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The purpose of thisarticle is to prompt some questioning of current "e-devel opment”
priorities. We have too readily assumed the Millennium Development God's must be
the priority for gpplication of ICTs. Yet the MDGs themsalves can be chdlenged, as
can the rlevance of gpplying ICTsto those gods. Thisarticle will argue that we
ought at least to be considering some different priorities if we want to make most
effective use of the opportunities that new technology affords.

Questioning the Millennium Development Goals

The Millennium Deve opment Goals are an atempt to directly address fundamentd
injugtices and inequities that currently blight our planet. Like Mother Theresathey
are on the sde of the angdls, and we should follow their lead without question.

Right? Wrong: their heart may be in the right place but development should be
guided more by the head than by the heart, and we certainly have the right to question
these Godls.

We can firdly question them from a paliticd angle. The MDGs arguably arose asa
counter-blast to the perceived failure of the "neo-liberal” agenda— the one favouring
markets, the private sector, and globalisation — to deliver for the world's poor. Yet the
new agendafdlsinto many of the same traps asthe old one.

Neo-liberdism was accused of being "hegemonic”: of imposing a one-sze-fits-dl

model that alowed no deviations from orthodoxy. But the new approach doesjust the
same, forcing policies through the MDG filter and hammering them hard until they

pass through. Where isthe flexibility? Where is the consderation that there might be
dternative, even better, paths to development?

Neo-liberalism was aso accused of being an invention of the North imposed on the
South by internationd agencies. st that true of the MDGs aswell? Developing
nations have been dragged from one Northern-inspired orthodoxy to the next: a Sate
agenda in the 1960s and 1970s, a private sector agenda in the 1980s and 1990s; and
now perhaps an NGO agendain the 2000s. Where is the breathing space and support
for countries to congtruct their own individua agendas?



We can secondly question the MDGs from a practica angle. Take ahistoricdl
perspective and point out which of therich, industridised nations got rich and
indudtridised by placing MDG-type gods &t the heart of their development Strategies.
Can you find them? | doubt it. My adopted home town — Manchester — was the
origind laboratory, the origind motor for the dramatic change that was the
indugtridisation process. It catalysed England's transformation from arelatively poor
agricultural economy to ardatively rich developed economy; much the same
transformation that so many developing countries today seek to achieve. Buit this
change was achieved not thanks to poverty-friendly policies but through an often
unpleasant and unruly dash for wedth. Of course, philanthropy and socid
development played their part, but as after-effects of the transformation, not its
driving forces.

So the development agendas emanating from the North are very much acase of "do as
| say" not "doas| do". Politicd economist Ha-Joon Chang cdlsthis"kicking avay
the ladder: denying for developing countries the very paths to development that
industrialised countries used. We've seen it sometimes with the environmental

agenda: Northern nations that were dirty-as-can-be while they got rich tdling the
South that it must take the green route. And with the neo-liberal agenda: the US and
Europe — exhorting the developing world to "rall back the state” and "leave it to the
market" — suffering collective amnesia about the centrd role played by government
intervention in their own development.

With these cases there is the strong whiff of congpiracy. That'slesslikely with the
MDG agenda though it's still aquestion worth asking: who benefits from promoting
thet agenda? Do dl the smilarities noted above mean that neo-liberdism is the wolf
dressed in MDG clothing? Whatever the case, we have a consgstent pattern: "wein
the North took the high road, but you in the South must now take the low road"”.

If this"ancient history" referring right back to the Victorian era does not please, then
well set aquiz from more modern times. Which developing country has lifted more
people out of poverty than any other (some 200 million in the fina two decades of the
20™ century)? The answer: China, a country's whose policies do not fit the MDG
mould.

Chinareminds us that development is nasty and that development hurts. The MDG
agendaistrying to soften the blow. The danger is, though, thet it will deliver no
punch at all.

ICTsand the MDGs

We can leave a question mark over the MDGs and move on to look at thelr effect on
ICT prioritiesin development. Twenty, even ten years ago, the ICTs and
development agenda was a broad church, covering most conceivable waysin which
the technology touched al aspects of socio-economic development. Today, the "e-
development” agenda has been pressed through the MDG filter, leaving many
elements behind.

We are |eft with an agenda that prioritises the use of ICTsin those domainsin which
they are often least able to be implemented, least able to succeed, least able to sustain



and, hence, least able to make a contribution to development. One can just envisage

the meetings in devel opment ingtitutions:

0 Boss "OK chaps, we need to apply ICTsin development. Where shal we put the
computers?

0 Underling no.1: "Wdl, dr, how about in some high-tech firmsin the city that
could use them to create jobs and improve exports?'

0 Boss "Youidiat, that's not what poverty dleviation and socid development are
al about. Get out of my sght.”

0 Underling no.2: "'l know, gr, how about putting them in asmadl village where
there's no eectricity, most people areilliterate, and everyoneisredly poor.”

0 Boss "Brilliant suggestion; here's $100,000; go and do it."

Strip away dl the hype about rurd telecentres and e-government for the masses and
telemedicine for remote regions and e-commerce for microenterprises and what
you've got — when you apply ICTs to the MDG agenda — are the rusting tractors for
the 21% century. Most of these projects never properly work, and for those that might
just get off the ground, go back two years later, and it'sal crumbled to dust. Yes,
there might be exceptions but they are just that — exceptions, occasiona minnows
svimming agang arip tide of falure.

