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Today, cybercafés dot the world, even throughout the poorer countries
of the South. The impacts of this novel phenomenon are yet unknown, but the
topic exemplifies one focus of the emerging amorphous field of Community
Informatics (Cl).? The ubiquity of these cybercafés suggests this network of
access to the contemporary, always evolving digita tools and the wealth of
information they access constitute aresource for persona and community
empowerment and poverty reduction, aswell as the dominant infotainment
functions we al observe and no doubt practice. It could be argued that the
diverse class and ethnic based communities in the South (together with their
migrant kin in the North) are aready networked by these cybercafés, but the
culturaly relevant content and incentivesto learn remain absent. Hence there
is potentia for expanding these components. The issue today may be less one
of providing connectivity, and more the question of enhancing each society’s
culture of learning within agrowing praxis employing the digita tools. The
fact that the youthful, under age 25 users and operators of the burgeoning
cybercafé network are not institutionally equipped to provide this content and
incentives, implies that Community Informatics, among other things, isaso
about the series of aliances and skills required to exploit this potentid.

| suggest that Cl isborn of socia scientists observing and inducing
diverse cultural practices with the novel digital instruments now availableto a
globa civil society. Community Informaticsis anormative and instrumentd
endeavor, | submit, and we academics who study the phenomenon or
participate in projects are also activists to varying degrees, rarely
theoreticians, often subversives of some order.® For Cl to achieve aformal
disciplinary statusis perhaps unnecessary and highly improbable, asthe
anecdotal case studies suggest. Often the ethical issues go begging as
professors can and do hide behind institutional facades, university coats of
arms dien to the communities alegedly served. The unearthing of
“undiscovered public knowledge” may be a subtext and unintended asset or
product of our efforts. | consider these benefits in the service of community
organizations, often engaged in rancourous negotiations with State agencies,
to be the prime justification for our inductive modus operandi. Community
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chalenges and civil society opportunities may be driving Cl more than any
research agenda.

If I am close to the mark, then community informatics will and should
remain an orphan, asubfield tenuosly linked by our respective, legitimating
curricula vitae, whereby practitioners who formally belong to traditional
academic disciplines engage in aform of postmodern politics within and
beyond our institutions. We dl know that politicd activism is anathemato
detached ivory tower academics and their superiors. Y et how do we reconcile
the obligations of universitiesto serve their heterogeneous stakehol der
communitiesin the emerging information politica economy without politics,
actions that rearrange power relationships? Modifying today’s differential
access to information and knowledge with the emerging globa rollout of
digita toolsis part and parcel of Cl. This process, now well underway, is
about power and challenges universities to accept the contradiction inherent in
community informatics whereby the creative tension between practitioners
and their academic disciplines requires a safe haven for the fertile efforts we
can observe, for example, in community tel ecenters everywhere. The hubbub
around Cl may be read as ametaphor of the impact of information
technol ogies upon universities, their degree programs, disciplinary
territoriality, power hierarchies, cultura politics and outreach priorities. In
fact, community informatics may aso be transforming the way universities
function, athough few vice chancellors would admit as much. Long live the
university, long live community organizations, and long live community
informatics!

Community Informaticsin the South has an advocacy dimension
distinct from practitionersin the North. Politica culturesin the North share a
semblance of the rule of law (surely to be disputed by some), whereas the
rules of engagement and negotiation among socia groups in the South hinge
less on norms and accountabl e leaders; rather, the fulcrum islocated on an
unbaanced or asymmetrical playing field where actors possess a differential
access to power hierarchies and resources. Universitiesin the South constitute
and reproduce elites to adegree uncommon in the North, and paradoxically,
public universities increasingly are marginaized from the whiz kid dominated
policy councils. To my mind thismeansthat Cl in the South is substantialy
different from what may be observed in the North. For example, public
university-based community informatics researchers must a priori engagein a
politica process whereby power resources are mobilized not in terms of self-
serving invitations from government policy makers, but as afunction of
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opportunities generated by nongovernmental organizations operating in the
informal political economy beyond orthodox policy networks.* Allow meto
parse in some detail an example of applied community informaticsin the
South.

