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To our friends, partners, colleagues.  
 

Thank you.
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Introduction 
 
"She can live through it, because we do not hold the belief that this earth is a realm of misery 

where man is doomed to destruction. We do not think that tragedy is our natural fate and we 

do not live in chronic dread of disaster. We do not expect disaster until we have specific 

reason to expect it — and when we encounter it, we are free to fight it. It is not happiness, 

but suffering that we consider unnatural. It is not success, but calamity that we regard as the 

abnormal exception in human life." 

 

~ Ayn Rand (1905-1982) ~ 

 

 

Technology does not feel. It does not bleed.  

 

Its very insensitivity to trauma can be its strength – the tireless information sharing frameworks 

Info Share created knew no time of day and didn’t clamour for rest. On the other hand, 

because it is value neutral, technology lends itself to abuse. It cannot by itself create relief 

processes. No matter how suave and sophisticated the technology, our experience is that it will 

not be sustainable if it does not recognise the cultural context within which it is used. As such, 

the use of technology in the tsunami response has wider implications for the design and 

application of disaster response and management programmes which in turn can influence 

many programmes specifically designed for humanitarian work. 

 

Info Share has used cutting edge technology in the Sri Lankan peacebuilding process for two 

years. It is this experience that enabled us to create Sri Lanka’s first tsunami response IT 

architecture. The architecture was far from perfect and excluded a large number of 

stakeholders – for a plethora of reasons - who might have benefited from the information it 

contained.  

 

And yet, our goal was not to create the perfect system.  

 

At a time when virtually every single other organisation in Sri Lanka was trying to come up with 

suitable technology to help with the relief work, we already had one operational and feeding 

into, at the end of the first week alone, around 80 different multi-national and local 

organisations as one of their primary sources of information on Sri Lanka. In doing so, we have 

learnt a great deal – the failings and limitations of our technology, the schism between the 

promise of a programme and its real-world capacity to live up to expectations and emergent 

technologies which we are now looking at which could have made a difference 

 

This document is not meant to be a comprehensive guidebook to technologies that can aid in 

emergency humanitarian operations. Details of the programmes used by Info Share in the 

tsunami relief efforts as well in the Sri Lanka peacebuilding process are not comprehensive 
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critiques of their inherent strengths, weaknesses and relative advantages over similar 

programmes. 

 

While I have endeavoured to avoid unfair criticism, I have also been honest in my observations. 

The failure of some programmes used by Info Share is no reflection on the inherent strengths of 

the programmes – one does not cancel the other out. Rather, the exposition of shortcomings is 

a foundation of what we hope will be a constructive dialogue in the creation of ‘satisficing’ 

solutions1 that help create better technology systems for emergency response, complex 

political emergencies and larger processes of peacebuilding. I have also only looked at the 

aspects of the technology and programmes as they were used in the tsunami relief efforts. A 

broader discussion of the technology here would require a wider analysis of their strengths and 

weaknesses and comparing them to alternatives available on the market.  

 

I have argued elsewhere that the sensitive and creative use of technology can help nurture 

change processes that can lead to more peaceful and sustainable futures and avoid the pitfalls 

of partisan aid and relief operations. Providing for mobile telephony that give remote 

communities access to constantly updated weather and geological information and helping 

create endogenous early warning systems using local knowledge, using tele-centres to serve as 

repositories of information on emergency procedures and evacuation guidelines, coordinating 

the work of aid agencies on the ground ensuring the delivery of aid and relief to all 

communities, monitoring aid flows and evaluating delivery, creating effective mechanisms for 

the coordination of reconstruction and relief efforts, creating avenues for effective 

communication between field operations and warehouses based in urban centres, creating 

secure virtual collaboration workspaces that bring in individuals and organisations sans ethnic, 

geographic or religious boundaries, enabling centralised data collection centres that collect 

information from the field and distribute it to relevant stakeholders are just some of the 

immediate uses for technology. 

 

In the longer term, it is imperative to use trust relationships nurtured in virtual domains at  

present (for example, in state and non-state actors coming together in virtual spaces for aid 

and relief coordination) to nourish the larger dialogues in the peace process – on land, resource 

utilisation and fiscal structures. The effective cooperation on secure and reliable virtual 

communities can lead to the creation of champions within identity groups who, in liaison with 

like minded individuals and organisations from elsewhere, create bulwarks against future 

regression into parochial and zero-sum negotiations, that don’t fully acknowledge the shared 

trauma and suffering of communities. Technology can help knowledge flows from the diaspora 

to directly influence developmental processes on the ground, by-passing, if necessary, third 

parties to directly empower communities. Tele-centres can be repositories of alternative 

                                                
1 In the context of peacebuilding, a satisficing groupware solution would allow for the organic growth of stakeholders in 
virtual domains. Receptive to the cultural underpinnings of a particular context and yet not shackled by ossified 
positions and mindsets, a satisficing disaster management solution would allow for the exploration of ideas and 
alternatives Using multimedia, along with more traditional forms of electronic communication (like email and instant 
messaging) these groupware / collaboration systems will seamlessly integrate into existing hardware and software 
solutions, without requiring stakeholders to learn new ways of working. 
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livelihoods in areas that it is now impossible to carry on traditional modes of living. Using 

cheaply available self-powered digital radios with broadband downlinks, it is possible to 

empower even the remotest communities with information that they can translate into 

knowledge to help them rebuild lives and create connections with others who have suffered the 

same plight. Online dispute resolution (ODR) can use organic and local knowledge frameworks 

with creative and modern dispute resolution mechanisms to effectively address the problems 

that individuals and communities will face on the ground with limited access to resources. 

Beyond the mere provision of computers, and eschewing the notion that ICT can by itself 

effectively address the myriad of problems that the tsunami has left in its wake, a pragmatic 

approach to the use of technology in post-disaster situations can nourish and empower those 

who have been working for peace in Sri Lanka.2 

 

It is our hope that this document animates discussions on guidelines and best practices on the 

use of technology after large scale disasters and helps create better linkages between those 

who make the technology, those who use it and those who fund its use.  

 

Finally, the views in this document are my own. Info Share’s cutting edge innovations are the 

result of excellent teamwork and the goodwill and support of friends, colleagues and partners. 

 

I stand humbled beside them. 

 

 

Sanjana Hattotuwa 

March 2005 

 

                                                
2 See http://www.odr.info/comments.php?id=1445_0_1_10_C and http://comment.cio.com/weighin/022805.html  
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Overview of the context 

On Boxing Day 2004, a tsunami hit Sri Lanka. In a matter of hours, over 30,000 were dead, 

thousands more missing and 1% of the population displaced. We had never seen devastation on 

this scale – the human cost of the civil war over 25 years was itself made trivial in comparison, 

a ‘mere’ 65,000 in 25 years of conflict.  

The tsunami devastated entire regions of the coastline in Sri Lanka, on occasion coming a few 

kilometres inland and destroying everything in its wake. Apart from physical infrastructure that 

was washed away, the entire communications system in Sri Lanka broke down – with those in 

Sri Lanka trying to call each other along with friends, colleagues and relatives trying to call 

those who were in Sri Lanka once the full scale of the devastation became increasingly evident. 

