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Digital Transitions and Transformations: Editorial
By Jessica Noske-Turner

T

K

ies-Ryan’s reference to the YOSI Magazine as an ‘innovation’ is perhaps a strategic move in the current
climate where innovation and development is a
fashionable term, but it can also be a useful provocation
to think about the interplay between communication,
technology and innovation. In this case the innovation is
the communication initiative, which was a new way for
youth to reframe discourse and lead discussions about
youth issues. The digital transition is to support that that
communication objective.

he Digital Transitions and Transformations Lab
within the Digital Ethnography Research Centre,
which I co-lead with Professor Heather Horst, gives
its title to the theme of this issue of Wumen Bagung.
The Lab and this issue focus our attention on squarely on
technology and change. That includes slow change and
fast change; small change and transformational change;
change that we create; changes we want to make;
changes we must make; and change that happens to and
around us. It includes changes in the home and changes
in our social and political lives; and changes in the Global
North and changes in the Global South. It challenges us
to look at positive and negative changes; welcome and
resisted change. These different ways of thinking about
digital practices and technologies are well represented in
the contributions to this issue from both PhD researchers from RMIT University’s Digital Ethnography Research
Centre and colleagues and collaborators we have engaged with over the years.

T

his very same intention to start with the need and
use technology to support that need is evident in
other innovation and development spaces too. For
example, in my recent engagements with UNICEF Innovation Labs a common practice is to take a non-technology centric-approach to technology. The emohasis is on
exploring and understanding needs and problems, examining possible responses to the problems and identifying
where technologies may help to achieve those goals.
Investment in technology for the sake of technology will
almost always end in disaster.

T

wo articles in particular bring our attention to the
continuities underpinning transitional changes.
Marion Muliaumaseali’i’s fieldwork in rural, coastal
Samoa is a case study in how digital technologies are appropriated and incorporated into everyday village life. Her
sensitive analysis is a reminder that we make assumptions about how digital technologies transform people’s
lives at our peril. In showing how this traditional community has incorporated mobile phones into their existing communication practices Muliaumaseali’i’s research
urges understand digital communication technologies in
their context.

I

n this way we can perhaps begin to think about ‘communication for innovation’. Just communication for
development means ensuring that communication is
at the centre of development, and that communities are
active agents in development planning, implementation
and evaluation, there is a need to ensure that community groups and local partners are included in discussions
about areas in needs of innovation; that local innovators
responding to local needs are listened to and supported; and that their perspectives are included in judging
and evaluating the innovation. Faumuina Felolini Maria
Tafunai’s practice of Wayfinding, visioning the ‘Island’ and
drawing maps to offers us a model for collectively thinking about goals and envisioning how new technologies
can be exploited to achieve them. It these communication elements that provides a vital guard against what
has been termed by Evgeny Morozov (in his book To Save
Everything Click Here) as ‘solutionism’ - a fixation on potential solutions and a disregard for whether this is need.

A

similar message is clear in Samantha Kies-Ryan’s
account of the Youth of Solomon Islands (YOSI)
Magazine. The real ‘grassroots innovation’ as she
calls it, is not the efforts to transition the magazine to
digital platforms, but instead the transformative potential
of a youth-led magazine to respond to youth unemployment and chronic in-access to education and the resulting stigmatisation. That said, the transitions to digital
platforms are opening new opportunities to support that
effort. These are proving to be a cost effective complement to print editions, and even encouraging new storytelling formats, such as the Youth of Solomon Islands
Facebook posts inspired by Humans of New York style of
street portraits.
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F

urthermore, it may also be productive think about
what a communication for social change lens brings
to discussions of the potential for technology and innovation. As much as new technologies promise exciting
new ways for citizen engagement, service delivery, agricultural efficiency, and entrepreneurship, it usually serves
to further benefit the already privileged. More and more
accounts of the ways in which e-services start to exclude
marginalised groups is beginning to emerge. Even seemingly benign interventions can have radical, unintended
impacts, as Lucas Watt’s analysis the cultural implications
of the application of more efficient grid-patterned power
infrastructures in a Fijian slum attests. As the development agencies start to partner more and more with the
private sector (telecommunication companies, technology corporations) we must stay alert to who may become
further marginalised in the process.

T

his is also perhaps why, given that discussions of
digital dimensions of communication for development and social change these days has almost
completely shifted to privately-owned mobile phone, the
Hitnet Hubs, Thomas Dick, Helen Travers, Julie Gibson,
are offer an interesting model. At first glance the idea
of building kiosks in 2017 for communication for social
change seems a quaint anomaly, and has certainly for me
highlighted some of my own internal prejudices against
‘hardware’ solutions. However, as the article makes clear,
the success of the Hitnet Hubs is not the fancy touchscreens, but rather the it is the content and the stories,
which are for the most part produced by Indigenous
communities very often through co-creative processes,
and their location in service providers as a public good.

B

ut the theme of DTT Lab invites us to think beyond
incremental transitions and to think about the potential for new technologies to support intrinsically
political and structural transformations that we know
to be important for social change. Anita Gurumurthy,
Anupama Suresh and Nandini Chami provide a profound
reminder of how we must put our digital technologies to
work in achieving social justice and empowerment. As
the digital landscapes we live in continue to evolve, and
as technology and innovation become increasingly important, our role as communication for development and
social change practitioners and scholars will also become
more, not less, important.
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Photo credits: Lucas Watt

Why the Study of Infrastructure? The Case of Veidogo
Informal Settlement, Suva, Fiji
By Lucas Watt

Most fascinating of all was how 101 households in the settlement, along with the many visitors to the settlement,
managed to charge their mobile phones in a settlement
that only had seven houses with access to electricity. Infrastructure may be dull to exterior, but understanding
infrastructure is vital for understanding culture and social
change. Specifically, I found that in the daily mission to find
places to charge mobile phones from these seven houses,
the infrastructure of the settlement became intertwined
with notions of what it was to be a Fijian living in the urban
environment. Namely, it was around infrastructure that vibrant spaces were created where a traditional ethos could
be expressed in the urban environment. Infrastructure did
not show its colours like other media did in obvious ways.

Infrastructure is widely considered a boring topic of research. American sociologist, Susan Leigh Star, famously labelled it as the study of uninspiring objects such as
wires, information systems, telecommunications towers,
water pipes, concrete pavements, and transportation vehicles. In Communication and Social Change film, mobile
media, and social media hold much more allure. In stark
contrast to the grey aesthetic of infrastructure, film, radio,
computers, and mobile screens all emanate colours and
sounds. They excite and wow people, bringing smiles to
users faces as they turn to their friends next to them as
they revel in disbelief at what they are seeing and hearing.
I understand. Why would anyone go out of their way to
focus on the dullness of infrastructure? Call me a boring
person because infrastructure was one of the first things
I became interested in when I first started ethnographic
fieldwork in Veidogo squatter settlement in Suva, Fiji. I was
much more fascinated by multi-plugs sitting next to televisions than the televisions themselves. I became attuned
to the hum of diesel generators. I watched people dig up
pipes to fix leaks, and re-erect cables on wooden posts that
lead to water and electricity sources out on the main road.

But that did not mean that colour wasn’t there. In this
article I will briefly outline how infrastructures can be
just as meaningful as the media and communications
practices that they sustain. I will also detail the social impacts when such infrastructures are ‘developed’.

Vakavanua in Veidogo
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Vakavanua in Veidogo
Veidogo is an informal settlement located in the
corridor between Suva centre and the municipality of
Nausori where the majority of Suva’s 44,000 informal
settlers located across 86 different settlements in are
located. The settlement was founded in the late 1960s by
a group of labourers from the Solomon Islands brought
to Fiji through the blackbird trade by the British. Through
their intermarriage with Fijians from a nearby Suvanese
village and various outer rural islands the population of
the settlement has progressively swelled. The settlement
currently consists of kinship groups based on these various locations they migrated from. Despite the presence
of these distinct social groupings there is a deep sense of
social solidarity in Veidogo based on their shared history
and kinship linkages.

Attached to this extension cable was a multiplug that allowed them to charge their mobiles while simultaneously
broadcasting music to a speaker system via mobile Bluetooth. It would be easy to focus on all of these fascinating
uses of mobile media and communication distinct from
the very basic infrastructural components of the power
point around which they gathered. However, this power
point was not just an object operating independently in
the background of this scene. It was not just making the
use of all this interesting mobile media possible. Rather,
this power point was integral in creating a space where
social relationships and culture were reproduced in accordance to vakavanua, or traditional Fijian values.

