
GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT COMMONS FORUM READOUT 

November 27, 2007 - National Press Club  

The first Global Development Commons (GDC) Forum took place on November 27th at the National Press Club 
bringing together development specialists and information sharing experts to discuss the concept of the GDC and 
"next steps". 

I. AM PANEL SESSIONS 

The morning session featured presentations by Administrator Fore and recognized experts. Mark Fleeton of the 
Development Gateway Foundation and Helga Leifsdottir of ReliefWeb explored the challenges and successes of 
building, launching, and maintaining on-line information sharing platforms to inform the Global Development 
Commons. Corey Griffin of the Microsoft Corporation discussed its partnership with USAID and local communities to 
teach ICT. He discussed Microsoft's goal to expand internet connectivity to the next five billion people in the "middle 
to lower ends" of the connectivity pyramid. Mr. Griffin emphasized the need to expand public-private partnerships to 
realize this initiative. John Steffens of Infopoverty Institute and William Reese of International Youth Foundation 
described some of the latest trends in bringing development information to youth through social networking. They 
also advocated working with local partners at the grass roots level. Both were supportive of the GDC. All cautioned 
about "over reaching", the need for stable funding sources, and argued for some country-specific pilot testing as a 
way to get started. As a group, the five panels were enthusiastic about future cooperation and partnership with 
USAID to further the GDC.  

II. KEYNOTE ADDRESS  

Dr. James H. Billington, the Librarian of Congress (LOC), gave the keynote address. Dr. Billington discussed the 
challenges of information sharing based on the LOC's experience working on the World Digital Library (WDL) 
initiative with UNESCO. Dr. Billington focused on the "content" of what is being shared and stressed the need to be 
highly sensitive to each culture. Small country-specific projects have been successful for the LOC and WDL. Dr. 
Billington was enthusiastic about the ways in which the Library of Congress can be a partner and potential 
collaborator with USAID on the Global Development Commons. 

III. PM BREAKOUT SESSIONS and NEXT STEPS 

During breakout sessions, all forum participants formed three discussion groups to dialogue on how to strengthen 
the GDC. The initial session, "Stocktaking", explored the GDC concept with participants, incorporating their particular 
expertise, connections, and field-level experience to "build out" the GDC concept. Forum participants emphasized 
the need to utilize the latest trends in information sharing technologies to advance the GDC and ensure its relevance 
for citizens of developing countries.  

During the second breakout portion participants discussed next steps. The following views reflect the contribution of 
the expert participants: 

1. Start with a few countries. Approach connectivity barriers and GDC opportunities by country or by sector.  
2. The GDC must be demand driven. Assess in-country demand, potential end users, and possible platforms.  
3. The GDC must be incentivized. Incentives must be provided to secure citizen, country, and partner buy-in.  
4. The GDC must add value. Assess what tools and partners are already present-do not reinvent websites, 

platforms, blogs, etc.  
5. Resolve GDC ownership issues early. Governance should be established outside of USAID. A U.S. 

Government led GDC will be problematic without a cross-representation of the development community and 
private sector.  

6. Don't go it alone. GDC can be achieved only through partnerships with development and information 
sharing/technology organizations.  

7. Better define the GDC. USAID has made a good start with the basic concepts and principles, but the 
concept must be articulated more comprehensively.  



For further information concerning the Forum, please see the following: 

Please click here to read the transcript of Administrator Fore's Remarks. 

Please click below to view excerpts of slides from the Global Development Commons forum presentations: 

USAID  
Microsoft  
Development Gateway  
ReliefWeb  
International Youth Foundation 



Well, good morning everyone, and it really is good to see you. And I had thought that I was coming in by video, but I 
came back early; we had one of those really whirlwind trips where we were in Kenya and then, as things began 
deteriorating in Bangladesh, I wanted to be sure that we were there. We, USAID, was there in Bangladesh at that 
time of need and then on for Thanksgiving in Darfur and Jeddah and Sudan, and then Ethiopia and then coming 
back last night for the beginning of the peace conference. But therefore, it means that I can be with you today and I 
think the global development commons is so important that I wanted just to kick it off; and I wish I could stay with you 
the whole day but I cannot; but I know you will have very, very good and interesting sessions.  