 

Mobile phone networks were as dysfunctional as PSTN networks in voice calls, though many 

continued to rely SMS messages (and allow WAP over GPRS access) even when all lines were 

jammed. Access to any means of electronic communication was wiped out in the most severely 

affected regions, which remained cut off from aid, relief and emergency help weeks after the 

tsunami. Total chaos reigned even in the offices of INGOs and civil society organisations based 

in Colombo. With the President out the country on the day the tsunami hit, it was left to the 

Prime Minister’s office to set up the first emergency response unit. In the first week after the 

tsunami, there still wasn’t any cohesive national crisis management plan or centre of 

operations.  

 

Rapid action became its own enemy, with a lot of overlap to affected areas that could be 

accessed easily and isolation of the areas which were hardest hit. Aid delivery was further 

complicated by the politicisation of the debate and rhetoric that governed aid work in the 

North-East of the country. A feeling of national mourning and loss, of a grief that cut across all 

communities and ethnicities in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami was soon supplanted 

by a regression into zero sum ethno-centric political exchanges that poisoned efforts at 

reconciliation between various communities and ethnic groups.  

 

Collaboration within and between stakeholders in the peace process in Sri Lanka was always 

difficult – on account of a breakdown of trust after decades of violent conflict, parochial 

agendas, conflict over donor aid and other resources, proprietary ownership over the impact of 

a project and the unwillingness to share information for fear of reprisal. Almost all of the 

organisations that we worked with after the tsunami were those in which we had built 

capacities to work collaboratively towards more holistic peacebuilding interventions in Sri 

Lanka. As such, the use of technology after the tsunami was only possible on account of the 

trust we had engendered, the prior training we had given to key individuals in these 

organisation, the inherent strength of the technology we used and our ability to turn our 

networks designed to support peace processes into relief and aid delivery mechanisms. 
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While it is possible, and indeed actively encouraged, that best practice guidelines are 

developed for the use of technology in large scale emergencies, we must eschew the facile 

notion that these guidelines will take the place of stakeholders who, by virtue of a long 

association with the affected region, know how best to mould available technology to meet the 

unique needs within a given context in the affected areas.  

 

Technology must empower people instead of dictating to users processes to ways it sees fit. 

Technology should be putty in the hands of those who appropriate for their tasks – from relief 

and aid delivery, to the creation of virtual collaborative frameworks for the long term support 

of affected communities. 

 

These core principles guided our work in setting up IT structures to help the immediate aid and 

relief efforts in Sri Lanka. 
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Problems of relief work 

 
The tsunami, in a matter of hours, created an insatiable appetite for information on reacting to 

the destruction wrought by a tsunami. Many in Sri Lanka did not know what a tsunami was – 

local TV stations kept interviewing weathermen for around 2 days after the tsunami hit in the 

mistaken assumption that had something to do with hurricanes. Local organisations reflected 

the state of panic, confusion and trauma. International NGOs, ill prepared for such a large 

scale disaster in a matter of minutes, were also in a state of complete disarray. With the 

President out of the country, the government struggled to address the cacophony of calls for 

help from areas that had been devastated by the waves. 

 

Chaos was the order of the day. 

 

As time went by, the following were key tenets of information requests that dominated our 

system and other emergency response agencies in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami: 

 

1. Information on the type of the disaster – what a tsunami was, how it formed, the 

dangers of further tsunamis during the severe after shocks that continued for many 

days etc 

2. Information on missing persons, including foreign nationals. This included details of 

those internally displaced by the tsunami 

3. Information on immediate needs of survivors (shelter, food & medicine) 

4. Information of resources available to deliver aid – from 4WD vehicles, to trucks and 

helicopters 

5. Information of organisation to give money and donations in kind to – collection centres, 

bank account details, wire transfer instructions 

6. Information on contact numbers for emergency services, relief agencies, regional 

offices of large NGOs, country representatives of INGOs and donor agencies, number 

for key agencies in the UN 

7. Dissemination of requests for help, channelling aid to appropriate locations, mapping 

resources and taking inventories of aid received 

8. GIS data on Sri Lanka post tsunami and pre tsunami, including accurate and up-to-date 

maps of affected regions and satellite imagery to pin point where aid was needed in 

communities which had been isolated after the tsunami.  

9. Coordination of local and international volunteers involved in the relief efforts – what 

their skills were, where they were needed, what they were doing once assigned to a 

particular area 

10. News reports on key developments in the affected regions, including the details of 

money pledged for relief efforts and how to access this money 

11. Database of various NGOs operational after the tsunami across the affected regions 

who could be mobilised for aid and relief operations 
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12. Information on the actual ground situation in the worst affected areas – with 

dysfunctional mobile communications, the national telecom provider’s PSTN 

infrastructure badly affected, transport infrastructure washed away, there was an 

urgent need to ascertain the status of survivors  

 

With no disaster management plan, no infrastructure with which to support it, severely 

depleted and overworked human resources, a near total breakdown in network communications 

and a lack of feedback from sources in the worst affected areas, the immediate aftermath of 

the tsunami was a state of national panic and confusion. 

 

To Sri Lanka’s credit, many such systems were in place towards the end of the first week after 

the tsunami hit. But the crucial first days had only two constants – a death toll that increased 

by thousands each day and the need for more information on how to help those who survived.  

 

Information at this time was available through the following sources: 

 

1. Info Share’s Tsunami Relief workspace, running on Groove and designed to address 

most of the information lacunae outlined above. Also critical were the workspaces set 

up for the larger relief efforts in the Asian region. 

 

2. Mainstream media, which facilitated relief efforts by spearheading the dissemination of 

information, identifying needs on the ground, setting up collection centres for 

donations, facilitating vehicle convoys to affected areas etc. Electronic and print 

media played a very important role in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami in Sri 

Lanka. From public service announcement published or transmitted free of charge, to 

entire sections and programmes devoted to relief efforts, the media proved incredibly 

resilient and acted in a very professional and responsible manner. 

 

3. The Government emergency response offices - the first of which was set up in the 

Prime Ministers office. Though the Centre for National Operations (CNO) was not 

operational at the time, the Government used its regional office and village level 

administration to ascertain needs of key areas. The perception that its relief work 

concentrated on certain areas of the coastline led to the contestation of its 

prioritisation of aid, information gathering mechanisms and ability to effectively 

deliver relief to all affected communities. 

 

4. NGO websites – which sometimes offloaded all other content and put only information 

that facilitated tsunami relief operations, including information they were receiving 

from their own sources from various affected regions in Sri Lanka. 

 

5. International news wire reports – while less accurate than local media reports in the 

first few days, wire reports were the primary source of information on international 

and regional mobilisation of aid to help the victims of the tsunami 
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6. Information from grassroots organisations who managed to give status updates however 

best they could – from word of mouth to the occasional telephone call and fax, from 

hand written notes sent over ground, to SMS messages sent to relatives in urban 

centres. However, with no possibility whatsoever of connecting these regions to a PSTN 

based communications infrastructure, and the unavailable of Wi-Max or comparable 

technology to enable wireless wide-range access to the internet, the urgent needs of 

communities in remote regions went unheard for many days after the tsunami. 

