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Abbreviations

BPL Below poverty line

CcCow Computers on Wheels

DA Development Alternatives

DISK Dairy Information Services Kiosk

DRDA District Rural Development Agency

GPS Global positioning system

ICTs Information and communication technologies
IICD International Institute for Communication abdvelopment
IP Information Provider

IPM Integrated pest management

ITC Indian Tobacco Company

MACTCS | Mutually aided co-operative thrift and crieslbcieties

MANAGE | National Institute of Agricultural Extension Managent

MSSRF M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation

NDDB National Dairy Development Board

NFP Not-for-profit

NGO Non governmental organisation

PM Profit-making

RKC Rural knowledge centre

SHG Self help group

TARA Technology and Action for Rural Advancement
UHF Ultra high frequency

UPS Uninterruptible power supply

VolP Voice over internet protocol

VSAT Very small aperture terminal
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1. Introduction

Modern and high tech information and communicatemhnologies (ICTs) have been
championed with great zeal and enthusiasm by s@naenaeans of poverty reduction.
The impact of ICT-based projects has generallyefalvell below the optimistic
expectations generated by their protagonists, andexjuently they developed a bad
name in development circles (Beardon, 2005). Tha-sustainability of many
telecentre initiatives echoes that of agricultymaljects in the past. Twenty five years
ago Bunch wrote that the “rusting hulks of wellentioned but long-forgotten give-
aways are scattered all over the Third World ...texct ploughs, cultivators,
generators, threshers, pumps .. grain mills..\weaie never repaired after the first time
they broke down” (Bunch, 1982). Whereas, moremtdgdeardon wrote, in a similar
vein, that “stories abound of government or NGOnspoed telecentres lying empty,
equipment abandoned or stolen” (Beardon, 2005).

This paper critically reviews a number of themed &sues relating to one type of
modern ICT intervention, namely rural telecentréfter reviewing some of the
literature on telecentres in general, it focuseded&centres in rural India, providing
brief descriptions or case studies of nine inki@gi In the final section it revisits some
of the themes identified from the general literatland relates the case study
experiences to them.

India is an unusual country in having a large propo of the poorest people in the
world, while also having a rapidly growing econoragd major commercial and
manufacturing capability, including extensive exjser in modern ICTs. It is also
densely populated compared with most of sub-Sahakkita, and its rural
infrastructure is improving quite rapidly in moseas. In many ways, therefore, it is
better placed to exploit the potential of modernfdCthan most less developed
countries.

1.1 What is a telecentre?

One narrow definition is that a telecentre is aelthat offers the public connectivity
with computers and networks (Roman and Colle, 2082jvever, there is increasing
evidence that projects are more likely to be swsfobd computer and internet-based
services are only one of several components. Bgatirs in mind the following
broader definition may be more appropriate: i.welacentre isd public place where
people can get a variety of communication services, and where a major part of the
operators’ purpose is to benefit the communityfd)ibin the Indian context, however,
the majority of telecentres are profit-making, d@nd debatable, therefore, whether “a
major part of the operators’ purpose is to berkétcommunity” — although they will,
of course, claim that it is.

Even the term ‘telecentres’ is arguably out-dateeicause of its implicitly narrow
focus, and a broader term like ‘knowledge centmesinformation centres’ may be
more appropriate. Other related terms in the Indigarature, often used
interchangeably with ‘telecentres’, are ‘informatikiosks’ and ‘cyber dhabas’.
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2. Key Parameters, Themes and | ssues

2.1 Type of telecentre model

A simple distinction can be made between profit-mgland not-for profit models.

Profit-making (PM) In India the majority of telecentres have been ldisaed as
profit-making initiatives, by national organisatfoike Indian Tobacco Company
(ITC) and Drishtee. The relationship between theepacompany and the telecentre
manager may vary. Both the parent company and dlezdntre manager may be
working in a profit-making mode. A franchise busisanodel is usually used in PM
initiatives in which the franchisee pays a licefese and a deposit at the outset, and
then an annual fee.

