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ABSTRACT

Bridging the Digital Divide by Reconditioning Computers (Summary)

Lorena Farías

When we talk about reconditioning computers the first thing that comes to mind is the opportunity to provide more people with access to the information society. In this sense, as with many other “solidarity actions,” few people stop to think about the feasibility of the project and the efficiency of the institutions that are dedicated to these issues.

While public policies and market conditions are partially responsible for the success or failure of the institutions that work in the field of digital inclusion, countless actions taken by the organizations themselves can guarantee the projects’ sustainability.

This study addresses business models associated with bridging the digital divide through the reconditioning and reuse of computers. The author identifies incentives for establishing effective strategies for reconditioning, transferring, using and disposing of computers in order to achieve sustainable digital inclusion in both financial and environmental terms.

The paper describes institutions and actors in both developed countries (DCs) and in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). The strategies implemented and incentives available vary greatly between the hemispheres. While the main goal of DCs is to treat e-waste, LAC countries are concerned about the enormous lack of equality in the area of digital inclusion.

The differences between DCs and countries in LAC and the significant heterogeneity of the communities that receive reused or reconditioned computers allows us to establish from the outset that there is no “magic bullet” when it comes to achieving financially and environmentally sustainable digital inclusion.

It is important to note that this study presents preliminary reflections on the topic and that scant information is available in the literature and from the agents involved.   

The first part of the study presents six institutions that recondition computers, three of which are located in LAC and three of which are located in DCs. The description of their activities highlights three main types of actions related to achieving financially and environmentally sustainable digital inclusion: 

1. Computer reconditioning

2. Training and maintenance activities

3. Recycling at the end of the life span

Computer reconditioning is one of the few strategies that LAC countries have at their disposal to achieve greater access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). While the price of computers has dropped considerably, it this is not enough to guarantee access to a significant part of the population.

Training and maintenance of ICT equipment is key in that those who benefit from the programs are at a disadvantage in regard to both ICT and other types of recourses. Training and maintenance of these centers not only develops human capital associated with learning about and in ICT, but also increases social capital through knowledge and interrelatedness in the community. 

Adequate treatment of computers and components is fundamental. Without correct recycling, donated computers do not provide opportunities for reducing social gaps but simply represent the exportation of dangerous wastes from rich nations to poor ones, which is clearly contrary to the Basel Convention.
 

None of the institutions presented provides all three services. Institutions in DCs tend to recondition computers and link up with institutions in the beneficiary country that provide training and maintenance services. LAC institutions recondition computers and work with beneficiary organizations. The concern over recycling is indirect in DCs and practically nonexistent in developing nations. 

A more careful analysis of the processes involved reveals the participation of at least four key actors:

1. Donor

2. Reconditioner

3. Partner

4. Beneficiary

An analysis of the actors’ incentives and behavior reveals the main components of the proper functioning of this “system.” 

The Donor. In order to guarantee donation, one must appeal to “corporate social responsibility.” This concept generally emerges when citizens begin to learn through their work or purchases that certain companies are taking part in some type of political, economic and/or social policy. A typical example of this is production centers of companies in DCs that are committed to human rights, environmental concerns and other issues. Purchasing from “irresponsible” companies is thus perceived as providing incentives for the improper treatment of people and the environment. 

As a result, companies no longer only think about “maximizing profits” or “minimizing costs” but also consider social, labor, environmental and human rights issues. Meanwhile, in addition to considering parameters such as quality and price, consumers are increasingly aware of companies’ performance in these areas.

One key question is therefore how much progress DCs have made compared to developing nations in this regard.

It is widely known that DCs have more incentives to donate computers to developing nations. Payment for recycling, lower resale prices compared to prices for new computers –from US$1,000 to US $340 in DCs as compared to US$680 to US$211 in developing nations- and the lower demand for used computers are generating increased incentives for donating equipment.

The Reconditioner. In order for the donation to be more than the exportation of e-waste, as the Basel Convention establishes, reconditioners should establish a minimum standard for donations in view of the fact that the probability of failure increases after the third year. While DCs donate higher quality computers, their work should not end when the units are shipped. Long trips in containers from one continent to another and then to extreme areas often have a negative impact on the units. Donor institutions are not responsible for fixing the computers once they arrive at the port of departure, and these costs must be covered by partners or beneficiaries.

The Partner. The main agent in digital inclusion is the partner. Increased dedication and resources must be focused on training those who will serve as the center’s facilitators. They will have an important mission to train, motivate, create incentives and contain the beneficiaries.

This challenge becomes an important incentive for workers and volunteers. While it is directly associated with professionals in the fields of computers and education, there are three elements that complement professional training regardless of the chosen field: constant continuing education in the use of ICT tools, the need to resolve problems related to limited resources on a daily basis, and the complex development of interpersonal relationships. The more open a community is to these institutions, the greater the challenges to be confronted and the greater the preparation required.

It costs approximately US$44,000 to run a center with eleven computers for five years. While the price tag is very large, the enormous social capital that is generated around these beneficiary centers makes it well worth the investment. The beneficiary center becomes a place for the entire family and community. Everyone learns, teaches, shares problems and generates solutions according to their reality. 

The Beneficiary. Over the years, centers that use reconditioned computers and the region’s telecenters have learned that they cannot simply be “service centers.” These organizations generate deep bonds at the intra- and inter- family levels. The information society offers a new way of building community projects through networks in which the ideas and contributions of each person or “node” are equally important.
















� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.basel.int/" ��http://www.basel.int/�.
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