 

7. Blogs set up specifically to aid relief efforts – from those that acted as portals to a 

collection of websites and web pages that dealt with relief efforts, to other set up 

specifically for a single task – the search for missing persons, information on agencies 

involved in the relief efforts, contact details of key stakeholders etc 

 

8. Websites set up specifically to help organise the massive influx of volunteers into the 

country – matching needs on the ground with any previous expertise the volunteers had 

that was relevant to relief efforts 

 

9. Telephone helplines / hotlines of NGOs, INGOs, local organisations, media 

organisations, banks, commercial enterprises, which gave information on the current 

situation, urgent needs etc 

 

While there were other sources of information, those identified above served the primary 

information needs of a great number of stakeholders involved in the relief efforts in Sri Lanka. 

What was lacking at the time was a coherent macro, meso and micro level breakdown of the 

myriad of relief interventions, personnel and resources that were being mobilised to tsunami 

affected areas in Sri Lanka.  

 

Although various other coordination systems were developed subsequently, at the time, Info 

Share’s information architecture was unique in that it was (unfortunately, one might add, 

since other systems would have only strengthened our own) the only system operational in Sri 

Lanka. This does not take away from the fact that many other stakeholders set up internal 

processes of their own to determine the best course of action. Very little information was 

exchanged by those conducted these rapid needs assessments. Some organisations created 

sophisticated intra-organisational databases that they occasionally shared stripped down 

versions of with other stakeholders. Other maintained their ownership of such information and 

opposed any effort to share this information with others, especially those who had operations 

in the same geographical area. 

 

Although information sharing was sub-optimal, it was not the case that none existed. Rather, 

the unwillingness or inability of stakeholders to share information created knowledge gaps that 

could easily have been addressed by a more cooperative approach by those involved in the 

relief efforts. 
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Overview of technology used by Info Share 

 
Almost all the technology frameworks that Info Share created in the immediate aftermath of 

the tsunami were engineered using programmes & tools that were tested earlier with its 

interventions for the Sri Lankan peace process. For some programmes, the experience of 

appropriating them in tsunami relief work was an affirmation of their theoretical claims 

towards fostering collaboration in austere environments. Others, we discovered to our 

disappointment, were an ill fit in the face of a catastrophic natural disaster. Below are some of 

the key technologies used by Info Share in the relief efforts: 

 
1. Groove Virtual Office 

2. Blogger.com 

3. Skype 

4. PopG (Citrix) access for Groove 

5. Gmail POP3 access 

 
A closer look at each of these technologies follows.  

 

It is worth re-emphasising that the following descriptions are very subjective and lay no claim 

to do justice as reviews of the respective technologies or programmes. The opinions herein 

however are forged out of a real life emergency response and not just a simulation or a 

controlled austere environment. Words cannot adequately describe the chaos in the immediate 

aftermath of a natural disaster and contrary to the opinion of those who have never 

experienced such massive trauma first hand, the knee jerk reaction, if one may call it that, is 

one of completely and utter helplessness - an immobility of mind and body in the face of an 

incomprehensible destructive force.  

 

Any technology in such circumstances holds within it the key to engender small steps needed to 

address the larger tasks of relief and the construction of livelihoods. On the flip side, when the 

social fabric is torn to shreds, technology can easily exacerbate trauma and impede relief 

efforts, by saddling actors with unsuitable tools that do not aid processes of healing. 

 

If there is one lesson that we have learnt, it is that no one single programme or tool will ever 

address the multi-faceted needs of an emergency response. As mentioned elsewhere in this 

document, the author feels that the future of disaster management lies in hybrid PC & mobile 

phone networks, that create seamless links between the field and the office in ways that the 

PC simply cannot achieve. 
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Groove Virtual Office (GVO) 
www.groove.net 
 

 
 

Groove Virtual Office (GVO) is a comprehensive and powerful groupware solution that enables 

participants to collaboratively work on a single project or on a number of objectives. 

Participants can share documents, discuss, instant message, talk to each other using VoIP and 

in general virtually swarm to achieve a particular task, goal or process3.  

 

Info Share uses GVO in various ways in Sri Lanka, taking it far beyond the realms of corporate 

group work and into the complex and dynamic world of peacebuilding. The programme powers, 

inter alia, online negotiations and one text processes4, the pan-Sri Lankan cross-sectoral 

information sharing network that Info Share has engineered to support the peace process, 

information sharing systems for key donors, civil society stakeholders and the coordination and 

management of its own operations. 

                                                
3 More details of the programme can be found at http://www.groove.net/pdf/backgrounder/GVO-
backgrounder.pdf?home=ms-backgrounder  
4 The One-Text procedure is a systematic process to elicit underlying interests and needs of parties and providing a 
mechanism and space to jointly explore and develop many options and deciding on one. The process is called the ‘One-
Text’ because quite literally there is only one text - drawn on the texts of each of the stakeholders. All the parties' 
positions - on every issue - are reflected in the workspace. New positions and proposals are captured daily and included 
in a dynamic document through a joint and collaborative process. More details at http://www.onetext.org/  
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Info Share was able to use this architecture and technology to create the very first information 

gathering, dissemination and collaboration system in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami. 

The system, once created was launched through a dial-up modem with sporadic connectivity – 

within 8 – 9 days, it became a primary source of information for local, regional and 

international actors on the immediate tsunami relief needs in the country. At its peak, it had 

over 150 members from local, regional and international NGOs, relief agencies, bi-lateral and 

multi-lateral donor agencies and government line ministries. 

 

The Info Share emergency response information architecture had the following features5: 

 

• Comprehensive database of all organisations involved in the relief efforts, including status 

of infrastructure, contact details, international and regional office details, and Sri Lankan 

field office details 

• Comprehensive collection of websites & blogs on the tsunami relief operations, background 

information on Sri Lanka, invitations to related workspaces Info Share set up to monitor the 

wider regional tsunami relief efforts etc 

• Invitations to information libraries – GIS maps, pictures, satellite imagery, white papers, 

immediate relief guidelines, emergency procedures, databases of government contacts and 

organisations – totalling approximately 1 gigabyte of data. 

• News reports, updated every 15 minutes, gathered from leading wire news agencies, blogs 

and other websites. News was organised by category and was automatically archived. 

Archives could be searched by date, topic, keyword, source etc. 

• Discussion lists on, inter alia, urgent appeals, aid offers, announcements and local media 

reports. Info Share gathered these from networks it had worked with in the peace process, 

friends in the media, contacts in civil society and donor agencies, friends and contacts in 

head offices of international NGOs and from field reports as and when we received them 

and could validate (best we could) their veracity. 

 

No other organisation in Sri Lanka, local or international, managed to create such 

comprehensive information architectures for around 2 weeks after the tsunami. Info Share’s 

system was operational around 2 hours after the tsunami hit Sri Lanka and continues to 

function to date with no downtime whatsoever. 