Not-for-profit (NFP) In India, only a minority of telecentres operatea not-for-
profit mode: these are established either by NGOeaal government. Within this
type, some projects may charge for services, $0 asleast partially cover costs, and
some not.

2.2 Services offered by telecentres and uses nfatiera

Some projects/initiatives seek to improve accessgydeernment services and to
increase transparency and accountability (e-govea)a some are more market and
commerce-oriented (e-commerce); and some provaberdination of these services.
Sectors commonly covered by services include alwi@j education and health. In
this paper the provision of information designedhprove agricultural production or
marketing is categorised as an e-commerce service.

It has been suggested that telecentres, if theyoale successful, “must be in the
information and communication business (or the comig development business),
not only the computer and Internet businesslt.is this broader approach to the
Information Society that helps centres become rfiordy woven into the fabric of
the community and puts them on the road to sefieseihicy” (Roman and Colle,
2002). Others might argue that community develognoames first, and that this
should shape the approach, technologies and pe®riiollowed in relation to
information needs and uses (Beardon, 2005).

2.3 E-readiness: local and state-level context

As far as location is concerned, three differeriegaries of e-readiness have been
suggested, namely high, medium and low (Heeks, li2ct®005a). Some aspects of e-
readiness are determined by local conditions, amdesby regional ones. In India,
state e-governance policies are an example oattey |

Local context At the local level e-readiness can be defined imseof factors such
as:
* incomes of rural people in the area (higher incomesns better chance of
payment for services)
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» education/skills of potential users (illiteracy alodv levels of education are
barriers to use)

» ICT infrastructure (e.g. quick and reliable acaesmternet)

» transport infrastructure (influences physical asit®kty of telecentre).

ICT infrastructure includes:

» whether broadband is available/used
* power supply situation
* access to ICT skills to maintain & repair computers

State context Government policy, at both the state and natioenals, can strongly
influence the success and sustainability of telgesrand other ICT initiatives. This is
another dimension of e-readiness. “A national gokan give visibility and help
mobilise resources for building the infrastructtaed programmes that promote
access and use of information and communicationn@ogies” (Roman and Colle,
2002). At the state level in India, some governmératve given policy support to ‘e-
governance’, and made a positive effort to fadditaccess to their services via
telecentres and the internet. Key indicators of egoment e-readiness are
(Department of Information Technology, 2003):

» Special efforts made to promote e-governance itiqodar sectors
« Online facilities available to the public

* Government network coverage

» Computerisation of records

» Development of skills among government employees

* Re-engineering of government processes.

2.4 Community involvement/ownership

Experience suggests that, at least in the caseFd#t Mitiatives, a high level of
community participation and ownership in the operatind use of a telecentre has a
major bearing on its success and sustainabilitZ¥ll 2006); and it has been
recommended that “Telecentre management need tagpean explicit participation
strategy in the planning stages” (Roman and C@l2). One of the three guiding
principles proposed by M.S. Swaminathan Researcimdation (MSSRF) is that the
provision of telecentres (or Rural Knowledge Cesjtreis a people-centred
programme based on community ownership. The contsnasia whole must endorse
it” (MSSRF, undated).

However, participation will only work if there is @enuine demand and if people
perceive the services offered as important andnpiatly valuable to them. For this
and other reasons it has been argued (Heeks, 1#89%he following three questions
should be asked where patrticipation is being cansiit

1. What is the political and cultural context?
2. Who wants to introduce participation and why?
3. Who is participation sought from? Do they wantaog can they, participate?
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In some developed countries (e.g. Australia, Canadkunteers from the local
community have made an important contribution te sluccess of telecentres — in
supervising facilities, and also by providing teetre clientele with (role) models
with whom they can identify and feel comfortableoffan and Colle, 2002). The
same is also true of some initiatives in India.

2.5 Relevance of information offered

Much of the information available via electronic twerks may not meet
communities’ needs for local information (e.g. ogrieulture, health, nearby
markets); and that which is available may have tipesble content (e.g. unproven
technologies) or be presented in forms that areuset-friendly. Furthermore, “few
telecentres or web page hosts do systematic réseara community’s information
needs and wants ... they tendskll rather than tservé (Roman and Colle, 2002);
and needs analysis is sometimes done in a top-fkston (Heeks, 2005b).

