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Introduction

Since 1996 the World Bank has been parading its credentials as a ‘Knowledge Bank’. This is partly a marketing and rebranding exercise, emphasizing the Bank’s long-standing importance as a source of data and analysis on development issues. But the Bank has also made major new investments in people and technology, aiming to improve both internal and external knowledge management. Internally it has created a set of thematic groups, databases, helpdesks and an intranet. Externally it has expanded its roles in producing reports, conducting training and running conferences, and has additionally established a significant web presence.  
At first the Bank concentrated on building its own website. More recently, however, it has spun off a series of other web initiatives, such as the Global Development Network, the Rapid Response privatization site, and the Development Gateway. This paper assesses the latter, in the context of the Bank’s overall approach to knowledge and of other web initiatives in the development field. 

I argue that the Gateway – like most previous Bank knowledge outputs – maintains that it is a neutral vehicle for presenting research and analysis, but that it is in fact conceived, designed and operated in a way that systematically excludes certain voices and perspectives. Thus many civil society organizations have decided not to cooperate with the Gateway and instead to continue to build a plurality of spaces to post, share and aggregate information, including critical perspectives on the Bank’s knowledge agenda. 

What is the Knowledge Bank?

The Bank’s website states: “the World Bank Group embarked on a new vision in 1996—to become a Knowledge Bank that spurs the knowledge revolution in developing countries and acts as a global catalyst for creating, sharing, and applying the cutting-edge knowledge necessary for poverty reduction and economic development. We have restructured ourselves and invested in knowledge networks, communities of practice, and information technology within the organization to enable better internal and external knowledge sharing. We have launched several new global knowledge initiatives.”

At first glance it appears excellent that the Bank is taking more account of research in its work and is more actively disseminating information. After all the criticisms levelled at the Bank have included the fact that it makes non-transparent decisions based on political pressure from G7 governments rather than an analysis of ground-level realities. In practice, however, there are a series of problems with what information the Bank categorises as ‘knowledge’ and what analysis and data it chooses to disseminate in what form.
 

The Bank’s research is extremely widely disseminated and extremely respected among key policymakers. In 1999 the Bank commissioned a survey of 271 high-level policymakers in 36 developing and transition countries (mainly senior civil servants). Among the survey’s findings were that:
·  84 percent of respondents use Bank analytical reports; 

·  respondents rated the Bank their most important information source out of a list of 17 domestic and international organizations; 

·  the majority of respondents considered the Bank’s work “technically sound, relevant and objective”.

Many other reports reveal a deep unease about the Bank’s knowledge outputs. They point in particular to the institutional politics and narrow disciplinary footing which influence Bank research. The governments represented on the Bank’s Board can help direct the Bank’s research agenda in many ways. For key outputs such as World Development Reports and Policy Research Reports they have to formally give their clearance to draft text – giving the opportunity to request toning down sensitive aspects. This political pressure has resulted in the recent resignations of Joe Stiglitz and of Ravi Kanbur from senior Bank research positions.
 A number of commentators have also commented on the dominance of neo-classical economists trained at a small number of American and British universities.
 Willi Wapenhans – a former World Bank Vice-President – commented that the Bank’s isolation from the wider research community “creates the perception that the Bank’s research is exclusive, self-serving, and of insufficient objectivity … [and directed by] the need to substantiate politically inspired shifts in direction”.
 

Brendan Martin, an analyst who works with trade unions, the ILO and others, memorably expressed this concern, dubbing Bank research reports “heavily leveraged interventions in the policy market”.
 Civil society groups asked to participate in Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper exercises have asked what is the point of attending consultation meetings to propose different development paths when the Bank is pumping out reports from Washington which appear to pre-judge, on the basis of desk-based regression exercises, what are ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ policies.
 

