Digital Pioneer profile: Onno Purbo

What is your current position?

My formal position – is an ordinary Indonesian & work as independent IT writer.

Well, I spent most of my time “play” with the technology & try to find low cost solutions that simple enough to be adopted by the Indonesian. I write my experiences and ideas into articles & books and hoping people can adopt & use it in their Internet infrastructure.
Could you attach a recent copy of your curriculum vitae (publication list is not needed)?

Onno W. Purbo (onno@indo.net.id), withdrawn from Indonesian civil servant & retired lecturer, a maverick driven by a plain & simple vision to see an Indonesian knowledge based society, has been committing his time to write thousands articles, papers and 40+ books on Internet technology mostly in Indonesian language in attempting to educate the Indonesian on IT. In the process, he received several awards, including Sabattical Award from International Development Research Center (IDRC) in Canada. In the attempt, several alternative Internet technologies have been introduced and adopted by the Indonesian IT communities, such as, WiFi based Internet Infrastructure and VoIP MaverickNet. All of his articles are copylefted & can be freely downloaded from the Internet, such as, http://www.bogor.net/idkf and http://sandbox.bellanet.org/~onno/

How did you arrive at your current research & development interests? Describe the path you took, some of the major milestones.

I will attach my Profile written by friends at Ashoka & IDRC. It will give you more in depth view on my activities.

What motivates you in your work? What inspires you?

Well, it is very much religious question.

Having to work for no one and merely focus on the Indonesian people in the last five years and did my Hajj in Mecca in early 2005 makes me closer to the creator.
I personally inspired by the Prophet saying that “One’s value depends on one’s benefit to others”. Thus, one’s value is not depends on one’s wealth, one’s power, one’s position.

On the other side of the story, I’d like to see “knowledge based society” in Indonesia where people where knowledge is the prime mover of the country, not muscle, not power, not rifle.

Internet & IT happens to be the tool of choice that makes both dreams possible in one single process.

Did you ever have a mentor, formal or informal, in your academic or professional career?

I am formally engineers by train and did my Ph.D at Electrical Engineering Department at University of Waterloo, Canada. To name a few Professors that inspire me during my academic years are:

· Prof. Iskandar Alisyahbana, ITB Indonesia, he is the father of Indonesian satellite technology.
· Prof. Samaun Samadikun, ITB, Indonesia, he is the father of Indonesian Microelectronics.

· Prof. Dan Cassidy, McMaster University, Canada, he is my Master supervisor & who encourage me to focus & study in depth on engineering subjects.

· Robby Soebiakto, YB1BG, he is the father of packet radio network in ham radio Indonesia who encourage me to learn TCP/IP for the first time in 1987.

However, my non-engineering side is heavily built by my late father Hasan Poerbo who is a Professor in Urband Planning & Civic Design that very much into bottom-up community based development.

Both engineering and non-engineering side create a balance approach in my mind set needed to be success in moving the Indonesian IT community forward.

What have been the most important results and impacts from any PAN-supported initiatives with which you have been involved?

My involvement in PAN is especially to advice Ismail Fahmi (my student) who lead the Digital Library project, around 1996-1998 if I’m not mistaken. Ismail Fahmi and his group than decides to put the Digital Library software they produced and supported by PAN into public domain.
The most important result is not the digital library software as the output of the project, rather the small grant from PAN has created a large movement in digital library network in Indonesia that connect close to 100 Indonesian libraries to collaborate to each other.
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In fact, on 6 September 2005, the Indonesian digital library network has asked me to give keynote speech during their yearly gathering. I was amaze to see such large mass gathering after close to 10 years after PAN provided the grant for digital library software.

Shown in the pictures are the glimpses of 6 September 2005 meeting. One of the picture captures Marrisa Haque one of the Indonesian Parliament Member talks to me, we are having discussion on how to empower the community through Information Technology.
How has collaboration with the PAN network helped you in your work?

To be honest, it really helps in many ways, such as:
1. It builds a strong image in Indonesia, that such and such activities is very important as it is adopted by International communities. Such is strong image supported by international communities really needed to move forward a good idea into Indonesian communities.
2. On the other side of the coin, we are very thankful to see our simple experiences in Indonesian can be of help to other developing countries. PAN has been much such much helpful to facilitate these processes.

What do you consider to be your greatest achievements in promoting ICTs for development (with or without PAN support)?

Liberation of WiFi band 2.4GHz in Indonesia on 5 January 2005. It helps a lot to encourage the Indonesian to build their own low cost Internet Infrastructure.
My next dream is to connect all 220.000+ schools in Indonesia and hoping to see 38 million Indonesian students on the Internet.
In your view, what are the most significant changes in the field of ICTs for development over the past decade or so?

I used to buy a 2Mbps WiFi equipment for US$1000 in 1996. Today, I can get a 54Mbps IEEE 802.11a for less the US$100. Thus, price and performance ratio is increasing in many times.
However, the most significant changes I see is the exponential growth of mass of IT and Internet users in Indonesia from none in 1992 to more than 12 million Internet users in 2005. Such significant changes sustain a much larger economic scale needed for the Indonesians to move forward as well as create the pressure to remove the unnecessary obstacles in the processes.
I found to win a struggle; we need either large amount of money, or high authority / power or large mass. Being an ordinary Indonesian with only knowledge and friends as assets, the only choice to win the war is by empowering and thus increasing the supporting mass. 

