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Communications Strengthening
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Submitted October 2002

Time Period: 1 January, 2003 - 31 December, 2003

“The big players of globalisation, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, have never been so much on the defensive before. Not only have they had to cut their week-long annual meeting in Washington next month to a hasty two days in an effort to lessen the street protests. They also face a growing cyber-jungle of critical websites run by a global network of non-governmental organisations and fair-trade activists.”

Editorial
The Guardian, 22 August 2001
“If we want to use the net to help advance our struggles for social justice or global equality, then we've got to learn how to use it in ways that enhances our communication efforts, rather than to non-thinkingly just use it to force a growing amount of information through "pipes" (i.e., individuals' interests, abilities, time, willingness to respond with concrete activity) that can only grow so wide. We must tailor our communications to our audiences.” 

Kim Scipes
Communications Practices For Progressives
E-mail announcement, March 2001

“International non-government organisations (INGOs) are increasingly regarded as important in their capacity to influence global policy on development issues such as poverty alleviation, sustainable development, and human rights. This has been possible through simultaneous attachment to local places and cultures on the one hand, and critical engagement with global institutions on the other. With recent advances in information and communication technologies, an increasingly connected INGO community is finding considerable scope for networking and information sharing at multiple levels. However, despite the strategic advantage of INGOs, their contribution to date remains limited more to small-scale success stories than to affecting development directions more broadly. INGOs will have to strengthen institutional structures and learning skills to achieve a greater developmental impact.” 

Shirin Madon
International NGOs: Networking, Information Flows and Learning
Institute for Development Policy and Management, 2000 

“Networks are an organisational form with extraordinary capacities for innovation, managing risk, building trust, facilitating joint action and gathering information in a manner that flows around and between geographical, legal and institutional barriers. When networks include the active participation of decision makers they have the potential to influence policy. The norms, values and aspirations of networks can have a significant impact on the climate of elite opinion and the culture of public debate. The world is still a long way from global governance; however in the absence of global institutions, networks are filling much of the void”
Diane Stone
Banking on Knowledge
Routledge, 2000

1. INTRODUCTION

Summary

A one year project to: 

· Promote and pilot, with other organisations, distributed information sharing tools between organisations concerned about the World Bank, IMF and regional development banks;

· Improve communications between IFI-watchers and the many other stakeholders interested in this issue;

· Build a proposal for the broader development and implementation of a more sophisticated long-term information network among IFI-watchers;

· Co-organise a further meeting to discuss general IFI strategy including ongoing communications. 

Context

International Financial Institutions (IFIs) play powerful roles in determining policies and funding projects across the South. Decisions taken by the Boards, management and staff of the World Bank, the IMF and regional development banks in Washington, London, Abijan or Manila affect the rights and livelihoods of millions of people. 

Many non-governmental organisations have monitored and conducted advocacy on the IFIs for the last decade. A few operate as specialised service organisations for the broader network, others have a more specific campaign or country focus. In the last five years, the number of civil society organisations coming into direct contact with the IFIs has increased dramatically as they implement ‘participation’, ‘partnership’ and public relations outreach activities. The IFIs have moved more staff to the field, released a deluge of documents and employed scores of civil society liaison staff. As the IFIs have broadened their mandates to take on roles in trade, governance, human rights, environmental funding, training, etc, the need for specialist IFI-watchers to work more closely with specialists in these fields has also posed new challenges for information flows and strategic planning. 

At the same time the world has experienced an information and communications explosion. NGOs have taken advantage of this to keep in touch with each other and with external audiences and conduct direct advocacy (i.e. through sign-on letters). However the proliferation of e-mail lists, newsletters and websites has led to twin problems of information overload and information vacuums – some people feel bombarded with duplicate material while others do not know where to find what they need. 

The legitimacy of Northern NGOs is also increasingly questioned. Some argue that the role of Northern NGOs ought to be limited to advocacy support in their political context, plus provision of accurate information and intelligence about what the IFIs and other IFI-watchers are doing. It is not appropriate to dominate analytical, advocacy or communications roles. 

NGOs which consistently urge official institutions to be more transparent and receptive to Southern voices can expect to be challenged on their own practices. This questioning will almost certainly extend to organisations’ openness to allowing other voices to be featured in their publications and websites. At present few Northern NGOs do more than selectively feature certain Southern information and links. There is little joint planning or equitable collaboration.  

The reach of World Bank communications

The World Bank is the pre-eminent development organisation and the most sophisticated at using communications technology. Its main website attracts 5.5 million page views per month and provides the download of an annual equivalent of 1.3 million 200 page books. It is read by a very wide range of people and covers a vast range of subjects - from Bank projects and country strategies to trade in services to environmental economics. Much of the information on the Bank’s site is also disseminated on the Bank’s 65 e-mail lists. 

