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Development and technology enjoy an uneasy

relationship: within development circles there

is a suspicion of technology-boosters as too

often people promoting expensive, inappro-

priate fixes that take no account of development

realities. Indeed, the belief that there is a tech-

nological silver bullet that can “solve” illiteracy,

ill health or economic failure reflects scant un-

derstanding of real poverty.

Yet if the development community turns its

back on the explosion of technological innova-

tion in food, medicine and information, it risks

marginalizing itself and denying developing

countries opportunities that, if harnessed ef-

fectively, could transform the lives of poor peo-

ple and offer  breakthrough development

opportunities to poor countries. 

Often those with the least have least to fear

from the future, and certainly their governments

are less encumbered by special interests com-

mitted to yesterday’s technology. These coun-

tries are more willing to embrace innovations: for

example, shifting from traditional fixed line phone

systems to cellular or even Internet-based voice,

image and data systems. Or to jump to new crops,

without an entrenched, subsidized agricultural sys-

tem holding them back.

So with the Internet, agricultural biotech-

nology advances and new generations of phar-

maceuticals reaching the market, it is time for

a new partnership between technology and de-

velopment. Human Development Report 2001
is intended as the manifesto for that partnership.

But it is also intended as a source of cautionary

public policy advice to ensure that technology

does not sweep development off its feet, but in-

stead that the potential benefits of technology

are rooted in a pro-poor development strategy.

And that in turn means, as the Human Devel-
opment Reports have argued over 11 editions,

that technology is used to empower people, al-

lowing them to harness technology to expand

the choices in their daily lives.

In India, for example, there are two de-

velopment faces to harnessing information

technology. One is the beginning of Internet

connectivity in isolated rural villages—

allowing critical meteorological, health and

crop information to be accessed and shared.

But the second is growing regional informa-

tion technology–based economic clusters, as

skills demand by successful start-ups drives the

opening of new universities and the rapid ex-

pansion of an extensive ancillary service sec-

tor. In other words, technology itself has

become a source of economic growth.

While it is undeniable that many of the

high-tech marvels that dazzle the rich North

are inappropriate for the poor South, it is also

true that research and development address-

ing specific problems facing poor people—from

combating disease to developing distance edu-

cation—have proved time and again how tech-

nology can be not just a reward of successful

development but a critical tool for achieving it. 

That has never been more true than today. We

live at a time of new discovery, with the mapping

of the human genome, enormous structural shifts

in the way science is carried out and unprece-

dented networking and knowledge-sharing op-

portunities brought about by the falling costs of

communications. But it is also a time of growing

public controversy on issues ranging from the pos-

sible risks of transgenic crops to providing access

to lifesaving drugs for all who need them. 

Our challenge now is to map a path across this

fast-changing terrain. Not just to put to rest the

debate over whether technological advances can

help development but to help identify the global

and national policies and institutions that can
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best accelerate the benefits of technological ad-

vances while carefully safeguarding against the

new risks that inevitably accompany them. 

As the Report details, emerging centres of ex-

cellence throughout the developing world are

already providing hard evidence of the potential

for harnessing cutting-edge science and technol-

ogy to tackle centuries-old problems of human

poverty. Many countries are making huge strides

in building the capacity to innovate, adapt and reg-

ulate technology for their needs. They are nego-

tiating for their interests in international

agreements, drawing up comprehensive science

and technology policies that reflect local needs and

tapping the new opportunities of the network age

to help create a critical mass of entrepreneurial

activity that can generate its own momentum. 

But the Report also shows how many other

countries are failing to keep pace. And with lim-

ited resources, their governments have to be in-

creasingly strategic and selective if they are to have

any hope of bridging the technology divide and be-

coming full participants in the modern world.

Worse, there is no simple blueprint. Technologi-

cal progress is not a simple hand-me-down in an

appropriate form and cost to developing country

users. Rather, it must also be a process of knowl-

edge creation and capacity building in developing

countries. Needs, priorities and constraints in-

evitably vary widely by region and country—hence

the importance of a strategy for every country.

Nevertheless, a critical foundation for suc-

cess includes, at a minimum, some combination

of unshackled communications systems, sustained

support for research and development in both the

private and public sectors, education policies and

investments that can help nurture a sufficiently

strong skills base to meet local needs and sufficient

regulatory capacity to sustain and manage all these

activities. And these domestic initiatives need to

be supported by far-sighted global initiatives and

institutions that help provide resources and lend

support to the capacity of developing countries—

and that pay more attention to neglected areas,

from treating tropical diseases to helping devel-

oping countries better participate in and benefit

from global intellectual property regimes. 

In short, the challenge the world faces is to

match the pace of technological innovation with

real policy innovation both nationally and glob-

ally. And if we can do that successfully, we can

dramatically improve the prospects for develop-

ing countries of meeting the key development

goals set out in last year’s historic United Nations

Millennium Declaration. I believe this Report

helps set us firmly in the right direction.
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AIDS acquired immunodeficiency syndrome

ASEAN Association of South-East Asian Nations

CAT Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment

CD-ROM compact disc with read-only memory

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women

CFC chlorofluorocarbon

CGIAR Consultative Group for International Agricultural Research
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CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child

DDT dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane
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DNS domain name system
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EU European Union
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GNP gross national product
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NGO non-governmental organization
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PPP purchasing power parity

R&D research and development

TAI technology achievement index
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UNDP United Nations Development Programme

WAP wireless application protocol

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
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