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Digital Democracy Initiative

Introduction

Accountability Lab, during a consultative process, developed this prototype to address the pressing need of
strengthening digital democracy in South Asia. Recognizing the transformative potential of digital tools in
enhancing civic engagement, transparency, and accountability, The Digital Democracy Initiative (DDI) and
Accountability Lab have collaborated to devise innovative solutions to overcome the challenges faced by digital
democracy in the region.

The Digital Democracy Initiative (DDI) South Asia is a global alliance dedicated to strengthening citizen action and
civil society around the world. It aims to support and promote the use of digital tools and technologies for
democratic engagement. Accountability Lab is an organization committed to building a new generation of active
citizens and responsible leaders around the world by supporting local change-makers.

The development of these prototypes was a collaborative effort involving a diverse group of stakeholders. The co-
design process included input from digital democracy organizations, activists, researchers, and community
representatives across South Asia. This inclusive approach ensured that the prototypes are grounded in the real-
world experiences and needs of those working on the frontlines of digital democracy.

Digital democracy, which leverages digital tools to enhance civic engagement, transparency, and accountability,
faces significant challenges in South Asia. Despite the potential for technology to democratize information and
empower citizens, several barriers impede the effective implementation and sustainability of digital democracy
initiativesinthe region. A substantial portion of the population in South Asia lacks accessto the internet and digital
technologies. This digital divide is exacerbated by disparities in infrastructure, affordability, and digital literacy,
limiting the reach and impact of digital democracy efforts. Many South Asian countries have restrictive regulatory
environments that hinder the growth of digital democracy. Laws and policies may restrict freedom of expression,
limit access to information, and impose heavy regulations on digital platforms, creating a challenging landscape
for digital activists and organizations.

Digital democracy organizations often operate with limited financial and technical resources. This scarcity
restricts their capacity to develop and sustain impactful projects, conduct comprehensive research, and engage
in effective advocacy. In several South Asian countries, politicalinstability, censorship, and social stigmas against
digital activism pose significant challenges. Digital democracy initiatives frequently face opposition from
powerful entities that resist transparency and accountability. Cybersecurity threats, including surveillance,
hacking, and data breaches, pose risks to digital democracy initiatives. Activists and organizations are often
targeted, compromising their safety and the integrity of their work.

By addressing the above challenges through innovative and collaborative approaches, the prototypes aim to
create a more inclusive, transparent, and accountable digital democracy landscape in South Asia.

Importance of Strengthening Digital Democracy
Strengthening digital democracy in South Asia is crucial for several reasons:

1. Enhancing Civic Participation: Digital tools can facilitate greater citizen engagement in democratic
processes, enabling broader participation in decision-making and policy formulation.

2. Promoting Transparency and Accountability: By leveraging digital platforms, citizens can hold
governments accountable, demand transparency, and monitor public sector performance, leading to
more responsive and accountable governance.

3. Bridging Information Gaps: Digital democracy initiatives can provide access to critical information,
empowering citizens with knowledge and fostering informed public discourse.

4. Fostering Social Equity: Addressing the digital divide and ensuring inclusive access to digital tools can
help reduce social inequities, giving marginalized communities a voice and a platform for advocacy.
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5. Supporting Sustainable Development: Digital democracy aligns with the broader goals of sustainable
development, promoting inclusive, participatory, and representative decision-making processes.

How it will help?

The South Asia Democracy Solidarity Block (SASB) represents a strategic and collaborative approach to
strengthening digital democracy in South Asia. By addressing key challenges and leveraging regional solidarity,
the SASB aims to create a resilient and effective platform for digital democracy advocacy and action, ultimately
contributing to more inclusive, transparent, and accountable governance in the region. The SASB prototype aims
to address the aforementioned challenges and bolster digital democracy in the region through the following
mechanisms:

1. Regional Solidarity and Joint Action: By creating a regional solidarity block, the SASB will facilitate
coordinated and collective action among South Asian countries. This unified front will amplify the impact
of digital democracy initiatives and enable shared learning and resource pooling.

2. Coalition Building: Establishing a coalition for support will strengthen the network of digital democracy
organizations, activists, and stakeholders. This coalition will provide a platform for mutual support,
knowledge exchange, and collaborative projects, enhancing the overall capacity and resilience of the
digital democracy ecosystem.

