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FAO and the Information Society

FAO has been developing a strategic approach to improving the efficacy of information and communication technologies and addressing the digital divide in support of enhanced food security and agricultural development.  Furthermore, the Organization in partnership with the international development community intends to take a unique approach focusing on the challenges related to the rural part of the digital divide, which as yet has not been addressed in a cohesive way.  

Importantly, FAO believes that the rural digital divide is not only concerned with infrastructure and connectivity, but rather is a multi-faceted problem of ineffective knowledge exchange and management of content, lack of human resources and institutional capacity, compounded, obviously by an acute scarcity of financial resources. 

FAO’s specialization on rural issues related to the digital divide should complement the work of UNDP, UNESCO and the ITU and strong efforts are being made to ensure coordination and collaboration with other agencies as well as with initiatives such as the UN ICT Task Force, and with the actions taken forward from the DOT Force.  In addition, FAO has also taken the lead in bringing attention to these important issues through the Consultation on Agricultural Information Management (COAIM), a mechanism for intergovernmental dialogue on policy issues related to information and communication.  Within the framework of COAIM, the Organization also holds expert consultations in relation to technical guidelines, norms and methodologies that can be adopted by FAO member to accelerate progress in this area.

FAO and its partners have been working to define in a preliminary way the critical challenges that have to be addressed to improve access to and use of information, for purposes of improving food security and livelihoods of the poorest strata of rural populations in developing countries. FAO has already benefited from the lessons learned, and is expanding its expertise related to the rural digital divide through many collaborative initiatives developed in response to requests from Members.

FAO’s approach will be developed within the policy framework of the World Agricultural Information Centre (WAICENT), FAO’s strategic interdisciplinary programme on information management which provides the platform to develop and strengthen knowledge exchange and information systems for stakeholders in Member countries. The other major resource in FAO for this area is the Communications for Development Group, which has gathered considerable experience in developing participatory knowledge exchange systems in rural communities, using a variety of media from traditional folk media through to internet radio. 

Three broadly defined groups of stakeholders in the rural digital divide can be envisaged.  These are the:

· rural communities and their representatives; 
· institutions in the public and private sectors that provide agricultural services, broadcasting, and support to the communications infrastructure, and;
· rural policy-makers and their advisers.
The strategies and activities that will be formulated and implemented under FAO’s strategic approach will be necessarily varied, ranging from new legislation and public policies, infrastructure development, through to community-based, user-focused projects.  A case-specific approach will be adopted to designing and developing interventions that are locally led, and which will be aimed at learning lessons for the benefit of others.

The following broad domains of intervention in the area of the rural digital divide are envisaged: 

· mobilization of information content in digital form;
· capacity-building, institutional development and human resources development; with particular attention of gender and; 
· improving the effectiveness of FAO’s own operational work in the areas of information and communication. 