Photo credit: Lucas Watt
Anthropologist Karen Brison argues that vakavanua values
are deeply rooted in the sacred ideals of living in the
traditional manner. These sacred ideals are deeply tied to
caring and sharing with others, or more broadly tied to
the notion of “loving each other”. In the modern and urban environment of informal settlements Fijians continue
to express and practice “loving each other”.
They continue to share food in communal urban feasts.
They may create groups that work supportively together
in the informal livelihood sector, as an adapted version
of old rural practices of the rural working groups where
one may labour on someone else’s plantation for days for
no individual monetary or resource gain. The sharing of
electricity with a family member or neighbour operates
as the same expression of “loving each other” in this more
modern urban context. When I watched the gathering of
people around power points, as photographed above, I
didn’t see cables, I saw urban “loving each other”.

In Veidogo it was a daily occurrence to see people gathering around power points, multi-plugs and cables.
The photograph below shows one particular gathering,
in which people had come to visit from other settlements
to celebrate the birthday of an elderly family member.
Most of their mobile phones were either dead or dying.
Yet, they had so much that they wanted to share through
their phones. The man drinking tea wanted to share gospel music that he had recorded on his phone at his local
church. The man on his knees wanted to call a relative
that was unable to make it to the ceremony and share his
conversation with the rest of the celebration.
The woman by the window was feeding an extension
cable outside to a group of teenagers who carried it to a
spot where they were sitting a few meters away.
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Of course, the mobile media activities that take place
around power points are also expressions of vakavanua.
The sharing of mobile media such as gospel or popular music, or putting a distant family member in the
room via a mobile call, all tie into these notions of caring and sharing within this notion of “loving each other”.

The settlement was drastically altered when houses
were jammed together in grid like patterns. Fences were
erected to indicate who owned what. Accordingly, like
the land beneath their feet, other aspects of Veidogo
settler’s lives started becoming commoditised. This included electricity which started to be bought and sold for
profit. Extension cables were dragged from one electrified
house to another for the night for a charge of $5.
I no longer saw the scenes of communal shared electricity spaces. These spaces seemed to be eradicated from
the settlement, along with the notion of “loving each
other” that occurred within them. The settlers of Veidogo
were adapting to a commoditised world, and this was
reflected in their new infrastructure.

I observed many other mobile and media related practices next to power points that equally fit into this ethos.
People wait by power points to make calls to relatives
overseas, very often to arrange the transfer of money
via bank transfer, Western Union or mobile credit gifting. The money sent will often be framed as care and
earmarked towards the nurturing of children, the care
of a sick relative, the purchase of building materials for
housing, or simply to offer some relief in hard times.
What I am arguing here is not that these mobile practices
are unimportant. Rather, I am arguing that these mobile
practices are integrated with and in many ways are inseparable from the emergent but traditionalised context of
electricity sharing. In the context of arranging money transfers via phone, the settlers arranging the transfer of monetary resources would not just sit next to any power point.

Understanding Communication Infrastructures and
Social Change
So what are the implications here for the study of infrastructures? The case of Veidogo shows that infrastructure
is not an inconsequential amalgam of grey materials and
technical objects that do not warrant our attention and
scrutiny. Electricity sharing in Veidogo was developed
through the extension of historically produced relations
in the settlement informed by the cultural tenets of
vakavanua that emphasise acts of “loving each other”.

They would go to the power points of the family members related to the peoples making the transaction. These
family members may even be partial beneficiaries of
such transactions. They may sit and wait for phone calls
or transfers to come through together sharing in food or
watching television together strengthening these bonds.
In these cases, the space and the context around electricity infrastructures were often just as important in communicating care as the transfer of money.

In this sense, Veidogo’s was a vibrant system that allowed
the reproduction of a traditional cultural system in an
urban context. However as processes of urbanisation
crossed the boundaries of Veidogo as to radically alter its
spatial, economic and cultural systems this also substantially altered its infrastructure beyond the material. As
concepts of land commodification and ownership seeped
into the settlement through land development, “loving
each other” through electricity sharing also fell by the
wayside. Its colours were corrupted to reproduce a more
urbanised ethical and moral operation of society.

Development’ and the dismantling of caring
infrastructures
It is important to understand material and technical infrastructures not as stable foundations for media and communication, but, particularly in informal settlements, as
subject to change and transition. During my fieldwork in
Veidogo the formal private owner of the land required a
large proportion of the settlers to relocate their houses to
much smaller land holdings in order for them to pursue a
land development scheme. In return these settlers were
offered (or rather, forced to accept) land tenure on these
small plots allocated to them as compensation.

These are still colours nonetheless, and colours no less
significant. Just as we understand the political potential
of video, radio and digital media in communication for
social change, we need to understand infrastructures
as political. It is though the ethnographic study of how
infrastructures are produced that we can understand how
they can encode the ethical and moral operation of society, and how in the dismantling of informal infrastructure
can erode the informal settlers’ cultural and communication practices.

Houses along with their electrical infrastructures were
disassembled. In a simplistic sense the series of cables
were reassembled again relatively quickly, connected
back to the same electricity access point on the main
road. A few new posts were raised to lead wires to the
new houses. Such cables were even reassembled during
the processes of disassembling indicated by the temporary and precariously placed post holding wires shown
above. As easy as it was to re-erect posts and cables, it
was not so simple to reconstruct these infrastructures
within the ethos of “loving each other”.

Lucas Watt is a PhD candidate in the Digital Ethnography
Research Centre in the School of
Media and Communication at RMIT University.
Email: s3506093@student.rmit.edu.au.
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Village Communication and Mobile Phones in Samoa:
Machete or the Swiss Army knife?
By Marion Muliaumaseali’i

Journalists surround a Samoan fale
during a ceremonial proceeding.
Photograph: Marion Muliaumaseali’i

Women's Committee chief on route to do annual
house inspections.
Photograph: Marion Muliaumaseali'i
Village Samoa
My fieldwork site is a typical coastal village where many
Samoan fale (open style houses) lines the shore alongside canoes and fishing boats. The village is traditional
Samoan village under indigenous rule. It is known for the
cool breeze from the ocean that tempers the island’s hot
and very humid weather. Village Samoa has a population
of less than 500 people and is located in a district with a
population of 4,546 (according to the Samoa Bureau of
Statistics census from 2011).

There is always a lot of hype around the transformative
potential of the mobile phone in communication for
social change. The mobile phone is often viewed as a
gadget that creates an efficient, compact and convenient experience. According to dominant discourse, the
mobile phone has become an all-purpose ‘Swiss Army
Knife’ (Satyanarayanan. 2005) that gives consumers constant access to a network that allows them the freedom
to check emails, make Skype calls, update their social
media, pay bills, take photos, videos and wake them up
in the morning. This article takes a closer look at how the
mobile phone is positioned in a collective society such as
village Samoa and explores the extent to which the ‘Swiss
Army Knife’ metaphor captures the experiences of the
Samoans from a traditional village on the east coast.

The village is organised around a malae, a large open
space where meetings are held, that faces the ocean. It is
surrounded by homes ranging from the traditional fale to
the conventional three or four bedroom house typically
found in Western countries. Some houses are modest,
while others reflect the ‘wealth’ or high ranking of the
families residing there. The fale is a thatched or corrugated iron roof supported by wooden beams that rests on an
oval or square concrete foundation. It has no walls, which
allows the breeze to pass through on hot days and nights.
Between every beam are handmade flax blinds that are
hoisted above each beam and released to provide privacy
and shelter. A tar sealed road with no footpath provides
access for travellers in cars and on foot. Every property
has a fale or house with its own colourful interior and exterior décor. Thanks to the village’s policy on keeping the
village clean, she is lush and well maintained. It is in this
rural setting that I wonder how much the mobile phone
is creating ‘change’ for the locals and if not, what are the
limitations that prohibit the locals from optimising this
sophisticated piece of technology? Is the village structure,
poor infrastructure, lack of knowledge or finances, factors
to barriers in mobile phone usage?

A communicative ecology mapping approach helps
establish the place of the mobile phone in village communication by identifying the local communicative
assemblages (Slater, 2013). Communication is mediated
through communicative assemblages that involve people, technology, transport, roads, written messages, bells,
mobile phones, ICTs, etc., that are used as means to communicate messages. The challenge for communication
for social change practitioners is how media can be used
in meaningful ways in the local context. This article will
illustrate how the mobile phone enters a communicative
ecology that engages “stable or routinized systems for
accomplishing communication” (Slater, 2013, pg. 46) and,
as in other developing contexts, creates its own ‘meaning’
and usa
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An important aspect of researching village Samoa has
been an awareness of the nuanced indigenous communications media used in the village. In the next section
they are identified as communicative assemblages that
meet the communication needs of the villagers.

Bell Toll = Ring Tones
The meanings of bell sounds in Samoa are interpreted by
the time it rings and its rhythm.
The bell for the
Agelu (the Angelus of
the Catholic church)
is a steady one count
in between beats
and sounds 16 times
and it takes a 5 minute recess before the
reminder for morning Mass chimes.