The Knowledge Bank moves on-line

The internet and other ICT developments have presented opportunities and challenges for the Bank. They make it easier to disseminate research reports, project documents and promotional materials to a wide audience. Staff knowledge can in theory be stored in databases and be accessed by others inside and outside the Bank. Electronic conferences and newsletters (of which there are now 81, with over 60,000 subscribers) can enhance the Bank’s communications with a range of actors without the need for Bank staff to travel. Its main website (www.worldbank.org) now attracts 5.5 million page views per month and provides the download of an annual equivalent of 1.3 million 200 page books.
 It covers a vast range of subjects - from trade in services to indigenous knowledge. 
Whilst its scope and volume are impressive, the Bank’s site is hampered by very mixed styles and designs, complex navigation and a lack of links to other sites. Indeed the web appears to represent a threat as well as an opportunity for the Bank. Few organisations could compete with the Bank’s ability to print and disseminate World Development Reports (up to 150,000 copies, many disseminated free). Now the net makes it possible for even small organisations to get their messages out, including ones which are anti-Bank or heretical in the eyes of Bank research staff.

If at first you don’t succeed …

The Bank’s President, James Wolfensohn, initiated discussions about the Development Gateway project in autumn 1999, soon after receiving a memo from an intern who complained that the Bank’s website was badly planned.
 The Bank’s intranet internal knowledge management system had also just been criticized in a Bank-commissioned assessment for containing “fragmented, mixed quality and out of date materials”. It concluded that Bank staff members are likely to “become increasingly unwilling to contribute knowledge to a ‘black hole’”.

Rather than be daunted by the difficulties in managing the knowledge of Bank staff (who are well-educated and -resourced and subject to a single training and management system) and improving the Bank’s existing website, Wolfensohn decided to bite off an even grander challenge: organizing knowledge for everyone involved in development. This initiative - the Development Gateway – is important both because it is probably the largest current knowledge for development initiative and because of the lessons it affords on how not to plan a knowledge management exercise. He proposed "the premier web entry point on poverty and sustainable development", a portal which would bring together statistics, transactions and policy analysis in a way that draws from and is helpful to all development actors – from multilateral banks to community groups. 

The Gateway – naïve, impossible and dangerous?

The Gateway claims to be a neutral internet portal where you can find a range of statistics and services, plus a web guide to the views of all stakeholders in development. Some sections of the Gateway – particularly the database of development projects – appear to fit neatly into the Bank’s remit, including its recent efforts at donor coordination. Other sections, particularly the effort to cover development topics from all perspectives – from the Adam Smith Institute to the Zapatistas - have been condemned as naïve, impossible, dangerous and destined to crowd out other actors. 

The naiveté charge results in part from Bank statements such as that the Gateway aims to “solve development problems by sharing high-quality information from local and national sources, tailored to users’ needs by topic and community”.
 Wai-Leng Wong, who works for asianwomenonline.com commented: “We are not overly optimistic that the Gateway will solve many of the world's problems and injustices, and alleviate poverty.  The creation of this new portal ​- where does it specify that the poor can and will gain access to it - must therefore be viewed in the larger context of the development debate”.
 

The impossible charge is based on the Gateway’s over-ambition. It aims to feature "the most comprehensive information available on a topic, presented clearly, logically and conveniently".
 This attempt to organize and rationalize development knowledge on the web appears to me to echo the Walrus and the Carpenter’s fictional discussion in Alice Through the Looking Glass of whether a beach could be swept clear of its sand. I fear that ‘if seven Banks with seven portals indexed for half a decade, I doubt they’d get it clear.’

And the argument that the Gateway is dangerous is based on fears that it will provide unfair, heavily-subsidised competition to other web initiatives. There already exists one or more portals on most of the countries and topics the Bank is working on for its Gateway. Michael Gurstein, Visiting Professor at the School of Management, New Jersey Institute of Technology commented “there is, as many have observed, the very real danger (likelihood) of this having the result of crowding out/unfairly competing/defunding all the other "realities"--many of which may be closer to the interests and activities of folks on the ground or in the trenches--the NGO's, the implementers, the communities, the development activists”.
 Roberto Bissio, Director of the Third World Institute, Uruguay, compared the Bank’s supersite ambitions to global newspaper publishing: “nobody has argued in favour of the World Bank or the national governments (the main actors of the proposed Gateway) starting to publish newspapers, even in countries which badly lack them. There would be a public outrage if someone proposed it, as the press is supposed to be ‘free’. Why isn't there a similar concern about this proposal, web portals being, as newspapers, essentially an editorial activity?”

