
OneWorld Online

Deborah King reports on one programme promoting
sustainable development and human rights on the
Internet.

Like it or not, the Web is now an established medium for
those in the business of disseminating information. It is hard
to believe now that back in 1995 when OneWorld Online
began it could be such hard work convincing some NGDOs
that it was worthwhile establishing a Web presence – which
just goes to show how quickly things have changed. Certain
inalienable laws have been established in relation to Web
publishing that any organisation embarking on producing a
website would do well to take heed of. Some are really
obvious but often ignored. Start by deciding what you want
your website to achieve and how you will achieve it. Consider
who will do the work and what skills they might need.
Consider how you will pay for it. Others are less obvious to
novices, unless they are experienced surfers: use an
experienced designer if you can afford it; keep graphics to a
minimum – long download times will put a lot of readers off;
interactive features like chat rooms keep your audience
involved; use email to distribute important updates to your
committed readers and thereby get them to visit again or
deliver what they want directly to them; integrate the site into
your normal dissemination activities to keep the material fresh
and relevant; and devote as much time as you can to promote
your site – allow about 40% of your maintenance time –
otherwise no one will find you out there in cyberspace.

One way to promote your website is to join online
communities like OneWorld Online to help raise your Web
profile. Dedicated to promoting human rights and sustainable
development by harnessing the democratic potential of the
Internet, OneWorld works as an international partnership of
NGOs on the Web. The partners’ 350-plus websites are
monitored every day through powerful spidering and database
software which analyses, indexes and summarises all new
documents from the entire partnership. This now adds up to a
virtual library on development and global justice issues
numbering more than 250,000 articles in six languages.

Up to 100,000 people per month now access the OneWorld
supersite – the top level of an information ‘map’, where
stories about development are organised, not by the
organisation that produced them, but by subject. These include
guides to key development themes, think tanks for
professionals, news from an alternative global perspective,
educational resources, radio programmes and training
opportunities.

The project is run by staff based near Oxford in the UK
and in Europe, Africa and Asia. The number of editors located
in different parts of the globe is set to increase as the project
progresses towards full internationalisation: OneWorld Japan,
Central America and the USA are currently in gestation. The

editorial staff in the overseas offices also
perform a training function, developing
the web skills of partner organisations
in their regions.

The growth of OneWorld reflects the
increasing value placed on the Internet as an awareness-raising
medium by NGOs from both the North and the South. The
benefits of the Web over conventional media are well known.
It is global, interactive and not time-bound, as well as being a
cheap and easily updateable way to broadcast information in
comparison to TV and newspapers. That some Southern
NGOs working on issues of poverty value the Internet may
provoke incredulity in some readers who may perceive it to be
perverse to promote such a ‘high tech’ medium in an
environment where poverty is endemic. Yet a needs
assessment of Southern partner organisations carried out by
OneWorld clearly established the importance of the Internet,
indeed its centrality, to the communications strategies of some
groups working to improve conditions for some of the world’s
poorest people. Professor Yunus of the Grameen Bank, the
‘people’s bank’ based in Bangladesh, writes:

Communication on the Internet, because it is instantaneous
and relatively less expensive, is naturally a powerful
medium for the transfer of information and for awareness
raising. For the Grameen Trust, that works with 80
Grameen replication projects around the world, the
Internet has created tremendous efficiencies because of
speed and frequency of communication. (OneWorld 1998)

Some Southern NGOs have even reported a preference for the
Internet over other forms of mass communication. One
example of this is OneWorld’s Zimbabwean partner, the
AMANI Trust, which works with victims of torture and acts
to promote respect for civil rights and good governance. For
them, the Internet has provided a vital channel for debate
outside the control of government: 

The Internet is becoming crucial in Harare where the
government control of the media is absolute. To give one
small example, AMANI was able to use the Internet to
publish a report on the food riots in January and
counteract the government silence.

The extent to which Internet skills and technology are
available to Southern NGOs is a question that OneWorld has
taken very seriously. In 1996 it set up the Southern Partners
Programme, funded by the National Lottery and the European
Union, to provide advice, training, technical support and Web
hosting to human rights and sustainable development groups
across the South. To date, seventy NGOs in developing
countries have been assisted through the initiative and another
thirty-five will join the scheme later this year.