The Bank has also spun off splinter ‘independent’ sites, either based on specific initiatives such as the Extractive Industries Review or on a sustained basis, such as the Development Gateway or a privatisation advice site. The Bank is able to pull in a number of external partners on these and give the impression of neutrality.

A leaked World Bank External Relations strategy document from 2001 promised further significant investment in the web and said the Bank would become “more active on the websites of its critics”. Yet most NGOs have continued to develop their websites and e-mail lists gradually and on an individual basis and have failed to keep up with the Bank. Many managers in NGOs have had little time to consider new electronic communications approaches and have little knowledge of current strategic or technical possibilities. 

2. BRETTON WOODS PROJECT CREDENTIALS

The Bretton Woods Project is very well-known in its field as a networking organisation. It has strong contacts with academics, activists, journalists, officials and many NGOs.  It has a reputation as balanced and discreet with information, as well as abreast of the analytical and political issues. 

The Project was initiated in 1995 by a network of 25 UK-based NGOs to facilitate and enhance their work on the World Bank and IMF. Working with this wide range of groups, as well as with many overseas has led the Project to appreciate the difficulties of discovering, filtering, analysing and circulating the most relevant and up-to-date information for the needs of the groups. The Bretton Woods Update – published by the Project every two months, has become known as a digest of a wide range of views and activities on the institutions and is highly regarded by many activists, officials, academics and journalists. 

The Project’s website has been constructed to feature multiple offsite links, plus quotes, stories and documents from other organisations. The Project’s web designer has proved sensitive to the needs of poorly connected groups. The site now receives between 140,000 and 180,000 hits each month.

Following its work to encourage others to challenge the Development Gateway World Bank internet scheme, the Project has also developed many contacts among leading civil society internet organisations, based in the South (such as TANGO, SANGONET, RITS, APC, Debtchannel and Asianwomenonline).

This current proposal is based on a Communications Strategy consultancy commissioned in 2001. This was designed to examine possible collaborative efforts and included meetings with a number of leading civil society organisations that monitor the Bank, These ranged from DC-based groups, European groups, the Southern-led NGO World Bank Working Group and Southern-edited websites such as Debtchannel.org. This and other relevant BWP work is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: relevant Bretton Woods Project discussions and reports

	Year
	Activity
	Key lessons

	1999-2000
	Elaboration of prototype realworldbank.org portal site
	Discussions with London-based web designers and activists about the possibilities for a counter World Bank website with links to critical information. A dummy site was built and discussed but it was realised that a centralised portal would pose major governance problems and be unsustainable with too much material to keep track of.

	2000
	Ran 6 week e-conference on WB’s draft Poverty WDR
	Illustrated how easy it is to recruit a wide range of people (1500 from 82 countries) to discuss World Bank outputs. The possibilities and problems of e-conferencing software, including the power of having an open public record of the deliberations on the draft report (partly led to the high-profile resignation of Ravi Kanbur).

	2000-2001
	Coordinated campaign against WB Development Gateway
	Contested World Bank plans to extend its ‘knowledge operations’ to include civil society. Many Bank-watching NGOs appeared complacent about this aspect of the Bank’s power, but bringing political analysis of the Bank’s role together with analysis of internet strategies yields powerful possibilities. 

	2000 
	Review of BWP’s Information and Communication Technology
	Hired a consultant to review use of ICT. Suggestions included the need to tailor information provision by more intelligent tagging of contacts’ interests and types and making the website more topic-driven. Also to record the exchanges with different network members by using Goldmine, an e-mail and organising tool developed for commercial sales teams.

	2001
	Initiation of consultancy: “Communications Strategies for IFI-watchers: new tools for networking and collaboration”
	Seminars with a range of NGOs yielded insights into current approaches to and understanding of network communications. Combined with insights from relevant organisations about what has worked technically and politically in other networks/contexts the incremental and more ambitious possibilities were elaborated

For report see: www.brettonwoodsproject.org/strategy/

	2001
	Meeting of key international IFI-watching network hubs
	Meeting brought together hubs organisations working at the national and international level on IFI issues. Brought together groups working on World Bank projects, PRSPs/adjustment, IFI governance and trade. Built relationships and began to tackle tricky issues of strategy and working in a less instrumental and reactive way. Scale of meeting (24 people) and separation from major summits enabled a rare style and quality of discussion. Strong endorsement of more coordinated electronic info-sharing ideas.