Questioning official perceptions of ‘development’

The above arguments have been raised by the full spectrum of development actors the Bank wants to engage in the Gateway - officials, academic researchers, NGO and private sector staff. The Bank has, however, repeatedly tried to argue that criticism of its plans is merely coming from the growing anti-globalisation movement. The protests in Seattle, Prague and Genoa clearly illustrate the tensions and divergent understandings which any multi-stakeholder development portal has to navigate. However the disagreements in conceptualizing and analyzing development problems were already present before these events and run far deeper than what is expressed by activists at global summits. 

The very definition of ‘development’ and of specific topics within it have long been debated. But Gateway staff appear complacent about the difficulties of finding a way to catalogue information in a way that everyone will find helpful. Asked why the Gateway’s taxonomy used classic official agency categories, Gateway content manager Nick Harrison told the Bretton Woods Project: "development is a mature subject, I think we do know the classifications".
 

Thus the Gateway does not contain a topic on political economy – preferring the concept of “governance”. “Privatization” gets a slot while “public services” do not. Some of these definitional points may appear semantic, but it is clear that many of the Gateway’s intended users will have little idea of what concepts such as “development effectiveness” are supposed to mean, or why “poverty” should be in a category of its own, not a cross-cutting concern on the site. Similarly issues such as gender, climate change and empowerment do not fit neatly into slots and may be ghettoized. 

The Gateway’s Topic structure thus appears to reflect an aim to organise development-related information in a way that is convenient for people who see the world through official lenses, or perhaps a failure to understand that issues are constructed and perceived differently by different groups. Other approaches to cataloguing and organising material have been proposed during consultation exercises: for example using advanced search engines, or options for different people to group information from common databases according to their and their intended readers’ interests.
 

A flawed collaboration

The Bank has responded to such arguments by emphasizing that it intends the Gateway to be a collaboration of a range of organizations and will be created through a process of consultation. Some of these consultation and partnership-building exercises have shaped the initiative at the margins and provided content not normally found on Bank knowledge outputs. However, the Bank has not shown sufficient flexibility to make these collaborations and consultations a real success. There is not space here to go into details of these processes and discussions, but the blockages result from and reveal a number of structural flaws with the Gateway. 

Gateway literature makes frequent references to its site being built by and for ‘the development community’ as if this was a clear set of people, not a large proportion of the world’s population. In practice the Gateway reflects the usual hierarchy of actors in development. World Bank staff – including its President, James Wolfensohn, who is taking a keen personal interest in the Gateway – are at the top of the tree. Just below are the governmental and private sector donors the Bank is relying on for financial and technical support. At the bottom come civil society groups and site users. Talks in summer 2000 to create a civil society steering committee for the Gateway broke down when the Bank could not offer sufficient assurances that the committee’s recommendations would have an impact.
 The limits to the Gateway’s readiness to accept outside suggestions was clearly seen in Spring 2000 when the Bank’s failed to engage with the detailed design brief proposed by Oneworld.net – a brief that the Gateway team had itself commissioned.
  

The Bank has taken steps to form an independent foundation, an independent editorial advisory committee and to appoint independent individuals or institutions as site topic editors. But these measures are too little, too late. The foundation, established in the District of Columbia, will provide a measure of independence from the Bank. But the only certain way to become a board member is to contribute $5 million to the Gateway.
 And the foundation will contract back the management of the Gateway portal to World Bank staff, at least for the initial period.