Village
Communication
This article will focus on two facets of the village’s broader communicative ecology: the ‘traditional’ forms of
communication and the ‘modern’ expression of these
activities. The concept of a communicative ecology has
been proposed and developed by a number of scholars,
including Jo Tacchi, Don Slater, Marcus Foth and Greg
Hearn, who were interested in understanding media,
communication processes holistically in terms of how
they operate in context (see bibliography for a list of publications on this concept).

Source: http://www.oceaniatravel.
ws/NUpolu1P.html

The bell toll for the Mass service has the same beat and
also chimes 16 times. The Congregational Church bell toll
has a quick tempo and is struck only 3-4 times at 6:00pm
every day and 8 times on Sunday before the morning and
evening service. When there is a death in the village the
bell tolls a slower sombre tempo that can last for 16-20+
times.

These scholars advocate for understanding communication processes as involving people communicating with
others in their social networks, including face-to-face and
using a mix of media and communication technologies.

This alert occurs within the hour of the death at any time
of the day or night. I was woken at 3:00am by the slow
toll of the bell within two weeks of my arrival. Another
slow toll I heard at 7:00am a week into my field work
and another at 1:00 am in the morning. I have no way of
knowing which congregation is mourning a member until I ask the locals. I liken the bell toll to the mobile phone
ring tone because of its purpose to notify the village of
important events. When I am in New Zealand and I get
a phone call in the early hours of the morning I immediately assume that it is a family member calling to tell me
of a problem or a death in the family. Samoans call this
fa’alavelave literal translation is ‘problem’ but in its execution it is the coming together of family to support financially, materially and emotionally. The phone call alerts
us to get ready to support family. When the bell tolls for
someone’s death it is a signal for the village to prepare to
support this family.

The purpose of mapping the communicative ecology of
the village is to understand how mobile phones fit into
this communication landscape and to gauge the use of
indigenous and conventional means of communication. Using this concept and approach provides a holistic
understanding of the villagers’ local information, communication needs and the communications tools employed
to meet these needs. Alongside communicative ecology mapping I adopted Media Sociologist, Don Slater’s
approach of analysing ways in which media was entering
the local communicative context.
Slater (2013) argues, researchers who assume the meaning of ‘media’ in a global north context (radio, television,
internet, etc.) means the same in a global south context
will ask questions that do not reflect the heterogeneous
means of communication in the latter. When locals are
not asked to identify what counts for them as media, the
researchers end up with a picture of ‘home’ or the global
north, rather than that of their research site.
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Source: http://www.atlasandboots.com/
gallery/samoan-buses-photo
graphy/

The Conch shell = group texts or emails
When I have had to organise a gathering for a group of
friends or confirm attendance for an office meeting I
write a group email or text. It is the best way of getting
the message directly to the parties no matter where they
are and they can also respond at their convenience. Village Samoa operates in the same way only they continue
with traditional methods of communication by using the
conch shell.
The conch shell is used to alert the village of important
meetings. The Matais (chief) of the village meet on the
first Monday of the month. This meeting is confirmed by
the sound of the conch shell sounding between 6:30am7:00am. The meetings are held at the Pulenu’u (Mayor) house and the current mayor lives three kilometers
inland from the main road. The conch is sounded early to
give the chiefs and the taulealeas (unranked men) time to
make their way to the mayor’s house, since many walk.
These meetings usually take most of the day as the issues
and events of the month are discussed, and penalties are
issued to any men in the village who have not behaved
responsibly, or who have broken any of the village rules.
Unlike the mobile phone, this broadcast model of communication using a sender-message-receiver model does
not require, or allow, any response from the receiver. It is
village code that all must attend, and any absences are
noted and parties are spoken to at a later date.
The road = Internet connection

Source: http://superwall.us/
wallpaper/tahitian_man_
blows_on_shell_bora_polynsian-gelZ.jpg

In a Samoan context, when locals discuss the roads in
rural Samoa, it is not to find the quickest or least congested route; nor is it about taking the most scenic route.
The roads, the paths and the bush trails are how locals
connect to family and friends, gather information, receive
and send money, deliver messages and travel. Here we
find evidence of an already networked society that was in
use centuries before the internet was invented.

Marion Muliaumaseali’i is a PhD candidate in the
Digital Ethnography Research Centre in the School of
Media and Communication at RMIT University. Email:
pasifrika@gmail.com.
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Buses
Most countries have signature modes of transport.
Cambodia has the tuktuk, China has millions of bikes and
Samoa has their unique buses. These buses can be hailed
anywhere on the route. You can wait outside your house
and stop a bus; and you can signal the bus to stop when
you arrive at the doorstep of your destination. Moreover,
there is no timetable for scheduled arrivals or departures,
other than buses are on the road from 5:30am and people have to be on the lookout for them.
Before the mobile phone came to Samoa, the bus route
was the best way to deliver messages and goods to family members on the island. People would write messages
and have them delivered by the bus driver to a relative
that lived far away. The driver would get $5 tala for his
trouble. When an urgent message needed to be sent
with an immediate response, a family member would
make the trip across to the island and stay a night. If they
needed to stay for longer, the bus driver would deliver a
message on his/her return route. Unaccompanied goods
(food, tools and plants) were delivered in the same way,
with the recipient waiting for the bus to arrive on the
other side. This is still the practice today, only the mobile
phone provides an efficient means of confirming whether the goods (or the message) have arrived, and saves a
day’s journey when an urgent message needs to be sent.
Conclusion

The ubiquity of the mobile phone has allowed users to
be connected and contactable as much or as little as they
choose. In village Samoa, however, indigenous means
of communication are still predominantly used, and
the entry of the mobile phone into the Samoan market
raises questions regarding how it fits into the communicative ecologies of a rural village. At my rural field site,
the mobile phone is not so much a multi-purpose ‘Swiss
Army knife’, but a one-dimensional ‘machete’, used simply
for making phone calls and texting. It is just one option
of many that exist in the village’s stable and established
system of communication. In village Samoa, barriers that
inhibit the full potential of mobile use are cultural, economic and infrastructural. Lack of disposable income for
texts and phone calls, coupled with weak signals, often
prompt locals to revert back to the communicative assemblages usually engaged in to accomplish their communicative needs.
The communicative ecology of a Samoan village is
complex and engages a myriad of communicative
assemblages to achieve communication needs. Village
communication is mediated through communicative
assemblages that involve people, technology, transport,
roads, written messages, bells and mobile phones. My
findings indicate that although village communication is
heavily reliant on indigenous means of communication,
the mobile phone acts as an intermediary that makes up
the communicative assemblages that meet the communication needs of the locals. As communication for social
change practitioners, understanding these assemblages
will help to create meaningful and relevant projects for
social change.
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Prakriye - Feminist Practice of the Digital
Anita Gurumurthy, Anupama Suresh

Sundaramma with one of her
granddaughters.
Photo credit: Prakriye - field
centre of IT for Change

and Nandini Chami

IT for Change
is an India-based
Non Governmental
Organization which
promotes social justice and
gender equality in the information society, through research,
policy advocacy and community based engagement. One of the organisation’s ICT for Development
interventions is Prakriye, a community informatics and
development centre. Prakriye employs digital strategies
for the empowerment of rural women and girls including
through training programmes that leverage digital pedagogies for critical ‘education for empowerment’.
In this short essay, IT for Change’s Anita Gurumurthy,
Anupama Suresh and Nandini Chami explore Prakriye’s
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digital praxis through a conversation with a community
leader and her granddaughters who have been associated
with Prakriye’s action-learning processes.
This conversation captures the situated meanings of digital pedagogy, through inter-generational articulations.

been particularly active in taking on responsibilities with
regard to the work of the information centre housed in
this village. Sundaramma’s grand-daughters, Chaya (17)
and Nirmala (11), graduated recently from the information
centre’s first program for young girls.

In the mid 2000’s, our ambition to (through work at
Prakriye, a community resource centre) bring to dalit
women’s collectives new prowess to address old challenges led us into an exploratory mission. Our idea was
to create the ‘sangha-shaale’: the school (shaale) of the
collective (sangha). With dial-up modems and desktop
computers, we set up such schools in a few villages.
Inspired by Paulo Freire’s philosophy of critical education
for empowerment and social change, existing knowledge
processes were rebooted, and experience was reclaimed
as the starting point for dialogue. The radio station at the
open university was persuaded to give the sangha-shaale
a few slots, and Kelu Sakhi (listen, my friend, see https://
youtu.be/OqNlk0XnaPw) was launched. Quick and dirty
video techniques were evolved to document histories,
teaching and learning iterations, and musings on governance and democracy. An institution was being built,
which, in a few years, would become the Namma Mahiti
Kendra (Our Information Centres), a space for the most
marginalised women to seek, claim, create and share
knowledge as a feminist politics for making change.