2.6 Gender, access and equitability

Access has been defined as “the economic, soctabgnd psychological factors that
influence persons’ opportunities to use the teabgies” (Roman and Colle, 2002).
Many projects have talked about community accesa gsneral concept (Beardon,
2005), failing to recognise that there is often ighhdegree of socio-economic
differentiation within villages; and that this difentiation means that access to the
centre and to information will tend to be skewedaads the powerful and better-off
unless the project makes a conscious effort torerestcess and involvement of more
marginal groups.

Anyone making a visit to a telecentre will incurstsy either the opportunity cost of
the time taken and/or the financial cost of a lars for fuel costs — and some people
may be less able to afford these costs than otBenttural factors could also deter or
restrain members of certain groups from visitingeatre; and in India lower castes
may find themselves excluded. A large proportionwidmen may be similarly
affected, and those that are able to visit may dstricted to daylight hours and
particular times of day. Literacy, or lack of &, another obvious barrier — and literacy
rates among women are generally well below thoseeot.

2.7 Financial viability

Telecentres require a high level of investment, ardd a substantial and steady
income to cover the capital and operating coststarmleak even or generate a profit.
In poor rural areas low incomes, and low awarepég®tential services, may make it

difficult to generate a significant income from ofiag customers.

2.8 Training

Experience has shown that the training providegliecentre operators/managers can
have a crucial influence on the viability of theject. Another key issue is whether
effective training is provided to community membergor example, in MS Office
software, accessing government services, usingl e@maielecentre management.



EUROPEAN UNION  .*"".

Teb((O))SUPPOIt Telesupport in iﬂa‘l‘ive Delegation of the

European Commission
www.telesupport.org to India, Bhutan and Nepal

3. Nine Telecentre I nitiativesin India

This section describes eight previous/existingdndelecentre initiatives in terms of
the parameters/themes described above; and alstetesupport Project. They were
selected to cover a wide variety of initiatives,témms of models (profit and NFP),
initiating agencies (NGOs, government and privatda), objectives, locations etc.

3.1 Gyandoot

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardware and location(s) Gyandoot
was initiated in January 2008y the district administration of Dhar, a distriot
Madhya Pradesh. Kiosks were established in setwaks in the district. Gyandoot
is managed by a society called ‘Gyandoot Samits.objectiveswere to provide
useful information to people in rural areas, andatb as an interface between the
district government and ordinary people.

Hardware Information kiosks have dial-up connectivity thgbulocal exchanges on
optical fibre or ultra high frequency (UHF) link§he server is a Remote Access
Server housed in the computer room in the disBarichayat.

Type of telecentre model The telecentres follow two models of ownership:uaety
entrepreneurial one, in which a local entreprenemakes all the investments
(entrepreneur modgl and one in which the Panchayat makes some major
contributions Panchayat modgl

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them Gyandoot has provided both
e-governance and e-commerce services. These haudea:

» copies of land records

» agriculture produce auction centres prices

» on-line registration of applications

» on-line public grievance redress

» village auction site

» information about government programmes

e on-line matrimonial advertisements

* email, STD-PCO, photocopier (at some kiosks).

The telecentre operatorsopchaky are also allowed to offer services outside the
purview of Gyandoot, mainly so that the centreslmaeconomically viable.

E-readiness. local and state-level context Local Dhar is a “typical tribal and
backward district of India”. Sixty percent of thegple are classified as below poverty
line (BPL). The ICT infrastructure in Dhar was podtack of reliable basic
infrastructure such as power supply and connegtivits led to the partial or total
closure of manysoochanlayas(telecentres)” (IIMA, 2003). Steps were taken to
improve power supply though the use of solar poweld to improve connectivity
through WILL technology.
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State-levelThe government of MP cooperated in making varigagernment services
available on the internet. However, the backendcgssing for all government
services continued to be manual, and the deliveéservices followed the traditional
routes instead of taking advantage of the ICT siftecture available at the
telecentres; and consequently response times \aave s

Community involvement/ownership There was substantial ‘buy-in’ at the district
level, where the District Collector was PresidenGgandoot Samiti. At the telecentre
level the entrepreneur modealoes not encourage community involvement. In the
panchayat moddahe Gram Panchayat provides the physical spackpays for the
hardware and other infrastructure and electricitgte (IIMA, 2003). Nevertheless, it
appears that local people do not have much serisga@¥ement or ownership.