A growing consensus points to the strategic significance of remittances
from international migrants as a source of increasing amounts of capital for
families and community development programs throughout the South. Today,
diverse transnationa migrant communities sustain the loca development
process at home. To achieve aqudlitative leap in avail able resources and their
impact, a series of aliances must be negotiated amongst migrant Hometown
Associations, microfinance institutions, government regulatory entities and
development agencies, public and private. Numerous recent reports and
policy studies share similar conclusions regarding this potentia, athough few
underscore the challenges to lowering money transfer costs, the new aliances
required, emerging useful digital tools, constraints of regulatory environments,
and associated governance issues.” ® Remittance transfer reform and
innovation occurs in the emerging field of community informatics and
information-linked rura and urban development policies. Whereastoday's
dynamic remittance flows contribute to stability in local governments as
resources arrive from abroad for individua families and for community
betterment, local and regional politica processes are or may be rearticul ated
under these historically novel conditions. | review some issues associated
with digita value transfers, local microfinance organizations, community
informatics, regulatory impediments and the governance issues now evident as
the remittance components increase their specific gravity within nationd
economies. Examples are taken from experiences in Mesoamerica, aregion
where | live that shares a cultural common denominator, stretching from
Mexico to Costa Rica; the issues underscored, however, may be generic to
nearby remittance economies (e.g., Pacific Island states) and elsewhere.”

The consensus context

Remittances are a portion of internationa migrant workers' earnings
sent home from their country of employment. Thisflow reflects the
“ monetary dimension in the complex web of linkages that exist between
migrant diaspora communities and their home countries’.® Remittance
payments may aso be viewed as the product of amoral contract anong family
members, suggesting this emerging globa phenomenon hasfinancid, socid
and hence, politica dimensions. With roughly 175 million persons now
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outside their country of birth sending home over $100 billion USD per year
(with 60% going to devel oping countries), today’s global remittance flow far
exceeds official development assistance (ODA) and in most cases, foreign
direct investment (FDI). At the International Migration Policy Programme
(IPM) conferences (the official venue for this discussion), governments are
asking: how can “ we” increase remittance flows and what strategies should be
adopted to maximize their development impact? Similarly, government
officias participating a IPM consultations have evolved a common
perspective on the general issues: remittances have a positive effect on the
economies and development prospects of the countries where migrants
originate; governments should proactively encourage remitting behavior by
establishing targeted incentive schemes and improving financia
infrastructures and macro-economic environments; and in the same vein,
governments should seek to enhance the developmenta impact of remittances
by adopting effective policy tools and strategies.’ Civil society organizations
nor universities tend not to be represented at these officia events nor
mentioned as strategic partners, and thus, amajor contradiction appears
between concerned governments observing and attempting to “ profit” from
what is essentialy alarge scale private financial transfer process embedded in
socia networks of trust. These linkages are as yet not well organized and
largely reside in the informal economy. The microfinance organizations are to
the commercial banks as NGOs are to the politica parties, a the margin of
orthodox preferences and rules. Whereas the participation of HTAsand
microfinance ingtitutions is centra to negotiating lower transfer costs and
additional user-friendly services for migrants and their communities on both
ends of the diaspora circuits, both these groups currently reside at the margin
of the policy process.

The argument

In order to liberate more capita for families and their community
development in today's growing migration-remittance circuits, acommon
strategy with the appropriate incentives should be devised that banks the
unbanked and links awareness and promotion among migrants Hometown
Associations (HTAS) in the North, with receiving country financia and
telecommuni cations regul ators and rel evant government programs, as well,
the leadership and staffs of cooperating microfinance institutions (MFIs) are
partnersin this aliance throughout the migrant exporting regions of the South.
Thisisinherently apolitica process, involving negotiations among actors
with different degrees of power in complementary and often poorly articulated
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arenas. While commercial money transfer operators (e.g. Western Union and
Money Gram) and established banks continue to garner alarger share of the
remittance business, they are not a priority focus here, athough they are
significant players. Among them thereislittle or no concern for community
impacts and payouts, nor acommitment is observed to strengthening civil
society organizations that on balance govern the remittance process today and
will no doubt in the near future. And this processis underway within the
emerging context of information and communication technol ogy-enabled
commercial transactions plus the increasing use of digital tools and services
by young people everywhere. Any discussion of remittance transfer
innovations must consider the e-commerce readiness of countries together
with the design of community informatics-based alliances amongst al
ingtitutions involved, including universities.™

There are corollaries to this argument: 1) attention should be focused on
remittance receiving countries financia and telecommunications regul atory
norms that facilitate or inhibit lower cost remittance transfers and
communications among families alowing for the adoption of state of the art
digita technologies (e.g. VolP). 2) The administrative information systems
and software employed by participating ingtitutions (HTAs, Credit Unions,
MFIsin country, etc.) and the cost, licensing rules, security and privacy
aspects, plus open source software options suggest the need for amulti-
stakeholder porta that synthesizes these data and their respective training
programs to enhance awareness and their effective use. 3) Incentives must
exist to catayze the considerable training of relevant personnel that must
occur among al those ingtitutions participating in any lower cost configuration
of diverse institutions using available and emerging digital tools. 4)
Additiond services (e.g., medica insurance, agricultura input upgrades, etc.)
may be linked to ageneric HTA-MFI remittance transfer system and the
ingtitutiona network created thereby. 5) These actions should be embedded in
a comprehensive devel opment strategy, rural and urban, that optimizes
remittance resources, migrants socid capita and the politica will of
countries administrative and NGO leadership. At present, thisremainsatall
order while exemplifying what applied community informatics can do.