Discovering their gender identities through technological
practice and collective reflection, the girls went through
a year-long project – Dhawanigalu (Voices) – rooted
in feminist critical pedagogy. The digital processes of
the project were steered by the sakhis and focussed on
how knowing the self and the world begins with questions. The digital became the axis; pivoting dialogue and
deliberation among rural, adolescent girls at the peripheries of society. It was a means to tell stories, the clay to
shape ideas, the mirror to know their social locations. As
a creative process, Dhwanigalu debunked assumptions,
deconstructed given norms and destabilised the inner
worlds of the young girls. We were eager to document
how the overlapping spaces of the sangha, the centre, the
household and the learning encounters across generations were perceived by Sundaramma and her granddaughters, a pursuit that took the form of this article.
Rather than delving into a deep theoretical analysis, this
short essay presents worldviews from the standpoints of
people who divided by generations, but who share intersecting spaces – both physical and discursive.

Today, the school is a public institution (see https://youtu.
be/NGogfYoZBmA) - a centre that caters to many - as
well as a connection to public information and public
services, and a springboard for public dialogue. As the
digital phenomenon has unfolded, techno-social practices have evolved: video clips now travel on tablets; voice
SMSs are used regularly for alerts; portable projectors are
used for community screenings; and a channel of routine
communication has been set up with local bureaucracy.
The centre’s digital functions are now more sophisticated; enabling the continuous negotiation of the relationships between the women and other social actors; and
between the in situ digital processes, with a distinctively
local appropriation of technology, and the mainstream
technological moment, punctuated by trends and transitions of emerging techno-cultures and political realities.
Prakriye has supported these collectives, training a team
of young women leaders, sakhis, who are the curators
and custodians of the local knowledge processes. Sakhis
are the expert stewards who assist the women’s collectives co-create their informational and communicative
present and future. They do what technologists call the
back-end, and what in feminism is the essential task of
keeping the hearth so that the centres can sustain.

Chaya, on Dhwanigalu
“I grew up thinking that the village heads and the panchayat (local elected body) will look into the problems of
village infrastructure. Our photo assignment (see https://
youtu.be/DIBNBwzYRoo) changed this view. When I saw
the condition of roads, drains, and public places through
the lens of the camera, I realised that the physical environment of the village was ours, and we needed to talk
about it. I spoke to my parents about the open drains,
insisting that they bring it to the notice of the panchayat.
It seemed as if the story of our village needed to be told
to the leaders managing the infrastructure.
Learning how to make digital stories was a breakthrough.

A decade has passed and the women of the sangha (collective), such as Sundaramma, have reason to look back
and feel gratified. Sundaramma moved to Attiguppe – a
village in Mysore district, in South India, when she got
married at the age of 17. It was here that she joined the
sangha, and over time, took a keen interest in its activities and assumed a leadership role. Sundaramma has

We pondered over the themes, decided to use humour,
and place our demands to the panchayat. The photo
shoot turned many ideas on their head. We were given to
believe that women who are home makers have a lot of
leisure time, and their men work a lot. Going round the
village for a photo shoot debunked this view (see http://
www.itforchange.net/prakriye/2016/08/19/at-work-menand-women/). We realised that women work round the
clock, doing unpaid work that does not get noticed. I
interviewed people who said that women are capable
of doing all jobs, and was surprised to see women from
Hosavaranchi cutting wood and ploughing the land. We
let our imagination free while ideating for themes, and
found the confidence to talk to village heads and government officers. We saw that sensitive issues can be shared,
and people in positions of power persuaded politely to
act, through digital stories. We were able to use local
examples to present our arguments.”
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Nirmala, on Dhwanigalu
“As girls, we have been brought up not to ask why. We
were told that it is not for us to talk to village leaders,
and certainly not permissible to argue with elders. Our
parents had told us that we cannot compromise the
social standing of our household by seeking answers
from ‘elders’ who know their job. With Dhwanigalu and
our discussions, I realised that asking for well-lit roads or
better public transport was part of our rights. I have heard
my parents say that they used to walk miles to access
the market, the hospital, visit relatives etc. We began to
challenge all this, and it made our parents unhappy. They
felt that we were refusing to accept the reality of hardship;
“why do you girls want to seek comforts?”, was the question at home. The arguments went on, and it took time for
me to convince those at home that my aspirations were
reasonable.
We watched films during the training process – Nagu, a
high school girl from Itna village was addressing the panchayat [local self-government] not too far from our village
(see https://youtu.be/kfHUQAqGIpQ), placing a request for
regular public transport, so that she can reach her school.
We watched stories from far and wide, Malala’s story
taught us that asking for what we believe we need is not a
wrong. It is not wrong to argue with elders or panchayat
members. After all, the panchayat body receives money
for public purposes. When we went out with the video
camera to capture public perception about ‘women’, we
encountered many views. At first, I was confused about
what is right and what is wrong. Women are being seen,
understood and visualised, based on biases. My understanding was that rich and educated class always respect
women, but this was not the reality. Watching films like
Namma Akkandire Nodi (‘Look at our sisters’, a film that
questions gender stereotyping of work, see https://youtu.
be/PveXvRjv8OA), and Sangha Shakthi (a short skit on saying ‘no’ to early marriage) was inspiring.
There are many heroes out there who are women. Videos
and photos clarify our thoughts and unlock our imagination. One film about role reversals provoked us to question
social norms about harassment of women. In the film,
girls tease and rag the boys. It took me sometime to see
that society must change, but now I am convinced, even
though unsure about how we can educate people, especially men, to think that women must have equal status in
society.
Unless we make an attempt to create and assert our
identity as girls and as women, no one will gift this to us. I
decided to present my digital story in a public forum, and
share our it with the panchayat members and government
oﬃcials. I was scared to talk with this group of elites, but
gained courage through the sakhi. I decided to avoid eye
contact and started to screen my digital story. My screening received a loud applause, and then I spoke up clearly.
I saw the elected leaders discuss among themselves how
we have come to a rather pathetic state where young
children are talking about what ails our village; a situation

that signals the urgency to address problems in the village.
When I came out of the meeting hall, I felt that I had done
wonders. Everyone appreciated me for my innovative presentation, and no one passed bad comments about me.”
Chaya, on Sundaramma
“My grandmother is our role model, she inspires us at
every step. She takes an active part in the sangha. She
attends all meetings, shares her learnings with everyone,
and is punctual in repaying her loans. She visits the information centre very often to gather new information. When
her crop failed, she visited the government department
to check about the compensation for crop loss. She was
told that she is not eligible for any compensation. But she
came back to the centre and noted how the oﬃcial criteria
vouch for her eligibility, and then went back to fight with
the oﬃcials to avail the facility. She motivates other farm
women to be actively engaged in the trainings and seminars offered by the government.”
Nirmala, on Sundaramma
“My grandmother could not complete her schooling, as
she was married at an early age. But we are blessed to
have her encouragement to attend school, pursue college
education and gain computer skills. Whatever knowledge
she acquired in her 40’s, we are learning at this age. She
participates actively in all decisions of the family, even
though she has not found the courage to go and present
her views publicly at the panchayat, as I have done. She
insisted that my cousin completes her degree, and managed to fend off people who were keen to her married.
She has told my parents that my sister and I must be encouraged to pursue our academic interests, and allowed
to get married when we feel ready.”
Sundaramma, on the sangha and the centre
“When the information centre came, it was a drastic
change to our lives. I watched videos that inspired me to
get more actively involve in agriculture. Initially, I played
the role of a helper in the farming process, currently I can
proudly say that I am a complete farmer. This transformation was possible because of the many stories I have
heard on radio and watched on video. There was a slot in
the radio program titled, “sangha sadhane”(achievements
of sangha women), which helped me begin asking questions for justice. I wish for every woman in the world to
lead a life with dignity. Every film I watched in the information centre was of great benefit to me. My own participation through radio and video helped me gain a special
identity among other women. Our sangha has successfully catered to the information needs of the most marginalised. The centre has created a space for women to discuss
their issues and find solutions. Awareness and knowledge
are necessary for women to get organised, be part of the
sangha or a network. Some of the videos were effective
in building our knowledge on roles and responsibilities
of sangha oﬃce bearers, and how to seek bank loan and
other livelihood opportunities. Otherwise, it would have
been a diﬃcult task for older women to understand and
grasp new thoughts.”
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Chaya sharing her
a spirations for the
future with peers, as
part of a Dhwanigalu
learning activity.

Sundaramma and her
granddaughters at
a community video
screening.

Nirmala presenting
infrastructural problems
before the panchayat
(local self-government).