	2002
	Circulation and discussion of ‘New tools’ consultancy lessons and suggestions
	Initial discussions with colleagues about what they see as priorities to implement and how willing they would be to participate. Two meetings held in Washington DC and virtual feedback gained from others. 20 people have signed up for an electronic discussion board for detailed planning  www.dgroups.org/groups/IFIwn/
Creation of prototype IFI watchers’ calendar. This is ongoing, editable by multiple organizations and searchable by date, institution, location and topic. See appendix 2 to this proposal or www.ifiwatchnet.org


More details on any of the above activities available on request. 

3. PROPOSAL AIMS

Primary benefits

The Project believes that it can work with other organisations to stimulate a significant increase in the coordination of information/knowledge management in this field. This would help NGOs and advocates themselves but also ensure that the more general audiences interested in the IFIs have access to a more balanced spread of independent information about them. With different ways of thinking about electronic communication, IFI watchers will be able to both better amplify each others’ voices and make it easier for Southern groups with very limited time/connectivity to post or obtain information on the internet. 

The effective circulation of information represents a powerful tool in itself (the sunshine effect) and distribution of more independent information about what the IFIs are doing will enable more people to understand these institutions better and develop strategies to change their behaviour. It will also enable the circulation of a richer amount of diverse commentary on IFI activities and help foster dynamic alliance-building around common themes. In countering the centralized, hierarchical IFIs it is important that civil society groups not only open space for different voices but also leave this space open, not crowd into it themselves.

Improved information categorisation will overcome the barriers created by many people coming at the issues by country or issue interest rather than institution.  People will be better able to find the independent/critical information they want even if it is produced by multiple sources. 

Secondary benefits 

As well as the above, this initiative is expected to provide the following benefits:

· Reduce some duplication by different NGOs (press-watching, upcoming events, mailing out, electronic and physical filing/finding, FAQs, glossaries etc);

· Increase access to independent materials by students, journalists, decision-makers, parliamentarians etc;

· Improve collective institutional memory, thus facilitating smoother staff transition in NGOs and other IFI-watching organisations (including media organisations and bilateral aid agencies);

· Increase NGO/researcher interaction;

· Encourage the Bank and Fund to feature more correspondence, offsite links etc. on their sites;

· Encourage organizations to move away from planning and disseminating outputs by organizational ‘brand’ and move towards shared planning and publicity among a community of peers;

· Give ELDIS, Oneworld and other web ‘aggregators’ being run by non-specialist editors easier access to material on these complex issues and institutions;

· Learn lessons for the many ‘service’/network hub organisations in other policy areas.

4. DELIVERABLES

a. Joint initiatives/network enhancement

Physical

· Co-organise meeting of IFI-watching hub organisations as follow-up to the December 2001 meeting in Uetliberg, Switzerland. This was successful because it brought together a mixture of people approaching the institutions from different angles, was de-linked from any official meeting, had a manageable number of people (24) and careful joint preparation. It yielded a useful discussion of strategic challenges and specific opportunities as well as of communications possibilities. Logistics, agenda, facilitation, reporting and follow-up to be organised in collaboration with colleagues in other groups. It is most likely to be held in the South; initial offers have come from the Tanzania Gender Networking Programme and Third World Network, Malaysia. Co-organisation is likely to take place with the host organisation, the Campagna per la Riform della Banca Mondiale, Italy and the Bank Information Center, USA.

Virtual

· Calendar of events and advocacy opportunities with joint contributions and ability to view on multiple sites (listable by country, issue and target institution as well as date so only relevant entries need appear on member sites). Use for virtual pre-planning for World Bank/IMF AGM 2003 in Dubai.

· Advocacy platform with archived inputs and responses of both letter/e-mail and physical advocacy. Address one issue as a demonstration, for example a common campaign to open up the selection process for the next World Bank President.

· News and document information pooling enable IFI-watching organisations to update parts of their sites in ways which simultaneously adds their material to a shared database. This shared information, or selections, can then be featured on all the sites of collaborating groups, enriching the entire community of IFI-watching websites, including  those organisations which have little capacity to do regular web updating. Content can also be contributed by organisations with web access but no website of their own (ie Women’s Eyes on the World Bank).

· Webring linking participating organisations/sites in a visible way by using a common icon which acts as a link to a common site. This site will serve as the host for calendar, advocacy platform, search engine, email subscription service and other information about the collaborative communications approach.

· Purchase or build tailored search services. This would enable visitors to IFI-watching websites to search the whole network of IFI-watch sites, whilst screening out the media or official sites which tend to dominate overall web searches. 

· Maintain virtual discussion group as a forum for exchanging information on communications initiatives.  Will act as a precursor to e-conferences for more strategic discussions on specific issues.

