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Overview
There are an increasing number of giving portals on the Web (e.g., greatergood.com, netaid.org) These efforts are laudable for providing well-designed portals for donors and volunteers, but they haven't gone far enough. In fact, they are halfway solutions.  

In order to connect with the world's poorest communities, in order to create a true virtual village, two things need to happen:  First, the people in these communities need access to the basic health, education and other information available via the Internet-- or be left behind a widening digital chasm. Second, donors should to be able to enter the indigent world, to connect directly with the information, programs and people in the local community and by the local community-- to hear and see the conditions and the successes from the source.  

To make this happen we need to create a network of connections directly to the poorest areas of the world.  With a pipeline to the world, we can make connections needed for a true virtual village, and cross the digital divide that exists in the neediest communities both in the US and abroad.

What needs to be done?

We need to think big.  We need to build a far-reaching network, broad enough so all NGO's can share its benefits, connecting the world’s field offices.  This worldwide common carrier could eventually be supported by member organizations, but we need the vision and means to get it started.

We envision a medium bandwidth network (256 kbps) to the poorest community centers where ever they are.  The goal is to bring to bear the technology expertise and financial means to create a global pipeline.  We are seeking a major corporate player to step up to this challenge and, working in partnership with SAVE the Children, own the process for making it happen.

What will it mean for the future?

Once the NGO field offices are wired, a host of benefits can be realized.  There are already global examples in the U.S. and abroad:

· E-commerce sites in rural Cambodia providing a self-sustaining global marketplace via low cost Internet satellites.  This effort is piggybacking on community school building projects that are providing educational content via the Internet. Impoverished families and children are the immediate beneficiaries.

· Internet Cafés in Kosovo providing primary communications among fragmented families where postal and telecomm services were destroyed or do not exist.  Also, within the US the same scenario exists.  East Los Angeles has a burgeoning Salvadorian population isolated from relatives in El Salvador during the recent series of earthquakes. Here the Internet Café concept would be invaluable in connecting families.

· Save the Children’s joint pilot project with Microsoft will be providing wireless, handheld Personal Digital Assistants (PDA’s) for gathering and disseminating information during natural disasters in Nicaragua.

· The PowerUp initiative is providing PC’s to some US communities in poverty areas for after-school programs.

· MIT’s LINCOS project is providing medical readings and medical advice via satellite Internet connections in Costa Rica where no communication infrastructure exists.

These examples and others indicate important steps in the right direction, but we need to connect all efforts through a common web of support.  For information to truly benefit the world’s neediest families, it needs to move beyond one-way dissemination to two-way interaction, to multi-way collaboration.  

Once we wire the virtual village, information communities can begin to flourish.  These will start out as efforts that empower the field or caseworkers with the latest tools and data to help them do their jobs more effectively.  But once the network is established, more direct information benefits can be realized.  For example, families in need can directly access health, education and financial information in their own language via the local field office communication center.  As with the Internet Cafés, these will also become a communications vehicle for needy families to the outside world.  For fragmented families they will become a primary means of contact, as recently shown in Kosovo.  

For field office workers, program information will be instantly available.  Workers will be able to gather information in villages using PDA’s, digital cameras and recorders, and funnel the information via wireless links to the home offices.  Donors will be able to see and hear programs and relief efforts in action.  The increasing number and type of connections, made possible by a network pipeline, will be the means for bringing us together in one virtual village.

What is Save doing?

Save the Children (STC) has embarked on a multi-year IT Strategy under the mission of “Making all of us part of one virtual village.”  This is about connecting everyone, and shortening distances, breaking down walls-- so that the donor feels as if they were entering the child’s world, so that the caseworker in the field feels as though the resources of the donor and the home office are at their side, and even the walls between our departments become as transparent as air.  

This “wiring the organization” will have two parts: first, connecting our donors with their information and that of the field office programs; second, connecting our field offices to the information they need to get their work done.  As such, we are transforming the organization’s information from a home-office-centric model to data-centric model.

To make that kind of transformation happen, we need to do some basic “foundation building.”  We need to build the basic infrastructure needed to support this kind of connectivity.  

Currently, Field Office communications is weak and presents a significant challenge.  Our recent survey of Save’s Field Offices showed the following:

· Some Field Office’s have limited Internet access

· Some of these FO’s can access from the office, the rest maybe only from home

· Connection speed varies dramatically 

· Only  38% of these FO’s rated home or office Internet access “good” or “OK”

Save the Children is spending over $2M in this fiscal year to start wiring its field offices and remedy the problem of connecting to our field workers.  But this will only connect 10 offices.  We have 33 remaining.  More importantly, why should every other NGO duplicate the time and dollars to do so?  And each of our separate efforts is a drop-in the-bucket of what needs to be done.  We should be building one network for all to share.

In Conclusion…

“The secret to success is getting started.”

--Chinese proverb
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