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 “Don’t get grandma hear it” was what US soldier Stephen Philips was reported in the Newsweek as saying when his cell phone redialled home during a fire-fight in Afghanistan and broadcast the chaos into his parent’s answering machine
. Though it would have been traumatic for the parents of Stephen Philips, yet this is an example of how mobile phones connect us all to far-flung yet vital realities. From Zimbabwe
 and Kenya
 to China and Kuwait
, from electoral processes and women’s suffrage to the voicing dissent against oppression, mobiles are already revolutionising our approach to and understanding of public participation in governance. Mobiles have already demonstrated in many countries around the world that in the hands of a vibrant civil society they are powerful tools that hold government and public institutions accountable, their interactions transparent and their transactions efficient. Conversations inspired, produced, stored and disseminated through mobiles are rapidly changing the manner in which we imagine the State, interact with government and participate in the mechanisms and institutions of democratic governance. 

Conflict, mobiles and development

There is today a healthy interest in the economic benefits of mobile phone use, ownership and access. The connection between a per capita increase in mobile phones ownership / usage and economic growth is a field of increasing study. A well known example is the finding by Leonard Waverman (2005), of the London Business School, which says that an extra 10 mobile phones per 100 people in a typical developing country leads to an additional 0.59 percentage points of growth in GDP per person.
  My problem with this kind of stand-alone analysis is that it ignores the underlying socio-political fabric and realities of a country. Protracted violent ethnic conflicts, as is found in Sri Lanka, severely vitiate sustainable economic growth and channels State resources into aspects of national security (border protection, army, policing, intelligence, propaganda and war) to the detriment of investment in communications infrastructure, health and education, to name a few aspects vital to our long-term development. Often, this just ends up in alienating more peoples and communities. Yet, when marginalised communities and peoples find a voice – a way in which they can articulate their aspirations - it is often the case that they feel a greater sense of belongingness in the socio-political fabric by seeing, hearing and reading their opinions in discourses on democracy and also others who engage with them. Violence becomes a last resort instead of a first option. Mobiles are increasingly providing this vital means of communication to marginalised people, in a manner more effective and sustainable than previously thought with PCs alone and even under repressive regimes
. 

The Sri Lankan experience

In Sri Lanka, the exclusively PC-centric e-Government vision and its subsequent islandwide rollout is very much hostage to the trappings of real-world partisan politics and majoritarian government. There is sadly no ignoring the corrosive effects of the overarching corruption, pervasive nepotism and parochialism of government even when it comes to the implementation of national ICT strategies. Millions of dollars in attempts to re-engineer government structures and processes have failed to make public institutions and service delivery more responsive, accountable and transparent. Good governance in 2008 is no better and arguably in a condition far worse after the introduction of e-Governance than before it. This is not to say that e-Governance initiatives per se have contributed to the deterioration of democracy, but suggest instead to the heady telecentre idealists who reside in the stratosphere that on the ground, few citizens actually access telecentres to strengthen and interact with mechanisms and institutions of (local and national level) governance that are failing them daily.  Some Government forms are readable and downloadable on PCs (and that too not always in Tamil), and one can see how the  local government representative looks like on a webpage (for one never see him in real life) and get the numbers of telephones and faxes that are many-a-times outdated and dysfunctional. 

For answers to these vital problems, we must turn to citizens themselves. Using mobile phones and through other Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs), citizens in civil society now increasingly use a range of methods to hold State institutions and public officials accountable and place on record their grievances. These new conversations amongst citizens (on old problems) are decentralised, two-way, adaptive, resilient and pervasive. More importantly, the conversations take place in the vernacular as well as in English.  

Realising the mobile potential

Mobiles help development in the long-term and not just in purely economic terms. For example, transactional corruption (which is economic) caught on mobile phones can serve both as a deterrent and as a way in which public officials can be brought to book for malpractices (which is good governance). More traditionally, from taking the middleman out and bringing the market closer to the producer to the ability to monetising and leverage ideas and talents in remote areas, mobiles and wireless communications have radically altered traditional economic models of consumption, production and delivery. As noted media commentator Nalaka Gunawardene suggests in a recent essay
, “… the mobile phone is slowly killing the telecentres, into which governments, the United Nations agencies and other development organisations have pumped tens of millions of dollars of development aid money in the past decade… If everyone could carry around a miniaturised, personalised gadget that has the added privacy value, why visit a community access point?”.  Nalaka’s larger point that millions of mobile phones in the hands of citizens is a powerful and pervasive way of facilitating citizen to citizen, citizen to government and government to citizen interactions that can be leveraged to strengthen democracy and governance, gives rise to some quintessential ideas in this regard:

· Mobile telephones as two-way information services: Citizens are the first responders and the first witnesses to any hazard or disaster. Mobiles empower them to spread the word. SMS-based alerting and collaboration (e.g. TXTmob
) to deliver a range of timely information from citizen to citizens on issues such as utility breakdowns and hazard early warning to the organisation of mass protests (swarming) is highly effective. 