I wanted to be here because I think that the breadth of experience and expertise, and the new ways of thinking that 
you will bring to this are part of what we need for a global development commons. So I want to be sure that you are 
thinking with innovation and creativity about the world that lies ahead; not the world which is, but the world that will 
be. I am hoping that this forum will be the first step towards building the commons that will be populated with a 
network of partners that will open and strengthen and make more purposeful the lines of communication in the 
development community around the world.  

Our greatest challenge in the development community is filling knowledge gaps: knowledge of world's best practices, 
knowledge of a marketplace of ideas, of what is at work in each country; knowledge on goods and services, 
knowledge of donors and projects, knowledge of who is at work in each country, with which partners and with what 
results. And we need a good dialogue to understand the country in the development context so that knowledge is 
vibrant and relevant. We need better communication that can enhance the clarity of action of thousands and 
thousands of people and organizations, governments and donors around the world.  

And I appeal to you this morning, as well as to the larger development community, a community of experts and 
partners, to join me and to join USAID in a new quest to create a knowledge-centered commons, a place where 
knowledge management and networking will allow all of our partners throughout the world to connect and collaborate 
with one another, and to do it in real time.  

We will continue to build on our past accomplishments, but this is not enough. The number of people and 
organizations of corporations and governments, and the complexity of the issues that we face demand that build a 
more comprehensive and efficient resource network to enhance our knowledge and information exchange. We must 
relinquish the idea of commanded control; instead, we must cooperate and collaborate and communicate. The global 
development commons will rely on interconnections, on information institutions and businesses and organizations 
and governments. It will rely on all of us. We must join as citizens within a country, within a region and around the 
globe to create a truly global development commons. Genuine consultation and increased collaboration efforts within 
our own development community, with civil society and with governments, will ultimately make our shared 
commitment, and the network that supports it, much stronger.  

To start this conversation, there is a principle that I would like to offer. While many of us are devoted to our own 
businesses and our own organizations and our agencies, I believe we are most successful when we put the host 
country at the center of our thinking: its priorities, its capacities, its norms; and that local design is placed at the 
center of our collective action. We are here to envision and begin to build a resource that will help us further this end. 

We are at the beginning of a great new era of partnerships, with an explosion of new actors and ideas and solutions 
and participants, hailing from a wide variety of sectors throughout the world. In this era, we need to seek new 
understanding of many, many ways to approach and get results in international development to improve our 
knowledge of development so that together, we can help the people most in need.  

I wish all of you good luck in your noble endeavor. We have with us today a world-class development and 
information set of technology partners, and I am excited and I'm sure that you are too, to hear about innovations that 
are taking place on web-based development solutions, connectivity and information-sharing practices. I want to 
strengthen our existing partnerships and I would, together, like to create an even stronger set of partnerships so that 
together we will create a global development commons.  

Thank you all very much.  

(Applause.)  

Remarks by Henrietta H. Fore, Director of Foreign Assistance and 
USAID Administrator  

Introduction: Global Development Commons
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MAJOR DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

Civilian-Military CooperationCivilian-led Development

Unstable and Ungoverned EnvironmentsStable and Secure Environments

Building Capacity/Strengthening InstitutionsProviding Goods and Services

International and Regional Trade StrategyDomestic and Local Market Oriented

Evolving and Expanding Partnerships“Sole Proprietor” Approach

Public and Private EngagementDevelopment Practitioner Awareness

National, Sub-national, and Regional PlansNational Development Strategies

Private Capital Flows and RemittancesOfficial Development Assistance 

Private Sector and Voluntary Organizations Public and Government Institutions

NEW DIRECTIONTRADITIONAL FOCUS
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The “Development Times” They Are A-Changing 

 
Dr. Steven Gale, Principal Advisor for Strategic 

Communications, 
Bureau for Legislative and Public Affairs, 

U. S. Agency for International Development (USAID)  
 

Bob Dylan, the American singer-songwriter, author, and musician-
poet, got it right a few years ago when he said the “Times They 
Are A-Changing”.  He was of course referring to what he saw as a 
“generation gap” facing those who became politically aware in the 
1960s and their predecessors.  A few of us here can still remember 
some of those famous lines "come senators, congressmen, please 
heed the call".  
 
