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THE SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY NETWORK

“Social Technology comprises products, techniques and/or replicable
methodologies developed in the interac;on with the community and
that must represent eﬀec;ve solu;on in terms of social
transforma;on”
Created in 2004 and suspended in 2012
Was the result of an hybrid Alliance between public and semi-public
institutions and NGOs and Social Movements
It reached more than 900 institutions
Fostered debate about S&T for social inclusion in the region
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY NETWORK
Appropriate technology movement in Latin America
Institutions and experiences in Argentina (CEVE), Uruguay (CEUTA), Colombia, Paraguay.
In Brazil, the main supporter institutions was the CNPq (National Council of Scientific and Technological
Development)
They created the Programme of transference of Appropriate Technologies for the rural sector in the 80’s
They carried out a series of experiences in Minas Geraias and Ceara. These experiences were discontinued
in the early 90’s.
The extend and results were later an issue of discussion for the framing of the STN

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY NETWORK

Ebullition of social movements in Brazil (MST, FSM, ASA, and also international events like the Rio Earth Summit)
Rising of the PT (Worker’s party) in cities and states during the 90’s and the presidency of Lula da Silva in 2003.
Experience of participatory budget led by PT and autonomous management by movements like MST.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY NETWORK
New scenario in the early 2000. New discussion on public policies and social development beyond Neo-liberalism
With the arrival of Lula da Silva’s Government policies of social inclusion -like cash transfer programmes / Bolsa
Familia- were heavily reinforced.
This will be complemented with other heterodox policies
Creation of the Secretary of science and technology for social Inclusion at the Ministry of Science and Technology
(2003)
But also, a National Secretary of Solidarity Economy – SENAES (2003)
So, from 2003 there were attempts to forge hybrid alliances between state institutions and social movements in
the search of alternative public policies

CREATION OF SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY NETWORK
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FRAMING: SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY AS ALTERNATIVE STRATEGY OF DEVELOPMENT
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FRAMING: SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY AS PUBLIC POLICY
o
o

o

o

o
o

Increasing recognition that S&T available capabilities could be redirected to tackle issues in social inclusion.
Previous initiatives –i.e. Appropriate Technologies- were generally appraised in critical terms and regarded as
“isolated and partial solutions”
To frame ST as public policy was aimed at getting national scale (connection between experiences /
irreversibilization)
It was a question of how to balance the social experimentation of grassroots and the requirements for
scaling up experiences
Selection and Re-aplication of technologies
Re-aplication implied a) reproduction adequate to the local space, b) appropriation by local population, and c)
assessment of results for new re-applications.

FRAMING: SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY AS PARTICIPATORY AND EMPOWERMENT PROCESS
o

Fostering a participation of civil society organizations during the process of design and development of
technologies for tackling social problems

o

Recognition of other forms of knowledge like popular knowledge, indigenous knowledge

o

Appropriation of Technologies: participation in R&D, control and ownership of technologies

o

ST was intended to improve the ability of the community to organize and solve further problems,
develop and exploit economic opportunities and mobilize resources for social development

“On issues of S&TI, we know that the key challenge of the na;on is to make possible that the
huge beneﬁts generated by advances in science and technology can be distributed in a more
equalitarian form, that popular knowledge gets acknowledge and valued, and that
technologies and knowledge can be appropriated by those groups that historically have not
had access to them”. (Ins;tuto de Tecnología Social, 2007).

FRAMING: SOCIAL TECHNOLOGY VS. CONVENTIONAL TECHNOLOGIES
o
o

o
o

o

The idea of TS was built upon previous debates about appropriate technology
ST was opposed to what was regarded as conventional technologies - innovations that were
designed for maximizing profit, assure control over production and limited social participation
Commercial innovation meant restricting access to knowledge and technologies
ST members stressed the idea technological development, public access to knowledge and
technology and the possibility of re-application of technology without paying licenses
This critique had further ideological implications for the framing of ST since the rejection of
innovation implied in fact a critique of the neo-liberal vision of S&T.

“The support and legitimacy of scientific and technological activities depends on the effective attention and
satisfaction of the basic need of the population (quote in (Instituto de Tecnologia Social 2004)”

SPACES: NETWORK ORGANIZATION
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There was no legal institution for the network.
The Coordination Committee selected technologies for re-application and each supporter allocated funds.

SCOPE OF TECHNOLOGIES
Documentation: The Bank of Social Technologies documented more than 500 technologies
At the same time, the STN selected a wide range of technologies for its reapplication:
From water recollection to solid recycling, small agroecological farm methods, forestry techniques, fish farming,
Caju nuts processing plants, small oil processing plants, social housing techniques, platforms for cooperative
incubation, learning techniques

PAIS PROJECT (INTEGRATED AND SUSTAINABLE AGROECOLOGICAL PRODUCTION)

Productive system set in concentric rings aimed at organic
management of food production.
Funded by FBB, SEBRAE and MI, Petrobras, Ministry of S&T,
among others
Installed in 12 states in Brazil,
Expenditure until 2012, approx. 12 US millions
Aimed at the construction of cooperatives and solidarity
economy. Eventually, the production could be bought by public
procurement programs.