Current scenario
In Mesoamericatoday, it is safe to state that al the economies are

sustaining their informal sectors viaremittance transfers from migrantsin the
United States and Canada. In most, remittance receipts figure as the primary
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source of foreign exchange, and as well these economies are de facto
“dollarized” at thelocd level (dollars aso circulate in micro transactions
aong with the nationa currency)."* Thus, the informal, “ street stall”
economy, so evident in Latin American cities and villages, subsistsin part
with complementary income from family members abroad.*? While
governments call for expanding the capture of remittance receipts within
formal, banking channels, money arrivesin family’s hands viainforma means
aswell. Money transfer costs include commissions (sometimes on both ends)
and exchange rate surcharges (or manipulations that few clients understand).
While costs have declined over the past three years, in part due to the
dedicated campaign of the InterAmerican Development Bank, this same
institution claims costs could be halved again.** Commissions today appear to
average around 4.4% of the amount sent home,™ but rates do vary and the
competition increases as private, regiona money transfer operators (MTOs)
compete with large commercia banks, credit card companies and more
recently, credit unions.™ Transfer mechanisms include specific amounts sent
to MTO franchisee pickup windows, commercia bank account transfers,
ATM debit cardsissued for family members North and South, payments at
MTO receiving windows that are deposited via credit union links in savings
and loan cooperative accounts back home, and more recently, monetary value
transferred to stored value or “smart” cards (SVCs). These mechanisms aso
include the purchase of construction materias and gifts paid for in the North
to be delivered at home viafranchised distributors.”® Estimates vary regarding
the amounts of remittance funds not moving through the formal financial
network; an additional 10% seems to be a (disputable) best guess and probably
dropping as migrants and their families become more transfer savvy and
trusting. It isevident that acombination of increased competition, applied IT
and community informatics, regulatory reform and government-anchored
initiatives can reduce the transfer costs much more, thereby liberating
considerable sums of money for families and their communities.

Governance | ssues

Remittance transfer reform involves governance issues that link the
fields of telecommunication and financia regulation with the politics of public
policy negotiations. The latter may be more important than the former, if
changes in the status quo are to occur. The emerging growth in the strategic
importance of Hometown Associations (HTAS), civil society organizations bar
none, represents a challenge to the hegemony of traditional politica partiesin
many nationa and regiona contexts. In Mexico, for example, alimited
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number of political parties dominate the public policy process, effectively
sgueezing out initiatives proposed by Non Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) not organicaly linked to the parties. The dramatic increase in
remittance income and the financid commitments of HTAsto community
improvement projects has accel erated the interest of state and provincia
governmentsin neighboring countriesin controlling these resources. But the
negotiating scenarios for the agreements required to govern these locd |evel
processes are limited, to say the least. The proliferation of “3x1” resource
multiplier programsin Mexico has adso been noteworthy, whereby one HTA
dollar contributed to community improvementsis matched by the local, state
and nationa levels of government. Similarly, political parties are rushing to
create liai son offices with migrants who have left their home region with an
eye on maintaining or increasing party loyaty and perhaps, campaign
contributions. In Mexico, for example, the Zacatecas state legid ature has
been the first to pass legidation alowing their citizens now living in the
United States to return and run for office with a short three month home
residence requirement prior to election day. Otherswill no doubt follow suit
elsewhere in the M esoamerican region where migrants HTA contributions for
community projects and involvement in loca politics are increasing, and
hence attracting the interest of politica parties who need to recruit leaders
with resource networks and aloyal constituency.

