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Executive summary
The task of this evaluation is to review the results and effects of the ICT Collaboration
Projects with Swedish Partner Universities programme, in particular the project results and
the experience of the first two rounds of project funding, and to give SPIDER input to help
it decide whether it should fund a third round of applications for the period 2007–2009.
The increasing use of ICT in developing countries, including the poorest, will increase the
need for help in establishing a sound infrastructure and appropriate ICT services. However,
there are still few people available in the countries with the necessary competence to build,
run and maintain the networks and to develop and run the services.
The ongoing restructuring of the Swedish development aid, with a shift towards an
increased presence in the field and increased responsibilities for the Swedish embassies,
will probably lead to increased need for supporting services like SPIDER.
There is also a market for SPIDER’s work outside Sweden. As SPIDER has unique
competence in Europe it might be possible to expand its services to other agencies,
including other Nordic countries and the EU development aid services.
This review was carried at an early stage of the development of SPIDER and is based on a
fairly small number of projects, none of which have yet been finalised. However, the
following observations can be made.
•

The projects are all on track and are promising.

•

The linking to groups and researchers in selected developing countries has been
excellent and both knowledge and training have been achieved.

•

The departments supported have become involved in the work of SPIDER and are
now well aware of and informed about SPIDER.

•

A number of young Swedish researchers at different levels have been trained and
they have been exposed to development problems.

•

Partners in developing countries have put in considerable work for the projects. At
least one project (Garrett) has mobilised additional international funding and
resources ‘in kind’.

•

Networking between the Swedish research groups has only been marginally
enhanced by the funding programme.

In conclusion I recommend that
•

SPIDER continue to fund Swedish research projects at similar or increased levels of
funding;

•

SPIDER continue to experiment with the forms of funding and keep flexibility in the
funding of Swedish research;

•

project proposals be invited from one more Nordic country;

•

links and contacts be established, and if possible shared work be undertaken, with
other funding organisations in the ICT field.
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Background
The Swedish Program for ICT in Developing Regions (SPIDER) is a national centre
created to strengthen Sweden’s support to developing the use of ICT in poor countries. By
creating a network of ICT experts from academia and the private and public sectors,
SPIDER can serve Sida and other donor agencies in the field of ICT for development.
SPIDER is a new organisation which was created by Sida and KTH two years ago. Since
then some thirty ICT project collaborations have been funded and organised. The work of
SPIDER builds on a network of universities and other organisations and individuals, now
comprising thirteen Swedish partner universities, national and international organizations,
and several hundred individuals committed to ICT for development.
The core activities of SPIDER are the ICT collaboration projects, which are initiated either
by organizations from developing countries or by the Swedish partner universities. Of the
latter kind there are now 15 projects in all, nine of which were funded in 2004 and six, still
ongoing, were funded in 2005–2006.
Tasks for the review

The objectives of the evaluation are given in the attached terms of reference
(Attachment 1). In brief, the purpose was to review the results and effects of the ICT
Collaboration Projects with Swedish Partner Universities programme and to give SPIDER
input to help it decide whether it is justified to fund a third round of applications for the
period 2007–2009.
The review was to discuss the fulfilment of the programme objectives, relate the SPIDER
project funding to other research funding, and discuss the results in terms of scientific or
technical reports, knowledge gains, software or products and other academic results of the
programme, as well as their contribution to capacity building in developing countries. The
review could also comment on any additional benefits of the programme for the Swedish
researchers.
Finally the effect of the programme on the SPIDER organization should be discussed and
recommendations made about future administration of the programme.
Opinions could also be given about the assessment, monitoring and evaluation of the
programme. However, these aspects were optional as they are covered by a separate study.
The execution of the review

The review of SPIDER’s funding of Swedish research was carried out in the winter of
2006–2007. The reviewer participated in the conference at Jönköping University in
December 2006, where presentations of SPIDER’s work were given, some of them by
researchers in the programme. A couple of interviews with project leaders were carried out
during the conference. The remaining project leaders were visited and interviewed later,
most of them in connection with visits to their institutions. Some additional material was
collected from the research projects in addition to the documents provided by SPIDER
(applications, progress reports, assessments and forms). Interviews and discussions were
also held with representatives from Sida and SPIDER Board members and with the
SPIDER staff.
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The need for SPIDER