Nearly five decades later, the “Times They are A’ Changing” 
seems like an apt message for today’s seismic shifts in 
development assistance and Internet use.  In just a few short years, 
ground-breaking changes have taken place in development theory 
and practices along with dizzying advances in information 
technology, knowledge sharing, and internet communication.  And, 
these dramatic trends show no signs of slowing down any time 
soon. These shifts in development and internet use provide a 
serious challenge to the status quo and an exciting opportunity for 
our development and internet community.  
 
This FIRST TABLE highlights some of the recent development 
trends. On the left column are the more traditional approaches to 
development assistance and on the right are more recent trends 
such as the shift to: 
 

-- Private Sector and Foundations; 
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-- Sub-national and Regional plan over National 
Development Strategies; 

 
-- Increasing work in poorly or ungoverned spaces; and, 
 
-- Civilian and military “development coordination and 
cooperation” not just humanitarian assistance. 

 
One startling fact that has received considerable attention in the 
last few months—remittances from workers abroad back to their 
home country—clearly exemplifies the swift pace of change. Last 
year, according to a recent report, these workers sent home nearly 
$300 billion dollars to their countries of origin compared with less 
than $100 million just 7 years ago. The remittances by themselves 
are nearly three times the world’s foreign aid budgets combined, 
some have estimated.  
 
Similarly, Official Development Assistance or ODA which 
accounted for nearly 80% of the “development pie” just 10 years 
ago relative to private funds and other sources, now represent less 
than 25% of funds flowing to developing countries. The “Times” 
they are indeed A’ Changing. 
 
The NEXT TABLE highlights some of the recent shifts in 
information technology and internet communications including:  

 
-- Movement away from PC-dominated “information 
sharing” from fixed platforms towards mobile/wireless 
platforms and Wikis; 
 
-- The migration from “Read only” information towards fully 
active end-user participation and social networking the likes 
of U-Tube and Facebook; and 
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-- The shift from “Expert Knowledge” to more “community-
based knowledge” and “end- user experience”. 

 
According to a recent report last month by the Organization for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development -- the OECD -- the next 
several billion connections to the internet in the developing world 
are likely to be on mobile/wireless platforms, rather than fixed 
ones.  Already in a number of countries, wireless users out number 
those on fixed networks by “more than 20 to 1” says the OECD 
report. So again, as the Dylan song goes, the “Times They are  A’ 
Changing” Indeed. 
 
The rapidly changing landscape of development assistance, such as 
an explosion in public-private partnership, combined with the fast-
paced, user-dominated, social networking focus of today’s internet  
are some of the driving forces propelling the Global Development 
Commons.  As Administrator Fore has said, the Commons is a: 
 

"community of continuous and real-time exchange, 
collaboration, partnership and action between public and 
private donors, agencies, NGOs, host governments, and 

civil society – all operating as equals." 
 
Today’s Forum is the first step to explore ways to further advance 
the Commons. 



Corey Griffin
Director, International Development Aid Agencies

Microsoft Corporation



"It is now possible for more people 

than ever to collaborate and 

compete, in real time …from more 

different corners of the planet 

…than at any previous time in the 

history of the world " *

*Thomas Friedman – The World Is Flat 



Source: C.K. Prahalad and Stuart Hart, 2002 and Microsoft analysis
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• In late 2005/early 2006, 
the number of Internet 
users exceeded1 billion
-- and, for the first time, 
more than half of these 
were from developing 
countries

• By 2012, two-thirds of 
Internet users or 1.4 
billion will be from 
developing countries

Context of ICT for Development



• Independent World Bank spin-off, 
launched in 2000

• Based in Washington DC with about 
60 staff globally 

• FY 07 budget: USD 10 million

• Donors include Australia, China, 
Germany, India, Italy, Japan, 
Luxembourg, Microsoft, Intel, CSIS, 
Hewlett Foundation and the World 
Bank