 

More details of the system can be found from  

http://www.info-share.org/doc_view.php?record_id=33  

 

 
Features of Groove Virtual Office that proved most useful 
The decision to use GVO for peace support operations was based on its strength as a secure P2P 

application that is designed to work with low bandwidth / connectivity. Much of our work in 

the peace process is conducted with stakeholders with little or knowledge in computing and in 

                                                
5 For more details, please visit http://www.info-share.org/index.php  
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areas with very poor internet access. The high costs of PC ownership and maintenance, coupled 

with high costs of connectivity prevent many users from accessing information architectures 

even when they are given to them as a single package. Issues related to sustainability of such 

technology, or inequitable distribution of resources that in turn exacerbates existing conflict or 

creates new unrest and inequality etc are also deeply linked to ICT programmes that seek to 

empower grassroots communities.  

 

Cognisant of these and many other related issues, our selection of a core technology platform 

was also heavily influenced by the need to create solutions that would not overburden local 

capacities, which engendered trust and cooperation, open to hosting and creating local 

language content, accountable and transparent to those within a certain process and yet 

secure enough to maintain the confidentiality and sensitivity of the information that would be 

contained in the system. 

 

The resilience of GVO in austere environments is not just theoretical. Public exercises such as 

Strong Angel II6 have demonstrated GVO’s ability to enable group work and remote field 

communications even with sporadic and intermittent network coverage. A rather dated 

document on the advantages of the programme’s core technology in austere environments is 

available from http://www.groove.net/pdf/GrooveInAustereEnv.pdf.  

 

Info Share’s use of GVO in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami, however, was an exercise 

in the extremities of emergency response. It is testimony to the core strength of the 

programme that Info Share was able to create sophisticated information architectures even 

when the telephone and communications infrastructures in Sri Lanka were rendered 

dysfunctional for around 4 – 5 days after the tsunami. 

 

The following features were of particular value in Info Share tsunami relief work: 

 

• Groove File Sharing (GFS) technology 

 

Catastrophic emergencies in societies incapacitated by protracted ethnic conflict can deal 

a severe blow to stakeholders who have been working in the peace process. The death of 

peace activists, the added trauma, the complexities of aid and relief, the burden of 

conflict sensitive development and victim assistance, the politics of aid and relief delivery, 

the prioritisation of tasks – these and a plethora of other variables make it impossible for 

those either in the field or in head office to devote any time whatsoever to learn new 

systems for collaboration and group work, even if the ultimate promise of these systems in 

the medium to long term is to enable these stakeholders to do their job better. The 

urgency of the immediate needs, dealing with their own PTSD (Post Trauma Stress 

Disorder) and issues of time management impede learning and prevent the creation of an 

atmosphere conducive for IT training.  

                                                
6 http://www.strongangel.telascience.org/  
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As such, it was imperative that the technology we used could be employed by all 

stakeholders with a minimum of user intervention and training.  

 

With almost a zero learning curve, stakeholders were able to use Groove’s GFS technology 

to share databases, files, status reports and other vital documents in an ad hoc pan-Sri 

Lankan network that moulded itself to the needs on the ground. The malleability of the 

technology was evident in the multi-faceted uses that we put it to – from using it as a 

central file-store and file server for organisations which had poor PC infrastructure, to a 

sophisticated fire-wall transparent file sharing system that enabled those in metropolitan 

areas with better network connectivity share information that they deemed useful for 

collaborative relief efforts. 

 

 
 

GVO’s GFS technology also enabled Info Share to effortlessly create ways in which dozens 

of users could gain access to files (including multimedia content) via a pseudo-file server. A 

single computer served as a repository for all the information, which was then 
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disseminated within a hybrid P2P network. The P2P network included local, regional and 

international users. 

 

GFS technology also enabled Info Share to create what to date remains the most 

comprehensive repository of information on the Sri Lankan tsunami relief efforts. Nearly 1 

gigabyte of information is available on demand, over any connection, anywhere in Sri Lanka 

(and across the world) to help stakeholders conceptualise, operationalize, monitor and 

evaluate relief efforts. 

 

While other software programmes exist to share content of folders7, very few can match 

the holistic appeal of GVO, which allows information that underpins emergency responses 

to be tailor made to organisations, regions and thematic areas. CNET.com gave 8/10 for 

the GVO File Sharing Edition, recognising its superiority to comparable products in the 

market8. 

 

Our GFS based databases had another advantage. Unlike files stored internally on secure 

GVO workspaces, all files stored on GFS spaces were searchable by programmes such as 

Google Desktop Search, MSN search, X1 etc. This made is extremely easy for users to 

search for exactly what they needed instead of sifting through hundreds of in search of 

they wanted. 

 

• Unread notifications to asynchronous communications and download-on-demand 

GVO allowed all participants in a workgroup upload information, even though not everyone 

would be online at the same time. Furthermore, Info Share itself uploaded hundreds of 

megabytes of information, news feeds and websites literally around the clock.  

 

Email and a web based dissemination system would simply not have worked – since 

stakeholders were connecting from multiple time zones with widely disparate network 

connectivity. Groove enabled information to be delivered on-demand, with notification 

clearly indicating critical information for a particular user, region or group. The system did 

not inundate everyone with information they did not want – downloading-on-demand 

enabled participants to gain access to relevant information with pinpoint accuracy. 

 

• In built support for GIS mapping 

No other groupware application except GVO serves as a platform for a comprehensive GIS 

system. Info Share uses Toucan Navigate9, even though it is not the only GIS system 

available for GVO. However, its seamless integration with other tools in GVO, its ability to 

                                                
7 https://www.foldershare.com/ is an example of a folder sharing programme 
8 http://reviews.cnet.com/Groove_Virtual_Office_30_File_Sharing_Edition/4505-3522_7-31292248.html  
9 Toucan Navigate is a collaborative GIS tool inside any Groove shared space. It allows members of the workspace to 
work on maps inside the space generated in any standard GIS file formats. There are layers available (for example, 
warehouses, rivers, roads, villages, and airfields), and special icons related to disaster response. Toucan Navigate also 
can accept feeds from standard GPS receivers. Anyone stationary (or without a GPS) can simply enter their best-guess 
coordinates onto the map. See http://www.infopatterns.net/News/StrongAngel.html for details. 
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interface with databases of information on field requirements plotted by GIS co-ordinates, 

its sophisticated system for real time co-browsing the same map irrespective of 

geographical location and network connectivity etc made it a natural choice for field 

deployment to areas which had the capacity to use the programme. 

 

Operations in some government emergency response teams were aided by the programme, 

on which Info Share was able to plot urgent needs of communities on the ground, status of 

infrastructure, availability of resources, locations of organisations and field workers etc 

and juxtapose these with satellite imagery when necessary. Toucan Navigate also allowed 

the superimposition of satellite images on GIS maps, but because of the resource hungry 

nature of this feature, we could not implement it on a large scale. 