All Photo credits:
Prakriye - field centre
of IT for Change
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Sundaramma, on current times
“When we were young, we used to go round safely, but
these days, safety of young girls is a concern. Commercial films and print media are, in a way, disturbing young
minds. Mothers are encouraging daughters to take up
higher studies, and become empowered to lead a life of
their choice. But our patriarchal system is far behind. The
gap between blind practices and needs of young girls is
the greatest challenge, one that needs immediate attention. Girls from the city corner all the jobs because they
communicate effectively and have general knowledge. Today, more than 20 girls in the village who have completed
their degree are waiting anxiously for a job. ICT orientation can help girls build self esteem and confidence. My
ambition is to make our village a model village where girls
get all kinds of facilities for education and employment.”
In lieu of a conclusion
There is much in these conversations that could trigger further research and academic inquiry. The worlds
of Sundaramma, Chaya and Nirmala represent different, sometimes intersecting, pathways of learning and
change-making. The information centre and its digital
persona are part of these intertwining pathways, emerging from the life that women like Sundaramma and her
grand-daughters infuse into it.

the private. The ways in which such awareness can then
sustain, is of course, not only a function of agency.
Many girls we trained were not sure of being able to postpone their marriage beyond age 18, the legal minimum
beyond which rural families from lower socio-economic
classes hesitate to let their girls stay unmarried. But many
of them were aware now that the law against child marriage was about enabling girls to unleash their dreams as
individuals and social actors.
The threshold of communicative capabilities in digital
society is not easy for everyone to negotiate. The idea
of a galloping network age with widespread diffusion of
gadgets and connectivity befuddles the real questions of
location, hierarchy and power. Going by the experiences
of Sundaramma, Chaya and Nirmala, feminist pedagogies of the digital allow a contextual sense-making of
our lived universes, enabling encounters with the realm
of the possible, and a self-awareness about being and
becoming.

The pedagogic value of digital activity, embedded in
personal experience and socially specific knowledge can
be disruptive. It challenges received wisdom, creates a
safe zone to examine the self and society and build a
shared (at least, somewhat shared) ground for understanding and being understood. The ideological realm of
feminism is not just a contested site for scholarship; it is
a lived reality that must find articulations in the non-descript everyday experiences of those at the margins.
The digital does not bring this as an unqualified bounty;
rather it presents the syntax for constructing language,
and much depends on the actors who quilt it together in
situated ways, intentionally and otherwise.
Digital capability, as education for transformation, foregrounds the seamlessness of the intimate and the public,
the political and the personal. As the base structure, the
digital society nudges us incessantly to manage the contradictions of belonging in the vast, open, ever-surveilled
network.
For women like Sundaramma, it ignites new imaginings
of personal identity, work, gender, social justice and
more; and for girls like Chaya and Nirmala, it offers a
means to recognise choice.Digital pedagogies (as well
as pedagogies about the digital) can open up repertoires
for personal agency, sowing the seeds for self-awareness
and resilience, the knowing that recognises the public in
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Nirmala learning
to use computers.
Photo credit:
Prakriye field centre of
IT for Change

Anita Gurumurthy is the Executive Director of IT
for Change, an ICT for Development NGO based
in Bangalore, India.
Website: http://www.itforchange.net/
Anupama Suresh is the Coordinator - Programs
at IT for Change’s field centre Prakriye, and
Nandini Chami is a Research Associate at IT for
Change.
Contact details: anita@itforchange.net

Sundaramma listening
to a segment she has
recorded for community
radio.
Photo credit:
Prakriye - field centre of
IT for Change
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Hitnet - Digital Transformations in Remote Australia
By Thomas Dick, Helen Travers and
Julie Gibson

Photo: Nickeema Williams (L) showing some youth
how to use the Hitnet Hub in Manoora Community
Centre. Photo credits: Beth Jennings

“Hardware solutions”are often treated with suspicion
in communication for development and social change
circles, especially where and when context is footnoted.
Countless studies have found that some ICT for development projects have raised serious questions about sustainability especially when interventions have given minimal
consideration to contextual issues, such as language,
culture, renovation and repair, as well as financial and
business viability. Some well-meaning initiatives come to
mind, for example, the and One Laptop Per Child Project
the Hole-in-the-Wall computer kiosks in India, or the Rural
Information Centres in Africa.
An innovative social enterprise is however demonstrating
that supported by adequate consideration for local needs
and context, hardware solutions could become a reality. In
this article, Thomas Dick, Helen Travers and Julie Gibson
discuss how Hitnet, a remote Australian communication for development organisation, is building the smart
digital ecosystems needed to reach and engage even the
most marginalized. Hitnet co-designs and innovates with
remote Indigenous communities to develop technologies
that are robust, beneficial and user-friendly.

From its humble beginnings in 2002, Hitnet has installed
a network of almost 100 touchscreen kiosks - ‘Hitnet
Hubs’ - in remote Indigenous communities around the
country. Each Hub provides a vast array of health and
wellbeing media content co-created or produced with, or
by, indigenous media organisations. And the demand for
Hitnet Hubs and content is growing. Hitnet has recently
reinvested its profits back into the business, allowing it to
evolve and scale-up in 2017.
The platform now has new software, hardware, network
solutions and a server, marking 2016 as a year of significant change. Additionally, Hitnet’s national network
has expanded its reach and undergone significant renewal. Hitnet Hubs in far north Queensland’s Cape York
Peninsula, some of which dated back to 2004, received
a much-needed upgrade. Hitnet proudly partnered
with Queensland Health Torres, and Cape Hospital and
Health Service, to upgrade eight of these old Hubs, and
to install a new unit on Saibai Island in the Torres Strait.
Queensland Health also supported the upgrade of the
Hub at Brisbane Youth Detention Centre and installed a
new Hub at Woorabinda Hospital in Central Queensland.
Bega Garnbirringu Health Service in Kalgoorlie, another
long-standing Hitnet customer, also opted to upgrade
their old model.
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Hitnet’s purpose is to co-create a platform for knowledge exchange to build vibrant, inclusive communities.
By 2021, Hitnet aims to be improving the lives of one
million people daily. The company is taking a long-term
structural approach by developing and nurturing creative
partnerships with like-minded media producers to create
a comprehensive and sophisticated product for the Hitnet
Hubs.
In November 2016, Hitnet participated in the Remote
Indigenous Media Festival at Yirrkala, East Arnhem Land.
As a result of the festival, the company’s primary strategy
is now to develop partnerships with Remote Indigenous
Media Organisations (RIMOs), which have a complementary mandate to produce media in Indigenous languages,
featuring people from the local communities.
Earlier in 2016, the University of Melbourne launched a
research report on Hitnet’s operational model. The report
fully supported Hitnet’s model and innovation trajectory. This independent assessment has strengthened the
evidence-base for Hitnet’s work, which is important for
those communities who are interested in our suite of
services.

mat to remote communities across the network. We are
further supporting the campaign by making the My Quit
Buddy and Quit for You, Quit for Two smoking apps freely
available via Hitnet wi-fi.
Diabetes
In 2015, we worked with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health professionals and consumers in Cairns and
Melbourne to produce The Diabetes Story. The creative
project translated the complicated story of diabetes from
medical-speak to people-speak. It’s out there now on the
national network of Hubs, as well as in DVD form, and
is being well used. In addition, in 2016 we adapted the
interactive module and made it suitable for use on mobile
phones, which means that the story is now getting out
to more people than ever before. The Diabetes Story app
enables people to better manage their own diabetes at
home, by providing them with short videos and information based on best practice.
Lung cancer
Commissioned by Cancer Australia, we collaborated with
Global Vision Media to produce a series of four, short
videos about a patient’s lung-cancer journey. These
videos formed part of an online-training course for health
workers called Lung Cancer in Our Mob. Hitnet’s role was
to engage Aboriginal Health Workers to help script and
act in the videos, and to ensure cultural safety throughout the production. The stories for the video scripts were
based on first-hand knowledge and experiences, so that
they would resonate with other health workers. Our
expectations were exceeded when the lead acting role
was taken up by a strong Koori woman who was not only
a health worker, but a lung-cancer survivor. She really
enjoyed bringing her cultural and real-life experience to
the production, and along with us, took great pride in the
finished resource.

Hitnet is dedicated to working with people to co-create
the information that empowers them to make healthy
life choices. Some of our recent projects are showcased
below.
Lifestyle tips
Connect ‘n’ Grow is an organisation that redesigns educational pathways for young Indigenous people wanting
to forge a career in health and human services. A key
part of their work involves providing students with health
literacy that can be taken back to their communities.
After meeting Managing Director, Mike Gleadow, we
saw the opportunity to expand the reach of their health
videos, which were produced with young people from
local communities. The young people’s videos encourage
other kids to ‘say no to smokes’ and to ‘think positive’. The
videos also reinforce the ideas that ‘alcohol is good for
nothing’ and that ‘germs spread’. Supporting the country’s
future Indigenous health workforce in this way means a
lot to us.

And…
Tackling issues relevant to young people and their families means that financial literacy and mental health were
important inclusions on our platform. As part of Hitnet’s
newly-built Money Channel, we distributed three Money
Smart videos produced by ASIC, and three catchy animations by iTalk Library, across the network.

