Despite increasing interest in the potential for mobile technologies to help combat issues such as poverty, disease, illiteracy and the abuse of human rights, many non-profit organizations are missing out due to a lack of tools, and a lack of focus on their specific needs. Many mobile-based ICT solutions are either out of reach due to cost or complexity. When we read about advances in the use of mobile technology at the bottom of the pyramid, we usually do it from a top-down perspective - through new developments in the manufacture of mobile devices, or the launch of mega-platforms which seek to build Africa-wide marketplaces, for example. Rarely are the grassroots organizations working on the ground heard, this despite them perhaps being best placed to help develop solutions to their specific needs and problems, and those of the communities they work with. As a topic I recently blogged about (see http://www.kiwanja.net/blog/2009/02/social-mobile-myths-and-misconceptions/), I believe that there is currently too much focus on the high end of solutions development, and not enough in the long tail. There are also many other misconceptions and myths we need to break in order to move the “social mobile” world forward.

What I feel I can contribute to the panel is my approach to developing tools for the long tail. FrontlineSMS, a text messaging hub which I developed in 2005 specifically for grassroots NGOs in the developing world, has been used by grassroots NGOs in over forty countries for a range of activities, including blood donor recruitment and assisting human rights workers, to promoting government accountability, keeping medical students informed about education options, providing security alerts to field workers, election monitoring, the capture and exchange of vegetable (and coffee) price information, the distribution of weather forecasts, the co-ordination of healthcare workers, the organizing of political demonstrations, the carrying out of surveys and the reporting and monitoring of disease outbreaks. Its use has been reported on the BBC News website, on the BBC World Service, in the Nokia industry magazine and more recently in The Economist.

In addition, having already developed a proven mobile application and learnt the hard way, and am able to share numerous lessons on how to best go about building mobile applications for use in developing countries. I also recently blogged about this – see http://www.kiwanja.net/blog/2008/11/mobile-applications-development-observations/