 

• Groove Forms technology – News Aggregation 

 

Custom built solutions using the extremely powerful GVO forms technology (built into the 

programme) allowed the workspace to gather news reports from international wire 

services, blogs and websites and update it every 15 minutes. No other tsunami response 

system to date features news aggregation technology that matches this functionality.  
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Searching through RSS feeds, news items are searchable by source, date, keyword, 

category etc. The strength of the underlying database engine allowed us to store hundreds 

of entries updated daily – in essence, creating a permanent repository of news report on 

the tsunami, relief efforts and the international responses to it.10 

 

No other programme would have enabled Info Share to engineer such a rich set of tools and 

services in such a short time. As mentioned earlier, the system was running hours after the 

tsunami hit11 and despite some changes to its core architecture, has remained much the same 

since when it was first launched.  

 

GVO was able to handle an incredible growth spurt and still keep functioning – on some days as 

many as a dozen new users joined the space. Free form templates available from Groove’s 

website were customised to provide added functionality to the workspace with relative ease. 

Instant messaging from GVO became a more reliable way to communicate with friends and 

colleagues than emails. Since many servers were unable to cope with the heightened user load, 

emails were delayed and sometimes never reached their intended recipient. GVO technology 

allowed users to track messages and see when they were picked up – in many cases, GVO IM’s 

went faster than emails, were more reliable, ensured a response, allowed for better decision 

making because of the delivery of timely information and allowed Info Share to keep in touch 

with me even when I was travelling extensively and connecting up from various different 

networks. 

 

The ability to create a system that addressed many of the needs of stakeholders involved in 

coordinating the relief efforts from Colombo in Sri Lanka, and other locations dotted across the 

globe and which allowed me to collect, organise, publish, edit and delete content irrespective 

of where I was and how I connected to the internet was in and by itself a significant display of 

technical competence by a programme that was, ab initio¸ not designed for such demanding 

work. 

 

Info Share’s website and documents contained therein give further details of or work with GVO 

after the tsunami. 

 

 

 

                                                
10 For more details on Info Share’s tsunami response, please read http://www.info-
share.org/content/docs/IS.Tsunami.Support.pdf and http://www.info-share.org/content/docs/IS.Relief.Efforts.pdf  
11 Also see http://www.cio.com/archive/031505/tl_portals.html  
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Blogger.com 
http://www.infoshareaid.blogspot.com/  
 

 

Info Share created its blog about 2 weeks after Boxing Day 2004. The need came from multiple 

information requests from organisations which could not access the information contained in 

the GVO architecture that Info Share created. While tools in beta form existed to automatically 

publish contained in GVO to a public blog, Info Share resorted to manually selecting the most 

critical information and posting it online.  

 

Having a blog also enabled us to disseminate information through RSS feeds into Newsreaders, 

giving us even greater access to stakeholders in Sri Lanka and elsewhere who needed to access 

the information in our system but didn’t have the time, technical expertise or training to 

install and operate GVO. 

 

Blogger.com was a natural choice. Many in Info Share are familiar with the website and it 

remains one of the most user friendly blog hosts on the web. Within a matter of minutes, Info 

Share was able to set up the blog, customise its look and feel, upload information and publicise 

its existence through our own website. 



 22 

The blog was also configured so that each team member could upload information as they saw 

fit. This process of decentralised information upload allowed Info Share to populate the blog 

with information around the clock, since the team members where at the time, spread across 

different time zones. 

 

Furthermore, since not all team members were conversant with HTML coding, FTP and web 

page formatting, Info Share’s blog enabled everyone to participate in the process of 

information sharing. Organisationally, this meant that there was no single editor or person in 

charge of updating the blog. In a context where every single person was overworked many 

times over, it was imperative that the full burden of emergency responses didn’t fall on a 

single person. Blog technology facilitated this process of an equitable distribution of 

responsibilities associated with publishing new content to the web. 
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Skype 
http://www.skype.com  
 

Although GVO has built in VoIP, we have found 

Skype’s technology to be far superior even in 

relation to programmes such as Yahoo! 

Messenger and MSN Messenger. Skype’s 

encrypted P2P VoIP technology enables team 

members to speak to each other with voice 

quality approaching that of, and sometimes 

indistinguishable from, normal PSTN lines. 

 

While Skype’s voice quality is inextricably linked 

to the quality of the internet connection, the 

author managed to conduct some critical 

conversations with stakeholders in Sri Lanka 

very soon after the tsunami, when the 

communications infrastructure was crumbling in 

the face of the demands placed on it. Although 

the voice quality did drop dramatically when 

the user was on a dial-up modem, we were still 

able to understand each other. 

 

The current version of Skype allows for file 

transfers and messaging as well, making it a 

well rounded messaging client. In Info Share’s 

experience, GVO and Skype running together 

create problems on account of the bandwidth 

that is required by both programmes 

simultaneously. On anything less than a very 

good ADSL connection, the voice quality drops 

dramatically with both programmes active. In such cases, we have resorted to GVO’s own VoIP, 

which though inferior, works harmoniously with the other tools in its platform. 

 

Coupled with the advances in mobile telephony (discussed elsewhere in this document) Skype 

technology on mobile devices (at present limited to Pocket PC’s) can empower aid workers 

with most of the benefits of a PC based information architectures for a fraction of the cost. 

Furthermore, real time encryption ensures that mission critical decisions on relief and aid 

interventions can take place without fear of line taps and information leakage.  
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PopG access to Groove 

http://www.popg.net  
 

 
 

Using Citrix12 and Java technology, PopG allows users to use GVO without natively installing it 

on their PC’s. This is primarily why Info Share is interested in PopG technology. The main 

strengths of using PopG over native installations of Groove in a context where broadband is 

non-existent and only sporadic dial-up connections provide link to the internet are: 

 

1. Access to data irrespective of computer configuration and connectivity 

2. Ability to run Groove on Linux  

3. Off-site processing and storage of information – all data resides is very high capacity 

servers, which are backed up 

4. GVO’s security is maintained for critical workspaces 

5. Less technical issues – no knowledge necessary of setting up communications 

parameters, IP settings etc. Upgrades are handled automatically and only when stable 

versions become available. PopG’s own technical support is excellent and handles 

queries in relation to GVO as well as PopG’s own service. 

 

                                                
12 http://www.citrix.com/English/PS/products/product.asp?familyID=19&productID=12752  
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While the advantages are clear, a wider deployment in Sri Lanka despite extensive field testing 

has not been possible on account of latency issues. PopG’s servers are based in Denver – for 

best performance, they need to be situated in geographical proximity to the main theatres of 

deployment. 

 

While there is nothing inherently wrong with the technology, wider adoption would depend on 

Info Share’s ability to procure a dedicated server capable of running PopG. Given that many 

computers that will never be able to run GVO natively will still be able to run the programme 

via PopG opens up new vistas for organisations which don’t have the funding to buy new 

hardware.  

 

Furthermore, adoption of Groove via PopG is Operating System (OS) independent. Info Share is 

exploring the use of several Open Source solutions for certain aspects of its on-going work and 

sees PopG based Groove access as a liberating technology that allows stakeholders the freedom 

to run whatever OS they want and still gain access to the more advanced tools and information 

repositories we have created using GVO. 