Working in the field of ICTs for development requires strong technical capacity to stay abreast of the ever-changing technologies and understand how they work. This field also requires good knowledge of how to apply ICTs to development objectives for community development, empowering marginalized groups, and capacity building, among others. How do you manage these challenges of professional development?

Well, it is all about art of knowledge management. There are basically two major type of knowledge either tacit & implicit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is exchanged through discussions. Being active in 100+ mailing lists keep me updated as well as provided information on the needs and direction of the communities.
Many interesting ideas & initiatives emerge during the discussion process and takes while for me to analyze and synthesis it into written forms, such as, books and articles, which then share it to the communities through my USB harddrives, as well as IDRC & BellaNet’s supported Web http://sandbox.bellanet.org/~onno/. In return, the communities will normally provide a good input on my work and enhanced it into further stages.

Thus, the keep-up the knowledge level as well as community empowerment is simultaneously done.

Do you think that development agencies and governments are making progress in empowering marginalized communities through ICTs?

One major source of failure in the adopted empowering processes is to do it as a “charity” or project and thus having difficulties to sustain the whole process in the long run. Not many adopting / creating a self-finance bottom-up community movement to aim for the final objectives.
I found provide knowledge to the community and encourage them to invest their own money to meet their needs is certainly the most strategic move towards a sustainable process in the long run. Unfortunately, we can only see the results after 10+ years of such education & empowering process.

Not many government and development agencies have the patient and willing to wait for such a long period of time.
With respect to the question above, what do you think are the main gaps in improving access to ICTs for development?

The main gaps are in the way we see the success criteria. Most people, including government and development agencies, seems to be more interested in short term physical appearances as compared to the change in shift in culture, people’s mind-set, people’s level of education.

A simple example, many would like to see computers in schools but not many like to see & put lots of emphasis to change in IT curriculum for schools.

Have you heard any especially noteworthy comments from communities or organizations you collaborate with regarding ICTs for development?
Well, yes ..

It has been put quite nicely by Chaitali Sinha of IDRC in my profile in PDF format that can be downloaded from http://sandbox.bellanet.org/~onno/
What are your current and future plans for endeavours in ICTs for development?

My plan is fairly simple

Connect all 220.000+ Indonesian schools to the Internet

Consequently, connect all 38 million Indonesian students to the Internet. Hoping these students influences other 80-100 million Indonesian parents and adults to get connected to the Internet.

In the process, we might need to liberate several frequency bands, such as, 5.8GHz, and Internet Telephony to enable low cost Internet infrastructure for all.

On a personal note, could you say anything about what you do outside of work as hobbies or pastimes (sports, cultural interests, etc.)? Or are you a workaholic?

Well, I spent many of my past time activities with my ham (amateur) radio friends and made many contact using morse code over shortwave radio and homebrew antenna at very low power about 5Watts that enable me to reach stations in Russia & Europe from Jakarta in Indonesia.

Other questions

Your “how-to” recipe books on WiFi and VoIP could be seen by conventional telephone companies and ISPs as a threat to their businesses. Do you ever run into problems with corporations that see your efforts to allow communities to gain low-cost access to Internet and voice communication as an infringement on markets they hope to capture? What is the corporate attitude to your work?

Heheheh to be honest, most corporates love the books and adopt it as their recipes to reduce their phone bills.

Many Indonesian corporate and offices now strive to get the Internet connected and connect all their PBX to VoIP. In the process, they pay US$400-1200 / month for 24 hour high speed Internet access. However, most of them save about US$10.000 / month of long distance phone bills. Not a bad idea for the private sector, but a nightmare for telecommunication operators.
What comment would you make on the value of investments in ICT infrastructure in Asia, versus investments in developing local language computing capacity?

I am not very objective in answering the question as I have my own opinion on it.

I personally want the Indonesian to be able to read & write in English that will enable them to participate in global community. Thus, I am not really go for translating the IT environment into local Indonesian language. As it is today, we, Indonesian, able to use the technology although our spelling is very much Indonesian English.

In terms of investment in ICT Infrastructure, I am more towards investment to the researchers / book author that willing to write articles and books in local language to educate the locals. Provide the local authors with some competitive incentives in terms of equipments or toys to play and experiment with.
I personally not so much to support give away money / investment to limited ICT test beds as there is no guarantee the knowledge gain in the test bed will spread / disperse to the local societies.

Where could I read about the FOSS initiative of the UNDP with which you are involved? What is your role there?

My role as the member of board of advisor specially to help UNDP APDIP FOSS activities when they interact with the Indonesians as it is a bit difficult for those who cannot speak Indonesian to penetrate into Indonesian communities.

You may want checked UNDP APDIP FOSS activities at http://www.iosn.net.