SPIDER works in a very specialised and technically demanding sector. The need for its
services has so far been high and can be expected to increase. The recent increased funding
from Sida for the coming three-year period gives a clear indication of Sida’s need for
SPIDER’s services and work.
The ongoing restructuring of the Swedish development aid with a shift towards increased
responsibilities and presence in the field (at the expense of ‘in-house’ competence in
Stockholm) and increased responsibilities for the Swedish embassies will probably
increase the need for SPIDER. In some respects it may also create new difficulties. It can
be expected that as the number of bodies (embassies etc.) asking for advice for ICT work
increases there will be an increased need for support and contacts. SPIDER will also have
to continue to demonstrate why and how new and better electronic communications will be
important for the poor in developing countries and what prospects ICT for development
can offer.
There is also a market for SPIDER’s work outside Sweden. ICT is rapidly growing to an
important means of communication in developing countries, including the very poorest,
while there are still few people around with the competence needed to build, run and
maintain the networks and to develop and run the services. The present changes in the
Swedish system are only a part of a European rethinking of development aid, and similar
changes will occur in other places. As SPIDER has unique competence in Europe it might
be possible to expand its services to other agencies, including other Nordic countries and
the EU development aid services. To do so would help SPIDER to reach a fully efficient
size. ICT for development might become an area of strength for Swedish development aid.
The review was carried out against this background and with this changing context in
mind.

Results of the programme
ICT Collaboration Projects with Swedish Partner Universities

The main objectives with the funding of projects initiated in Sweden are:
•

Support pilot project that could be of interest for Sida (and other funding agencies)
to develop into full-scale projects.

•

Engage research groups and the partner universities in the SPIDER network.

•

Raise awareness of the importance of and develop knowledge about ICT for
development among the network members.

•

Create synergies between the network partners.

The initial round of projects funded in 2004 were intended to start up new, or to boost
ongoing, activities and were fairly small (SEK 300 000–450 000). Nine projects were
supported.
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First round of funding
Proj. leader
Birgitta
Rydhagen
Björn Pehrson
Bo Göransson
Karl Sandberg
Kurt Sandkuhl
Paul
Johannesson
Sverker
Holmgren
Åke Grönlund
Åke Sivertun

Title
Digital delivery: what is the potential of participatory e-learning
in rural Tanzania?
Vientiane gigabit network
Harnessing information and communication technologies for
development in Laos
ICT4ICT
ICT – Support for formation of business relationships with
Developing countries Based on Immigrant Competences
MiCOpA – Micro credit operation automation
Efficient use of computer capacity – Grid computing in a
developing country
Next generation eGovernment
Spider-link

Sw.
inst.
BTH

350 000

KTH
LU

400 000
300 000

MU
HJ

450 000
300 000

SU

450 000

UU

300 000

ÖrU
LiU

400 000
300 000

2004

Five of the projects (Pehrson, Göransson, Sandkuhl, Holmgren and Grönlund) became
forerunners to bigger projects in the second round. The objectives of initiating work and
stimulating participation in development efforts have clearly been achieved.
One of the projects was considerably changed and expanded in the next phase: the Gigabit
network in Laos was changed into an African project with a focus on Tanzania (Pehrson).
When it turned out to be impossible to carry out the intended work in Laos the researchers
shifted the project to Africa and a different setting. The project was also expanded.
Göransson at Lund University joined the project and a research group from Kalmar
University was also involved.
The second round of project applications funded in 2005–2006 were bigger and mostly
planned for two years of work with a total funding of SEK 5 million. The review
concentrated on this latter category.
Six projects were funded in the second round of funding for 2005 and 2006. One of them
(Sandkuhl) was a direct continuation of the first round of funding in 2004. None of the
projects have yet been completed.
Second round of funding
Proj. leader
Title
Kurt Sandkuhl ICT – Support for formation of business relationships with
Developing countries Based on Immigrant Competences
Åke Grönlund Bangladesh Virtual Classroom
Lars Asker
Language processing resources for under-resourced
languages
Martha Garrett INFORM/Tanzania/Health
Richard Wait To build a compute-intensive network infrastructure
Björn Pehrson Towards Sustainable Broadband Communication Markets
in Rural Areas
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Sw. inst
HJ

