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Case Study

Sharing Knowledge to Combat Violence Against Women is the joint online discussion project between Isis International-Manila, IIAV and NOVIB. The goal of this project if for NOVIB partners who are working on the issue of VAW to come together to discuss particular topics on the complex problem of VAW and define strategies and ideas where NOVIB can continue supporting initiatives. The discussion has been broken up into 4 topic areas:

I-Introduction: Where the participants share information of the work they do and issues they are addressing in general.

II- Women in Situations of Armed Conflict

III- Domestic Violence

IV-Trafficking of Women

IIAV designed the website, manages the archives and is establishing a bibliographic database to collect materials and documents from these groups.

Isis administers the online discussion and moderates the meeting. The online discussion will go on until the end of 2001. It began in February 2001.

Currently, there are 127 NOVIB partners on the discussion list out of the 150 invited. All the groups come from developing countries around the world. The discussion list and the website are in four languages: English, Spanish, French and Portuguese. The original plan included Chinese and there were requests for Arabic but due to technical limitations related to the character script of the last two languages, they were not accommodated.

Four Language Set-up of the Discussion List

All messages received and selected for posting are sent off to a group of translators based in the UK, Holland and Canada to translate. These are then sent back to the moderator for message posting. Each language has their own "channel" meaning that each language has their own list members but are connected to the moderators for management. The four languages are posted at the same time with the same headers. The responses are sent to the online discussion in their own languages and the responses are translated back into their languages. This means that the moderator/administrator is fielding messages back and forth between translators, participants and the moderator. With short messages, the moderator employs the use of the online translating services to get the gist of the message and determine if it should be posted and its relation to what. If the message is long and the online translation tool is insufficient to provide quality translation, it is sent to the translators for their help.

This multi-language on-site discussion is different from other multi-language discussions Isis has participated in. It is different because each language has their own space and the messages are posted simultaneously allowing all participants an equal time and chance to read and respond. English does not become a hindrance or an advantage to participating equally.

Translation Problems

The lag time between one translator and another can be as long as one week holding up the other languages that is ready to go. This in turn holds up the entire discussion that results in loss of momentum.

The chance to be "chatty" and spontaneous is lost as all messages go through screening, translation time and time determined postings (messages are posted only two times a week-Monday and Friday).

Technology Limitations

As stated already all the partners are from developing countries and the state and access of technology in the countries vary. Some of our partners have to go somewhere else to access their messages, have limited mailbox space, have connection problems (also delaying their messages and responses), and share their e-mail with others in the office. These putl limitation on the sizes of the messages that can be posted and number of messages. An agreement of the project is for messages longer than one screen length need to be summarized. Four to eight messages a week are allowed for posting.

The technical limitations are not only with our partners but also with IIAV and Isis. For the past two weeks the IIAV server has been down causing all their messages to bounce. In April the Isis server were experiencing problems causing our messages to bounce as well as computer problems.

Facilitating the Online Discussion

Because of the lag time in messages and the differences in languages, it has become important to post regular summaries of the discussions. After each sub-topic, it is necessary to post a summary to keep all participants linked together and to transition into the next sub-topic.

With 127 members it is clear that not all will participate. They are participating based on their experience and interest. For example, only the groups directly related to work with women in situations of armed conflict are participating in the armed conflict discussion. Those who are interested in domestic violence are sending messages getting impatient to start on the topic they are interested in. A few are making links between the topic at hand and the work they do even if the discussion is not related to their actual work. Others are too shy to address the group directly and send personal responses or messages to the moderators. The moderators have to go back to them and let them know that we will post their messages to the larger group and reassure them that what they have to say is important.

Because there are one to two groups per country, the messages are respected as representatives of their countries and few are willing to contest or contradict a particular message. (This is just the assumption of the moderators. It could also mean they are not interested.)

A criticism that the moderators are receiving from IIAV and NOVIB is that the discussion list is not going back and forth with one another and is not in a debating mode. Again, discussion lists have been defined as successful by the "chattiness" and familiarity that goes on between the participants. The moderators also find  that it is not the number of messages that go back and forth that makes a list "active" but the quality of the messages that cross each other. The quality of the discussion and information that is being shared by the participants are very good. The topics shared are topics that may be in discussion at the local level for the groups involved but to share it across with others and get more feedback to that particular topic is quite exciting. For example, the question of seeing women as empowered if they engage in armed conflict. Mozambique thinks it is, Rwanda does not and in Colombia the women's movement is in debate about this same issue. The complexity of this question has been discussed by groups in Mozambique (Portuguese), Rwanda, Sudan, Somalia (English) and two groups from Colombia (Spanish). This conversation among these groups most likely would not have happened under other circumstances simply due to geography and/or language difficulties. The  discussion is interesting and the links that are made are very good. But if NOVIB is finding meaning in this dialogue is difficult to know. While they are the owners of this list, they have not been active online nor engaged in the discussion as of now. 

Another problem is that a group of "experts" was established to help guide the questions, discussion and moderator. The "experts" are women leaders in these areas of concern and because they are experts and leaders they are very busy and not contributing to the discussions in this capacity. In hindsight, the expectations and definition of their involvement was left too loose so their actual engagement is not happening. Or maybe it is better to rely on less busier women leaders.

The management and administration of this project

The work involved engages the Netherlands, and the Philippines. Most of the administrative and management work is done on-line with and among all the members of the project. In the Netherlands it is IIAV who manages the technical aspects of the online discussion, website and bibliographic part of the project. NOVIB also in the Netherlands administers the funds and direction of the project. The translators are based in Canada, the UK and Holland and the online administrator and moderator are in the Philippines. IIAV and Isis do "meet" via tele-conference phone calls twice a month to make decisions and update each other.
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