A mgor stumbling block in any reconfiguration of the political
landscape is the long timeline whereby migrant HT As come to recognize their
politica influence and proactive role as civil society organizations. This may
be due in large measure to the limited politica experience of their leadership
before they left home, or the constrained nature of political participation in
authoritarian systems to be found throughout the region in question. A related
factor isthe degree of digita ignorance among those who left the village
before the local cybercafé was opened, and hence are relatively unaware of the
virtues and services today’s digital tools can offer citizens and their
organizations. HTAs struggle to become consolidated as representative
ingtitutions, to adopt modern administrative tools and procedures, to reconcile
their mediating role with their constituency at both ends of the migration
circuit and to exert pressure in the political arenawhich they are uniquely
equipped to act. Thisisan emergent process the traditiona political parties
are reluctant to recognize much less to support enthusiasticaly, because in this
novel situation they are now competing with the HTAs for community and
regiona legitimacy and leadership.
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Larger governance issues are at stake in this evolving scenario wherein
migrants and their associations are displacing traditiona State functions and
undermining political partiesaswell. It should come as no surprise that
historical elites and their newfound commercid alliesloudly applaud the
increasing remittance flows. The reason: because this flow of self-recruited
resources significantly complements fisca revenues, and consequently
reduces pressure on dl levels of government to provide quality services they
have rarely been able to deliver. In effect, this means those powerful groups
who traditionaly control nationa socia service and infrastructure budgets
may sustain their influence and share of the nationa rents, because the
migrant families and communities are self-financing their subsistence and
minor, but significant community improvements; a new type of dua economy
is perceptible. It is no wonder the remittance economy press continually
highlights the increased remittance income in their respective nationa spaces.

L ook, it’snot thetechnology...!

Thefirst generation of massive rollouts of information technology (IT)
has now taken place throughout the migrant exporting countries. On baance,
this occurred after the elites served themselves, when governments embraced
the modish conventiona wisdom whereby the touted “ digitd divide” could be
breached by instaling computer hardware and software in a sample of
schools, libraries and public telecenters. Certainly, throughout Latin America
it isnow evident that these expensive programs are difficult to maintain,
evince limited loca buy-in and presuppose alevel of coordination among
different Ministries and official agenciesthat never existed before nor today.
Some argue that the cybercafés, mushrooming everywhere, could produce a
greater impact if proper content and incentives were in place. The point isthat
atop-down, “let’sinstal technology” focus of public connectivity policy is
wasteful and misplaced, athough corporate marketing departments would not
concur.

Theissue at the core, | submit, isone of “orgware”, the capacity of
organizations, their staff and constituency to learn and innovate with the new
digitd tools and contents on hand. Thisisakey dimension of community
informatics which stresses loca information flows can converge with designs
of IT toolswithin aframework of “effective use”; online accessis required,
yes, but attention isfocused on the socia context and the information culture
where gender-focused applications are introduced in traditional situations.'” If
public institutions such as schools and civil society organizations such as
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microbanks do not share awillingness to innovate with today’ s evolving
digita instruments, then the challenges facing my argument may be
insurmountabl e.

Orgware can be adynamic condition, wherein people and their
ingtitutions are open to adapting to changing circumstances and opportunities.
Orgware tendsto catalyze the adaptive process when incentives are plentiful
and training in new techniques easy to acquire and accompanied by vaue in
the job market. Orgware can aso be a static state whereby personnel and
ingtitutional leadership defend hierarchy and privilege, while rejecting change
because it threatens the former. The reasons many microfinance ingtitutions
are ow to move to the dynamic orgware condition may be due lessto
budgetary restrictions, and rather more often isrelated to adefensive
organizational culture their historically marginal condition has engendered
amongst leadership and staffers. Redefining the overal public policy
ambience and proper orgware perspectives within acommunity informatics
framework is asine qua non for all organizations involved in the remittance
reform process.

Regulatory issues

How national governments regul ate microfinance institutions, Internet
service providers and their non-governmental organizationsis a central
element in any remittance reform strategy. The core issues shared by all three
actorsisaset of tradeoffs between protecting incumbents (e.g., commercial
banks, monopoly telephone companies and politica parties) while stimulating
investment and innovation and protecting today’ s migrant, citizen consumer.
These three sets of actors (MFIs, ISPs and NGOs) tend to be regulated by
separate State entities, whose autonomy, accountability and transparency also
varies. Whereas MFIs and ISPs are regulated to different degrees, there are
constraints on both regarding the series of products or services they may offer.
MFIs may be divided between those that may offer savings accounts akin to
commercia banks aswell as remittance receipts and those that may not.

