Problems Concerning the IFIP Role in Information Technology in Developing Countries

[We reprint the following excerpts from the speech of Dr. Mayuri Odedra-Straub (KEN), former vice-chair of the IFIP Working Group on Social Implications of Computers in Developing Countries (WG9.4), delivered at its January conference in Cairo. She raised several significant issues of concern to IFIP. — Editor]

O^{ne of the most crucial and prob-}

lematic issue we are facing in organising conferences within WG9.4 is funding — both to organise the conferences and, more significantly, to sponsor the attendance of people from developing countries (DCs). This has been a serious problem ever since we started organising such events 5 years ago, and there have been few signs of improvement over the years. I find it a shame that authors from DCs whose papers have been accepted for presentation are often unable to attend such events because of lack of funds. Their institutes or organisations often don’t have the money to sponsor such trips abroad. The same can be said about the organisers of such events. … Even if registration fees are waived, not many would have been able to attend without support towards their air tickets. Some have argued that one cannot provide everything to speakers from DCs. This may be true for some cases but for majority of the African academics, for instance, whose salaries aren’t even sufficient to provide a reasonable standard of living for them and their families, I feel it is asking too much for them “to foot part of their own bill.” …

Involving DC Participants

My main worry is that events such as WG9.4 conferences will turn into yearly events where groups of people from the industrialised countries come together for a few days to be with people with whom they share a common interest — IT (information technology) in DCs — and to have some fun. There would be nothing wrong with this under different circumstances, but in this case I feel it would be more appropriate to involve more people from countries that we are trying to discuss. Maybe it is unwise for many of us who are not in daily contact with the situation in DCs to sit here and discuss the “future” of IT in these countries and dictate or direct what should be done and how it should be done.

Future events should be organised only if sufficient funds are available in advance, with some kind of a written agreement from sponsors. This would make it possible to sponsor authors from other DCs to attend the conferences. Otherwise, I feel there is an urgent need to reassess the benefits of these conferences, and see if there are other, more appropriate, ways of getting groups of people together to discuss issues related to IT for development. (Some of us had thought that this could be done on the WG9.4 electronic-mail discussion list, the bulletin board, but we were proved wrong. There are hardly any worthwhile discussions taking place on that bulletin board. I have failed to figure out why this is the case. I don’t feel that the cost of phone bills is a major problem, as it is made out to be, because a large number of members connected to the bulletin board are from the industrialised countries.)

Small, Regional Conferences

One option would be to organise more small, regional conferences, to overcome the problem of funds to support travel as well as other problems associated with organising big events. There is interest from several DCs to host future WG9.4 conferences, but none have the funds to organise such an event. Maybe they should be encouraged to hold their own regional conferences, for 30–40 people from the neighbouring countries. As far as international conferences are concerned, I feel we should have only one conference every 2–3 years.

Concerning the quality of work presented at the conferences, I certainly feel that we have made some progress — although there is still scope for improvement — since the first conference held in India more than 5 years ago. … I feel that future conferences should be more focused on a particular theme. This may help attract people whose interests are more focused, yet beyond the topic of IT in DCs in general. …

Another related issue is the low quality of papers from authors in DCs, which is largely very disappointing (though improving). I do not wish to mention all the reasons here, but would like to say that one of the major problems is access to reference material in many DCs. Somehow, all the papers, books, reports, etc. we write about DCs do not appear to be filtering back to these countries. It is not uncommon to find authors referring to outdated material in their papers. I feel that we, as a group, should try to address this issue and look for ways in which we can help out. Even the proceedings of our previous conferences are not easily available in many countries. The widespread distribution of the WG9.4 Newsletter has helped the situation slightly, but we need to look for other ways to disperse the literature. A suggestion made last year in Cuba was to set up a database containing all the literature, which could be accessed by whoever was interested in issues related to IT in DCs. The problem is that such databases are inaccessible to a majority of the people in DCs — even those having e-mail access — because of high costs involved in transmitting all those bytes over long distances. I hope that part of this problem will be solved by the relaunch of the Journal I.T. for Development, which I am very happy to announce will appear in the spring of 1995. [The first issue appeared in March — Ed.]

I feel that WG9.4 has a serious problem as far as collaboration, communication, and cooperation are concerned, and these need to be urgently addressed. There are just a handful of people — out of the 200 or so members — whom one can call “active.” I find this unacceptable, probably calling for a re-assessment of WG9.4, i.e., its aims and scope. WG9.4 should play a more active role in the application of IT in DCs, in the distribution of literature, and in joint research projects. Yet, we can take pride in the WG9.4 Newsletter, the size of our membership, and our “successful” conferences.

IFIP COUNCIL

Executive Board A. Rolstadås President N 92–95 K. Bauknecht Pres.-Elect CH 94–95 H.L. Funk Vice-Pres. USA 94–97 A.W. Goldsworthy Vice-Pres. AUS 92–95 W. Brauer Vice-Pres. D 94–95 G.J. Morris Secretary GB 93–96 A. Melbye Treasurer DK 93–96

Trustees M. Ozeki J 93–96 M. Tienari SF 92–95 D. Dolan IRL 94–97 G.R. Fairall ZW 94–97 D. Khakhar S 93–96 W. Grafendorfer A 93–95 P. Glenn CDN 94–97 M. Gottlieb IL 94–95