Smoking
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have three
times the smoking rate of other Australians. The Commonwealth Government’s Don’t Make Smokes Your Story
campaign aims to change this. It tells the inspiring story
of Ted, a mid-thirties Aboriginal and South Sea Islander
man who decided to quit smoking to make sure he’d be
around to look after his kids. A series of engaging stories
highlight the dangers of smoking, the reasons for quitting,
and the tools and support available to help people ‘stay
off the smokes’. We were able to add value to the national
campaign by delivering the stories in an interactive for-
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Eidsvold Launch
Hitnet was pleased to join a group of school kids to
launch the Hitnet Hub in Eidsvold, a small town in the
North Burnett region west of Bundaberg, Queensland.
Bridges Health and Community Care purchased the Hub
for the community, with Zona Hussey-Smith of Stepping
Black the driving force behind its implementation. Zona
also championed the community engagement and cultural support for the project. Nickeema Williams, Hitnet’s
Community Connector, spent time with the school kids
learning about their issues and the ways in which art
and multimedia can be used to engage users and keep
culture strong.

Hitnet is now prototyping a gutsy outdoor Hub that can
withstand rain, heat, and dust, runs on battery power, and
can generate a Wi-Fi hotspot. Its roll out will really boost
Hitnet’s capacity to deliver technology and accessible
knowledge to the hardest to reach. So too will the recent
upgrade of our ageing network of Hubs in Cape York and
the Torres.
Knowing our digital infrastructure is up-to-speed with
the latest technology, including Wi-Fi capability, means
Hitnet can offer greater opportunities to partner with
remote communities to innovate around their use of
mobile phones.

Broadmeadows Children’s Court
Following the launch of the Hitnet Hub at Melbourne
Children’s Court in 2015, Broadmeadows Children’s Court,
in a northern fringe suburb of Melbourne, also purchased
a Hub and installed it in their new, purposebuilt centre.
The Hub is perfectly positioned in the new Court waiting
area so visitors can interact with it. On a recent visit, Julie
spoke with the local security person who spends all day
in the waiting area. She understood the dynamics of the
centre and said the Hub is in a great location. She often
encourages visitors to use it. “It’s been a Godsend,” Julie
said. “At first people wonder what it is and then I watch
them and I can see, as they drill down into the stories,
they become more and more involved. It’s a really useful
tool.”
Blackstone
The Hitnet Hub in Papulankutja, or Blackstone as it is
colloquially known, is definitely one of the most remote
Hub sites in the country. Papulankutja is located north
of the Blackstone Ranges in remote Central Australia. Its
residents belong to both the Ngaanyatjarra and Pitjantjatjara language groups. Hitnet has been able to sustain the
latest technology in this challenging environment thanks
to the help of the wonderful staff at Blackstone Health
Clinic, part of the Ngaantatjarra Health Service. For example, when a recent PC problem required swift action, a
health clinic staff member removed the PC and put it on
the next mail plane to Alice Springs, where Head Office
co-ordinated with Hitnet and their technical team in
Melbourne to replace it for a new unit. It was a real team
effort that saw the Hub being returned to service within a
couple of weeks.

Young people in the Manoora Community Centre working on some local productions with Hitnet Community Connecter, Nickeema Williams
Photo credit: Beth Jennings

Thomas Dick is Digital Content Manager for Hitnet.
He has recently submitted his PhD through Southern
Cross University.
Email tom@hitnet.com.au. Helen Travers is a Director
and Founder of Hitnet who has been co-creating
knowledge with Indigenous communities around
Australia for almost two decades.
Email helen@hitnet.com.au. Julie Gibson is CEO and
Founder of Hitnet. She has a Masters in Business &
Technology from UNSW (AGSM).
Email julie@hitnet.com.au.
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Young people in Milingimbi
Island familiarising themselves
with the interactive
functionality of the Hitnet Hub
Photo credit:
Lowitja Conference

Hitnet’s Digital Content Manager,
Tom Dick, demonstrating that over
100 Hitnet Hubs are located in rural
and remote communities across
Australia.
Photo credit:
Lowitja Conference

Dancers from North Queensland looking at the
co-created content on the Hitnet Hub in
Pormpuraaw. Photo Credit: Hitnet
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YOSI Magazine and the opportunities for
digital transformation in the Solomon Islands
By Samantha Kies-Ryan
Despite all the talk of innovation in the Pacific, there remain few examples at grassroots level. Innovative projects
are similar to the ‘rare orchids’ discussed in Wendy Quarry
and Ricardo Ramirez’s work Communication for Another
Development,rare and often transient, relying on local
champions and enabling environments to grow.
YOSI (Youth of Solomon Islands) Magazine is one of these
rare few. Created in 2015 by a group of young Solomon
Islanders, it is the only magazine in the Pacific printed by
and for young people.
The magazine grew organically and has been strongly
received by local young people. Arguably, it has become
one of the key successes of the Youth@Work program, a
youth employment and training program run by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (now Pacific Community). YOSI is innovative because it is a solution conceived by
local people to address local needs. In this article, Samantha Kies-Ryan discusses the challenges and opportunities
for youth self-representation through digital media.
YOSI is printed four times a year. It has a print-run of
3,000 copies and receives financial support from the
Pacific Community. YOSI also receives informal support
from other NGOs which take copies of the magazine
with them to distribute as they travel to the provinces of
the Solomon Islands. Each print issue is read by approximately six people (a total of 60,000 readers), as youth
pass copies around within their networks.

The magazine is also published online via Issuu (a digital publishing platform) and some content is distributed
via Facebook and Twitter, such as a regular photo blog
inspired by Humans of New York called Youth of Solomon
Islands, featuring portraits and quotes.
These digital platforms have a strong readership and fanbase, with 11,522 single impressions on www.issuu.com,
and 2,600 followers on Facebook. One of the key reasons
YOSI was created was to give Solomon Islander youth a
voice and a creative outlet. In addition, the team wanted
to produce and promote positive stories and images of
youth as the authors of their own present and future.
Regina Lepping, one of the founders of the magazine,
said, “It started out of our passion for telling youths stories. We wanted to make an avenue where youth from
all over Solomon islands could tell their stories and build
themselves up.” She explains, “My hopes for YOSI in the
beginning were to provide a platform for youth to express
themselves, to take ownership of their magazine since
it is a magazine for youth, made by youth and about
youth. I have always wanted to write for magazines,
meeting people and telling inspiring stories, taking photos and getting it published. YOSI allows me to do that.
I hope for it to be able to run on its own and be sustainable and gain income also.”
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The YOSI 2016 Editorial Team- from
left. Samantha Ryan, Regina Lepping,
Gino Oti, Emmanuel Oti and Joey
Manemaka. Photo credit: Ruth Amos
Youth in the Solomon Islands:
An image problem
In the Solomon Islands, and particularly in the capital
Honiara, young people are often unfairly stigmatised and
labelled as lazy by their elders. . This stereotype is reflected in the term ‘master lieu’, the nickname for young
people perceived to be just hanging around and relying
on their social network.
YOSI aims to change this negative image of Solomon
Island youth, and to show young people that they have
potential;that they are in charge of their own future. YOSI
features many stories about young people, some of
whom have gone through the Youth@Work program, and
others who weren’t able to finish school but went on to
forge a successful career. The latter are held up as
inspirational examples for young people to follow.
A number of factors have combined in the Solomons to
create a significant youth unemployment challenge.
The youth population is large, with an average birth rate
of four children per woman. Additionally, high school
education in the Solomon Islands is very competitive,
with very few places available at each year level. As a
result, students who do not meet thresholds for test
results every year are ‘pushed out’ of education. These
young people are often left with little chance of securing
alternative training or employment. Research published
by the Australian National University in 2016 estimated
an ongoing annual shortfall of 6,000 jobs for Solomon
Island youth jobseekers
The future for Solomon Islands youth is often painted as
grim. The country’s 347 inhabited islands are ethnically it
is diverse, with a combination of Melanesian, Polynesian
and Micronesian peoples. The capital Honiara is also
home European, Chinese and other minority populations.
Historically, when ethnic tensions have broken out ,
young people have been accused of fuelling the violence.
As such, youth employment and training are critical to
the future peace and prosperity of the country.