While commercialization and sound management isthe key to the
effectiveness and sustainability of microbanks as afinancid services
subsector, prudential regulation and supervision isthe norm. Microfinance
operates at asmall scale with high unit costs, and hence there is a concentrated
risk and credit volatility. Depositor protection and sector soundnessis aways
agod, and risks involve market conditions, management efficiency and
Integrity, assets, liquidity and overal governance. Supervision criteriainclude
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capita levels, reserves and depositsto loan ratios. Whereas MFIs offer
limited financial services, regulation is keyed to the sources of clients' funds.
Regulatory rules should be transparent regarding how MFIs can offer
remittance receipt services and how these resources may capitalize their
clients and offer new investment options.*®

For ISPs aflexible regulatory environment is equally important.*®
Given the rapid advance of wireless Internet technologies, it is now cost
feasibleto install hybrid DSL or VSAT and wi rele&fidelit())/ (WiFi) Internet
access networks in remote, migrant sending communities.®® Cybercafes are
now found in every small town throughout Latin America. Connectivity is
growing, albeit dowly, and today ayouthful user population shares a degree
of digita literacy. But market incumbents are well entrenched and reluctant to
open market access to new players with cheap, fast and long range technology
that fixed wireless, for example, now represents. However, for community
based technology initiatives and loca empowerment to occur there is the need
for an appropriately enabling regulatory environment. For example, if
community based technol ogy solutions such as community WiFi or localy
based ISP'sin rurd areas accessing the net through KU band satellitesis not
allowable under local regulatory regimes, then truly grass roots based
technology isnot possible. Similarly, if low cost Internet accessis not widely
available, then the development of specific development applications and
implementationsis equally not possible. If the nationa telecommunications
infrastructure is monopolistic, centralized and capita city focused, then the
kind of opportunities for local innovation and appropriation of the technology
are rendered that much more difficult. Governments and nationa telecomm
companies in the South argue that only through monopolies and strict
regulation isit possible to aggregate sufficient capital to maintain and extend
the existing infrastructure. An open regulatory environment may lead to over-
development in relatively wealthy urban areas and an absence of investment
(or accessto capita for investment ) in rura and low-income areas. While
regulatory entities focus on licensing, price regulation, inter-connection norms
and fees, competition, and universal service, civil society groups are seldom if
ever invited to public discussions of the issues, options and negotiated
tradeoffs.?* The regulatory dimension of innovative community informaticsis
often overlooked.?

Increasingly, the regulation of NGOs by governmentsisamaor issue.

As noted above, if politica parties, the incumbent players who monopolize the
electora and formal politica process, are reluctant to engage in public policy
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debates and propose remittance reform initiatives, then by default thisrole has
been and is assumed today by non governmental organizations. These may be
registered or unregistered by governmental authorities, yet their presence and
credibility in the community and online projections, given today’ s low cost or
free Web tools, grants them aright to participate seldom fully recognized by
official agents of orthodox politica power. Remittance transfer reformis
intimately linked to the growing legitimacy, recognition, administrative
integrity and negotiation skills of NGOs.

Points of resistance

Severd points of resistance can be identified in this common scenario
whereby migrant and community organi zations supported by tech savvy
NGOs and their donor patrons are pitted against powerful financid,
telecommunications and politica incumbents who now control or limit
reformsin the lucrative remittance market. Yes, there are tolerated
oligopoliesin banking, telecommunications and politics that persist not only
due to the limited spaces for public participation, alack of transparency or just
plain undemocratic authoritarian rule, but aso due to cultura factors that
merit mention and frustrate “ pressure from below”. Community informatics
presupposes acommitment to empowerment at the local level, and greater
control of remittance-based resources is one means of accomplishing this goal.
Some impediments have been identified here. Othersinclude: a preference for
face to face transactions, widespread digital illiteracy among those over age
25, men exercising discretionary power over women'’s resources, an absence
of culturally appropriate incentives for using online learning and technica
training tools, a stubborn sense of territoriaity among official database
“owners’ that inhibits useful content in the public, digital commons, nationa
connectivity programs without relevant content, prohibitions on community
radio, elite indifference to the plight of migrants and their remittance
economies, plus the unspoken fear of the risk of financia authoritiesimposing
some form of taxation on remittance revenues. Again, the organizationa and
technologica pieces are present; it is the negotiating process among culturaly
distinct actors with differentia power that requires our attention.

