


NEW TECHNOLOGIES IN EMERGENCIES AND CONFLICTS: THE ROLE OF INFORMATION AND SOCIAL NETWORKS   45

Section 5: Rebuilding

The scheme consists of several applications: loan repay-
ments, peer-to-peer money transfer, airtime purchases, and 
salary	payments.	In	the	future,	utility	payments	and	pay-
ment for goods will be included. 

Security is an enormous benefit of the M-Paisa scheme. 
An estimated US$30 million in cash in transit was lost to 
robberies in Kabul in three months of 2009 alone. The 
heroin trade means there are large illicit money flows. Travel 
around the country is often deadly.

For example, Roshan is working with the Afghan gov-
ernment to set up salary payments for the police through the 
M-Paisa service. At present, when policemen are paid they 
travel home to transfer their salaries back to their families, 
Not only is there personal danger involved, it means there 
was inadequate police cover in areas of the country due to 
this travel. Policemen can in future receive their pay by M-
Paisa and send it directly to their family.

M-Paisa is also in partnership with a microfinance insti-
tution, First MicroFinance Bank. Customers can repay their 
loans with M-Paisa, which has allowed the bank to expand 
its reach to potential customers. The reduction in costs has 
also	made	possible	a	reduction	in	interest	rates	charged—
rates are expected to fall by about one-fifth when the system 
reaches a larger scale. 

Job-matching schemes:  
Souktel in Gaza and LabourNet  
in Bangalore
After access to finance, the opportunity to build sustainable 
livelihoods is the key to reconstructing communities affected 
by disasters or conflicts. Two new technologies can combine 
to create the scope for matching people seeking work with 
employment opportunities: an internet database operated 
by an employment agency or NGO; and mobile phones ac-
cessed by individuals seeking work.

Souktel 

Souktel is a mobile service that uses text messages for two 
purposes: to connect young people with job opportunities 
(JobMatch) and to connect humanitarian and aid agencies 
with people who need assistance (AidLink) and vice versa.86 

Created in 2005, it operates in the West Bank, Gaza, Somal-
iland,	and	Iraq.	Souktel’s	bulk	SMS	services	can	be	managed	
from the most basic handsets. 

AidLink allows humanitarian and aid agencies to send 
SMS alerts to customized lists of individuals. People receive 
personalized messages about emergency aid and other ser-
vices in their area. When the conflict in Gaza erupted in  
late December 2008, internet service providers as well as  

Source: Souktel JobMatch
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landlines were down. Mobile telephony was the only  
medium that was somewhat reliable.87 

Several relief agencies that were already partnering 
with Souktel established mobile-based data collection and 
alert systems during the conflict. The Red Crescent created 
alert groups for each blood type and ran a blood registry.88 
Within 24 hours, Ushahidi and Al-Jazeera set up a system 
in which individuals, reporters, and relief workers could 
report incidents.89 Ushahidi provided the geo-location/
mapping portion of the system, and Souktel provided the 
SMS gateway for people sending eyewitness accounts.90	In	
other examples, MercyCorps used a polling mechanism to 
determine how much food remained in each home, and 
what	was	needed	urgently,	while	CHF	International	orga-
nized the distribution of medical supplies via SMS.91 Each 
SMS costs 8 cents (US) to send. Many agencies have set up 
reverse charges, and in other cases, users are reimbursed with 
airtime. However, in some cases individuals have had to pay 
the costs.92 

Souktel’s JobMatch allows young people to create an 
SMS mini-curriculum vitae (CV). The CV is sent from a 
mobile phone to a central database. Employers can also 
design SMS job advertisements. The matching occurs 
automatically once information is uploaded into the system’s 
main database. Once a match is found, the system sends 
alerts to either party and if employers are interested, job 
seekers will receive an SMS requesting them to attend an 
interview. Souktel launched this service in the West Bank in 
2005 and subsequently in Somaliland.93 

With about 82% of West Bank residents using mobile 
phones, this seemed an obvious way to increase access to job 
information.94 JobMatch started with a focus on recent col-
lege graduates and employers seeking skilled people, using 
existing university databases of job seekers, but it will scale 
up to the much larger potential market for unskilled work in 
the near future. 