3. Mapping Research and Action Plans: Conducting comprehensive research to document the digital
divide in South Asia will provide critical insights into the barriers and opportunities for digital democracy.
The development of joint action plans based on this research will ensure targeted and effective
interventions.

4. Rotational Virtual Secretariat: Implementing a virtual secretariat on a rotational basis will enhance
coordination and communication among member countries. This structure will promote shared
leadership, diverse perspectives, and continuous engagement, fostering a dynamic and adaptable
regional network.

5. Dedicated Portal: Creating a dedicated online portal will centralize information on digital democracy
issues, facilitating knowledge sharing, advocacy, and public awareness. The portal will serve as a
valuable resource for stakeholders, providing access to research findings, best practices, and updates
on ongoing initiatives.

6. Governance and Sustainability: Defining clear governance structures and decision-making processes
will ensure the effective and transparent functioning of the SASB. Strategies for sustainability will focus
on securing diverse resources, building capacity, and continuously evaluating and adapting initiatives.

Objectives of the South Asia Democracy Solidarity Block (SASB)

By focusing on the following comprehensive objectives, the SASB aims to create a resilient, effective, and
collaborative platform for promoting and sustaining digital democracy across South Asia:

1. Foster Regional Solidarity

Rationale: The diverse political and social landscapes of South Asian countries often present unique
challengesto digitaldemocracy initiatives. By fostering regional solidarity, member countries can present
a unified front, enhancing their collective influence and ability to advocate for digital rights and
democracy.

Implementation:

o Formal Agreements: Establish formal agreements among member countries to solidify their
commitment to the SASB.

o Regular Meetings: Schedule regular virtual and in-person meetings to discuss common challenges,
share experiences, and plan joint actions.
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e Joint Advocacy: Coordinate joint advocacy campaigns to address regional and global digital
democracy issues.

2. Support Coalition Development

Rationale: A strong coalition can amplify the efforts of individual organizations, providing mutual support,
sharing resources, and enhancing overall impact.

Implementation:

o Network Formation: Develop a network of digital democracy organizations, activists, and
stakeholders across South Asia.

o Resource Sharing: Facilitate the sharing of resources such as research, tools, and best practices
within the coalition.

e Collaborative Projects: Initiate collaborative projects that leverage the strengths and expertise of
different coalition members.

3. Document and Address Digital Divide

Rationale: Comprehensive understanding of the digital divide within and between South Asian countries
is essential for effective interventions aimed at promoting digital inclusion and equity.

Implementation:

o Research Initiatives: Conduct detailed research to document the digital divide, including access to
technology, digital literacy, and socio-economic barriers.

o Data Analysis: Analyze the collected data to identify trends, gaps, and areas requiring urgent
attention.

e Action Plans: Develop and implement joint action plans based on research findings, targeting the
most critical aspects of the digital divide.

4. Enhance Coordination with a Virtual Secretariat

Rationale: Effective coordination and communication are vital for the successful operation of the SASB,
especially given the geographical diversity of its members.

Implementation:

o Rotational Hosting: Implement a system where the virtual secretariat is hosted by a different
member country on a rotational basis, ensuring shared responsibility and diverse leadership
perspectives.

o Digital Tools: Utilize digital communication tools and platforms to facilitate seamless coordination
and collaboration.

e Administrative Support: Provide administrative support to the secretariat to manage day-to-day
operations efficiently.

5. Centralize Information with a Dedicated Portal

Rationale: A centralized information portal can serve as a valuable resource for documenting and
disseminating information on digital democracy issues, facilitating knowledge sharing and advocacy.
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Implementation:

o Portal Development: Design and develop an online portal with sections dedicated to each member
country.

¢ Content Management: Regularly update the portal with research findings, reports, and updates on
digital democracy initiatives.

o User Engagement: Encourage engagement by allowing stakeholders to contribute content and
participate in discussions.
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Appendix A | Governance Structure of SASB

Effective governance is critical for the successful operation and sustainability of the South Asia Democracy
Solidarity Block (SASB). This appendix outlines the governance structures, roles, responsibilities, and decision-
making processes that will guide the SASB in achieving its objectives. The detailed governance structure of the
SASB is designed to ensure effective leadership, strategic direction, and operational efficiency. By fostering
collaboration, transparency, and inclusivity, the SASB aims to achieve its mission of promoting digital democracy
across South Asia.