 

 
 

Because of problems on the ground with GVO installations, coupled with our inability to enable 

users to access our information system via PopG on account of latency issues, PopG rapidly 

developed web based access for GVO GFS spaces. To our knowledge, this adaptation of 
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technology had no historical precedent. All those who visited http://www.info-

share.org/doc_view.php?record_id=35 were able to access the GFS files that we had created 

for stakeholders on the ground – containing nearly 1 gigabyte of information, including GIS 

maps, satellite imagery, situation updates from NGOs and INGOs etc. Users were able to 

browse these files and download them on-demand using their web browser or alternatively 

download an invitation to browse it via GVO on their own system. 

 

The Info Share information Repository remains, to date, the largest collection of data available 

on the Sri Lankan tsunami relief efforts. It is a collection of material put out by every other 

major agency and stakeholder involved in the relief efforts, along with multimedia (photos, 

videos, sound bites), a comprehensive collection of cross-platform GIS data, every single 

situation update put out by international agencies since Boxing Day 2004 and a variety of other 

documents.  

 

The marriage of PopG and GVO technology allowed us to address many problems in the field 

after the tsunami – that of low connectivity, inadequate hardware / technical / human 

resources that hindered GVO deployment and the inability of stakeholders to access the vast 

amounts of information contained in the GFS spaces we had created. Furthermore, web based 

access to these files also enabled us to provide this information to the largest possible number 

of users – irrespective of what computer they ran, how they connected to the internet, what 

OS they had and what browser they used.  
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Gmail POP3 email access 
http://www.gmail.com  

 

 

Gmail’s POP based email access enabled me to be in touch even when I sometimes connected 

to as many as a dozen different ISPs a day in my travels in North America. It would have been 

impossible for me to configure Outlook to use SMTP and POP servers in networks that I had 

access to via Wi-Fi or broadband cable networks. Gmail gave me a simple solution – one setting 

worked across all the networks I connected to – even through firewalls. 

 

Furthermore, using Gmail POP access enabled me to send emails using my own email account 

and not just the Gmail account. This gave me the flexibility to correspond using my Info Share 

account, my personal email account and accounts dedicated to the tsunami relief efforts with 

effortless ease. 

 

No other web based email system offers the features that Gmail does and I cannot think of any 

negative features worth mentioning with respect to its service or features, except that on rare 

occasions, its secure SMTP and POP3 servers refused to work through some corporate firewalls. 
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What worked? What didn’t? 
 

Info Share encountered several problems with its choice of technology in the aftermath of the 

tsunami. Some of the problems were on account of the very success of the information 

architecture it created. Others were on account of inherent weaknesses in the programmes we 

deployed. Most often, it was a combination of both. 

 

Info Share’s Sri Lankan tsunami relief workspace was created, launched and for around 4 weeks 

after the tsunami, hosted entirely from the laptop of the author. Because of the incredible rise 

of the number of local, regional and international participants in the workspaces that Info 

Share created, Groove brought the laptop to a grinding halt every time I worked on the space 

to edit, change or upload new information.  

 

Testimony to its ability to change with the demands of the workgroup, about 3 weeks after the 

tsunami, a lot of the data was transferred to high speed servers based in Groove headquarters 

in Boston and the entire workspace was re-engineered to make it more responsive to users. 

Information was segregated and GFS technology employed to give access hundreds of 

megabytes of data arranged thematically and available on demand. 

 

The entire transition was carried out with a minimum of downtime.  

 

However, for technical reasons too complex to go into detail here, the initial architecture and 

the subsequent upgrades resulted in some users receiving massive downloads at a time when 

they could ill afford to do so. Info Share had to face the wrath of these users, who had to wait 

until downloads were complete before they could use the system again.  

 

Info Share’s architecture helped, at its peak, around 150 different individuals from around 60 

different organisations – local, regional and international, spanning INGOs to donors, from 

government agencies to Bretton Woods institutions and the UN system.  

 

Info Share was helpless to empower those on the ground in Sri Lanka who had no access to 

telephones, much less a working PC. Furthermore, GVO’s resource hungry nature coupled with 

the above average specification needed to run the programme natively ruled it out for many 

individuals and organisations that had computing infrastructure that was inadequate to run the 

system. This effectively shut them out of the information contained in the system.  

 

Our inability to use PopG thwarted attempts to broad-base our information sharing systems. 

With no server in Sri Lanka or in the Asia-Pacific region, the latency times from the servers 

based in Denver were just too great for PopG to be of any use in the field when connecting up 

to the service from dial-up modems. Even with new settings created by PopG specifically to 

address the issue of latency, the lag was noticeable.  
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Many organisations, including some very large multi-lateral agencies, suffered from ossified IT 

regimes that prevented the installation of GVO on local area networks. Obdurate IT Managers 

prevented us from installing Groove and yet at the same time, wanted access to the 

information contained in the system. On the other hand, GVO sometimes slowed down internet 

connectivity for other PC’s on networks it was installed on. While there were many reasons for 

this and it cannot be said to that this slowdown was solely because of the presence of GVO on 

the networks, the perception was that GVO alone was responsible for decreased network 

performance made is less desirable as a programme, even if the information contained in the 

system was mission critical to the organisation. 

 

Some of these problems were the result of the growth spurt in the workspace – unprecedented 

even GVO stalwarts who had used the programme in various other contexts. The other was the 

rate at which information was added. As mentioned earlier, Info Share populated the 

workspace, non-stop, around the clock, for around a month after the tsunami hit.  

 

In response to these critical problems, as mentioned earlier, Info Share launched web based 

access to key repositories of information contained in the system – a process that was 

facilitated by PopG technology. This enabled stakeholders who could not or did not want to run 

GVO natively, or who had inadequate system resources to run it, access the same information 

as those who were present in the workspace. The web based database access continues to 

date13. 

 

There were reasons extraneous to the specific technology we used that prevented a broader 

adoption or our disaster response architecture. The selfish desire to hoard as much resources as 

possible within the confines of one’s own organisation, the unwillingness and sometimes 

outright displeasure of having to collaborate and share information, the regression into partisan 

rhetoric, the resurgence of territorial ownership of certain interventions, the need for self-

branding and positioning in order to gain influence and facilitate access to resources – these 

and many other factors coloured the fabric of relief work in the aftermath of the tsunami. 

 

We had no control over these factors which had a great impact on our work. The tribalism of 

civil society stakeholders and those involved in relief efforts prevented them from seeing the 

benefits of collaboration and information sharing. Joint operations were sacrificed in favour of 

unilateral relief efforts. Sometimes, organisations displayed a parasitical interest in the Info 

Share system – take glean from the databases whatever they could in order to strengthen their 

own operations even at the expense of other who were working in the field. 