Relevance of information offered During the design phase, villagers were consulted
at various meetings, and information needs idetifi Nevertheless, an evaluation
concluded that the “information and applicationvssss related to schemes for the
socially and economically backward citizens haveé neceived adequate attention”
(IIMA, 2003). According to the evaluation, the rupoor do not perceive Gyandoot
as a platform for them to seek services from theeganent, even when they have a
need (IIMA, 2003). Although some of the services selevant to the poor there are
alternative and preferred ways for them to obth@sé services.

Access, gender and equitability This initiative has been quite inequitable in that
“Users of Gyandoot services are overwhelmingly misehe higher socio-economic
categories and in the young to middle age groupidagfri et al, 2002). This is at
least partly due to lack of relevance of the s&wito the poor. It is not clear whether
the poor and women experienced any barriers tosaswe information, although
ActionAid has suggested that information about laedords that was meant to be
available to the poor was deliberately withheldnirahem by village councils
(Beardon, 2005).

Financial viability A nominal transaction fee was charged to each faseservices
provided; but the revenue generated from the Gyaind®rvices was grossly
inadequate to break even (IIMA, 2003). The numbdramsactions was low, and the
average monthly revenue g@oochanalayvas about Rs 150 in 2003

Success The villagers perceive a shift in corruption levedspecially in terms of
access to information and reduced harassment byergment officials; and
government officials believe that Gyandoot has wwpd their accountability.
However, in most respects this initiative has lgrdeeen a failure. The evaluators
concluded that “the project management needs tousty examine the suitability of
the current approach to the solution of improvedise delivery to the poor” (IIMA,
2003).

3.2 Computers on Wheels

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardware and location(s) Launched in
2003, computers on wheels (COW) is a mobile informatiativery system. The

! At exchange rates prevailing on 1 July 2003 thas wquivalent to about 3 Euros or 2 British pounds.
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project is managed by VIDAL, a non-profit charitakirust based in Hyderabad.
Objective It explores ways in which opportunities for sociahd economic
development can be created by overcoming health agwitultural problems.
Locationlt currently works in 14 villages of Mahboobnagastdct, Andhra Pradesh.
Hardware Each village is visited once a week by one of twaned Information
Providers (IPs) equipped with a modified motorbikemputer equipment (laptop)
and cell phone internet link. The COW equipmenpéked into a weather- and
shock-proof solar-powered case that carries anidarges the laptop. The case also
holds a printer, camera and accessories, as wallpgstable tent. The entire system
mounts onto the rear of a dirt bike, which is dee to enable access to villages
without passable roads. The IPs demonstrate iriiegasoftware and content, which
is stored on the laptop’s hard-drive. Internet ascis via the cell phone, but the
connection is expensive and signal coverage igdon- so the system is used for
short uploads and downloads rather than extendddbnr@vsing. If villagers make
requests for particular kinds of information, tis Ican also return to the village after
having connected to the Internet elsewhere.

Type of telecentre model It aims to be profit-making for the IPs, but it@lsas a pro-
poor philosophy.

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them The IP provides a range of
services designed to address health, educatiodadgmcultural needs. Each service
draws upon the knowledge of many outside expedsvazll wishers who support the
project voluntarily or with little remuneration. &lservices are:

» Health queries and replies

» Agriculture queries and replies

» Digital images and printing

e Adult computing education services, such as tutpiim Photoshop, word

processing and desktop publishing
* CD ROMs with local cultural content, like mythologi stories
* Web-based services with health examination results.

Another service has been developed to help wom8HGs to keep electronic and
digital records of their accounts and photograpmhisgfoup management (Crompton,
2006). There are plans to expand the range of casvioffered, including:
government-related information, market price infation and trading support.