P1MC: PROGRAMME ONE MILLION CISTERNS

The cistern programme was originally devised by the Semi-Arid Association
(ASA) as an answer paternalistic schemes of aid in the region
From 2003 it was funded by Ministry of Social Development
In 2005, the Cisterna Programme also became part of the re-applied
technologies of the Social Technology Network.
Since its start in 2003, over 549,000 water cisterns were built and put in place by
local inhabitants
ASA successfully resisted attempts to capture its policy model and has been
upgraded to include further schemes like water for farm production

BUILDING PUBLIC POLICIES
Some institutional policies:
2003 - National Procurement of Food produced by cooperatives and small farms – CONAB
2008 Proposed Law on Social Technologies (creation of National programme on ST) (Still pending
approbation)
In 2011 - Inter-ministerial panel coordinated by the Ministry of S&TI – aimed at building a National Policy of
Social Technology (still pending approbation)
Cistern programme as National Policy (2013)
Overall, most of the social technologies initiatives remained at the level of projects

REGIONAL REACH
The STN was able con incorporate a few institutions from Colombia, Venezuela and Perú.
Also, some policy makers argue about the possibility to create a social technology prize for the Mercosur.
2010. Debate about ST in the Social Forum of the Mercosur and in the World Social Forum (Porto Alegre)
By 2008/09 Social Technologies became a matter of discussion in some public agencies in Argentina.
The National Institute of Industrial Technology in Argentina set up some informal programs of assistance on Social
Technology (e.g. Programa de extensión y calidad de vida)
There were also some debates fuelled by the academics in Uruguay and Argentina.
By 2011, inclusive innovation had also became a matter of discussion along with ST and became part of the broader
agenda of S&TI in some Latin American Countries.

DISCUSSION: THE STN AS HYBRID NETWORK

How to scale up?

How to mobilize and empower CSOs?

Framing inclusion as outcome

Plurality of participants and heterogeneous
ingenuity

State burocracies attached to previous
trajectories: like subcontracting
e.g. Cisterna Programme

o

o

Processes of learning and identification with ST
took longer time

The alliance between social movements, NGOs and the state agencies was a hybrid institutional experiment which seek to create new and
bolder public polices of social development
The success of the STN depended on two linked goals, the aim to mobilize and empower social organization to participate in social
technology and the subsequent effort to create long term public policies

DISCUSSION: THE STN AS HYBRID NETWORK

o

o

o

As the STN started to grow it also started to face the limits of its own institutional arrangement and the increasing
resistance from incumbent actors
The informal structure of the STN started to crumble under crossed pressures, different expectative and different
forms of assessment
Since the STN lacked any formal capacity to manage projects, this tension grew with the increment in scale of the
projects they proposed – sometimes they implied a clash of frames.

o

o

At the same time, the dispersion of funding from donors and the fact that these were provided on programme to
programme basis conspired against the early goal of avoiding partial solutions and seeking long term public policies
Ultimately, the STN collapsed under differences about how to formalize its hybrid structure and how to give the
network a more stable form of governance.

DISCUSSION: A NEW POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE

o

o

o

o

ST focused on the need to re-orient domestic S&T capabilities and put then to better use for
the resolution of local social needs
At the same time, the STN seek the empowerment of social movements as active agents in
the development of technologies and S&T policies
The STN was abled to get support from the Ministry of S&T and Finep, and Extension Units
at Federal Universities
Attempts to engage further with universities or public labs were often ignored

DISCUSSION: A NEW POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE

o

o

o

By positing an alternative politics of knowledge, the STN produce a powerful critique of incumbent S&T
policies
It interpelled mainstream S&T actors, forcing then to look at inclusion as a new issue in the agenda
But also, interpelled social movements and NGOs who realized they were also were producing
alternative forms technological change.

However, the challenge of how to engage with mainstream R&D remains unanswered.

SOME CONCLUSIONS
The STN constitute an interesting example of hybrid networks
In its five years of trajectory, the STN managed to create a large network of support and reapplication of technologies
It also developed an alternative framing of sustainable development and social inclusion
However, the tension between plurality and the constrains of public policy eroded the structure of the network
Its suspension show somehow the limits of this kind of strategy and the difficulties that alternative grassroots innovation
face when dealing with mainstream institutions.
It also points out the underlying differential of power between grassroots movements and incumbent elites in LA is huge.
But overall suggest the need to have a further discussion of how to challenge powerful narratives and
practices of industrialization and development in LA
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