A. Governance Bodies
The governance structure of the SASB will consist of the following key bodies:

e Executive Board

e Advisory Committee
e  Working Groups

e Virtual Secretariat

1. Executive Board

Purpose:

The Executive Board will provide strategic leadership and oversight, ensuring that the SASB remains
focused on its mission and objectives.

Composition:

o Representatives from each member country.
o One representative each from major stakeholder groups (e.g., civil society, academia, private
sector).

Responsibilities:

e Develop and approve strategic plans and policies.

e Ensure alignment with the SASB’s mission and objectives.

e Oversee financial management and sustainability efforts.

e Monitor and evaluate the progress and impact of initiatives.

e Facilitate resource mobilization and partnership development.

Meetings:

e Quarterly virtual meetings.
e Annualin-person meetings (rotational host country).

2. Advisory Committee

Purpose:

The Advisory Committee will provide expert guidance and recommendations to the Executive Board and
Working Groups.

Composition:

e Expertsin digital democracy, governance, policy, technology, and related fields.
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o Representatives from regional and international organizations.

Responsibilities:

Advise on strategic direction and key initiatives.

Provide technical and policy recommendations.

Review and contribute to research and knowledge-sharing activities.
Support capacity-building efforts.

Meetings:

e Biannualvirtual meetings.
o Additional meetings as required for specific projects or initiatives.

3. Working Groups

Purpose:

Working Groups will focus on specific thematic areas or projects, driving forward the SASB’s activities
and ensuring detailed attention to key issues.

Composition:

o Members from participating countries and stakeholders.
o Experts and practitioners relevant to the thematic focus of each group.

Responsibilities:

e Develop and implement action plans for their thematic area.

e Conductresearch and develop policy recommendations.

e Organize workshops, training sessions, and other capacity-building activities.
e Report progress to the Executive Board and Advisory Committee.

Examples of Working Groups:

o Research and Mapping: Documenting the digital divide and other key issues.

e Advocacy and Policy: Developing and promoting policy recommendations.

o Capacity Building: Organizing training and support for member organizations.

o Technology and Innovation: Exploring and implementing digital tools and platforms.

Meetings:

e Monthly virtual meetings.
e Additional meetings as needed for specific tasks or projects.

4. Virtual Secretariat
Purpose:

The Virtual Secretariat will manage the day-to-day operations and administration of the SASB,
facilitating communication and coordination among all governance bodies.

Composition:
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o Acoreteam of administrative and project management staff.
e Hosted on arotational basis by member countries.

Responsibilities:

e Coordinate meetings and activities of the Executive Board, Advisory Committee, and Working
Groups.

e Manage communication and information sharing among members.

e Maintain the dedicated portal and other digital tools.

¢ Handle administrative tasks, including documentation, reporting, and financial management.

e Support the implementation of strategic plans and initiatives.

Rotational Hosting:

e Hosting duties will rotate among member countries every two years.
e Each host country will provide the necessary infrastructure and support for the Virtual Secretariat.

B. Decision-Making Process

Principles:

e Inclusivity: All member countries and stakeholders have a voice in decision-making.

o Transparency: Decisions and processes are documented and shared with all members.

o Consensus: Efforts are made to achieve consensus; where consensus is not possible, majority voting
is used.

Process:

e Proposal Submission: Any member can submit a proposal to the Executive Board regarding the
improvement and expansion of the operations and impact.

¢ Reviewand Discussion: The Executive Board reviews the proposal and seeks input from the Advisory
Committee and relevant Working Groups.

e Decision Making: The Executive Board makes a decision based on consensus or majority voting if
needed.

¢ Implementation: Approved proposals are assigned to the relevant Working Group or Virtual
Secretariat for implementation.

¢ Monitoring and Evaluation: The Executive Board monitors the progress and impact of implemented
initiatives, making adjustments as necessary.
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