E-readiness: Local and State-level Context Local Mahboobnagar is one of the
poorer districts in AP. It is semi-arid, and drouggha continual problem. Seventy
percent of villagers do not have access to telephion electricity.

Community involvement/ownership Not known — except IPs are recruited from
local area.

Relevance of information offered Not known generally. However, “many
community members have embraced COW'’s educatiamlti@ining services with
almost unreserved enthusiasm” (Crompton, 2006).



EUROPEAN UNION  .*"".

TQb((O))SUPPOIt Telesupport in iﬂa‘l‘ive Delegation of the

European Commission
www.telesupport.org to India, Bhutan and Nepal

Access, gender and equitability The mobility of the computers makes this system
highly accessible physically. In addition, the Msit the villages in the evenings,
when farmers have more free time. Information ameggrom Internet is in English,
and hence has to be translated by the IPs.

Financial viability Each IP is provided with a fixed monthly wage; ang hoped
that each IP will earn enough revenue from theiser{s)he provides to become
financially independent of the project. The IPs atso paid a percentage of the
revenue gathered from COW services, and it is aged that this will rise as the
project scales up. In the future, COW is hopiagstibsidise the medical advice
service using revenue from non-essential but pops&vices, such as events
photography (Crompton, 2006).

Success There seems to be a lack of information about tbgept’s achievements.

3.3 MSSRF’s Rural Knowledge Centres

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardware and location(s) This
programme was initiated by M.S. Swaminathan Resedfoundation as an
experimental project in Pondicherry in 1998. Tigectiveis to use ICT for poverty
alleviation in rural areas. By December 2004 it ltablished Rural Knowledge
Centres (RKCs) in 12 villages in Pondicherry (elii there were seven), based on a
‘Hubs and Spokes’ model. The technological hardwaas originally a makeshift
modem-and-radio set-up, but now new commercial lagge networking equipment
gives villagers high-speed wireless telephone atethet access. The current phase is
utilising and assessing: WiFi, 2.5 G mobile teclgyl geographical positioning
system (GPS) for fisherfolk, VolP for low-cost lodgstance voice communication,
and RailTel. There is solar power backup, and vidaaferencing facilities. MSSRF
recommends that each RKC should have 2-3 compuateveb camera, phone, printer
and notice board.

MSSRF has been scaling up its ICT work, which n@mes under the umbrella of
the Jamsetji Tata National Virtual Academy for RUPaosperity (NVA). There are
now a further four block level hubs in Tamil Nadzgch in a different district; and
there is also a state-level hub in Chennai. Thee $¢éael hub, located at MSSRF, is
the knowledge resource that creates and mainta@gis sites and databases for the
local hubs — in close collaboration with nationatlanternational agencies. “It is an
information system that establishes lab-to-lab;t@&tand, land-to-lab and land-to-
land linkages” (MSSRF Annual Report, 2004-2005).

Type of telecentre model This is a NFP model. There is a charge for someicsey
and not for others. Local people are expected tkenfimancial contributions to the
operation of the centre.

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them The NVA aims to provide
information and knowledge related to drought, ctenaanagement, augmentation of
water, maximizing crop yield and markets. It pr@sdhe services of tele-education,
tele-medicine, online decision support, interactigemers’ advisory services, tele-
fishery, weather services and water management.
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M edia offered/used by RK C/telecentre MSSRF RKCs also use radio and produce a
newspaper. A twice-monthly newspaper was launcheehirly 2002 “to reach those
beyond the knowledge centres’ ambit”. The newspapsrbeen particularly popular.
In addition, “All the centres regularly hold videmnferences between the rural
communities and experts, between farmers, betwéibsSand between farmers and
manufacturers” (MSSRF Annual Report, 2004-2005).

E-readiness. Local and State-level Context Local When the project began there was
a near-total absence of modern telephone infrasieién the area, and a 3-5 years
wait for standard phone lines. Rural power supphs wporadic, so solar power was
provided as backup. The system moved data atHessat tenth of the speed of current
dialup modems in N America and Europe. The ICT Wwareé context is now far more
favourable. Literacy rates are very high in Pondich

Community involvement/ownership MSSRF says that its aim is to transfer
ownership of its RKCs to the local communitiesalfo recommends that there should
be a management committee consisting of severarexpepresentatives from NGOs
and members from the rural community.