· Improved statistics on who is obtaining what information from which IFI-watching websites. This information will incorporate click-through statistics, revealing how visitors move from one site to another. Over time this will demonstrate the leveraging/networking effects of organisations planning together in a much more sophisticated way than placing a static set of general links in one site section. 

· Leaked document web posting and alerting facilities – use ultra secure websites or ‘peer to peer’ technology which allows anonymised transmission. Also consider the use of such systems to share sensitive political intelligence/meetings notes more widely, especially to groups in the South. 

b. Accessibility for poorly connected groups

Recognising that the internet can tend to serve organisations based in the North, in cities, in offices etc., this work will ensure that it is conscious of the needs of people and groups with poor connectivity. 

· Make content friendly for web to e-mail facilities, for those with easier access to e-mail than the web. 

· Make it easier to issue CD-Roms with indexed document sets 

· Issue print newsletters with document listings

· Enable tailored subscriptions to various types of e-mail notification services (ie by issue, country, region, not just by target institution or producing NGO)

· Make it easy for groups with just an internet connection to get their material online without setting up a site. If they do have a site, enable them to feature a range of IFI content from the common pool. 

c. Elaboration of a multi-year joint collaborative communications strategy

During the grant period the Bretton Woods Project and other participating organisations would get a better sense of how far it is possible to move with how many different organisations at what speed. By gauging the interest of different groups in testing new approaches and discovering more details about their actual cost and time implications it will be possible to see how much can be achieved using existing staff and budgets (in different groups) and how much would need additional financing. Starting with the World Bank, IMF and selected regional development banks, this initiative will consider ways to link and cross-fertilise with similar initiatives on other institutions such as the WTO.

This forward-looking part of the project would also raise other further-reaching possibilities which cannot be implemented during this pilot. These include:

· Providing feeds of categorised headlines and links for other site editors to feature.

· Making it possible to hold e-conferences that are archived within the webring. Also confidential virtual strategy discussions using encoding software;

· Develop a joint e-advocacy platform (using e-mail or fax) which records messages sent and responses received; 

· Electronic yellow pages of contact details of community activists, NGOs, academics, officials, etc;

· Cyber-marketing tied to particular events or campaigns. One way is to purchase domain names (ie worldbankenvironment.org, worldbankpresident.org) and  automatically upload relevant information from the common database; 

· Translating material to and from different key languages, perhaps using virtual volunteers;

· Archiving video and pictorial content for use by any affiliated organisation (possibly in collaboration with a specialist organisations such as Oneworld TV); 

· Annual book on the most important IFI-related debates.  Serving as an archive, this would reach out to an academic audience whose libraries are stacked with IFI literature but very little critique; and provide a paper-based resource to those with limited internet capacity. A major publisher has approached the Project to pursue this possibility.

5. POSSIBLE RISKS AND RESPONSES 

a. Overall scope too broad and distracting for a small advocacy-oriented organisation.

The scope is challenging in terms of the number of institutions and issues to cover, the civil society organisations to partner and the languages and styles to use, but this is the nature of current work on the IFIs. The plan is to start with the World Bank, IMF and other MDBs. It will be impossible to directly involve all civil society organisations monitoring the IFIs at the local level but should be possible to work with national and international network hubs, many of which themselves gather community-level information.  

b) This initiative may tread on others’ toes/duplicate what others are planning. 

The Bretton Woods Project has been considering this kind of initiative for nearly three years and has contacted or been put in contact with many other people to ask them what are their plans (i.e., EURODAD, GASPP, WBPI, Attac, Oneworld, FOCUS, BIC, IATP). None have said that they plan anything of this sort and all have been very encouraging. 

c) It will be hard to establish proper governance and management of a dispersed initiative.

It will clearly not be possible entirely to order critical information flows on the IFIs, but it is clearly desirable to try to increase collaborative planning. The work will move forward on an opt-in, learning-by-doing basis and BWP has excellent contacts and trust with many of the key organisations in this field. The distributed input/distributed output approach chosen will avoid the need for cumbersome editorial panels. 

d) It will be hard to persuade other organisations to change existing practices and get involved in thinking about and establishing a collaboration

Over the last 2 years many diverse groups have shown a great deal of interest, have invited the Bretton Woods Project to talk at their meetings, have attended meetings we have called, and 28 organisations have opted to join an e-discussion list (appendix 1). Use of colour-coding and other visual separation devices can clearly separate community site content from organisational site content on the sites of members who want this.

e) It will be impossible or too time-consuming to agree on how to divide information on common topics and categories

If total common agreement cannot be reached it should at least be possible to increase the harmonisation of categories and to map categories with different names onto at least one of the common categories. Individual organisations will still be able to feature information using the wording they feel is most appropriate for their readers. 

f) The technology is not proven, especially internationally across different servers

The technology is innovative and may face teething problems. However APC has a strong track record in implementing civil society web projects and will want to make strenuous efforts to make this a success. Other companies will also be approached during the initiative to see if other software options are available.

g) Will enable the already information-rich to become information-richer, leaving behind people on the wrong side of the digital divide. 