The editorial committee that the Gateway is currently recruiting will be asked to achieve the impossible task of setting and monitoring standards which will please all of the planned site users on all of its range of topics. The Gateway aims to serve “a diverse audience of development professionals, civic and cultural communities, international aid agencies, aid recipients, academics, professional groups, product and service providers, the media and others…. Gateway users must be able to trust that the selection of resources, issues, discussion topics, news and technical data on the site is unbiased, and is based solely on fact, careful analysis and the perceived needs of the Gateway audience”.
 Such an editorial proposition will be impossible for even a very exceptional, very hard-working committee to implement. The issues covered by the Gateway are simply too contested, and the range of understandings of what constitutes bias and careful analysis are too broad.
 

The Bank has appointed a range of site editors (Topic Guides) from organizations such as the World Health Organisation, the Microcredit Summit, and PACT – a US-based NGO. These organizations are scarcely those which most need support to build their capacity on the web. But these decisions perhaps reflect the fact that being a topic guide commits you to trying to keep up with all the material in the subject areas they are supposed to cover, regardless of what type of organization has published it or what language it is in. It is unclear what time is estimated for the tasks of proactively searching for and soliciting new material as well as responding to queries, comments and complaints from site users. But it is likely to be substantial, especially as content can potentially be in any language and about any part of the world. And at a time when many people are not prepared just to accept the judgements of official bodies and appointed ‘experts’, their decisions are likely to be carefully scrutinized and challenged. 

Seeking local legitimacy

When pressed on these problems of information selection and governance the Gateway seeks to legitimise itself by arguing that it will feature ‘local’ views. These are supposed to be featured on the Country Gateways – effectively franchises awarded to national committees who will run sub-portals linked to the global one. There are a number of problems with this proposition. The terms national and local are falsely conflated: Country Gateways only appear local and comprehensive when viewed from the global level. As at the global level it will be very hard to be as comprehensive as claimed and very difficult judgement calls will be needed on what material to feature and what to exclude. Officially endorsed Country Gateway committees will be unlikely to capture the nuances of all the differing views in their country and will very likely soon enrage particular constituencies who feel their views are being marginalised. And, as at the global level, the creation of such Country Gateways – backed by donor dollars - may well undermine existing websites and portals which have richer and more diverse content.
 

Another Gateway approach to democratising its content is to allow any registered site user to add content and rank or comment on existing material. But such options are likely to further privilege the views of those people with the most time at their computers (such as office- and university-based professionals, people in Europe and North America). Occasional internet users, such as peasant women in rural telecentres, will be very unlikely to take time to post or rank materials. 

It almost does not matter how many independent people the Bank pulls in to help it govern, contribute to or edit the Gateway: it is structurally doomed to tie them up in difficult decisions and to disappoint many users and potential contributors. Trying to cover material from all types of development actors as well as provide information for all types will be endlessly frustrating. Particularly on the net, people prefer tailored information, produced according to their needs and often found through recommendations or links from people or organisations they already know and trust. 

The experience of the Gateway appears to demonstrate that official bodies are not well-placed to create initiatives which will meet the needs of a wide range of users across political, geographical, linguistic and cultural boundaries. Trans-national companies have faced similar problems when devising their internet strategy. UK company Lastminute.com, described some of the problems it faced when expanding its travel business across Europe: “The Dutch expect a very honest description … but the British expect exaggerated wording, so you can’t just translate the copy. It’s like star ratings: three stars in Spain is a pretty good hotel; in London it’s often crap”.
  

Challenges for civil society 

Challenges of governance and quality control are not unique to official or commercial cyber-initiatives. Some other well-intentioned efforts to bridge information gaps can seem similarly overambitious, Northern-dominated and selective, including some by well-intentioned NGOs and academic centres. There is a need for further research and strategic thinking on who is being empowered by such information services and whether Northern-based sites are leveraging or crowding out Southern ones.