2005
180 250

2006
519 750

ÖrU
SU

214 500
160 000

685 500
640 000

UU
UU
KTH

100 000
575 000
0

400 000
325 000
1 200 000

Most of the projects focus on social problems of different kinds where ICT can be of use
(linguistics, interactive learning, health services, support to markets). One of the projects is
mainly technical (Wait, the Sri Lanka grid) with the purpose of establishing a highperformance computing node in Sri Lanka, connected to Uppsala University.
All the projects are being carried out in collaboration with researchers or research groups
in developing countries and there are substantial elements of technology transfer and
capacity building in developing countries. In some projects this is clearly the dominant
theme (Garrett, Grönlund) and the Swedish involvement can be seen as a supporting
element to work carried out in the respective countries (Tanzania, Bangladesh).
Two projects stand out as particularly promising and interesting, even if it is too early to
judge their ultimate success. One, run by Lars Asker, is laying the basis for computer
services in Amharic (the language spoken in Ethiopia). Amharic is a complicated language
with word forms that are changed with both prefixes and suffixes, sometimes even
changing the root of the word. It is therefore interesting that it seems to be possible to
develop systems that can identify the words in a text and their grammatical role. The work
is of evident importance for Ethiopia and Amharic-speaking people. Very little or no
computer linguistics has so far been done for that language.
The project of Martha Garrett is still under development but it is impressive to observe
how the Tanzanian partners and international partners have been involved on a broad basis.
The purpose is to build up an indigenous capacity for teaching medical staff to use internet
resources, not only as a potential resource but also as one which they master and really use.
It is co-funded and supported in kind by a number of other international bodies.
The SPIDER funding of the Swedish projects has been carried out well. SPIDER is
following up the projects carefully and has good contacts with the research groups
involved.
The projects of the first round of funding in 2004 have been satisfactorily reported and
over half of them have been continued.
The projects funded in 2005–2006 have progressed well and are promising, as noted
above. The Sri Lanka project is hampered by the political instability of the country; it has
been delayed and some national outcomes may be threatened. However, the system for
advanced computing, mainly to be used for academic purposes and the connection to the
Uppsala computing resources, is in place.
In some cases some adaptations have been made to the projects, as can be expected when
partners are really involved and begin work seriously with them.
The project on broadband communications in rural areas (Pehrson) had three participating
research teams from KTH, Lund University and Kalmar University. The funding was
considerably less than what was requested, and my impression is that the project became
too thinly funded to achieve its objectives in all respects. The coordination and
collaboration between the different teams were not fully realised. The project should
probably have been redesigned in the light of the funding limitations.
Substantial and effective networking among Swedish research groups, particularly if it is
across different discipline areas, is difficult to achieve and normally requires substantial
funding over extended periods of time. There are few academic rewards for a researcher
collaborating and working outside his or her own discipline. It also adds to organisational
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difficulties and costs, particularly if the research groups are in different universities. The
level of funding which is possible for SPIDER will probably not be sufficient for creating
true and real collaboration across disciplines and university boundaries. However, if the
ambition level is lower and is limited to awareness of and information about what is going
on in other research groups, then the programme has achieved this, not least through
annual SPIDER meetings where different groups present and discuss their results.
The project leaders are generally satisfied with the application procedures and the funding
arrangements.
The projects supported are small in relation to the total research volume of the departments
concerned but they have given added benefits to the departments, particularly by training
young researchers.

Conclusions
This review was carried out at an early stage of the development of SPIDER and is based
on a fairly small number of projects, none of which have yet been finalised. However, the
following observations are made.
•

The projects are all on track and are promising.

•

The linking to groups and researchers in selected developing countries has been
excellent and both knowledge and training, and in a few cases also equipment, have
been transferred.

•

The departments supported have become involved in the work of SPIDER and are
now well aware of and informed about SPIDER. The project funding by SPIDER is
greatly appreciated.

•

A number of young Swedish researchers at different levels have been trained and
they have been exposed to development problems.

•

Partners in developing countries have put in considerable amounts of work for the
projects. At least one project (Garrett) has mobilised additional international
funding and resources in kind.

However, the objective of increasing contacts and collaboration between the Swedish
researcher groups has only been achieved marginally by the funding programme. Other
SPIDER activities (annual meetings etc.) have probably been more effective in this.
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Recommendations
Continue project funding

SPIDER is a small organisation still in its early stages of development and is still learning
to run its business in an area where the technical opportunities are rapidly changing and
where little is known about how best to introduce and use the technology in developing
countries. In this work it must have a good understanding of and knowledge about what it
is possible to do in different developing countries, as well as good grasp of technical
issues. SPIDER cannot build that competence entirely in-house but must have access to
good competence in its network of partner universities. The way to build this competence
is to fund some research groups for relevant work and – of course – to involve them in
development projects in developing countries. The funding of Swedish academic work on
social and technical issues of importance in ICT is therefore of great importance for
SPIDER.
The system has only been running for two (three) years and the projects in the second
round, from 2005–2006, have not even been completed. Their full results are not yet
realised and the results cannot be safely summarised yet. However, my preliminary
conclusion from the review is that the projects for 2005–2006 have run well so far, some of
them very well indeed.
There are strong reasons to continue funding projects of this kind as they will create a
broader competence base for SPIDER, as well as contributing to the creation of new
knowledge. Continued project work will certainly strengthen the involvement of Swedish
research groups for building competence in developing countries.
The administration of the application process could well be handled by external consultants
but the work should be done in close contact with SPIDER and the projects should report
to SPIDER so that the organisation benefits fully from the network of contacts and the
knowledge available in the network.
I recommend that SPIDER continue to fund Swedish research projects at similar or
increased levels of funding.
Greater flexibility

