scale NGO-based 
networks of telecenters. 
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Building on pioneering projects such as the Commonwealth of Learning Media Empowerment 
initiative on community radios, DID could help disseminate and scale up media models and 









2. The GEF Model – A “New Agency” reporting jointly to the World Bank and 
the UN agencies most directly concerned. 

3. The UNDP Netaid Model. 
4. The Innovative Model – Something analogous to a partnership of four 

consortia with equal votes – including:  i) a consortium of international 
organization; ii) a consortium of national governments; iii) a consortium of 
NGOs; and iv) one or more private multi-national enterprises. 

 
The support for any new Agency will be increased to the extent that it incorporates 
progressive, state-of-the-art governance features.  Whatever the eventual determination of its 
function and mandate, enhancing participation, transparency and accountability are worthy 
objectives.  Obviously, the governance mechanisms or approaches adopted must be appropriate 
for tasks set for the agency.  Recommended features would vary with possible functions - 
researcher, service provider or advocate. 
 
There are many governance best practices in the international system that may be applicable.  
Focusing on the goal of participation, the UN’s NGO Liaison Service is a model of a dedicated 
unit to promote partnerships with NGOs.  The UNAids Program Coordinating Board 
exemplifies how an inclusive committee of representatives of co-sponsoring organizations can 
provide for a diverse array of inputs into strategy. Internet Working Groups, based on the 
example of “UN Women Watch/Beijing +5 Global Forum,” can expand and diversify the 
discussion of key issues and mobilize support.  Web pages constructed by the Agency officials 
and governing board members, can provide a focal point for information exchanges about the 
Agency activities and allow for more informal
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