Lishan Adam, an advisor on information technology and connectivity at the Economic Commission for Africa, commented in an official consultation on the Gateway: "I think the lesson is not for the Bank alone. It is for all institutions that work on ‘grand’ projects. My own experience in Africa over ten years shows that ‘grand’ projects seldom work (even if you have local portals, national gateways). For us in Africa what we need is more training, better packaging techniques at local level so as to deliver relevant content to all when needed".

Rather than attempting to build vast, comprehensive information databases, newsletters and websites it seems more fruitful to examine how a plurality of different datasets, reports and sites can be fostered and maintained.
 Where possible these will have horizontal connections between them to share content and provide cross-links.
  These should be managed by ‘info-mediaries’ at different levels operating on the basis of shared enthusiasm rather than official blessing or funding. In this way useful bridges can be built between a variety of commentators on development issues, and also between communities and powerful institutions.
 Diane Stone has commented that “in the absence of global institutions, networks are filling much of the void”.

Scrutinizing the Knowledge Bank

Some argue that the Development Gateway will prove so unpalatable to many of its intended consumers that it will not be a success and its funding will be stopped and diverted to other schemes. The Bank may, however, be able to continue to attract site visitors and donor subsidies by using its external relations capacity and high-level diplomatic links. Many net users are likely to vote with their mice and use other sites (such as Oneworld, a portal built on a partnership of civil society groups and many of the existing topic- and country-focused portals). Others, however, with less experience in how to use the web or less time to shop around for other sources may use it, at least for a while. As the Gateway team have so far failed to set out any detailed criteria against which it will judge the success or failure of the initiative, it is likely that it will continue to argue that the Gateway is viable, perhaps announcing occasional new action plans to modify it. 

Rather than waiting for some notional market forces to help the World Bank what knowledge agenda to pursue and how, the Bretton Woods Project believes there is a need to organise more effectively among civil society groups to monitor and shape its knowledge agendas. ICTs provide useful tools with which to do this. One interesting example is the electronic conference on the World Bank’s Poverty World Development Report which took place in March and April 2000. Ravi Kanbur, then working for the Bank as lead author of this report, asked the Bretton Woods Project to organize and run an electronic conference on a draft of this report. This unprecedented move by the Bank followed a period where the Project worked with others to question what is the World Development Report, who it aims to serve and how it is produced. Among the lessons from this work were the huge amount of time and care required to make the conference work. Among the difficulties were the need to provide conference publicity materials and the report draft itself in paper formats, not to rely on electronic means alone. Establishing confidence in the independence and seriousness of the initiative was a continuous process, helped by recruiting a diverse steering group and obtaining funding not from the Bank. And moderating the conference was a continuous challenge requiring hard judgment calls to meet our goals of relevance, quality and inclusiveness. 

This six week conference resulted in a useful exchange among a range of non-governmental, academic and official participants. Subsequently, however, the successful opening of virtual space was confronted by realworld high politics. Pressure from the US government, among others, caused Kanbur to resign – apparently caught between his desire to steer a balanced course between incorporating the views of all external commentators and being diverted by the closest and most powerful ones.
 

Conclusion

The goals of facilitating exchange among diverse actors on a range of important topics are worthy. But the World Bank’s Development Gateway provides object lessons in how not to achieve them. The Bank has failed to take seriously the politics which surround any such undertaking. Many people are simply not prepared to accept information which is categorized and endorsed through official processes, but seek material that is produced and filtered by like-minded organizations or individuals. The internet gives diverse organizations the opportunities to express themselves by posting, sharing and aggregating material – forging multiple, complex processes for community-building and legitimization.

A positive, if unintended, result of the Bank’s Gateway push is a growing concern about the World Bank’s knowledge agenda among diverse civil society groups. This in turn may yield new collaborative, independent info-structures among organizations interested in global policy-making, and among Bank-watching ones in particular. To work these will have to harness the original spirit of the internet which was designed to facilitate thick horizontal linkages among like-minded organizations and individuals.
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