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By Maggie Uau

In  its  1998 repo rt, th e  W orld  B an k  po in ts 
o u t th a t p o o r co u n trie s  and  p o o r co m m u ­
n itie s  w ill fa ll beh ind  m ore  rap id ly  than  

ev e r  befo re  w ith  the rap id  d ev e lo p m en t o f  
in fo rm a tio n  techno log ies  (IT). A s w e are  
en th u s ia s tic  ab o u t th e  in fo rm ation  su p er­
h ighw ay , th e re  a re  v illag es an d  slum s w ith ­
o u t te lep h o n es, e lec tric ity , o r  safe  w ater, and  
th ere  a re  p rim ary  schoo ls w ith o u t pencils , 
p a p e r , o r  b o o k s . F o r  p o o r p eo p le , th e  
p ro m ise  o f  th e  new  in fo rm ation  age  - k n o w l­
ed g e  fo r  a ll - rem ains as rem o te  a s  a  d is tan t 
star.

Difficulties in competing in the world 
market

T h e  W orld  B an k  a lso  p o in ts  o u t th a t the 
sh a re  o f  h ig h -techno logy  goods in  in te rn a ­
tiona l trade  h as do u b led  o v er th e  p a s t tw o  
d ecad es. H ow ever, th e  trad ing  o f  h ig h -tech ­
n o lo g y  goo d s and  se rv ices is h ig h ly  co n cen ­
tra te d  in  th e  in d u s tr ia lis e d  c o u n tr ie s . 
K n o w led g e-b ased  p roduc ts  now  m ake  up  
m o re  than  h a lf  o f  the  G D P  (g ro ss  d om estic  
p ro d u c t) o f  th e  w o rld ’s m a jo r O rgan isa tion  
fo r  E c o n o m ic  C o o p e ra tio n  a n d  
D ev e lo p m en t (O E C D ) coun tries.

In  to d a y ’s IT- an d  kn o w led g e-b ased  eco ­
n o m ic  sy s tem , th e  g lo b a lisa tio n  o f  trade , 
fin an ce  and  in fo rm atio n  flo w s is  in ten sify ­
in g  co m petition . B e in g  ab le  to  g a in  access  to  
th e  in fo rm atio n  su p erh ig h w ay  is  the  key  to

success in  the w orld  m arket. L ack  o f  in fra ­
structu ral and  governm en ta l resou rces and  
heavy  d eb t bu rdens have  m ade  it a lm ost 
im p o ss ib le  fo r  d e v e lo p in g  co u n tr ie s  to  
reduce  p overty  th rough  IT. ■ • ;

Difficulties in participation
A s in fo rm ation  techno logy  sp reads in to  

every  asp ec t o f  life , those  w ho  h ave  access 
to  IT  an d  know ledge  have  m ore 
sources o f  in fo rm atio n  and  w ays 
to  gain  support. In  con trast, p eo ­
p le  in  deve lop ing  coun tries  m ay  
n o t ev en  h ave  access  to  in fo rm a­
tion  th a t is  crucia l to  th e ir  basic  
survival.

A s IT  beco m es a  d o m in an t 
c o m m u n ic a tio n  c h a n n e l, p o o r  
peo p le  in  deve lop ing  c  coun tries 
w ill be fu r th e r dep riv ed  o f  op p o r­
tun ities  to  exp ress  o p in ions and  
p artic ip a te  in  socia l developm ent.
S oc ia l exc lu s ion  has b ecom e a _____
v e ry  re a l p o ss ib il ity  fo r  th e
a lready  m arg ina lised  peop le  in  develop ing
coun tries.

Marginalisation of indigenous knowl­
edge

IT  deve lo p m en t is a lso  fu rth e r m arg in a l­
is ing  the ind igenous k n o w led g e  o f  dev e lo p ­
ing  coun tries. S eem ingly , th e  In te rn e t is  a  
p la tfo rm  fo r  a ll ty p e s  o f  in fo rm a tio n . 
H ow ever, a s  th e  In te rn e t is  d o m in a ted  by 
c o m m e rc ia l in fo rm a tio n  in fo rm a tio n  o n

ind igenous issues is m in im al.
P anos, a  B ritish  n o n -p ro fit inform ation  

agency, has p o in ted  o u t th a t ind igenous 
know ledge  is n o t usua lly  p art o f  the In ternet. 
P anos w arns that, ‘a  huge am oun t o f  kn o w l­
edge w o n ’t be  there  (the  IT -based know l­
edge system ), particu larly  th e  know ledge 
th a t is  o u ts id e  th e  technocra tic  and  sc ien tific  
com m un ity  - ind igenous know ledge, local

Because of gaps in socio-econom ic develop­
ment, education and Incom e levels, and 
because of language and geographical barri­
ers, not all countries and Individuals have 
equal access to the new advances in infor­
mation technology. For example, what does 
information technology mean to indigenous 
people in remote and poverty-stricken areas?