Opportunity Cost Calculator
An online software tool for caculating the cost of NOT REFORMING

the current rules, tariffs and options for remittance transfer is needed. By
means of meticulously costing current remittance transfer fees using state of
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theart IT tools, and in parallel, computing unregulated Internet access costs,
including connectivity in al towns and villages, say, above 2500 inhabitants,
with kindred, vanguard digita instruments, two benchmarks could be
established for each country with significant remittance revenue. Due
dilligence could establish benchmarking remittance transfer fees pegged .,
say, 2.5% of the amount sent,?® together with acomplementary benchmarking
of Internet access fees with widespread, low cost WiFi connectivity (and no
doubt other factors). These datawould alow for the creation of an
opportunity cost calculator. Such acalculator could ascertain for policy
makers, migrant organizations, MFIs, donor agencies and related NGOs, the
price differentia being paid by migrants and their familiesin different sectors
of the remittance transfer, inter-family communications, microfinance savings,
investment and service options vaue chain. Countries could be ranked
according to the opportunity costs being paid ABOVE the benchmark
reasonable profit costs (null opportunity cost), and econometric agorithms can
estimate the multiplier effects of resourcesin loca and regional markets
presently lost to controlled markets with usurous surcharges, regulatory
constraints, limited investment options and public policy occur focusing on
the multiplier effect of opening labor markets and approving short term
subsidies for telecommunications tariffs (e.g. broadband Internet by satellite)
and other fixed costs. The opportunity cost calculator is aplanning and
negotiating tool availableto all actorsin this complex scenario. And it may be
agood example of applied community informatics.

New technical and service options

Transferring value with state of the art smart or stored value cards
(SVCs) is another regulatory and IT access challenge.?* The extensive network
of MFIsand their branch offices, once connected to the Internet, can now
offer many financial and commercial servicesviaSVCs.? Loca merchants
can be offered fixed wireless Internet connectivity by MFIsin small townsin
return for alowing their clients to purchase goods and services with their
smart cards. Such a possibility pits MFIsin competition with large
commercia outlets already linked to commerciad MTOs. This option would
require SV C readers at these commercid establishments, astart up cost
readily absorbed by the volume of purchases that remittance receiving families
generate. In effect, under these circumstances loca MFls aso become ISPs,
offering connectivity to their crosstown clients and arange of servicesthe
emerging information technologies now permit. With long range fixed
wireless WiMAX technology on the immediate horizon, underused

12
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transponders on satellites, and the unlicensed Wifi tools now reaching
maturity and commaodity prices,?® microfinance organizations need to confront
the issues of both installing telecentersin their branches while simultaneously
offering connectivity to local merchants that benefits the latter and their
clientsusing their stored vaue cards charged periodically with remittance
transfers from relativesin the North or elsewhere in country.”’

Additiona services can be leveraged with MFIs employing smart cards.
For example, migrants hometown associations (HTAS) in conjunction with
their regulated microbank could negotiate collective medical and accident
insurance for their respective membership and clients on both ends of the
migration circuit. These contracts could aso be guaranteed by government
bodies who are presently taxed to provide competent heath servicesto their
citizenry. In other words, migrants and their families could have access to
professiona hedth services, independent of the lega status of the remittance-
sending family member. A novel start up in Kenyaand Uganda now offers
medical vouchers for services back home.? It is not inconceivable that
migrant remittances will transform social and health servicesin their countries
of origin over the next few years, if the digital tools are available and the
regulatory ambience is supportive.

Agricultural production and remittance-anchored credit programs

With the present growing rate of international migration and remittance
transfers, both commercia banks and MFIs can amplify their agricultural
credit portfolios. It iswell known that barely 5% of remittance revenueis
invested in productive endeavors, primarily for lack of localy available,
trustworthy options. To alarge measure, this situation is due to the limited
strategic vision and resources of microbanks as well as the regulatory
constraints to which they are subject; however, the absence of reliable
management information systems aso hinder this aternative. To enhance
agricultura production with remittance-anchored MFI credit schemes, a set of
software toolsis required that link databases, public and private with decision
support tools. Thisisatask for donor and official agenciesworking with
HTAs and MFIs, and many agreements must be negotiated before an
operationa program can be fielded.”

New alliances underway

13
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Unquestionably, the dynamic remittance market together with
information technologiesis catayzing new aliances among institutions on
both ends of the migration circuit. Today, credit unionsin the United States
are working with traditional money transfer operators (M TOs), to provide the
lowest cost remittance sending service on the Mesoamerican market.*
Participating credit unionsin many states now offer aspecia remittance
recei pt window for latino migrant clients sending money home to family
members with accounts at local savings and loan cooperatives. The amounts
flowing in this channel are increasing steadily since its inception two years
ago, providing scarce capita and credibility to participating microfinance
ingtitutions in Mesoamericawhile saving money for many families. This
precedent has jump started other policy options. For example, Mexico’s
officiad BANSEFI now provides aback office software system and remittance
transfer services from many MTOs in the United States for the family of seven
microfinance institutions that by law this agency now regulates.®! Credit
unions are engaged in outreach programs in latino migrant communitiesinside
USA, abeit belatedly, and this banking the unbanked effort is proving fruitful.
One paradoxical element of thisU.S. situation is that latino migrants have
limited accessto the Internet, as cybercafes are not common and public library
services, while ample, are not culturaly congenial.