 

The only way to counter power elites from taking over the relief efforts as best they see fit is 

to empower local communities with technologies that they can appropriate to deliver and 

exchange information amongst themselves – creating local networks that influence regional 

structures and so on. Info Share lacked the technology, funding and human resources to create 

                                                
13 See http://www.info-share.org/doc_view.php?record_id=35  
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such a system. With a staff of only 8, limited funding and a programme which could not run on 

many computers which survived the tsunami, we limited ourselves to gathering information 

from the field and then channelling it to relevant stakeholders who can the necessary resources 

to access our information architecture. 

 

As time progressed, many other stakeholders came up with their own proprietary systems to 

help the relief efforts – from Open Source relief management software, to portals developed to 

track volunteers in the relief and listservs created to share information between key 

stakeholders. Developers of proprietary systems chastised us for creating a system they thought 

was unwieldy. We took careful note of all constructive criticism and admitted that much could 

be done together to improve the systems in place to help the relief work. However, many 

organisations did not understand our arguments for hybrid solution. In reality, competition for 

the ‘ultimate disaster management system’ outweighed the need to collaborate on the 

creation of such a system using a variety of technologies. 

 

Our experience was enlightening, because the human element in technology – egos, self 

interest, selfishness and on occasion, altruism and an innate desire to share – is not something 

that is explored in any depth. We submit that any technology, however sophisticated, even in 

the face of a catastrophic disaster, needs to adapt to the changing dynamics within and 

between the groups that use the technology. 

 

GVO for instance can create on demand workgroups for special groups, regions, organisations 

or tasks. These workgroups are self contained units, the membership of which can be changed 

at a moment’s notice. Disaster management systems in this sense need to be soft coded – while 

the technology needs to be cutting edge, the system should give the flexibility to the end users 

to adapt it as they see it.  

 

While GVO allowed us to do this to a certain extent, end users still had to, if they wanted 

access to the information, learn its interface, work around its foibles, get used to its quirks and 

basically spend some time familiarising themselves with the system in order to access the 

information. This was not always an easy process – some stakeholders couldn’t understand the 

system, others didn’t tap into the power even when they knew they could for fear of 

overloading their PC’s, many felt the system needed a simpler interface (this was not a 

criticism directed at our GVO based GFS databases though – since GFS is essentially the 

Windows Explorer interface). 

 

We listened, but could do little in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami. It is our hope that 

these concerns are taken on board by those who develop the technology we use (Groove was 

recently acquired by Microsoft – a move that we hope will make it a far better product) to 

create programmes that address the issues that are outlined here. 
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The horizon: Mobile technologies for disaster response 
 

Info Share’s experience with PC based disaster response frameworks highlighted their inherent 

limitations when the requisite infrastructure necessary for such frameworks was destroyed or in 

state of severe collapse. Field offices didn’t have the necessary internet connectivity, 

equipment, technical experience or human resources to devote to or upgrade in order to fully 

partake in collaborative disaster response frameworks set up by stakeholders in Colombo.  

 

This begs the questions on whether technology can work in fractured microcosms of relief 

work. In order to create a divisional, regional, national and international network of 

interconnected resources, technology must start at the bottom – at the level of the field 

worker who does not have an office, who is overworked, unpaid, traumatised and dealing with 

responding to the disaster on the ground in remote areas. 

 

It is impossible to empower such individuals - who Info Share would argue constitute the 

majority of those who in the crucial first days of relief work - using any PC based technology. 

Every single programme mentioned in this document, including GVO, is useless in the face of a 

complete breakdown in communications infrastructures – especially when telephone lines & 

exchanges are totally destroyed, office washed away, PC’s inundated with salt water and 

looting, which ravages any equipment that remains in these areas. Any architecture created 

using PC’s to gather and share information may only, in these crucial days, help cosmopolitan 

aid agencies at best to publish what they are doing, donors share information and urban NGOs 

ascertain what each other is doing in a given geographical area.  

 

Efforts at designing a collaborative disaster response system must start with the premise that 

those on the ground will not have access to PC’s. However, this does not mean that they should 

necessarily be cut off from each other and disaster response systems. With the incredible 

growth of mobile telephony in the Global South in general, and Sri Lanka in particular, it is not 

impossible to think of creating system that use technologies like 3G, GPRS and GPRS Edge 

services to connect even remote aid workers to national grids that gather and intelligent share 

information. 

 

Such a system could plot locations of key resources, urgent needs, ground status reports, 

infrastructure status, office locations, key activities etc into GIS systems that can display 

village level data to countrywide data. This information can power databases that intelligently 

sift through updates, identify linkages between categories of information and then send them 

via SMS to relevant mobile phone. WAP portals could provide access to key resources as well 

and on 3G networks, short audio / video clips from news programmes could update field 

workers on important developments and news updates. Push-to-talk technology could function 

as walkie-talkies to enable those unfamiliar with mobile phones easily share information over a 

very large geographical footprint. Video messaging could help key decision making processes in 
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field, regional, country and international head offices of relief agencies and donors by 

providing them evidence of urgent needs and the situation in certain areas.  

 

There were several parallel experiments in the Sri Lankan tsunami response that tried to 

explore the possibilities of some of these technologies. A server was set up to gather SMS based 

status updates and then feed it into an XML database which could be read by other 

programmes. Developers in India approached Info Share to develop system that used mobile 

phones to disseminate information we had gathered through our GVO based system tsunami 

response architecture. While none of these experiments have concluded with the creation of 

beta programme, best practices or a set of observations, they were nevertheless useful 

determining the contours of what could be imagined with the structured use of mobile phones 

in disaster response frameworks. 

 

The advent of Java to mobile phones, the creation of vernacular SMS language sets and fonts, 

along with modern browsers capable of displaying far more sophisticated web pages than were 

possible earlier, all point towards a mobile platform that is severely underutilised for disaster 

response frameworks. It is also fortuitous that many countries in the Global North have a 

mobile phone penetration that in some regions exceeds many times over traditional PSTN 

networks. In Sri Lanka, even when PSTN systems collapsed soon after the tsunami, some mobile 

phone users were still able to connect to WAP portals over GPRS / GPRS Edge technology, 

which leading mobile operators offer across the island. Furthermore, with the introduction of 

native Yahoo! and AOL Messenger clients to some phones, the ability to sign into these services 

via the internet on others, it is inevitable that the traditional markers of separation between 

PC based programmes and services and mobile based equivalents will soon disappear. 

 

More attention needs to be given to such systems. Given the millions of dollars invested in PC 

based technologies and disaster response systems, it is on the one hand understandable why 

software companies are as yet reticent to devote development time to create such system. 

However, given the prevalence of mobile phones and their potential, it is imperative that more 

funding should go into experimental programmes that explore the possibilities of these 

technologies14. 

 

For example, Info Share is presently discussing the creation of a mobile telephony based system 

for conflict early warning and prevention with a solutions provider called Voxiva15. Consonant 

with Voxiva’s vision, Info Share believes that hybrid systems that marry PC based infrastructure 

used for high-end data processing and storage to mobile systems used for data gathering, 

information dissemination, alerting and decision support can create disaster management 

systems that are far better than any system currently in use. 