Relevance of information offered There do not appear to be any publicly available
independent assessments or evaluations, therefoi® difficult to comment on
information relevance. However, MSSRF advocatedaoting a needs assessment
early on.

Access, gender and equitability Before setting up the RKCs project staff ask
participating villages to agree to certain condiipincluding guaranteeing access to
Dalits, and ensuring that at least half of thenedi volunteers are women. The
newspaper is intended to extend geographical cgeerfaven illiterate villagers can

benefit, as information is sometimes downloadedhftbe internet as audio files and
then played over public address loudspeakers. Thiative has aimed to recruit

mainly women and volunteers at the centres, anomslahat this has “changed

traditional gender roles”. Nevertheless, accordiog Sarkar, research by Prof.

Ashwani Saith, from the Institute of Social Studiesthe Hague, suggests that the
poor remain under-represented in accessing the lkdge centres (Sarkar, 2004).

The computers run Microsoft Windows and Office wafte with Tamil fonts
developed by Gol.

Financial viability Not seen any independent assessment/evaluationefdre
difficult to say. Thecostsappear to be quite high, but thenefitsmay also be high.

Success This programme has benefited a wide range of \@liggn numerous ways.
For example, “ ..female agricultural labourers wdre paid partly in grain use the
centres to stay informed about grain market pric¢géshermen, dairy farmers, and
coconut sellers also keep a watch on product pri€eachers prepare lessons and
students do homework. Panchayats, or local coyndis their accounting and
correspondence, and gain access to grants fosinicure ..... Many morning users
come to centres to read newspapers. Everybodysreheweather reports” (Shore,
2005).
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3.4 E-Choupals

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardware and location(s) ITC has
established 5,100 computer kiosks (eChoupals) states covering 31,000 villages,
servicing 3.5 million farmers. The transactions 2003/4 were worth US$ 100
million. This is the largest information technolelggised intervention by a corporate
entity in rural India (ITC website). ITC aims touws 20,000 Choupals in 15 states
covering 100,000 villages by 2010.

Lead farmers are trained in the operating aspddiseatechnology, while children in
the villages are able to use ITC's computers fdrostwork. A trained farmer is
called aSanchalak and the choupal is located in his house. Warehgusubs are
also established.

Type of telecentre model It aims to be profit-making for ITC. It is a “flelie
business model”. Farmers do not pay for informatlwurt may purchase inputs from
ITC or market their produce via ITC. ITC argue tHatent value [is] extracted from
the unevolved markets in an emerging economy” (&iw@ar, 2004). It appears that
ITC’s model creates a win/win situation for itsaifd its farmer clients.

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them Include:
* Real-time information on commodity prices, localatieer, news
* Customised knowledge (on farm management and besttiges, risk
management)
* Supply chain for farm inputs
» Direct marketing channel for farm produce (resgitim lower transaction
costs, better value through traceability).
Through the Choupals ITC sources a range of agui@llcommodities, i.e. oilseeds
(soyabean), grains (wheat), coffee and aquaculflinere are vernacular websites
relating to each crop that ITC deals in. ITC isalgnning a pilot project to provide
rural health services.

E-readiness. local and state-level context For this model to work ITC has to change
both the local and state-level context. It upgragesver supply and telecom
bandwidth (by investing in broadbantbcally. It has also set up VSAT links to
overcome connectivity problems. At tsete level it has to wait until the state has
reformed the Agricultural Produce Marketing ComeettAct (APMC Act) before it
can purchase grain from farmers directly. It alswoairages the state to charge
“moderate taxes”, so that it is on a level playigld with competitors who are
involved in tax evasion (Sivakumar, 2004).