Nevertheless, it is clear that the Internet does not yet reach
a mass audience in the South and will not do so for many
years into the future. Recently, a coalition of 133 developing
countries requested that the United Nations keep radio and
printed materials as a means of disseminating information
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rather than relying only on the Internet. Certainly, in the
South, radio remains the predominant medium for the
dissemination of information.1 In 1996 there were only 0.01
Internet users per 1000 in low-income economies, as
compared to 111 per thousand in richer countries (World Bank
1998). This situation is set to change though. A recent report
by the Panos Institute found that access to and use of the
Internet is accelerating faster in the developing world than
anywhere else. According to the International Data
Corporation, the number of Internet Web users in Africa,
Latin America and the Caribbean, and Eastern and Central
Europe will more than triple from 7.6 million today to 25.6
million in 2001. In the Asia-Pacific region, the growth will be
even faster, rising from 6.5 million users today to 29.3 million.

In the North the picture is very different. The Internet is
already maturing here as a mass medium in its own right. In
the USA, the number of Web users is expected to double from
51.6 million to 106.8 million by 2001. Growth in Western
Europe will be similar, from 23.7 to 56 million. This presents
a major opportunity to build development awareness amongst
Northern audiences at a time when traditional media outlets
are becoming less and less interested in international issues.
OneWorld’s job, then, is to present information on sustainable
development and human rights from the South and the North
in a clearly structured and accessible way to an increasingly
online public, thus amplifying the voices of groups working in
this arena.

Measuring the impact that OneWorld’s efforts have on
public awareness of sustainable development and human rights
issues is not an easy task. The statistics tell us that the
OneWorld server is accessed over 8 million times a month
from around 120 countries, 60 of which are in the South.
Qualitative evidence is only anecdotal at this time but what
there is certainly indicates a shift in the capacity of partner
organisations to reach out swiftly and effectively to an online
public. For example, the Forest Action Network (FAN), a
OneWorld partner, managed to protect the pristine rainforest
of the Johnston Creek in Canada from timber multinational
Interfor’s road-building scheme – through the use of an
innovative campaign on the Internet.

A physical blockade in such a remote area would have
presented considerable logistical difficulties. The alternative?
An ‘Internet blockade’ using a laptop computer, digital
camera and portable satellite telephone. Pictures of the
environmental destruction were uploaded onto the FAN
website and broadcast to the world on a daily basis: ‘the
destruction of Johnston creek was everywhere, anytime,’ says
Louise Molloy of FAN. Moreover, the confrontations often
provoked by physical blockades were avoided through the use
of this technique. Interfor ceased the logging operation within
two weeks of FAN’s action although no one knows exactly by
what process the decision was made. Molloy was keen to keep

secret the exact number of complaints the company received
as a result of FAN’s action, numbering it in the thousands. She
was clear, however, about the role of OneWorld:

[It] increased the action’s profile – enabling individuals
around the world to bear witness to the destruction of a
corner of the earth where bears still amble without fear of
attack...

OneWorld’s Africa Editor, Sundie Sinkala, formerly of the
Media Institute of Southern Africa, also gives the recent
example of seven Zambian Post journalists detained by police
for publishing material deemed to be in breach of national
security. The actions of the Zambian state received
international publicity on the Web, including coverage from
OneWorld both through a feature on the supersite front page
and a special report. The Zambian government was heavily
criticised for flouting the rule of law and, under pressure from
human rights activists and others, the government was
compelled to release the detainees.

The value to NGOs of the OneWorld community is far
from restricted to merely increasing exposure to partners’
information. It also provides useful mechanisms for
networking and capacity building within the partner network.

In addition, the OneWorld team is constantly searching for
exciting ways to attract new readers, to bring a mainstream
audience into issues which are often thought of as marginal.
For readers, OneWorld offers an interesting and unusual
gathering of content from a rich and diverse range of
organisations, resulting in a massive resource on global issues.

Why not visit http://www.oneworld.org/ to find out more?

� Deborah King is Education Editor at OneWorld
Online: http://www.oneworld.org/education
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1. OneWorld Online runs a Radio Service which enables radio stations
around the world to download radio programmes from the Web
contributed by NGDOs and others efficiently, reliably and cost-effectively.
The service has proved a huge success.

OneWorld Development Education Portal
OneWorld is currently developing a Web portal for development
education. Portals (or gateways) act as major starting sites for
groups of viewers, whether general or specialised. For
OneWorld’s Development Education portal, schools will comprise
the initial target audience. The portal will inspire readers to teach
on issues of global citizenship, human rights and sustainable
development through a range of exciting interactive areas such
as a database of classroom activities, a library of photographs,
a register of school projects, linking opportunities and more.
Content will be provided by partner organisations.

For partner organisations, the portal will provide a powerful
collective voice in the online education world, an opportunity for
training and networking with development educators worldwide,
and additional high profile exposure on the Web within a one-
stop shop environment for development education. OneWorld
Education is currently located at http://www.oneworld.
org/education/. Partners and funding are being sought for the
above project. Please contact Deborah King at OneWorld
Online if you are interested in participating in this project.


