Networking Myths and Trends / IFRTD’s response

Knowledge – A Precondition for Development
Knowledge is a key to improving deplorable living conditions that exist in the developing world and for ensuring a more equitable global development. At a first glance, the connection between knowledge and development looks straightforward but a closer look reveals surprising complexity. There is a clear knowledge gap between the North and the South. The disadvantaged and the poor of the South still do not possess the basic knowledge they need to improve their living environment, and accessing this missing knowledge is beset with difficulty. In response, a huge development sector - comprised of a myriad of specialist organizations and committed individuals in the North and the South - is trying to make it easier for developing countries to reach a higher level. Yet within the collective effort of this development movement, the same mistakes are made over and over again.

The Network – a Seductive Paradigm
The network paradigm is a seductive vision to resolve all the above ills in one go: why not connect the North with the South and cross-connect all the involved actors with networks? With such linkages, activities could be coordinated, knowledge could be shared between North and South as well as within and among the countries of the South, best practices could be exchanged, and common standards and procedures developed. Many have succumbed to this alluring vision and countless networks exist in the development sector. Have these networks really achieved their objectives? The results are inconclusive. While some networks attain considerable impact in their sectors, others have been more bureaucratic institutions, pushed by considerable donor funding. Some are quite dynamic, others static. All networks require a big effort from all parties involved and are often suspected of being excessively expensive. 

International Networks for Knowledge Sharing – A Definition
What is an “international network for knowledge sharing”? There are many different definitions for networks. Most commonly the term “network” is used for institutionalised partnerships between institutions or organizations and may even take the form of a legal entity. The network partners are still autonomous and contribute their resources voluntarily. They share a common vision, objectives and rules. The network partners have a set of common activities and regular events are organized. According to this definition, networks are more institutionalised and organised than unregulated exchange mechanisms or communities of practice (CoPs). Networks such as IFRTD are named “international” because they include partners from the North and the South.

International networks require systems of governance that consider the difficulties of international collaboration: the members of a network are spread all over the world, the distances for face-to-face meetings are long, the flights are expensive, time zones hinder communication, and different cultures (with diverse working styles) come together. Under such circumstances, a clear, transparent and simple governance structure is advisable.

Network Myths
As mentioned above experiences amongst international networks have shown that many assumptions and expectations are just wishful thinking. Many of them might also prevail amongst IFRTD members and should be considered very carefully. Let us highlight a few of the most common network myths that exist:

There is a common understanding that networks are democratic, non-hierarchical and culturally competent: 

This is, however, not always the case as often only a few are doing the work. In many cases one or very a few organisations are dominant. In general the English language prevails although it is a well - known fact that local languages are necessary for effective knowledge sharing.

Leadership of networks by Southern partners can be expected after some time if the secretariat is shifted to the South: 

Experiences from international networks show that it is not possible to simply shift a northern network to the South, networks led by southern partners have to be built up in the South. One problem remains fundraising. We know from several networks that have been decentralised and today are able to raise funds for their regional or national activities but no funds for international initiatives. However, there are also examples such as the global Mountain Forum that has managed to get funds to establish its secretariat in the South (Kathmandu) with regional hubs in different continents. One solution is to look at the situation in a rather pragmatic way and see what opportunities there are, particularly regarding financing. It may be preferable to have a southern based network with a northern registration that is able to raise funding globally and thus can do its work efficiently and effectively than a network which looses its knowledge sharing and impact internationally.
With regard to hosting: 

Networks are the solution for people to share (impact related) knowledge and information:
Do we really share the information that is relevant for development or do we rather share whatever concerns us?

Networks are maintained by committed members or partners who work voluntarily:
The reality, however, shows that networks often only work because there is one member that has a vital interest in the purpose of the network and is paid for his/her efforts.

Networks can count on donors for long-term support:

Particularly in times of decreasing development budgets this assumption is wrong. Donors frequently change strategies even if they emphasise on sustainability.

Networks are economical because
a) information and communication technologies make face-to-face encounters unnecessary:

The contrary is the case: IT facilitate international contacts; but for conflict resolution or complex planning, face to face meetings are necessary, particularly in development cooperation.

b)
networks solve problems faster:

Networks produce often negotiated solutions or a compromise that lack conceptual clarity.

c)
networks fund and maintain themselves through activities - network secretariats do not require core funding:

Core funding is necessary. The secretariat plays a crucial role

Trends and Challenges – Opportunities for IFRTD
Sustainability:

Donors and stakeholders increasingly pay attention to sustainable outcomes and impacts of networks - networking alone is not enough. The number of hits on networks’ websites, of published reports or participants at conferences will not be sufficient indicators for success. Concrete activities such as the networked research programmes with tangible results in capacity building demonstrate sustainability of IFRTD’s interventions in a positive way and should be continued.

Information and communication technology:

Integration and usability of ICT have become prominent issues. However, ICT does not replace face-to-face communication but is increasingly important for networking. The South is catching up very quickly – often southern networks start right away with the newest technology. Despite of the financial burden IFRTD will have to invest and use up-to-date ICT to complement personal contacts and exchanges during regional and global events.

Quality management:
Requirements for the quality of products and services delivered by networks are increasing. IFRTD must show how it ensures quality. Introduction of some kind of quality management system will be necessary.

Social interaction and exchange:

Achieving outcomes and impact needs understanding each other – not just knowledge sharing. Addressing language problems and intercultural exchange are essential, also for IFRTD. Translation of publications and regional events in local languages should be prioritised.

Centralisation versus decentralisation:

Achieving positive results and impact requires better coordination of the network members at the global level, but also common standards and systems. At the same time a regionalisation of networks with regional networks, speaking local languages will be required – only in this way the local levels can be reached. The current structure of IFRTD with its Regional Coordinators and NFGs in theory allows an optimal combination of global as well as regional and local networking functions.

With regards to the question of hosting: it is a lean solution, as the formal "superstructure" is taken over by the host organisation. In case you have no host and you want to remain a formal network (and IFRTD is a typical formal network) you need to have your own superstructure i.e. registration, board, financial admin. etc. This arrangement might  not be the most efficient one.

New and varied programme financing schemes

Donors are working more and more directly with Southern NGOs and other implementing organisations and channel funding through them. As a result competition (North – South) for funding increases and northern networks have to diversify their funding base. In view of this IFRTD through its NFGs should increasingly acquire funds for regional initiatives at this level. However, financing of global coordination functions will still be through traditional channels.

Monitoring and evaluation:

Systematic monitoring and evaluation systems are necessary for the reliable management of a network, to meet the expectations of stakeholders and donors for improved transparency and accountability. IFRTD needs to be able to determine what changes it has effected through its research and communication work. Therefore inputs, activities, outputs, outcome and impact of IFRTD initiatives have to be monitored and evaluated systematically. A framework for network evaluation needs to be developed.

Summary of conclusions and recommendations
IFRTD is a network that is still essential for development in rural transport. However, it operates in a rapidly changing context and environment with new unforeseen challenges. Against this backdrop IFRTD has to adjust itself dynamically following global trends in a proactive way with high professionalism and flexibility. Management capacities for networking in the North and the South must be strengthened. It also has to improve its fundraising capacity and capability to tap new funding sources (beyond traditional donor funding). 

“Glocalisation” of IFRTD should be promoted, i.e. global coordination to achieve economies of scale and impact and regional and local networking in local languages to reach and actively involve actors at the local level.
Juerg Christen

Managing Director

Swiss Centre for Development Cooperation in Technology and Management (SKAT)

(based on a presentation given at the IFRTD Executive Committee meeting in Stockholm, November 2005)