What remains to be defined are the set of agreements that must be
negotiated among different actorsin this complex array of companies, NGOs,
government bodies, donor organizations and international agenciesin order to
create an optima, null opportunity cost model for remittance transfers and
associated services. Assuggested above, aseriesof benefits could accrueto
migrants and their families, in the North and the South, if these accords were
in place. These agreements require a degree of political will among actors
with marked power differentials and who traditionally refrain from negotiating
novel alliances. State agencies, private companies and civil society groups.

As an example, the negotiated set of arrangements between Mexico’s official
Banco de Servicios Financieros and arange of private MTOs and

mi crofinance institutions anchored in acivil society tradition is noteworthy
(see note 26). The World Council of Credit Unions (WOCCU) project with
private MTOsisincreasing the clout of nationa networks of cooperating
microfinance bodiesin Centra America, and thiswill no doubt eventualy
lead to adjustments in regulatory frameworks throughout the region. To my
mind, it isincumbent upon the international agencies, public and private, to
create the incentives and political pressure to push this process forward and
extend it to al remittance dependent countries.
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Towardsan integral policy

On ba ance, remittance transfer reform is linked to the focused
emergence of acommunity informatics perspective among HTAs, MFIs and
policy-linked government agencies. This can occur along with aterritory-
anchored rura development strategy.®? Every migrant exporting region
congtitutes aterritory that is socially constructed, i.e. it shares a cultura and
linguistic identity, asocial capital and resource base as well as investment
potentia s for itsinhabitants, wherever they may reside. HTAs are ade facto
extension of the home territory, a unique condition whereby the “belonging
sentiment” permits gearing remittances for productive and institutiona
transformations back home. If our common goa isto reduce rura (and
periurban) poverty and catayze a democratic process, employing anull
opportunity cost remittance transfer strategy may be effective. To be sure, any
productive changes using these voluminous resources require a series of novel
aliances amongst adiverse set of institutiona players active in specific
regions around the globe. Thisis a heterogeneous process with as yet
unwritten rules. These alliances will be hybrids; and as examples here attest,
they are beginning to be negotiated on apiecemeal basis. The politics of
remittance transfer reform needs to be recognized as such, while producing
scalable, accountable and legitimate policy options that permit negotiations to
be actively pursued. This, | firmly believe, is our task.

NOTES

! Portions of this text were presented to aREMITTANCE, MICROFINANCE AND TECHNOLOGY
workshop sponsored by the Foundation for Development Cooperation (www.fdc.org.au), Brisbane,
Australia, 10 June 2004.

% This emerging field iswell synthesized by one of its co-founders, Michael Gurstein, 2003, “ Community
Informatics’, www.communities.org.ru/ci-text/ci-v2.doc

3| thank my colleague at this June 17, 2003 dua |ecture event, Randy Stoecker, for his provocative paper: IS
COMMUNITY INFORMATICS GOOD FOR COMMUNITIES?— QUESTIONS CONFRONTING
AN EMERGING FIELD. He succeeded in catalyzing my thinking on some core issues.

* Randy Stoecker, my partner during this dual lecture assignment, has suggested in his provocative paper
written for this occasion, that community informatics could be serving elites more than communities.
| firmly believe this has been the case to date throughout the South.

® http://www.pewhi spanic.org/site/docs/pdf/Remittances Senders and Receivers LAC 2003 Final.pdf
This 2003 Pew Hispanic Center commissioned survey found that 40% of the adult, foreign —born
Latino population in the United States, some 6 million people, send money home on aregular basis.
Money Transfer Operators capture 70% of these resources, banks 11% and 17% goes through
informal channels. In Mexico, 18% of the popul&tion receives money from family membersin the
North; in Ecuador, 14% and 23% in Central America. See also Billionsin Mation, 2002:
http://www.pewhispanic.org/site/docs/pdf/billions in_motion.pdf
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® No discussion of Latin American remittances, their amounts, patterns and impacts, can occur without a
tribute to Manuel Orozco, who with sensitivity and timely acumen has produced a series of studies
that profile this phenomenaand alow othersto discusstheissuesintelligently. Some of his papers
are available in the DOCUMENTOS section of www.migracionydesarrollo.org In particular,
consult his* Mexican Hometown Associations and Their Devel opment Opportunities’,
http://meme.phpwebhosting.com/~migracion/modul -es/documentos/manuel _oroxco2.pdf

’ The Declaration of Princi ples agreed a the World Summit on the Information Society in Geneva, December
2003, emphasize a"commitment to build a people-cenytred, inclusive and devel opment-oriented
Information Society”. Thisisthe overdl context for remittance-pegged services and the Pacific
Idlands states, the subject of this conference, are one of the best examplesto be found.