Between 40 and 60 people currently find jobs each 
month, at an average salary of US$500 a month. Employ-

LabourNet
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ers claim that their hiring time has been cut in half. The 
individuals who subscribe to JobMatch report that, on aver-
age, they find jobs within one to two weeks. About 9 out of 
10 applicants accept the jobs they are offered through the 
service. There are currently (mid-2009) 4,234 job seekers 
using the service.

LabourNet, Bangalore 

Bangalore’s information technology boom has led to a con-
struction boom, with a large and mainly unregulated and 
exploitative labor market for unskilled work-
ers. In most construction projects, a Maistri (a 
small subcontractor or independent foreman) 
brings together the team of workers. 

The LabourNet initiative was started in 
2004 by Maya (Movement for Alternatives 
and Youth Awareness), a non-profit agency 
based in Bangalore. It has created a network of 
previously informal workers for the construc-
tion, housekeeping, gardening, and transporta-
tion sectors. 

Potential clients call LabourNet’s call center 
where staff can use the database to match 
clients needs with workers with appropriate 
skills and agree upon fees. Clients can access the worker’s 
individual history and employment record. 

All workers registering with LabourNet require a mobile 
phone that they can be reached with if there is work for 
them. As they typically live in the urban slums, they cannot 
be reached in any other way. Workers get a formal identity 
card they can use in many other situations. The tracking of 
their performance can help them negotiate higher pay over 
time. In addition, registered workers can open their own 
bank accounts, usually an extremely difficult task for labor-
ers of this kind. All registered workers get accident insurance 
and can opt to buy health insurance—a substantial source of 
security in the vulnerable world that most informal workers 
inhabit.

The number of LabourNet registrations has more than 
doubled each year since the initiative started in 2004, reach-
ing 5,452 in 2008.95 

In both examples, Souktel’s JobMatch and LabourNet, 
improved information flows are improving people’s living 
standards during and after times of conflict. Technology 
enables development and reconstruction by stimulating the 
economy through job creation and through quick and trans-
parent communication. It acts as a gateway between crisis and 
development, becoming a powerful tool for reconstruction. 

Conclusions
The need for access to communications and information does 
not end when the immediate aftermath of a crisis gives way to 
the long-term challenge of reconstruction. On the contrary, 
information is so essential to economic development that 
innovations in technologies used at earlier stages can and should 
be leveraged to serve these longer-term purposes. Agencies 
developing tools for use in disaster preparedness and emer-
gency relief should include consideration of their potential 
for communities’ post-disaster or post-conflict needs. 

The opportunities for doing so are greater the more the 
necessary communications infrastructure is in place before 
disaster strikes. There is a growing body of evidence on 
the favorable impacts of communication technologies on 
economic development. Investment in communications for 
developmental purposes, including access to radios, mobile 
phones, and the internet, will pay dividends in post-crisis 
reconstruction—just as it helps in terms of preparedness for 
emergencies. 

For developing country governments and aid donors, the 
challenge is to ensure that communications infrastructure 
and access is enhanced, among all the competing demands 
for funds. Communications is not a luxury that can be 
postponed, but an essential tool for individuals and organi-
zations.

As with the issue of preparedness, more progress is 
needed to ensure vulnerable communities can access the 
communications and the information they need. NGOs and 
humanitarian agencies should include as part of their programs 
the use of traditional and new media to communicate with the 
communities they serve. 

There is also much potential for new development tools. 
Emerging technologies and applications offer the potential for 
greater effectiveness in development assistance programs.

“	Investment in communications for  

developmental purposes, including 

access to radios, mobile phones,  

and the internet, will pay dividends  

in post-crisis reconstruction—just  

as it helps in terms of preparedness 

for emergencies.”