Community involvement/owner ship Seems to be pretty limited.
Relevance of information offered Much or most of the information is presumably
highly relevant, otherwise farmers would not paptte, and ITC would not be able

to make a profit. However, it is relevant primarity commercially oriented farmers
growing particular crops.
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Access, gender and equitability This initiative does not have equity as an objexctiv
It appears to be mainly servicing better-off malarfers, and has been criticised for
not involving women and lower caste farmers (Gurtthyy 2004).

Financial viability ITC obviously believes that this is, or will be pfitable for them.
Whether they are yet making a profit is not yetacleand may be commercially
confidential. It is rumoured, however, that thigiative will not move into profit until
at least 2010.

Success ITC says that farmers are benefiting from its sawiin the following ways:
* Lower transaction costs
* Empowerment through information (e.g. in negotigtivith traders other than
ITC)
« Technical knowledge for higher yields.

It says that farmers’ output prices have incredse@0 percent, and that crop yields
are also increasing.

3.5 Drishtee

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardwar e and location(s)

Initiator Drishtee describes itself as an India-based platfior rural networking that
provides IT-enabled services to rural and semi+uni@pulations. Drishtee facilitates
the creation of a rural networking infrastructufarough a network of village kiosks,
Drishtee and the local entrepreneurs deliver IC3ela services to the rural
population. So far it has licensed 309 kiosks. Ide has developed its own
proprietary software platform: other service pr@rglcan use the existing network by
plugging their services into the Drishtee software.

Hardware Basic package includes a computer, modem, primeéraa4-hour battery.
The total cost is about US$1000 and is borne byotiexator. Almost all kiosks have
dial-up connections.

LocationsDrishtee is active in six districts in six stat&tsa in Haryana, Jaipur in
Rajasthan, Dewas in Madhya Pradesh, Trichy in T&tadu, Sonitpur in Assam and
Madhubani in Bihar.

Type of telecentre model This is a PM model. It is a tiered franchise andrgaship
model, in which the kiosk/telecentre is owned apérated by a local villager. The
person operating the kiosk is a local high schoatigate and entrepreneur. They only
need basic maintenance and numeric data entrg,skdlmost of the Drishtee portal is
menu-driven. (S)he bears the operating costs ayd paflat fee each month to
Drishtee for providing ongoing technical and mairkgsupport and also maintenance
and upkeep of the portal. Both Drishtee and theaipeare aiming to make a profit
from the business.

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them Users are provided with
enhanced access to e-Governance, education, hedtlhrance and local services.
Drishtee is providing localised content for edumadil and health services. In the case
of e-Government services the aim is to providelrcitzens with doorstep access to
several services for which they previously spelat af time and money to get the job

12



EUROPEAN UNION  .*"".

TQb((O))SUPPOIt Telesupport in iﬂa‘l‘ive Delegation of the

European Commission
www.telesupport.org to India, Bhutan and Nepal

done, such as: driving licence, land records, anlih® grievances. Commercial
services are implemented in partnership with caeorinstitutions and include
market-related information, agricultural inputsgithl photography, auction sites and
matrimonial services.

E-readiness. local and state-level context Where the existing telephone connections
are non-existent or of inferior quality, Drishtee/éstigates cellular connections for
connectivity and negotiates with the service previthb provide improved telephone
connections. The e-government services are frameahitnership with the district
administration. The willingness of a state or d@i$tro provide e-government services
might be a criterion in selecting locations in whto operate?

Community involvement/ownership From the limited information available it
appears that there is little sense of ownershiprgnhmcal communities.

Relevance of information offered Much or most of the information is presumably
highly relevant, otherwise Drishtee and the operatould not be able to make a
profit and people would not pay for the services.

Access, gender and equitability This initiative does not have equity as an objexctiv
It is probably mainly servicing better-off male rizers.

Financial viability Drishtee describes its approach as a financialstasuable and
profitable model offering profits at all levelstine hierarchy.

Success It says that a Social Return on Investment Analgsiswed that for every
US$1 of social cost incurred, US$20 of social beeefenerated.

