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Introduction

Since the beginning of the 1960s, the brain drain – referring to the migration of skilled and educated human resources from developing to developed nations – has been identified as a serious problem affecting developing countries in their capacity for development. In order to counteract the loss of these human resources, countries have implemented various strategies, such as restrictive policies designed to make migration more difficult; incentive policies designed to make emigration less attractive by offering better opportunities in the home country; and compensatory policies, whereby either the receiving country or the individual migrant is taxed in order to compensate the sending country for the loss of human capital. These measures have generally failed to produce effective solutions.

During the last two decades, the approach to the issue of migration of skills has evolved, putting stronger emphasis on the potential for brain gain, which is based on the idea that the expatriate skilled population may be considered as a potential asset instead of a definite loss. This approach involves mainly two strategies: the return option and the diaspora option. The return option is based upon attempts made by countries to encourage their highly skilled expatriates to return home. However, for the return option to work, home countries have to be able to offer their expatriates salaries and infrastructures comparable to that of the countries in which they work. Developing countries are generally not in a position to compete with the industrialised countries where their highly skilled expatriates are often located. This has lead to the introduction of a new and different approach to brain drain, the diaspora option. 

The main feature of the diaspora option is that it tries to set up connections between highly skilled expatriates and between them and their countries of origin. This gives expatriates the opportunity to transfer their expertise and skills back to their home country, without necessarily returning home permanently. In this way, the country of origin has access to the knowledge and expertise of the expatriate, but also to the knowledge networks that he or she is a part of in the host country.

Today’s global Information Society, enabled by information and communication technologies (ICTs), offers the opportunity to empower diaspora networks and enhance their impact on international cooperation policies. I would like to present the Diaspora Knowledge Networks
 (DKN) project which aims at achieving this goal. It is sponsored by UNESCO and is being carried out by members of several French research centres (CNRS, Institut de Recherche sur le Développement, Université de Technologie de Troyes) in collaboration with the Instituto Colombiano para el Desarrollo de la Ciencia y la Tecnología – COLCIENCIAS.

The ambition of this project is to build an infrastructure that can be used by members of scientific and technical diaspora for transforming the information that is available to them in their countries of adoption into useful knowledge for the development of their countries of origin. Placing the emphasis on transforming information into useful knowledge for collective action recognises the need to computer support the cognitive and social processes underlying this transformation.

Designing and Testing Diaspora Information Spaces

In an ICT context, people enter into contact with one another, exchange information and engage collective actions through documents. Each of these three functions – contacting, exchanging and acting together – is either helped or hindered by the way in which an information space is designed. Designing an appropriate information space for DKN activity is the first goal of the project.

Computer Assistance for Confidence Building

Secondly, acting together is more than just contacting one another and exchanging information. It implies building interpersonal relationships across the social, economic and cultural barriers separating different living environments and this, in turn, requires building a common language, trust and confidence. The second objective of the DKN project is to design an interaction space that will contribute to achieving these ends. 

Dissension can exist between actors of a Diaspora Knowledge Network over such things as priorities, the content and nature of projects for development. An interaction space is required in order to build trust and confidence in the possibility of overcoming this dissension. The confidence building process is materialised by negotiation and mutual adjustments in order to accommodate different points of view. A common language will be forged for describing both the issues at stake and the way to address them. In order to measure convergence we can use natural language processing techniques for studying such things as shifts from the use of implicit language to the use of more explicit language; the emergence of new vocabulary elements in periods of tension and conflict; and variations in the nature of relationships among those elements. Taken together, these different measures shed light on the confidence building process. 

Knowledge Management Strategies
Finally, although computer-assisted, document-mediated interactions can be potentially useful in organising a flow of knowledge and expertise back to the country of origin, appropriate knowledge management strategies will nevertheless have to be developed in order to make it effectively happen. The third goal of the project is to build these strategies.

A DKN will be equipped with a computer-supported monitoring system for assisting its members:

· in making their points of agreement and disagreement explicit; 

· in calling attention to shifts in vocabulary which possibly announce the existence of new, potentially interesting subjects of interest for collective action; 

· and in detecting new and emerging conceptual relationships.

Specific knowledge management strategies will be developed in order to transform this information on the issues at stake in on-going collective interactions into specific strategies for organising a flow of knowledge and expertise back to the country of origin.

� http://portal.unesco.org/shs/en/ev.php-URL_ID=3679&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html