Our evidence base on this does need strengthening but a recent survey suggests at
least one-third of such projects are total failures and one-hdf are partid falures,
leaving little room for success. We are often blinded from this redity by the blizzard
of e-development pilots, prototypes, plans and possibilities where "would" and
"could" replace "does' and "hes'.

A dassic exampleis Gyandoot; an initiative of computer kiosksin rurd India. In
2000, amid much fanfare, this won awards from the Stockholm Challenge and the
Computer Society of India. Later studies of Gyandoot in 2002 did not hit the
headlines, but they found kiosks abandoned or closed; absurdly low usage rates of
once every two-three days, and few signs of developmenta benefits.

What Futurefor ICTsand Development?

Despite the lack of exposure given to redities like Gyandoot, the message of ICT
failure has trickled back to some development organisations. The result has been a
backlash againgt e-development. Aswe know from gender, talk in these agencies of
"maingreaming” ICTs can be a code word for "ignoring".

Theidedists— and good luck to them — are continuing to chase the dream, and believe
thereis gold a the end of the ICT/MDG rainbow. For the cynicdl redlists, what isto
be done? Should wejoin the backlash? | think not.

It is understandable that 1CTs should be margindised in the MDG front-line Bill
Gates decigon to support Africa by pouring millionsinto medicd initiatives rather
than into ICTsis both symptomatic and appropriate. What isinappropriate isthe
more generd thregt that technology is marginaised in the development agencies. Itis
technology that generates the wedlth of enterprise which, in turn, paysfor dl socid
development. It istechnology that has delivered the productivity gains that enable



lives of materid comfort for many in the world that would have been unthinkable just
two centuries ago.

S0 ... let us question the MDGs, and let us question the role of ICTsin ddivery of
those godls, but let us not throw the baby out with the bathwater and abandon ICTs
atogether.

Instead, let us see where ICTs are having a positive development impact. To move

forward on this, we must divide out two parts of the |CT-and-devel opment

relationship:

o ICT consumption: the use of technology in gpplications like e-commerce and e-
governmert.

o ICT production: the creation of hardware, software and other components of the
ICT infrastructure.

Our evidence base is once again wesk but the straws in thewind al point in one
direction: the developmenta gains from investing in ICT production are greater than
for investment in ICT consumption. Put Smply, agencies and governments with, say,
$100,000 to spend would better useit to incubate new I T firms rather than to creste a
sarvice delivery Web ste. Put another way, if you do invest in that Web Site, look for
the bendfits in the firm that made the Web ste more than in the government
department that uses the Web site.

Supporting ICT production doesn't just mean helping large hardware and software
firmsin developing countries. It includes that but the ICT sector can be amuch
broader, much deeper development activity. It encompasses T consultants, IT
trainers, Web designers, Internet service providers, data services providers, etc. And
it runs from the top to the bottom of the economy. Indias Tata Consultancy Services
may be nudging the globa Top 10 in software but it Sts aongsde tens of thousands
of tiny backstreet database devel opers, PC assemblers and the like.

For an example of what can be achieved, take alook at that part of Keraas
Kudumbashree initiative that is inducting women from below- poverty-line families
into the ICT sector through hardware and services enterprises. These create real and
direct benefits for poor communities— jobs, incomes, skills, empowerment, gender
equalities—in away ICT consumption projects cannot. Y et this most val uable aspect
of ICT'srole in development falls under the radar of most development agencies.

Those agencies need to take a closer ook a what ICT production has to offer. They
as0 need to reconsder their ICT consumption priorities. Some suggestions, then, for
those il investing in ICT consumption projects:

0 Break the MDG hegemony: the MDGs may be necessary for development but they
are certainly not sufficient. We need a continuing emphasis on economic growth,
and this covers ICTstoo. To take just one example, the current MDG-inspired
prioritistion of ICT gpplications for smal- and micro-scale firms seems odd
given these are the enterprises that have the least impact economically in terms of
growth, incomes, efficiency and exports. At least equa weight should be given to
assding medium- and large-scde firms. They gill need help but they are far
better equipped to make sustainable use of ICTs, and are the main engines of
wesdlth crestion and competitiveness.



o0 The back office not the front office: ICT initiatives reaching out to citizens are
beloved by politicians and agencies because they grab media atention. They are
aso the onesthat fail. Far more effective are the back office gpplications that help
better planning, decison-making and management. They may not attract the
limdlight but they are more likely to sugtain and to have a mass-scale impact.
Here, the motto could also be "the data centre, not the telecentre”.

o Follow some cowpaths: sometimes agencies need to lead countries and
communitiesin new directions they would not go by themsdlves, but they don't
adways have to do this. With ICTsit often makes sense to take the organic
approach of following fashion, rather than the inorganic gpproach of trying to
creste your own fashion satement. The ICT fashion dready being followed in so
many devedoping communitiesis the cell phone, not the PC. So agencies should
be paying far more attention to the development potentia of maobile telephony.

Summing Up

The MDGs are not the devil's brew, ddiberately cooked up for the purposes of under-
development. But nor are they tablets of stone that "shalt not be questioned”. They
do run the risk of skewing the development agenda, and they aso run the risk of
marginaising ICTs. We must have the courage to chalenge the MDGs and to take a
broader look at ways in which ICTs can contribute to socio-economic devel opment.

If we do not, we may miss agenerationa opportunity to properly harness new
technology for the good of al.
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