& Dennis Ahlburg, cited in D.N. Addy, B. Wijkstrén and C. Thouez, MIGRANT REMITTANCES
COUNTRY OF ORIGIN EXPERIENCES: STRATEGIES, POLICIES, CHALLENGES AND
CONCERNS, apaper prepared for the International Migration Policy Programme (IMP), for a
London, U.K. conference, October 2003. www.impprog.ch

° 1bid. IMP document, p. 3.

10 http://www.regul ateonline.org/2003/dp/dp0307.htm Robin Mansell writes: “ Electronic commerce can be
defined as the application of ICTsto support global networks, avariety of business oriented software
applications, and business processes involved in trading in goods and services. The main conclusion
of the analysisisthat the inclusion of developing countriesin the potentid benefits of new forms of
electronic commerce will require measures that address country and sector specific characteristics of
markets in which firms operate as well as measures that address the issues raised by the advent of
ICT supported means of electronic trading.”

" Bl Salvador is completely dollarized since 2002, i.e. U.S. coinscirculate as well as paper tender. In
Ecuador, the legal currency is U.S. dollars, but the coinage is Ecuadorean.

2 The Mexican Private sector reports that the informal sector accounts for 12.5% of gross domestic product.
http://www.reforma.com/negociog/articul0/413126

3 Consult the program of the Multilateral Investment Fund and research documents relating to remittances.
www.iadb.org/fomin A synthetic overview is available: Remittancesto Latin Americaand the
Caribbean - God's and Recommendations, May 2004.

¥ Consult Manuel Orozco, “ The Remittance Marketplace:Prices, Policy and Financid Ingtitutions”, available
at: www.pewhispanic.org

15 Consult the International Remittance Network program of the World Council of Credit Unions.
http://www.woccu.org/prod_serv/irnet/index.php

16 Cementos Mexicanos offers such aprogram. See www.cemexmexico.com in Servicios, Construmex menu.

7 Consult: Michael Gurstein, “ Effective Use: A Community Informatics Strategy Beyond the Digital Divide”,
FIRST MONDAY, December 2003. http://www.comtechreview.org/article.php?article id=56

18 Consult an overview of microfinance regulation: www.iris.umd.edu/adass/proj/Zambia_comparative.pdf

19 See E. Tanner and K. Hawkins, “ Bridging Latin America s Digital Divide: Government Policies and
Internet Access, JOURNALISM AND MASS COMMUNICATIONS QUARTERLY ; Autumn 2003;
80,3; pp. 646-665.

2 The forthcoming WiMAX technology promises to offer cost effective connectivity solutions that will
pressure regul atory entities to make market entry requirements and voice over Internet Protocol
telephony rules more flexible than today’ s environment.
http://www.a varion-usa.com/runtime/materia s/pdffilesWiMAX_WP.pdf

2! Consult useful regulation sources at: http://www.infodev.org/projects/314requl ationhandbook/ and
http://www.reguleteonline.org/

% Michael Gurstein, persona communication, 4 June 2004.

% Suggested by areputable source as the cost plus breakeven point for the transfer services.

# Consult sample suppliers: http://www.al aric-systems.co.uk/ and http:/www.e-pso.info/epso/index.html

% The competition is already tiff in this category. For example, consult: www.no-borders.com
www.emidacom , www.worldpay.com,

% sSee note 15; for wireless Internet information: http://www.w2i.org/ and http://www.iptel .org/

" A related, privacy-sensitive issue is one of biometric identification cards to reduce fraud and enhance
security. See www.theregister.co.uk/2004/05/21/biometric _trial_glasgow/
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% See www.mamamikes.com

% A FAO-FORD Foundation supported demo project in conjuntion with a Canadian company provides one
example. http://mockups.ictdevgroup.com/pesa

% Consult the Remittances secton of www.woccu.org

3 See details at: hitp://www.lared-del agente.com.mx/htmls/productos y_servicios/remesas.html

% The baseline document for Desarrollo Territoria Rural can be found a:
www.fondominkachorlavi.org/dtr/sintesisdoc This strategy cdlsfor intense GlIS-anchored data,
and impliesHTAs are an extension of local space; thus, remittances may focus on productive issues.
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