*

lan g u ag e  k n o w ledge , p riv a te  know ledge , 
n o t to  m en tion  know ledge th a t is too  v a lu ­
ab le  o r  sensitive  fo r the  p rocesso r to  sh a re .’ 

IT  d ev e lo p m en t and  g lo b a lisa tio n  a re  
c lo se ly  re lated . R ecently , w e have  w itnessed  
som e cases o f  m ergers b e tw een  IT  and  
m ed ia  com pan ies. T he  trend  tow ards a  h igh  
concen tra tion  o f  IT  and  m ed ia  ow nersh ip  
and  con tro l is w orrisom e as it  in troduces the  
qu estio n  o f  w h eth er cu ltu ra l d iversity  w ill 
even tua lly  d im in ish .

W ill IT  and  know ledge b ecom e even  
m ore  un ifo rm ? W ill th e  ind igenous know l­
edge o f  deve lop ing  coun tries  be  fu rth er 
igno red  o r  fo rgo tten?

Patent barriers: Whose development?
W ho benefits?

D eveloped  coun tries n o t on ly  s tee r the 
d eve lopm en t o f  in fo rm ation  technology , bu t 

a lso  ow n  a  large p art 
o f  th e  te ch n o lo g y  
th ro u g h  p a te n t and  
in te lle c tu a l p ro p e r ty  
leg isla tion . D ata  show  
tha t o v e r 60%  o f  all 
in ternationally  reco g ­
n ised  pa ten ts are  he ld  
by  m ultina tional co m ­
pan ies in  E u rope  and  
th e  U S  (O x fam  
In te rn a tio n a l, 1999) 
and  th a t 80%  o f  the 
paten ts in  develop ing  
co u n trie s  a re  o w n ed  

by  citizens o f  deve loped  coun tries  (U N D P, 
1999).

T he  ra tio  o f  research  and  d ev e lopm en t 
expend itu res in  h igh -incom e coun tries  to  
th a t o f  lo w -in c o m e  c o u n tr ie s  is  218 :1  
(W orld B ank , 1998). D eve lop ing  coun tries 
are  unab le  to  partic ipa te  in  th is cap ita l-and  
k n o w ledge-in tens ive  industry . T here  is a  
k n o w le d g e  g ap  b e tw e e n  d e v e lo p e d  an d  
deve lop ing  coun tries.

C urren tly , ru les and  regu la tions regard ing

in te llectual property in  trade, stipulated by 
the W orld  Trade O rganisation  (W TO ), serve 
as barriers to  developing countries in app ly ­
ing  ,1^, T he  oOst fo r deye,!f?pipg cognjries l,p 
gain  access to  IT  is h ither than fo r developed 
countries. (.

T h is  is due to  the fac t tha t in o rder for 
p o o r countries to  set aside resources fo r IT  
developm ent, given the general lack  o f  gov­
e rnm en t resources, poor countries m ay need 
to  cu t spending on  o ther item s such as pulp- 
lie  serv ices. The harsh and adverse im pact q f  
reduced  governm ent services on poor people 
is d irec t and  im m ediate w hereas the benefits 
o f  IT  investm ent m ay take som e tim e to  be
realised . ■ »* *

In ternational patent ru les and regulation?
can  lim it indigenous peop le’s rights to f i e  
and  o w n  indigenous know ledge. R ich  com ­
pan ies in  Europe, the U S and  Japan  have 
p a te n te d  in form ation  on trad itio n a l 
resou rces in  developing countries. B y doing 
th is , th e  know ledge, tech n o lo g y  and  
resou rces that could have once been freely 
u sed  by  the jpublic have now  becom e the 
p ro p erty  o f  ajsmall group.

W h en  developed countries pa ten t trad i­
tional m ed iefte  and seeds, people in  deve lT 
o p ing  c o u n tie s  are prevented  from  using 
k now ledge  that could be crucial to  them ' 
T h ese  paten ts hot only destroy the ir righ ts to 
th e ir ow n  indigenous know ledge bu t a lso  
th rea ten  their livelihood and even  basic  
security . i
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