
Knowledge Sharing – A Great Move Forward or an Opportunity Missed? 

 

Introduction  

Whilst the concept is certainly not new to me the term (KS) is not one I have come across; always 

conscious of the need to share information between the haves; and the have-nots, I decided to 

investigate further. So I watched a World Bank sponsored forum facilitated by the delectable Femi 

Oke, a presenter with Al Jazeera. 

They talked and talked and, like a true professional, Femi tried and tried to get the very high level 

attendees to divulge a smidgeon of useful information. All to no avail with the exception of Mr 

Solheim from Norway who was the only one to even mention the Internet! After two hours of brain 

numbing boredom, I concluded that hardly anyone in the room had a real grasp of the subject and 

those that did were too embarrassed to speak out. 

So, based on my own practical knowledge of the subject, I decided to put some thoughts on paper in 

the (probably vain) hope that someone might read them and see the light. Here it is. 

Background 

The ‘aid’ agencies and relief organizations have, for years indulged in the sharing of knowledge and 

experience through projects which aim to show those who don’t know how, what they should be 

doing. These projects are generally undertaken by expensive consultants with the aid of specialists 

who are often practitioners in the required field of expertise. 

The internet has changed the way we gather information and we can now interrogate the whole 

world for the facts we seek. However this comes at a cost – that of information overload and the 

need to be able to sort out the wheat from the chaff. 

What’s it about 

I could be wrong, but it seems that the developing countries got tired of being talked down-to by the 

developed nations and their aid agencies (especially the World Bank) and so decided to set up their 

own system which would facilitate interaction at the required level without costing an arm and a leg. 

This was called ‘south-south cooperation’, often abbreviated as ‘south-south’. 

Initially intended to provide cooperation between South America and Southern Africa it has 

expanded somewhat in its cover. In the Americas ‘south’ means south of the Rio Grande and now all 

of Africa is included. In Asia the spread north has gone as far as Korea which is a shining light in 

development of KS along with Indonesia and Singapore. 

‘Knowledge sharing’ is about making information available by those who have it and it being used by 

those who need it thus resulting in ‘knowledge transfer’. The medium of transfer is not stated. 

A knowledge hub is an internet based library of papers, articles and presentations which may be 

general, geographical or subject based. Some countries have set up a hub but they can be difficult to 



find as there is no centralized means of accessing them. The water industry has been in the forefront 

of setting up hubs and the IWA’s is a good example though much of the material has to be paid for. 

All of this might be enlightening but, to add to the confusion, the UN has a parallel development 

called ‘Information Sharing’ as part of its Promoting Water Cooperation. 

Two levels 

Listening to the speakers at the forum, and looking on line, I discern two levels of interaction which 

appear to have little in common. The traditional methodology, used by the aid agencies, involves 

responding to a need which is either requested or in some cases just offered. After specification and 

budgeting, the work is put out to tender with consultancies and a choice of delivery agent made. The 

project then proceeds at a cost of roughly $1,000 per day of specialist input. Whilst those delivering 

the inputs will typically be paid between $250 and $400 per day, overheads and expenses will more 

than double the total cost. This is without taking account of the agencies own costs which are 

substantial. This is the expensive way of doing things. 

At the other end of the spectrum we find that one can peruse the internet for around $1 per day if 

you do it yourself. Of course you have to sift through a lot of chaff and may not even find what you 

want but Google and Wikipedia have revolutionized access to information. Many countries have 

recognized the power of the internet and have set up a ‘knowledge hub’ with the aim of being able 

to control content and quality. This is the ‘do-it-yourself’ version of knowledge transfer and, whilst 

the results may be patchy, it’s a hell of a lot cheaper. 

I can’t see any middle path but would love to be contradicted. 

Five Honest Serving Men 

Rudyard Kipling talked about his honest serving men – Who, What, Where, When and Why so let’s 

have a look at them: 

 Who – governments, managers and practitioners 

 What – knowledge 

 Where – just south or everywhere? 

 When – today some countries, tomorrow the World 

 Why – because we need it and because we can 

Actually there is a sixth, even more honest serving man who is often neglected – HOW? 