• Development Gateway International 
based in Brussels

Who We Are



Use information technology to 
avoid ‘reinventing the wheel’ in 
development

Focus on aid and development 
effectiveness

Two main areas:
• Strengthening key country systems 

(procurement, financial 
management, statistics)

• Knowledge sharing

Main audience: Development 
practitioners

What We Do



Main DGF programs:

• E-procurement: USD 700 billion advertised 
in 24 languages on dgMarket

• Aid management: Aid Management 
Platform implemented in 8 countries 
(Bolivia, Burundi, Burkina Faso, 
DRC, Ethiopia, Mali, Montenegro 
and Tanzania)

• Online communities of practice: 29 
knowledge-sharing communities with 
3 major language initiatives (Arabic, 
Chinese and French)

• Network of 48 country and regional 
gateways

What We Do



• Governments are ill-suited to work directly in the GDC

Lessons Learnt

• Be as open as possible. ‘Wikipedia’ models are best

• Don’t over-strategize, but look for strategic opportunities 

• Focus or get “lost in space”

• Minimize risks and costs through open source software, open 
standards, and common systems

• Avoid the “build it and they will come” approach

• Be serious about M&E but realistic about ‘outcomes-based’ M&E

• Get over the ICT prejudices



USAID –
Global Development Commons

Washington, D.C.

Helga Leifsdottir
ReliefWeb Coordinator
27 Nov. 2007







Key Recommendations

• Inter-agency mechanism strengthened

• Common humanitarian classification system

• Professionalisation of humanitarian info management



ReliefWeb Challenges /Lessons Learned

• Focus (definition)
• Trust - Quality
• Authority
• Technology
• Systems (SOPs)
• Policies and principles (consensus)
• Community of practice
• Multilingualism
• Proximity to operations



Supporting humanitarian action

• Broker of multiple views
• One-stop shop - reduce info overload
• Site structure based on mental models
• 24-hour guarantee
• Self-critical within constraints
• Filling gaps, vacancies
• Make situation graphic (maps, analyses)
• Stimulate thinking around emergencies



• www.reliefweb.int
• www.reliefweb.int/symposium

http://www.reliefweb.int/


Global Development 
Commons Forum

Bill Reese
President

International Youth Foundation
www.iyfnet.org

National Press Club
27 November, 2007



Session Objectives

1. Technology and IYF’s global 70+ 
partners/practitioners

2. Thoughts on working with new 
Millennial generation

3. Contemplating a Commons: Some 
cautions and wishes



IYF Profile

• $20-30 million annual budget
• 75+ staff globally 
• Global partner network in 70 countries
• Partners work in network or directly 

with youth
• YouthActionNet: Young changemakers



Global Partner Network

• Both learners and teachers
• Rich community of practice
• Time/resource starved
• Often language bound
• Regional/theme collaboration
• Pockets of innovation/adoption



Technology as Asset

• Access (often hard to reach) youth
• Key to work life, lifestyle (employability, 

healthy lifestyles)
• Key to scale
• Key to innovation, cost reduction, 

dynamic/organic collaboration
• Best resources are targeted



Technology as Impediment

• Not a panacea
• Still exclusive/inaccessible to bottom of 

the pyramid
• Full impact is broadband dependent
• Promise of Web 3.0 not yet realized 

(content still unfocused, untargeted, 
inaccessible, poorly organized)



Millennial Generation Snapshot

• Digital “natives”…live their lives online
• Changing the way global business/politics is done
• Blur lines between business and philanthropy
• Created venture philanthropy/venture 

philanthropreneurs
• Intolerant of status quo, like shaking things up 

(mashing)
• Risk takers, invincibility, entrepreneurial
• Believe most problems have a web-based solution
• Solutions often hinge on social networking
• Strong values (environment, community, ethics)
• Engaged global citizens



GDC Wishes & Cautions

• Inclusive (including 
stakeholders & 
beneficiaries) 

• Visual (navigable, 
organized)

• Targeted (themed)
• Interactive (learn and 

share)
• Collaborative (open 

vs. closed)

• Over-reaching
• Role of U.S. (as 

convener vs. leader)
• Recreating wheel
• Closed systems
• Timeline and 

redundancy

Wishes: Cautions:
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