Many organisations with minimal access to the web have been encouraging about this project. They, or colleagues in other organisations, recognise the value of the web for work tracking and trying to change powerful global institutions and would like to make it easier to find good critical information when they do go online and to get their material out onto a solid network of IFI-watching sites even if they have no or minimal web presence as an organisation. The Association of Progressive Communications (APC) has a long track record of developing and implementing technology suitable for small civil society groups. 

6. TESTABLE PROPOSITIONS/INDEPENDENT ANALYSIS

Recognising the complexity of the issues raised, the Project plans to recruit an outside observer to track the process. The person would be recruited from either a relevant academic centre or a consultancy with experience of this sector and issue. They would produce analysis of what takes place and what changes. By charting what changes over the course of the pilot initiative and what is perceived as working and what not, this analysis would help guide the decision on whether and how to continue with a broader multi-year communications strengthening plan. They would also be able to write about it in a way that yields lessons for information sharing in other sectors. 

The research approach and methodology would need to be discussed in detail with network participants and the researcher. But possible indicators to monitor include: 

· Information accessibility;

· Ability to target relevant information to appropriate audiences—visibility;

· Quantity, quality and origin of analysis on relevant debates;

· Level of awareness of the activities of other network members;

· Changes in decision-making processes (agenda setting, resource allocation, etc.)

Potential methods of analysis include: 

· Examine existing web logs and websites and changes over the pilot project period;

· Discuss difficulties and positive outcomes with network members and relevant other stakeholders using a written survey and selected in-depth interviews (by phone and in person);

· Attend IFI-network strategy meeting;

· Compare with other initiatives in related fields, ie Labourstart and ECA-watch;

· Circulate draft for comments and produce final draft on basis of comments.

APPENDIX 1: Involved and interested groups
An indication of the current confirmed interest in this project is given by the following list of groups which have subscribed to our D-group list for detailed planning. These are:

50 Years is Enough (US)

Agir içi (France)

Bank Information Center (US)

Berne Declaration (Switzerland)

Campagna per la Riform della Banca Mondiale (Italy)

Center of Concern (US)

CEE Bankwatch (offices in Hungary and the Czech Republic)

Citizens’ Network on Essential Services (US)

Environmental Defense (US)

European Network on Debt and Development (Belgium, with affiliates throughout Europe)

Focus on the Global South (Thailand)

Forest Peoples Programme (UK)

Friends of the Earth (International)

Global Campaign for Education (UK)

Halifax Initiative (Canada)

Heinrich Boell Foundation (Germany)

Institute for Policy Studies (US)

Interhemispheric Resource Centre (US)

International Rivers Network (US)

Jubilee USA (US)

Jubilee Research (UK)

LOKOJ (Bangladesh)

NGO Forum on the ADB (Philippines)

Oxfam International 

Pacific Environment (US)

Results (US)

Sungi Development Foundation (Pakistan)

Third World Network (offices in Ghana, Malaysia, Switzerland, Uruguay)

Urgewald (Germany)

Women’s Eyes on the Multilaterals (Mexico)

World Economy Ecology & Development (Germany)

Other organizations for probable collaboration (initial talks have occurred with many):

Akatiga (Indonesia)

AFRODAD (Zimbabwe)

CODESRIA (Senegal)

Carribean Policy Development Centre (Barbados)

Down to Earth (Indonesia)

INFID (Indonesia)

Inter-Africa Group (Ethiopia)

ISODEC (Ghana)

Lokayan (India)

Malawi Economic Justice Network (Malawi)

PRAYAS (India)

Rede Brasil (Brazil)

South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers and People (India)

Sangonet (South Africa)

Tebtebba Foundation (Philippines)

TERRA (Thailand)

Ugandan Debt Network (Uganda)

APPENDIX 2: Prototype joint IFI-watch calendar
This is the initial draft of the calendar of IFI-related events. 

It is displayed here showing a search for meetings or advocacy opportunities relating to the World Bank Group and the private sector that are taking place in the USA. These events are sponsored by different people and can be entered and edited by them directly. These details will also be able to be automatically displayed on different websites either in full or just with the relevant details for that organisation/client base – see the example below. 
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