Exploring the potential for digital transformation in
the Solomon Islands
In 2016 I was working with Youth@Work with the Australian Volunteers for International Development (AVID)
program. During my deployment, I helped build the
capacity of the young team to produce the magazine and
evaluate their communication activities, which informed
their communication strategy. This included looking at
the ways they were engaging youth digitally and ways
they could develop this potential in the future. We conducted surveys, interviews and peer-to-peer focus groups
to ascertain young people’s thoughts and ideas for the
Youth@Work program, and YOSI Magazine and its future.
As a result, we piloted a soft launch strategy for the
online version of the magazine where the digital issue
was launched prior to the print copy. It was also promoted early on Facebook and Twitter. This led to a significant
spike in the number of readers of the digital issue, which
attracted 229 digital readers in a single day. Out of those
who read the digital issue, 90% were from the Solomon
Islands. Additionally, 30% of those who read the digital
issue did so on their mobile phones, showing a growing
market for digital content among young people in the
Solomon Islands, despite the limitations in user experience when reading issuu content on mobile phones.
The team is now working on further transitioning to
digital publishing, which means thinking about solutions
to address the technological constraints faced in the
Solomon Islands. They are currently exploring whether
this might take the form of an app, a free blogging
platform or a different solution altogether. The goal is to
allow young people to view the magazine on different
mobile platforms more easily, share content on social
media, submit their content to the magazine and creatively engage in the design.
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Leading this transition is YOSI editor, Emmanuel Oti.
In terms of the magazine’s digital potential, Oti says, “The
possibilities are immense. There are online hangouts
spots for youth; we just need to properly identify them.
Then design a strategy that will flawlessly operate across,
for example, Facebook, to Yosi app to Instagram to Twitter
etc.” Oti is frustrated with the current digital issue which
is published on Issuu.com, saying, “I don’t believe Issuu is
accessible by all our target users. An investigation into
the accessibility of Issuu.com shows that 68% view the
Magazine from desktops, 30% through mobiles and 2%
through tablets. YOSI’s target audience does not use
desktops or have access to one.” He continues: “The
reason being it is difficult to load a pdf file with our
crappy network.
Yosi app is trying to solve this. Its web content will be like
loading Facebook content, making it easily accessed on
mobiles and tablets.”The team hopes that the transition
will help to bridge the digital divide for young people, as
well as increasing youth engagement and audiences for
the magazine, in the Solomon Islands as well as in
diaspora communities.
Possibilities and constraints for digital engagement
While technology such as mobile phones have the potential to connect youth, particularly those who are urban
and marginalised, the Solomon Islands is still facing major
technological constraints. The Solomons Islands are still
on the 3G network, and data is slow and very expensive.
Most data packages are still linked to mobiles, with very
little wifi penetration. Internet in the home or via a
dongle is still outside the budget of most Solomon
Islanders. There are two network providers, the stateowned Solomons Telekom and B-mobile Vodafone,
which is causing some competition in price. However,
the networks’ limited capacity has meant that high
density traffic slows the network down so that access is
still an issue. In the Solomon Islands, texts, domestic and
international calls, and data are all sold separately
through pre-paid plans. This means that for the poorest
youth, they must balance their data needs against their
need for other communication.
All of this provides a real disincentive to poor and unemployed Solomon Islands youth to access online platforms.
On the other side of this equation, the team also needs
to obtain sufficient funding, time and technical expertise
to develop an app or online platform.
However, young people remain hungry for content and
to express themselves and connect with one another. An
example of what can be achieved when these barriers are
lifted is the popularity of Facebook among youth.
The mobile providers in the Solomon Islands provide free
access to Facebook as part of their data plans. Particularly
for inner urban youth, Facebook and Facebook Messenger
has become the platform of choice.

The problem of sustainability: the search for diverse
funding streams
YOSI has faced issues of sustainability from its inception.
While currently supported by the Pacific Community, the
goal for the young people involved is for YOSI to have
long-term certainty and for the magazine to stand on its
own financially. Printing and distributing a magazine in
the Solomon Islands is expensive. Although they have
recently found a local printer, up until the December 2016
issue the magazine was printed in Brisbane and freighted
to Honiara. Print remains important as this point
in reaching poor and disenfranchised youth. However,
meeting its printing and freight costs has presented a
significant challenge for a fledgling magazine reliant on
attracting advertisers in a small market.
In the future, YOSI Magazine has resolved to find new
ways to combine advertising, sponsorship and partnership revenue, without compromising its core mission and
relevance to youth, in order to sustain itself.
These shifts in direction began in 2016 when we introduced a sponsorship model that brought in some additional advertising revenue. The magazine has become
cost neutral through a new partnership with the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP), which covers the
costs of printing and freight. It has also allowed for an
increased print run from 3,000 to 10,000, and paid for
distribution of the magazine to all 10 provinces of the
Solomon Islands, greatly expanding its reach.
One example of the new and diverse funding streams
being trialled is partnerships with donors and NGOs to
reach youth and enable dialogue and creative expression
amongst youth around important issues. For example, as
part of our current partnership with the United Nations
Peacebuilding Fund, a joint program between the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) and UN Women,
three issues on the theme of peace in the Solomon
Islands are being published.
The first of the three issues sponsored by the UN Peacebuilding Fund was published in December 2016. It included young people’s ideas on peace and what it would take
to achieve. The editorial team identified five priority areas
to cover: equality, land, culture and identity, corruption
and economic empowerment. Content was sought on
these five thematic areas. The editorial team was quoted
in the 2016, September 27th edition of The Island Sun, as
saying “This issue is a chance for young people to come
out and talk about peace, encouraging others to work
together and create a space where we can all be positive
about our future.” Two more issues on peace will be
published in 2017 as part of creating a broader dialogue.
The potential for technological innovation in the
Solomon Islands is still emerging. As technology and
telecommunications inevitably become cheaper and
more accessible, the implications for youth and the
broader community as a means of creative expression,
innovation and connection is rich.
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Inside the InnovationXchange
By Jessica Noske-Turner

M

aterial investments in ‘innovation’ are on the increase
in aid and development. The Australian Government’s 2015 development policy allocated $140million
into innovation over four years, which included the establishment of the InnovationXchange. DERC postdoctoral
researcher Jessica Noske-Turner spent a week visiting the
InnovationXchange in to find out more about how the
space works and explore opportunities for future collaboration. In this photo essay she shares and reflects on her
observations.

development. There is clearly more going on in here than
just the funky decor.

T

E

verett Rogers first published his book on Diffusion of
Innovations in 1962, so it can be hardly argued that
innovation in development is new. And yet, there does
seem to be something distinct about the current and
widespread interest and investment in innovation. One
of the material features of innovation in development are
the innovation labs, hub and other innovation ‘spaces’
that have mushroomed around the world, often within or
as an adjunct to development agencies and donors.

I

ntrigued and curious, I spent a week inside one such
‘innovation space’, the DFAT InnovationXchange. Upon
entering it does indeed instantly feel great, fitted out
with objects and features that are designed for flexible,
multi-purpose use. There is an informal open meeting
space in the entrance with striking graffiti clad brick-wall
wallpaper, with full-length panels of whiteboards, some
of which still have the remnants a previous brainstorming
session still on them. On the other side is a modern, but
homely kitchen, with a large table used for team meetings, lunch, and other informal chats throughout the
day. The entrance, with its doorbell for visitors and glass
doors through to open, inviting spaces, is indicative of the
welcoming openness of the space. The hallway is decorated with a series of large exposed lightbulbs, a physical incarnation of a motif often used in innovation and
development websites and paraphernalia.

he rising interest in innovation and development
globally seems to be particularly susceptible to disparaging remarks. There is a well-founded scepticism
that fixating on shiny new technologies such as drones,
sensors, and robots sounds suspiciously like the problematic technology transfer models of old. But what excites
me about the increasing interest in innovation in development the possibility that is allows for a more engaged,
human-centred, needs-based way of thinking about
technology. In theory, it’s not just about new technology, but technology in response to a felt ‘challenge’ or a
‘problem’. And successfully adapting and using the new
technologies requires combination of local and technical
expertise, for which dialogical communication processes are integral. I’m also attracted by the possibility that a
team, tasked with experimentation, flexibility, bottom-up
ideas and openness to failure, ultimately less hamstrung
by the usual bureaucratic demands, might offer a possibility to not just to do things differently, but also offer a
new mode of listening in development.
Local communities are not so much ‘beneficiaries’ here,
but are instead perceived of as potential innovators or as
genuine partners, with interesting ideas if only there was
a way to support them. These tantalising, early observations provide fertile ground for continued collaborative engagement and investigations into exactly how it
enables better development and catalyses social change,
where it works, why and for whom.

T

he main office is an egalitarian, open plan space with
desks for the dozen or so staff, including directors. For
most of the day all you can hear is the quiet tapping of
computer keyboards, but occasionally conversation will
break out and before lulling back into focused productivity. In here there is another set of whiteboards with a little
coffee table and beanbags. The notice-board particularly
takes my attention. There is a hand-drawn poster apparently created during a meeting, on 21st Century technologies; there are flip-charts from past workshops, a T-shirt
that says only ‘what if…’, and the obligatory post-it notes.
A Papua New Guinean bilum (a woven bag) is pinned
alongside handwritten description of ‘trail-blazing’. It is
this hugely symbolic, traditional, hand-made object that
I think transports this space from being a hip homage
to Google to being a place that is about innovation and

26

Dr Jessica Noske-Turner is a Postdoctoral Researcher at RMIT
University where she is the co-leader of the Digital Transitions and Transformations Lab,
part of the Digital Ethnography Research Centre.
Email: jessia.noske-turner@rmit.edu.au.

