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project description

Honey Bee network
: giving visibility, voice and voluntary platform to green grassroots innovators and tradition knowledge holders.
background

In the growth of the Honey Bee network, "the voices of creative and innovative people of India at the grassroots level", Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have played an important role as a means to an end. The point of departure for the project was not ICT, but the larger issue of empowering knowledge-rich but economically-poor people. ICT happened to serve our ends to some extent, and thus were used to extend our reach, deepen our communication capabilities, and essentially and effectively overcome three barriers to learning: the barriers of language, literacy, and localism.
When we developed the first multi-language multi-media database of innovations and traditional knowledge through our own resources and without any outside help in 1996 to 1997, and showcased it at the First Global Knowledge Conference in 1997 in Canada, Honey Bee was the only ICT service of its kind. Have many more such databases emerged in the meantime? The answer is a resounding: no!
How could ICT applications for the poor even be discussed without major investment in the development of standards, tools and software that can used to share the content in local languages and dialects? It will be useful to compare the global investment made in the last decade in creating content vis-a-vis infrastructure for communications and expanding the Internet as it exists. The degree of misplaced emphasis will become apparent. The irony is similar to the one observed in some of the large irrigation projects. The main dam and primary distributaries are built almost on time but the secondary and tertiary distributaries are seldom completed in time, the drainage system is ignored, and conservation of catchments areas almost never taken into account. Have we not also missed the key landmarks in the ICT revolution?
The concern of the Honey Bee network was to correct three asymmetries in our learning systems: one was to overcome anonymity of knowledge producers; the second was to connect knowledge producers and innovators at the grassroots level with one another; and the third was to ensure that if any value is added to local knowledge, innovations or practices, a fair share ought to go back to the knowledge providers. Just as Honey Bee connects flowers to flowers and the flowers do not complain when their nectar is taken away, people should not feel short-changed when their knowledge is shared. It is important to mention that the Honey Bee network has lobbied for protection of the intellectual property rights of the grassroots innovators and traditional knowledge-holders even before the Convention on Biological Diversity or TRIPS were negotiated and signed.
Back in 1993, the Society for Research and Initiatives for Sustainable Technologies and Institutions (SRISTI) proposed an online international registry of green grassroots innovations and traditional knowledge, which has now been added to the agenda of the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and other international bodies. In 1995, in our vision document, we had anticipated many ideas about applications of ICT. However, some of the ideas are still a long way in coming, due to lagging technological developments. One of our hopes in 1995 was that different innovators would be able to use touch-screen terminals in different villages and discuss online improvements in specific technological innovations, designs, and formulations for, among others, sustainable agriculture. We are nowhere near that. We also wanted people to develop and maintain their own knowledge, innovations, and databases in local languages so that a sense of ownership of knowledge, knowledge sharing, experimenting with knowledge, and validating and adding value through knowledge networks was speeded up. But the problem of standards in making Indian language fonts compatible with various database software codes was - and continues to be - a problem that still needs to be addressed. The multi-media databases could not be made useable online due to pathetically low Internet speeds in most rural areas. The model was shifted to CD-based up gradation and collection of feedback. Document scanners at rural kiosks - or what we call Gyan Manthan Kendra (knowledge churning centers) - proved a great hit. People could renew their old documents, print them afresh and even scan fabric designs and other such things they wanted to archive. Soon it emerged that bridging the knowledge divide within the village was more important than bridging the so-called "digital divide" between North and South.
In any case, there was not much information in local languages available on the Internet for local use. Our Honey Bee database in local languages was made available, as was the SRISTI site in Gujarati, apart from Portuguese. People found low-cost solutions to their technological problem of cattle and crops. They asked questions, sent mail to the President of India, and put together information on a local biodiversity competition among schoolchildren on their sites. Old people would teach young kids and vice versa, women would come to improve the knowledge base whenever possible, and this included designs and the way they arranged utensils in the kitchen. Kitchen art also drew lot of attention.
institutional evolution/ key players and support

