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Ten years ago I began working in the mobile technology field. It was the start of two years of work
which would lead to the development of an innovative conservation information service – wildlive! –
and the release of one of the earliest reports on the potential of mobile technology for conservation
and development work. Back then, mobile technology was not as ubiquitous as it is today, certainly
not in the developing world. A lot has happened since, including the swelling belief that mobile
technology can be the saviour of, well, everything. Back then, you’d likely be able to fit everyone
working in mobile-for-development (also known as m4d) into a small café. Today you’d need at least a
football stadium. m4d – and its big brother, Information and Communications Technology for
Development (ICT4D) – have become big business.
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Late last year, Vodafone held its “Mobile for Good” Summit in London England. It was a high-profile affair and an extremely upbeat one
at that. I left with mixed feelings about where m4d is headed. My five takeaways after a day of talks, debates, and demonstrations were
as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Everyone is still excited by the potential of mobile.
The same projects surface over and over again as proof mobile works.
Mobile is still largely seen as a solution, not a tool.
It’s up to the developed world to get mobile working for the poor.
The top-down mindset is alive and well.

Despite how far m4d has come over the past decade or so, its future is still unclear. I’ve written frequently about the opportunities
mobile technology offers the development community, and my fears that we may end up missing a golden opportunity (see “Time to eat
our own dog food?”). The most effective platforms for development are those that don’t dictate how a particular problem is solved, but
rather those that build tools for problem owners to take and deploy on their own terms. Yes, we should provide local entrepreneurs and
grassroots non-profits with tools – and where appropriate and requested, expertise – but we shouldn’t develop solutions to problems we
don’t understand. We shouldn’t take ownership of a problem that isn’t ours and we certainly shouldn’t build things thousands of miles
away and then jump on a plane in search of a home for them. But this is still, on the whole, what seems to be happening in the
developing world. And this, I’m beginning to believe, is rapidly becoming ICT4D’s ‘inconvenient truth’.
The future I want for ICT4D (of which m4d is an increasingly dominant part) is not the one I see playing out today. Its future should not
be in the hands of western corporations or international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) meeting in high-profile gatherings,
and it shouldn’t be in the hands of our education establishments busy training computer scientists and business graduates in the West
to fix the problems of others. The whole development agenda is shifting and my prediction for the future is a major disconnect between
what ‘we’ think needs to be done, and what those closest to the problems think needs to be done. Call it ‘disruptive development’, if you
like. As I told the Guardian in an interview recently:
“The rise of homegrown solutions to development problems will be most crucial in [the] future. That means
African software developers increasingly designing and developing solutions to African problems, many of which
have previously been tackled by outsiders. This, I think, will be the biggest change in how development is ‘done’.”
The discourse surrounding disruptive development is getting louder. Many good friends working at the intersection of African
development and technology have been working at this for some time. The big difference now is that change is finally happening. A
message that was previously given out of an inherent belief that there was a better, more respectful and appropriate way of doing things,
is now becoming reality. ICT4D is changing, and the balance of power is changing with it.
In 2005, after twelve years of working in conservation and development projects across Africa, I developed a text messaging platform
called FrontlineSMS. It met a very real need in the field as few people back then were building mobile technologies that worked for
smaller, grassroots NGOs. Today, the platform is being used in over twenty sectors of development – including health, agriculture,
human rights reporting, and conservation – and has enabled thousands of NGOs of all sizes in over 140 countries to use mobile
technology for social good wherever they work and live.
The philosophy of FrontlineSMS is that users should be empowered to develop solutions to their own problems if they so wish. There
are many reasons why FrontlineSMS continues to work – the decision of the new management team to shift software development to
Nairobi is one of the more recent ones. But fundamentally it’s about what the platform does (and doesn’t do) that really resonates with
innovators, entrepreneurs, non-profits, and problem owners across the developing world. The Guardian explains the significance of this
type of disruptive technology: “As open-source technology for mobile platforms, innovations like FrontlineSMS are essentially a blank
canvas for grassroots organisations to apply to any local context.”
Local context is becoming increasingly vibrant as university students across Africa graduate with computer science and business
management degrees. Innovation hubs are springing up across the continent to meet a growing, insatiable demand for places to meet,
work, and network with like-minded problem solvers and entrepreneurs. Finally, investors are launching funds indicating that they’re
starting to take young African tech startups seriously.
This activity hasn’t escaped big business. Google, IBM, Microsoft, Nokia, Hewlett Packard, and Samsung have been opening up offices
across the continent, snapping up much of the talent in the process (ironically often at the expense – and despair – of locally-based
NGOs). But while these technology businesses took note and developed local capacity that enables them to develop more appropriate
local solutions, the broader development community seems trapped in an older mindset of technology transfer. In other words, bringing
stuff in from outside.
Technology transfer, of course, is big business – there’s no shortage of donor money out there for projects that seek to implement the
latest and greatest proven Western innovations in a development context, and there are tens of thousands of jobs that keep the whole
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machine running. A lot has to change if the development community is to face up to all its new realities, yet it’s looking more likely that
the destiny of the discipline lies in the hands of the very people it originally set out to help.
In a recent TVE series, local business people in half-a-dozen countries were given the opportunity to solve a developmental challenge in
their country. In the episode for Kenya, Muniu Kariuki – a mobile applications developer living in Nairobi – met William, who runs a
subsistence farm in rural Ugenya, 300 miles away. After two months and many meetings, he developed an app which allows William
and his colleagues to share real time information on crop prices and availability, helping them maximise their harvests. The outcome
was positive for everyone.
It seems rather obvious to put a local technology entrepreneur on a bus and have him chat to a rural farmer, but imagine what might be
possible if this approach became the ‘new ICT4D’, not that the entrepreneur or the farmer would see it as development. There’s a lot
that’s right with this approach.
Development is changing, powered by accessible and affordable liberating technologies and an emerging army of determined, local
talent. A local talent that is gradually acquiring the skills, resources, and support it needs to take back ownership of many of its
problems – problems it never took original ownership of because those very skills and resources were not available.
Well, now they are. The ICT4D community – education establishments, donors, and technologists among them – need to collectively
recognise that it needs to adjust to this new reality, and work with technologists, entrepreneurs, and grassroots non-profits across the
developing world to accelerate what has become an inevitable shift. Or it can continue as it is, and become increasingly irrelevant.
‘Innovate or die’ doesn’t just apply to the technologies plied by the ICT4D community. It applies to the ICT4D community itself.

Ken Banks, Founder of kiwanja.net and FrontlineSMS, devotes himself to the application of mobile technology for positive social and environmental change in the developing
world. He has worked at the intersection of technology, anthropology, conservation, and development for the past twenty years and, during that time, has lived and worked
across the African continent. He is a Pop!Tech Fellow, a Tech Awards Laureate, an Ashoka Fellow and a National Geographic Emerging Explorer, and has been
internationally recognised for his technology-based work. His latest project, Means of Exchange, is looking at how everyday technologies can be used to democratise
opportunities for economic self-sufficiency, rebuild local community and promote a return to local resource use. You can follow Ken on Twitter @kiwanja. Photos are credited
to Ken Banks, www.kiwanj.net.
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