27

All photo credits: Jessica Noske-Turner

All photo credits: Jessica Noske-Turner.

28

29

Mapping a new digital course in a village economy in Samoa
By Faumuina Felolini Maria Tafunai
How do you teach about online tools and business when
there is a language barrier? Draw a map. Better still, draw it
fast and draw it ugly map because it’s not about the pretty
– it’s about the information. Then talk to it. Faumuina Felolini Maria Tafunai explores an auto-ethnographic account
of the efforts of a Women’s Committee in Samoa.
I’m standing in front of the Fuailolo’o Komiti Tina (Women’s Committee) in Samoa. Sunlight from the louvered
windows floods the large tiled room. We are already an
hour and a half late starting because most of the women were walking their children or grandchildren to the
local school, then they went home to prepare food for
our workshop lunch. Traditionally the Komiti are responsible for hosting in the village. The women are dressed
in matching tops and long wrap-around skirts that are
brightly patterned with the shapes of local flowers and
leaves. For the older women, some of their tops are cut
just below their knees.

There is eager chatter in the group. One young woman
has come straight from working all night at one of the
hotels in the capital city of Apia, 35 kilometres away.
Fuailolo’o is a sub-village of Mulifanua and has a population of around 1200 people. According to the 2011
Census, about 40% were working in formal employment;
mainly in agriculture (35%), accommodation (11%) and
fishing and restaurants (both 9%). There are a number of
small trading stores in the village and roadside vendors
selling fish and vegetables. Remittances from family overseas dominate the village economy.
The first time the class, who are separated into groups,
draw their personal profile maps there is some confusion. A few of the co-facilitators are also confused on
how we will draw information out of these maps, which
this time is the map of their homes, their plantations and
their skills. I explain that confusion is okay because they
are learning something new and our job is to help them
complete the task. We’ll be drawing maps for the next
three days and each time the women become faster and
more detailed.
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Peers sign each other up to Facebook
during the workshop.
Photo credit: Tayla Sumner
The map drawing is part of methodology of planning,
implementation and evaluation based on Wayfinding,
the art of Polynesian navigation. I have been using this
approach in my workshops in the Pacific Islands for
training youth to make videos in Marshall Islands, Cook
Islands and Niue, organic agriculture in Samoa, and strategic planning in the Solomon Islands. The methodology
resonates with these island cultures who are familiar with
ocean navigation. They are also aware that sea journeys
do not occur like they do on a road that is fixed on land,
that sea journeys involve angular tacks to make the most
of the wind and swells even when the destination is directly in front of them.

Wayfinding is a highly intuitive way to teach because
you have to very present to sense shifts in energy that
are happening as well as about to happen – just as you
would in voyaging. It also involves developing wisdom
individually and in the group, developing connections
between the participants and the environment as they
start to see the whole picture from the local details to the
universal landscape, developing grit and courage in the
team as they start to discover themselves and appreciate
each other. It involves honing the ability of the team to
deal with failure and disasters, and creating and growing
wellbeing across multiple dimensions, such as personal,
social, environmental, cultural and spiritual dimensions.
I’m a descendant of this village but I was also raised in
New Zealand. I am familiar with these women but their
daily lives are still essentially unknown to me so it is
important I promote both these elements to the women.
I speak Samoan, albeit not fluently, and I use as much
Samoan as I can in the classes to show that I too am
a student and humility is a part of learning. I also use
Sunday School songs from my childhood as Icebreakers
because I know these ladies know these songs. Throughout the workshop, we use a Samoan proverb to help
establish local ownership. “So’o le fau ma le fau” refers
to two pieces of sennit (coconut fibre rope) being tied
together – meaning to be bound in one mission and to
be in partnership.
To help accelerate the learning in the workshops, expert
guest speakers are brought in: founder of e-commerce
community Makeki Online and National University of
Samoa computing lecturer Nitrous Mose, the Samoa
Tourism Authority, Samoa Post, the Ministry of Women, Community and Social Development, and Marlene
Mulipola from Samoa Stationery and Books – one of
Samoa’s largest gift stores with branches in American
Samoa and New Zealand. We also bring in online start-up
founder Uila Leota from Uila’s Patchwork Creations. Uila
is 66-years-old and started making patchwork quilts that
are now sold internationally via her Facebook page. Many
of the women relate to her the most and see themselves
being able to achieve their goals because out of all the
guest speakers, Uila is the most similar to them.

Just like Wayfinding, it starts with knowing your destination – “your island” and being an expert navigator. In this
project, the “island” for me was to have the women gain
enough ICT skills and business training so they could
design their “island” that would support ICT job creation,
economic growth, and poverty alleviation in their village.
Other important aspects of Wayfinding is to accurately
assess your crew (teaching and support team), which in
this case includes UN Women’s Country Programme Coordinator for Samoa, Suisala Mele Maualaivao and Project Intern Tayla Sumner; your canoe (the content, your
resources and project aims); and the oceanscape (the
participating students ).

During the workshop the women set up their own Facebook pages and then a group page - Komiti Tina Fuailolo’o. They also learn the art of selfies and photography for
social media, online marketing, create recycled craft from
Styrofoam plates and old magazines. On the last day, they
design their islands.
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Learning to take selfies as
part of an ICT workshop.
Photo credit: Tayla Sumner
This pilot was the result of a scoping study commissioned
in January 2016 by UN Women under their Women’s
Economic Empowerment programme. It made six recommendations: upgrade computer equipment, economic
scoping within the village of the project, training, linking
the centres to each other to promote sharing, and freeing
up access of the centres to the village. It also promoted five additional considerations for a future pilot in the
areas of: clustering women for online business ventures,
creative workshopping to explore economic opportunities, promoting local over export markets, whether to
use mobile phone internet data with/instead of the ICT
centres.
The Komiti Tina Fuailolo’o was identified as the ideal site
to run the national pilot. Previously, the Komiti had been
part of a government initiative called Affordable and Reliable ICT for All, which involved creating Feso’ota’i Centres
that were equipped with computers and printers. That
was 10 years ago. Since then, the committee had managed to keep their centre running, maintaining the computers and receiving second-hand ones from overseas
charities. It was a commercial/break-even venture with
the Komiti Tina charging villagers for printing and use of
the centre. Nationally the committee was known for their
ability to get things done – including setting up a marine
reserve on the village coast, a savings plan enforced by a
strict executive, and were about to embark on a boating
charter business.
When the scoping was done in 2016, the centre had five
working computers that were sourced from Australian
Charity Lending Hand. These computers were slow and
their limping pace meant in many of women becoming
too frustrated to use them anymore. The five original
computers from MCIT no longer worked. By the time of
the pilot, the five working computers had finally come to
a full stop.
Fortunately, UN Women, acting upon the recommendations are donating two laptops, two tablets, a printer
and a set of speakers to the Komiti this week. These are
received with a cheer and are put to use straight away to
take photos and sign up to Facebook.
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On the last day the women create their strategy maps,
firstly identifying the possible problem areas or bad
weather they might encounter. Posed with the question
of why don’t businesses succeed in their village. They
respond with: people are lazy, busy with child care, lack
business knowledge, low levels of education, schools do
not have enough resources, no computers, not enough
books, people are too embarrassed to sell their goods at
the roadside, natural disasters, too much competition for
the same goods, lack of ICT knowledge, theft, geographic
isolation, not enough start-up money, hard to find customers, hard to set pricing, no drivers’ licence, lack of
workers, lack of business sites, not enough markets, not
enough farm tools, not enough water, poor customer service, poor people management, and a land shortage.
They then create solution maps that include: enlarging the computer centre, setting up computing tutoring classes, a homework centre and library, an internet
café for tourists, setting up farm co-operatives to secure
supply contracts with hospitals and hotels, setting up a
marketplace at the nearby wharf to sell craft and garden
produce, setting up a savings bank, a taxi stand, a car
rental company, a tour guide business that brings tourists
into the village to learn how to cook traditional meals and
do traditional dance, learning new skills for sewing and
design.
During the workshop evaluation, the Komiti were asked
what they would like to happen next. There was much
interest in continuing the partnership and setting an ongoing series of seminars. As a result, intern Tayla Sumner
will work with the Komiti for one day a week for the
following six months.
So, in terms of reaching the island. I think we can say
that we did this – together and in partnership. And now
the Komiti have created new island goals that we will
be setting a course for. As I write this, we are entering
discussions to get free or discounted Wifi for the computer centre. With the final project report due at the end of
April, UN Women will then review the project and assess
whether to roll it out nationally and regionally. Meanwhile, the Komiti Tina Fuailolo’o will be embarking on a
new journey of harnessing ICTs, their skills and passion
and creating sustainable economic opportunities for their
village.

Presenting the group map for a
five-year business strategy.
Photo credit: Tayla Sumner
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