Box 11.4 Ushahidi - What can it do? What has it done?

The rise and convergence of modular open-source programming, powerful web services, and increasingly ubiquitous mobile technology has given birth to a powerful platform for collecting, compiling and visualising publically generated information on the web, known as Ushahidi. Meaning ‘testimony’ in Swahili, Ushahidi is an open-source platform developed and deployed initially to track incidents following the post-election violence in Kenya in late 2007 and early 2008. Today, from monitoring crises across North Africa, capturing information about earthquake-affected Japan, to tracking crime in Atlanta, the globe-spanning technology toolkit has been applied to a variety of global challenges where ‘crowd-sourcing’ can help aggregate publically reported information on to a single web visualisation platform.

What can the platform do?

The group of developers and activists behind the non-profit Ushahidi organisation are primarily based in Kenya, but consist of a global network of users and volunteers. Like other successful open-source web platforms, Ushahidi makes use of the LAMP suite (linux, apache, mysql, and php). For full customisation and functionality, Ushahidi must be downloaded and run on a server. However, in addition to the eponymous primary platform, they also have developed CrowdMap which allows for simple instances to be set-up on Ushahidi’s own servers and SwiftRiver for managing the large flow of information the platform can yield. The platform can be integrated with another powerful open-source technology tool known as FrontLineSMS to allow for the incorporation of two-way SMS messaging. Beyond the code and technology, savvy and experienced volunteer Ushahidi deployment experts help train and maintain a network of dispersed volunteer members known as the Standby Task Force, who when called upon, can help enter, translate, tag and analyse incoming reports. The results can be retrieved and displayed in a variety of formats. Figure 11.7 shows a typical map summarising quantities of reports submitted to the International Organization for Migration following unrest in Libya.
What has the platform done?

A recent report from the US Public Broadcasting Service explains one of the most prominent deployments of the Ushahidi platform to date. Following the devastating 2010 earthquake in Haiti, an international volunteer community led an effort to develop a way for affected Haitians to report their needs via SMS, or text message. The first step of some volunteers on the ground was to secure an SMS short-code from Digicel, the Haiti telecom. Once the 4636 short-code was broadcast on radio, messages began to come in. The next challenge was translating the texts from Creole into English. Social media such as Facebook helped identify over twelve hundred creole volunteer translators in the international diaspora who were able to translate messages in near real time. These translated messages were then tagged and integrated into the Ushahidi platform by student volunteers at Tufts University in Boston. Conclusive evidence that the platform saved lives and alleviated suffering are hard to come by particularly because  the platform developed as it deployed, but first responders from the Red Cross and the US Military have confirmed that they were able to act upon some of the information the platform yielded.  
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