Going back to the forum, referred to above, the facilitator tried, time after time, to get delegates to 

give examples of HOW, to no avail. This is the missing factor from knowledge sharing and there are 

very good practical reasons for it. 

The problem is even more apparent when we come to the thorny issue of FEES. The majority of 

those who have expertise in a subject, make a living from it and are reluctant to divulge their secrets 

unless engaged in employment for that purpose. Partnerships can provide another route but these 

tend to involve some other financial reward such as equity sharing. 

 



Approaches 

Confronted by the concept of ‘knowledge sharing’ participants will have different agendas 

depending on where they are coming from. Let’s look at a few: 

 The government minister – how will it benefit the country and what will it cost? 

 The manager – is it relevant and affordable for my business? 

 The researcher – great, I can get a wider circulation for my papers! 

 The consultant – more fees but only if I keep my expertise to myself! 

 The practitioner – what’s knowledge sharing? 

These (discordant) views bring to mind the story about the six blind men describing an elephant by 

touch alone. All have a different piece of the whole but none can describe an elephant unless they 

work together – knowledge transfer. 

Problems (and Solutions?) 

The first problem is fragmentation of the subject. Each contributor or user will have a different 

perspective and view on how it should be done. Even language is a problem; a water based 

knowledge hub from Brazil is great but not if it’s all in Portuguese. Obviously English has to be the 

common language and this should be the first area of agreement. 

Are we talking about the provision of specialists who travel to the recipient or internet based KS 

using hubs? As the former is well understood (and expensive) perhaps we should just concentrate on 

the latter as this is the area of development. 

Most existing hubs have a plethora of research papers which are generally above the heads of mere 

mortals and of no interest to anyone other than fellow researchers. Hubs need to concentrate on 

providing practical knowledge which concentrates on telling practitioners HOW to do things. 

Conclusions 

1. Knowledge sharing appears to be in a state of flux with little or no agreement on the way 

forward. 

2. Language would be a problem but can be easily resolved by the adoption of English 

 

3. Some of the complexity can be removed by concentrating KS on internet based hubs, backed 

up by personal interventions only when required during knowledge transfer 

4. Hubs need to be built with the practitioner in mind rather than being a repository for 

research papers 

5. Practitioners need advice on HOW to do things so hubs need to concentrate on that aspect 

 

 

 

 



Links 

IWA’s Water Wiki: http://www.iwawaterwiki.org/xwiki/bin/view/Main/WebHome 

Local Government & Municipal Knowledge Base: http://www.lgam.info/ 

DfID’s Global Dev’t Network: http://cloud2.gdnet.org/cms.php?id=gdn_development_research 

Knowledge Hub (UK): https://knowledgehub.local.gov.uk/ 

Asia Pacific Water Forum: http://www.apwf-knowledgehubs.net/ 

Korea’s knowledge sharing program: http://www.ksp.go.kr/ 

Mexico’s site (Spanish): http://amexcid.gob.mx/ 

Brazil’s site (Portuguese): http://www.abc.gov.br/ 

Singapore Cooperation Enterprise: http://www.sce.gov.sg/resArticlesInterest.asp 

World Bank: http://wbi.worldbank.org/sske/sske/knowledge_hub 

South-south: http://www.southsouth.org/en/ 

The Knowledge Hub: http://www.knowledge-hub.com/ 

Knowledge Hub UAE: http://knowledgehubuae.com/ 

UNEP: http://ekh.unep.org/?q=front_page 

Face book KH: http://www.knowledgehub.co.in/ 

Answer Hub: http://answerhub.com/ 

Asset Management: http://felixschrodinger.wordpress.com/category/asset-management/ 

 

 

A short perusal of these sites will reinforce the remarks made above. The only thing in common is 

that they use the internet. The last site is given as an example of HOW to do things (in this case asset 

management) whereas most of the others do not contain this sort of practitioner information. 
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PS – I found the subject so fragmented that I could not find the right order for the paragraphs – 

apologies. 
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