I helped found the Honey Bee network in 1988-89, SRISTI  (www.sristi.org) in 1993, and the first Grassroots Innovation Augmentation Network (GIAN www.gian.org) in Gujarat. Two more GIANs were set up at IIT Guwahati and Jaipur for the northern states. One with the help of IIT Guwahati and the Rajasthan government in 1997, and another with the help of the Gujarat state government and the National Innovation Foundation
 (www.nifindia.org) in 2000. With the help of SIDBI, the first National Innovation venture support fund (a kind of micro-venture capital fund) of US $1 million will be set up under the auspices of NIF.
Thousands of innovators and traditional knowledge holders at the grassroots level have extended major support to the Honey Bee initiative by sharing their insights and experiences with us unhesitatingly. The Honey Bee network (sristi.org and honeybee.org) is an entirely self-driven and self-financed activity, and network members have agreed never to raise any resources in the name of the network. The institutions supporting the network have obtained funds and pursued research, some of which have helped network activities. The coordination of the Network also changed hands recently. Mr. Vivekanand (numvali@vsnl.coin), who set up SEVA twelve years ago and brought out the Tamil version of the Honey Bee, has been appointed coordinator. The Honey Bee network is informal and is being guided by seven Es: ethics, equity, excellence, efficiency, environment, education, and empathy.
The International Development Research Centre (IDRC, Canada) has been a major supporter of the research at SRISTI and its sister institutions in the network. Several other foundations, such as the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, bought subscriptions of the Honey Bee Magazine for developing world NGOs and scholars. The w/0Dev program gave a one-time grant for developing software and setting up two kiosks. The National Information System for Science and Technology (NISSAT) at the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research of the government of India gave a large grant to SRISTI last year to convert part of its database (4,500 innovations and traditional knowledge examples out of about 12,000 entries) in four languages with 1,500 examples in multi-media. At the time of the earthquake and to facilitate learning, SRISTI set up sristi.org/dmis.html, a one-stop learning point for coping with natural calamities.
The Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, provided the most generous support to the entire Honey Bee movement. It helped to make India innovative. As a matter of principle, it was decided that in the Honey Bee network no one will be remunerated for any activity linked to the Honey Bee network and database until innovators would become so rich that they could hire our services. Most of the support received so far has been treated as research support through collaboration between IIMA and SRISTI.
SRISTI maintains the highest standards of transparency and keeps all its accounting vouchers available for public inspection and social audit on the occasion of the annual network meeting. There are no confidential documents or files in my own office or for that matter in SRISTI or other sister institutions

lessons learned
Recently, when the Commonwealth Science Council (CSC) adopted the goals of the Honey Bee network as its own goals, and decided to evolve into the Commonwealth Innovation Network, a major international policy impact had been made. How far CSC will go with this vision, only time will tell. But there is no doubt that we have to change the image of most developing countries from what I call, "Sink" to "Source". That is to say that they are not just sinking aid resources of strategic and sustainable knowledge, innovations, and practice which the whole world needs in the future. With a presence in 75 countries, the Honey Bee Network is trying to make that dream come true.
ICT can play an important role, but it cannot play its critical role in view of the agenda that has been drawn so far. It has to be innovation-driven, it has to be designed by the local communities and innovators, and it has to be blended with formal and informal sciences, none of which are on the agenda of any international program so far. Can there be a better example of policy blinkers of international institutions, such as the World Bank, which has, I submit, invested millions in micro-finance, but which could not imagine and visualize the role of micro-venture capital in boosting technological innovations and valorizing traditional knowledge at the grassroots level? The Honey Bee Network believes that unless we begin to appreciate that poor people are knowledge rich, that they can be innovators and practitioners with high values and ethics, the basis for future social transformation and the larger developmental paradigm will not become ethical and truly emancipatory.
� Author: Anil K Gupta, founder. Honey Bee network, SRISTI, Chair professor of Entrepreneurship, Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, India, Executive Vice Chair, National Innovation Foundation (anilg(§]sristi.org). The findings, interpretations, and conclusions of this paper are entirely those of the author. They do not necessarily represent the views of the Development Gateway Foundation, The World Bank Group, its Executive Directors, or the countries they represent.


� It is instructive to recall that after I spent six months in vain in trying to convince six secretaries to the Government of India in various ministries about scaling up the Honey Bee model in 1998, I met, through a common friend, Dr EAS Sarma, then secretary' of Economic Affairs in the Ministry of Finance. He gave five minutes for the meeting and soon after seeing the Multi- media multi-language database, got so excited that he invited Dr Vijay Kelkar, then the Finance Secretary. Dr Kelkar also came for five minutes. But then they ended up spending an hour and half and were convinced about the need for scaling up the initiative. They asked me, "Professor, what can we do to make it happen" and the rest was history. Dr Mashelkar, who has been an  extraordinary champion of our work for a long time agreed to Chair the Foundation. A meeting with the Finance Minister followed. He was convinced and with the help of the Department of Science and Technology, the NIF was announced in the budget speech of the Finance Minister in the Indian Parliament in 1999. Professor Ramamurthy, Secretary of the Department of Science and Technology championed and pursued the matter, and NIF came into being. The Honey Bee network has played an extraordinary role in its growth. In its first year, NIF scouted about 1600 innovations and traditional knowledge examples and in the second year, the number went up to 13500 from 300 districts of the country. There are only a few things in India that have grown at this rate in recent times.
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