 

                                                
14 The author discovered that many people in North America did not realize the potential of mobile phones, which they 
saw as a cordless phone with a wider footprint. Used primarily for voice calls, many subscribers were unaware of even 
basic features such as SMS, let alone GPRS based WAP browsing, Java applications and mobile email and messaging 
services.  
15 http://www.voxiva.com/  
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The future of effective disaster response architectures is in the palm of your hand. 
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Observations on the use of technology  
 

Disaster management responses are more about helping people than about highlighting 

technology. This said, technology serves an invaluable catalytic role in providing information 

and facilitating knowledge flows between and within the field and head offices. From ham 

radios to blogs, from SMS messaging to web portals, from groupware to list-servs, the ways in 

which technology can be harnessed to help create cohesive architectures for collaborative 

relief work are extremely multifaceted. 

 

Technology as a catalyst in the immediate aftermath of a large scale natural disaster needs to 

be cognisant of the following variables: 

 

1. Stakeholders are not interested, don’t have time for, and possibly lack the capacity to 

utilise any programme or technology to its fullest. Solutions that are not culturally 

sensitive, are geared to the regional and local context, don’t have support for local 

language and are difficult to learn will never help relief efforts. 

 

2. New technology needs to be eschewed in favour of culturally resonant technologies which 

communities are familiar with. The introduction of groupware systems to those unfamiliar 

with such frameworks will not create any cohesion between relief groups and may in fact 

impede effective aid delivery. Media such as newspapers, radio, newsletters, photocopied 

information sheets can sometimes be more effective at information exchange, 

dissemination and coordination that any PC based solution (paper does not run out of 

power after several hours without a charge!). Championing the use of new ICT frameworks 

to help disaster management should not be at the expense of funding larger, more resilient 

and older communications architectures like the mainstream print media and radio. 

 

3. Stakeholders respond to technology they are familiar with. The reason why Info Share 

chose the programmes that are mentioned in this document as the bedrock for their 

tsunami response was that key stakeholders in the Sri Lankan peace process were familiar 

with this technology, which made it easier for us to appropriate this familiarity for new 

processes that were a result of the tsunami. The introduction of new technologies to 

traumatised communities and over-worked aid organisations is fraught with difficulty at the 

best of times – it is nigh impossible, as mentioned earlier in this document, to engender the 

use of solutions in the immediate aftermath of a large scale disaster.  

 

4. No matter what IT frameworks are created, they have to be resonant with the needs on the 

ground. Technologies designed for collaboration in corporate environment or between 

geographically dispersed teams in the Global North, are often based on assumptions of 

underlying network connectivity, user experience, hardware and cultural acceptance that 

can render them useless in emergency situations, where all of these aspects are put under 

severe strain. The use of technology in aid, relief and humanitarian work, along with its use 
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in peacebuilding, needs to be handled with adequate knowledge in conflict transformation, 

conflict management, conflict sensitive disaster response frameworks and knowledge of the 

communities and regions which have been affected.  

 

5. Technology has to empower local communities, or at least, create the architecture for the 

gradual empowerment of local communities to deal with trauma and a return to normalcy. 

Technologies that create dependencies, on the donor agency that funds such solution, on 

the company that provides the technology, on the people that implement it, on those who 

are responsible for its deployment, training and servicing, can inadvertently lay the 

foundation for inequitable distribution of resources. A via media has to be drawn between 

the creation of IT frameworks to help in relief efforts and the sincere, committed and 

sustained empowerment of communities to use such frameworks best they see fit, in ways 

that are self-determined and not imposed, and in a manner that gives them the freedom 

and flexibility to use such frameworks not just for relief work, but also for the larger 

problems of peacebuilding in communities of conflict. 

 

6. Culturally sensitive use of technology. It is grossly tactless to belabour the merits of a 

certain system and use it in the field for short term visibility, commercial capitalisation 

and marketing purposes in the immediate aftermath of a disaster. The trauma and loss of 

life associated with large scale disasters cannot be the bedrock for marketing campaigns. 

Some of those who approached Info Share wanted us to promote the use of tools and 

programmes for their own gain, given that for them, this was a case study in the use of 

their programme that could not be replicated by any statistical model or hypothesis. 

Others wanted us to issue statements on how the use of their technologies helped 

communities to regain a semblance of normalcy. We refused all such requests.  

 

The danger of acquiescing to such demands is that it creates in the minds of those who 

most desperately need assistance the impression that one is only trying to help for 

parochial or mercenary gain, instead of a deep seated commitment to help the community 

stand on its own feet. Any organisation or stakeholder rooted in principles of social justice 

and social empowerment would find this perception anathema and a death blow to any 

trust that can be built over the long term.  

 

The creation of disaster management system must also include voices from the Global South 

reciprocally fully support and strengthen organisations which are already doing work in this 

area in various countries. The imposition of foreign IT architectures and frameworks must be 

eschewed in favour of developing endogenous capacities to create sustainable technologies 

that augment the assets of a particular region. 
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Final thoughts 

 

In giving primacy to the importance of technology in responding to emergencies, we must not 

forget that any IT framework must be the servant, not master, of those who use it. Geraldine 

Fitzpatrick, author of The Locales Framework: Understanding and Designing for Wicked 

Problems16, states that the issue at the end of the day might not be about creating frameworks 

of effective technologies. Rather, she says, it may be about creating a corpus of literature that 

nourishes certain individuals to serve as physical 'connectors' who also shape virtual processes 

in a given context. These individuals might be able to cross identity groups and ethnic divides 

and reside equally comfortably in various idea groups – giving them a unique ability to 

engender virtual processes that build on their real world experience to nourish interventions 

that support long term relief work and peacebuilding. 

 

As Fitzpatrick states “this is not to deny that frameworks and theories can play a role, but as 

resources for creative intelligent engagement with the domain and questions at hand; 

ultimately the work lies with the people involved not the framework.” 

 

Natural disasters in regions wrecked by conflict can be the source of life. Ignorant and 

dismissive of ethnic identities, death can level entire villages and uproot millions. It is our 

response to the disaster that holds the promise of life and of renewed hope. Used appropriately 

in ways that strengthen local capacities, technology can act as a catalyst – channelling aid to 

those who need it, facilitating knowledge flows, engender trust, foster collaboration and 

rekindle a shared humanity forged by trauma that is felt by all. 

 

Even though there remains much to be done to capture its role in more rigorous ways, Info 

Share, along with many other stakeholders in Sri Lanka and in other countries affected by the 

tsunami have irrefutably proved that technology can help relief and aid efforts – in the 

immediate aftermath of a disaster and also in planning for the medium and long term conflict 

sensitive planning. 

 

We stand humbled at the injustice of history that inadvertently catapulted us to a position in 

which we used what we knew best to help those less fortunate. It is the work of ordinary 

individuals in the very heart of the affected areas worst hit by the tsunami that continues to 

inspire us in our work towards the creation of sustainable IT architectures that fully harness the 

indomitable nature of the one thing the tsunami couldn’t sweep away. 

 

The human spirit.  

                                                
16 Fitzpatrick, Geraldine Ann. The Locales Framework : Understanding and Designing for Wicked Problems. Dordrecht ; 
Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003. 
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