· Creating awareness in civil society: Raising awareness amongst civil society on the potential of mobile phones to strengthen democratic governance can in turn animate many more citizens to use their mobiles for public good. Focussing for example on capturing the positive aspects of government and governance (rare though they may be) can be a powerful catalyst for change by encouraging transformation from within the public sector. On the other hand, naming and shaming public official and instances of corruption for example through a photo or an audio recording can also bring about significant results over the long term.   

· Fostering Public Private Partnerships (PPP): Amongst others in Sri Lanka, the nascent Easyseva entrepreneurship model
, based on the increasing footprint of relatively low-cost wireless broadband in Sri Lanka, suggests that innovative public sector and private sector partnerships can avoid the pitfalls of state subsidised and unsustainable cybercafé models as we have seen in the past.

On the other hand, citizen-to-citizen knowledge transfers through text, audio and video no longer depends on state-sponsored e-Governance mechanisms. Anyone with a mobile phone is potentially a witness to an event or process. Going by the number of active SIM cards, we have 11 million potential witnesses in a population of 20 million
. What can we do to get voters to recognise their civic duty and stand up for good governance? 

· Encourage citizen journalism (CJ) initiatives: Groundviews
, Vikalpa
, Vikalpa YouTube Channel
 and Voices of Reconciliation Radio
 are pioneering citizen journalism websites that are edited, designed and developed in Sri Lanka. All of them clearly demonstrate a growing interest in and focus on that content produced by citizens. Groundviews for example, was the first in Sri Lanka to offer mobile phone access and feedback mechanisms. Access through a mobile phone is automatically detected by the site and content rendered accordingly. In general, citizen journalism shows a real potential to transform repressive social, political and economic conditions that hinder sustainable development. 

· Development of mobile government (m-government)
 - As Lirneasia’s path-breaking research suggests
, mobiles are used extensively in the lowest economic groups in Sri Lanka and owned by those who will never buy a PC. M-government can complement e-Government (at the moment anchored to PC-based access) by providing services through SMS and voice telephony such as free calls to services such as the Government Information Centre (GIC), automated voice prompt services (IVR services) for information on a wide range of services and fundamental rights, on-demand SMS multilingual information services and mobile-PC mash-ups that can aid policymakers ascertain, in real time, the issues and challenges facing various constituencies. Going further into the future, using augmented reality (as demonstrated by Nokia on some of its phones
) and location aware services (e.g. services like Mscapers in the UK - www.mscapers.com) citizens can be informed on the availability of and proximity to various government services and products though their mobiles, when mobile. Another idea would be to set up kiosks in remote villages (or place the equipment in existing tele-centres) with equipment that print government forms and other local government information on demand upon an SMS instruction. The possibilities are as exciting as they are endless.

Problems

All this however is not without its challenges. As is noted in a recent essay
,  

“Governments can also clamp down hard on citizen journalism. The French Constitutional Council approved a law in early 2007 that criminalizes the filming or broadcasting of acts of violence by people other than professional journalists... In Sri Lanka, the significant deterioration of democracy in 2006-2007 has resulted in a country where anxiety and fear overwhelm a sense of civic duty to bear witness to so much of what is wrong. No amount of mobile phones and PCs is going to magically erase this deep rooted fear of harm for speaking one’s mind out.”

Citizen journalism is itself under threat in Sri Lanka
, a country that is one of the most dangerous in the world for journalists to live and work in
. Mobile phone providers, both State owned and private, have no qualms about shutting off all services without any prior warning or notice in the embattled regions in the North and East of Sri Lanka, severely debilitating the ability of communities resident in these areas to communicate with each other and others outside for extended periods of time. Sadly, even private telecoms operators are not above censorship
. These are challenges that can only be surmounted by a greater emphasis on the potential of mobile phones and the collective action of citizens who use them to strengthen democracy.

Conclusion 

Love them or hate them mobile phones are the new glue of good governance and democracy. The Sri Lankan Government has not yet woken up to the possibilities of leveraging mobile phones to augment governance. Whether the government is just uninterested or unwilling to support such mechanisms is open for debate. But the fact that citizens are increasingly using mobile phones to share news and information on precisely that which the Government seeks to clamp down on – independent free expression that questions the status quo, exposes corruption and interrogates its war effort – is impossible to ignore. Civil society has a responsibility in this regard to encourage this growing use of mobile phones to strengthen governance through processes such as citizen journalism and the self-organisation of concerned groups to protest the breakdown of democracy and abuse of human rights. This is will be a challenging, interesting and on-going social and political experiment. As noted in a recent paper on e-Governance
,

We’ve arrived at an important moment in history. Governments can play an active, positive role in their own transformation, or change will be imposed upon them. The transformation process will be exhilarating and sometimes painful, but the price of inaction is a lost opportunity for government to redefine its role in what could be a new golden age of democracy.

Strategic complementarity is what is needed and desired, to leverage (or as some would argue, salvage) the massive investment already gone into tele-centres with the potential of mobile phones to redefine how we imagine and interact with the State, our elected representatives in Government and the overarching institutions of democracy and governance in a more meaningful, pervasive and sustainable manner. 
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