SPIDER is a development agency and its main purpose is to help the developing countries
in the best possible way. The ICT area is technical in nature and the problems are mainly
practical. Most of the projects so far have been concerned with the applications of ICT,
training and organisational problems. The quality of research and technical development
must be secured in the funding process, but there is little need for SPIDER to behave like a
research council working in the basic sciences.
Some of the funding might be set aside for ‘minor research tasks’ for young researchers
and even for advanced students for carrying out work in connection with a PhD thesis, or
even for C or D level essays and studies or for small pre-studies and investigations. Such
funding, within a certain financial bracket, could be decided on by the administration and
reported to the Board afterwards. It could also be provided whenever the need arises and
should not need to be included in the process of funding of bigger projects. In a ‘young’
area like ICT young people can be very competent technically and can be of good help in
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some respects. Care should of course be taken not to put them to tasks which exceed their
competence and experience.
Other projects might be geared towards increasing collaboration with other organisations
and research groups abroad. Co-funding of projects with Sida (adding a specific ‘SPIDER
component’ to Sida projects) might be considered. Flexibility will be required here as well
as there may be constraints in time and mode of work imposed by Sida and other partners.
A third type of project may be of the present type: medium-sized research grants
responding to open calls for project proposals and spanning a couple of years for a research
group or a computer department, perhaps with a particular emphasis on building bridges
between technical research and social and economic research. One possibility is for
SPIDER to further limit the area or type of research in the call for projects, based on what
it sees as particularly relevant or urgent at present. These larger grants should be applied
for in open competition and reviewed in a proper referee system, as is indeed done now, in
order to get the best possible quality of work.
I recommend that SPIDER continue to experiment with the forms of funding and keep
flexibility in the funding of Swedish research.
Broaden the competence base for SPIDER

The network of competent Swedish research groups and their respective departments and
universities is critically important for SPIDER in carrying out its work and keeping itself
technically abreast. There is probably scope to further expand this base in Sweden with
new participating research groups and young researchers.
However, Sweden is a small country and the number of researchers who are willing and
able to involve themselves in this type of development work is fairly small. SPIDER
should therefore consider a broadening of its base. Using experts from developing
countries is one possibility: there are competent people in India and South-East Asia, and
expertise may sometimes be found in some African countries.
I see great promise in extending the network to other Nordic countries if this can be
accepted by the main donor, Sida. It seems to me that the competition for funds has not
been particularly sharp up to now. One could therefore try to extend the call for
applications to at least one more country or open the way for project applications in the
same way as was done in 2004 for Swedish research groups. Such an extended Nordic
network of researchers and research groups can improve and broaden the base for
SPIDER’s bilateral work and be a base for recruiting experts for bilateral projects.
By involving researchers in our neighbouring countries it might also be possible that they
will wish to use the services offered by SPIDER. As SPIDER is a unique organisation in
the Nordic countries (and indeed in Europe) there should be a potential for expanding its
work and letting other agencies use its competence. Such an expansion will of course
increase the work of the SPIDER secretariat, and care must be taken so that Sida and
Swedish embassies get the continued full service and attention for their projects.
I recommend that project proposals be invited from at least one more Nordic country.
Link up with other funding organisations

It may also be necessary to expand and deepen the research, particularly about the use of
ICT and its social and economic aspects. This is a big task and it may be necessary to enlist
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financial support from other sources in order to carry it out; SPIDER’s present means may
not be enough for the task. Perhaps Sida or other Nordic donors could become partners in
that bigger second task, and perhaps sometimes also other agencies, VINNOVA or the
Swedish Research Council. A first step may be to fund projects jointly when opportunities
are offered. Shared work within the EU framework programme may be a possibility.
Work in this field is also done by IDRC in Canada and it may be useful to investigate the
possibilities for exchange and joint enterprises with them.
I recommend that links and contacts be established, and if possible shared work be
undertaken, with other funding organisations in the ICT field, such as the EU, the Swedish
Research Council, VINNOVA, IDRC etc.
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