THE IFIP WG9.2 NAMUR AWARD HAS BEEN GRANTED TO ALTERNEX, IBASE, AND CARLOS AFONSO

Brazilian Activities Commended

by Prof. Jacques Berleur (B)*

T^{he 1995 IFIP Namur Award, pre-}

sented by the Working Group on Computers and Society (WG9.2), was granted to AlterNex, IBASE, and Mr. Carlos Afonso (BR) in Namur, Belgium, in January. The Award, which consists of a commemorative plate and a certificate, is made biannually for an outstanding contribution to the creation of awareness of the social implications of information technology. Its purpose is to draw attention to the need for a holistic approach to the use of information technology, in which the social implications have been taken into account. Prior recipients were Prof. Joseph Wiezenbaum (USA) in 1991 and Dr. Riccardo Petrella (Commission of the European Communities) in 1993.

AlterNex

AlterNex is an international electronic information exchange system created in Rio de Janeiro by the Brazilian Institute of Social and Economic Analyses (IBASE). Today, AlterNex has nearly 6000 direct accounts, linking users from nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and Bulletin Board Systems (BBSs) in Brazil and dozens of other countries, mostly in Latin America. In 1995, AlterNex was the first organization to provide all basic on-line and off-line Internet services to the general public in Brazil.

AlterNex is especially oriented to individuals and the community. Environmental groups, human rights organizations, research and consultancy centers, foundations, agencies, other special interest groups, and individuals can use, via AlterNex, the resources of small BBSs in several countries, any available Internet system, and many commercial systems for an effective dialogue with partners in Brazil and abroad.

Created in 1988 as an experimental system, AlterNex started full 24-hour operation in 1989, with little more than 40 users. A major upgrade was carried out in 1992, after which the number of regular users stabilized at around 800. During 1994, the number of regular users dou-

* Chairman of Working Group 9.2 (The material describing AlterNex and IBASE was taken from the third Namur Award Lecture by Mr. Afonso.)

bled. Growth in 1995 was staggering for a small-scale Internet service — from 1700 users in January to nearly 6000 in December. Most of the new users are individuals (many of them youngsters and senior citizens). The current user distribution is 67% individuals, 20% NGOs, and the remainder from government and private companies.

IBASE

IBASE is an independent, nonprofit consultancy and research NGO founded in 1981 by a group of Brazilian expatriates — social scientists, computer experts, and others. Its central goal is the promotion of democracy and the struggle against social exclusion. IBASE aims to serve the community with a strategy of democratizing information and facilitating access to it. IBASE is autonomous, independent of political parties or religious faiths.

Its mission includes promotion of issueoriented networks (such as those related to the environment, labor unions, women’s issues, human rights, and the Campaign Against Hunger), developing new information-dissemination mechanisms, and facilitating access to network infobases.

IBASE was crucial in the national Campaign Against Hunger, providing infrastructural support and information exchange services, producing and distributing a newspaper with national circulation (100�000 copies), disseminating regular bulletins via its national fax service, using its Internet expertise to disseminate information (which has helped to mobilize many Brazilians abroad), producing and disseminating video programs, and maintaining a team of facilitators and journalists.

In 1990, IBASE joined institutions in other countries with similar objectives to create the Association for Progressive Communications (APC). AlterNex makes available, in collaboration with other APC systems, more than 900 international electronic conferences on hundreds of themes, open to all AlterNex users, in which some of the most important international organizations participate. These conferences are a large repository of information and are updated, in some cases, almost every minute. It is mainly through this exclusive conferencing system that APC is today the main permanent international space for information exchange and debate among NGOs.

The most significant undertaking of IBASE to contribute towards effectively confronting the challenge of poverty and hunger in Brazil has been its leading participation in the launching of the Citizen’s Action Against Misery and for Life, involving the formation of thousands of local voluntary campaign committees, in which all sectors of society participate in a creative search for local solutions to the problems of hunger, poverty, unemployment, and social injustice.

Choosing the Recipients

As a result of public announcement, the Namur Award Committee received five nominations. The Committee, whose members were chosen from and by WG9.2, studied the list and recommended a single candidate to WG9.2, which granted the Namur Award to Mr. Carlos- Alberto Afonso, the IBASE Director, as the representative of the community of people and the group of persons forming AlterNex. The WG9.2 choice was spelled out as follows in its public report:

Since 1989, AlterNex, IBASE, and Afonso have been a beacon to networking efforts in other developing countries, and an inspiration to all. They have maintained an unrelenting commitment to social justice, sustainable social and economic development, and the principle of participatory democracy. Across Latin America, around the world, within the NGO networking movement, and in all efforts to build up sustained capacity at the grass roots level, the advice and competence of the AlterNex community is widely sought and respected.…