3.6 Dairy Information Services Kiosk (DISK) & Dailyformation Portal

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardwar e and location(s)

Project description DISK was initiated by the National Dairy Developnt Board,
and is building on the success of the milk co-ofeamovement in India and of an
automated milk tester machine. The milk co-opeeathovement has made India the
largest producer of milk in the world and spansrad@000 villages in 200 districts of
India. The unit of operation is a village-level aperative where men and women
deposit their milk twice a day and get paid in netlDISK and the dairy information
portal were conceived by IIM Ahmedabad. DISK is rgeipiloted at two dairy
cooperative societies in Kheda district, Gujardtjlevthe dairy information portal is
being tested at one point in Gujarat.

Hardware DISK builds on the use of an automated machine ihatsed by about
2500 dairy cooperative societies (DCSs). The machitmediately tells farmers the
guality and quantity of their milk, while generaiprice information on the procured
milk. The automated machine is being implemente@id locations in Kheda district.
A PC/PCs kept at the village co-operative is hoolpdvith the automated machines
and is used for analysis. DISK is an exercise igraging this PC into a kind of
management information system. So each of thesasP€piipped with data analysis
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and decision support capabilities vis-a-vis impngvproductivity and yield of milch
cattle (for the villager) and in improving milk é¢ettion (for the co-operative).

In addition these PCs are connected by the intetmead dairy portal that has

information on dairying and best practices on mielttle. The place where the PC is
kept also doubles up as a communication centre faith e-mail and telephony, e-

banking facilities. Government forms can also bernloaded from the internet.

The portal is equipped with intranet facilities noeet the official and transaction

needs of the co-operative structure.

Type of telecentre model: This is a for profit model. (This milk testing $gm goes
by the name ofAkashgangaor Milky Way.) DISK is being positioned as a vedu
added offering by the entrepreneurs. The IIMA &atitie has chosen to involve small
private sector companies in taking the DISK projec large number of rural areas.

Services offered by the telecentre and uses made of them: DISK facilitates the
creation and maintenance of databases of cooperstisiety members in the regional
language. This includes information about memb#rsjr cattle, various service
transactions (artificial insemination, veterinapattle feed etc.) and the daily milk
transactions. More specifically, services include:

« Data analysis and decision support to help a mmid collection society in
improving its performance i.e. enhancing milk cofien

» Data analysis to improve productivity of milch éatt

* Information on dairying, government and private tsecgency services,
feedback on quality of service

* Access to multimedia database on innovations cagtby SRISTI (Society
for Research Initiatives for Sustainable Technasgand Institution) on
agricultural practices, medicinal plants, home réie® tools and implements

« E-mail, fax and Net telephony

* Net banking and ATMs which will enable the milk sgEes to credit
payments directly to sellers’ bank accounts

» Download government forms; place orders for agtizal inputs

* Intranet facilities.

Use: Farmers are still to realize fully the value ofarmation. However, the potential
is immense as DISK is essentially working on anraggtion exercise of a successful
participatory model, viz the dairy movement and thetomated milk testing
machines.

E-readiness. local and state-level context Most of Kheda district is quite well
developed: literacy rates are quite high and aBo@t of the population is classified
as urban. It is adjacent to the districts of Ahnieedhand Anand (where NDDB and
the milk cooperatives’ apex body are located).

Community involvement/ownership: The DISKsoftware is installed on the PC at
the milk collection centre of the DCS, which shogite DCS members a sense of
ownership. The person who runs the automated ®Hstem doubles up as the DISK
operator. There could be great competing pressisesvis her/his time.
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Relevance of information: [IMA interacted with NDDB and several experienced
managers of dairy unions in developing the inigpkcifications, and Amul Dairy

provided the initial resources to pilot test DISRap, 2001). Thus, most of the
information provided should be relevant to dairgdarcers.

Access, gender and equitability: The DISK software is used by all producers
bringing their milk to the two collection centreh&ve it is being piloted. Many DCS
members are women, and are using DISK. The DISKvsoé facilitates creation and
maintenance of databases in the regional languaie ®CS and generates messages
for farmers in the regional language. Much of tbatents of the dairy portal is in the
regional language as well as in English, and tteraation can be facilitated in either
language.

Financial viability: The prospects for DISK are good — the districtydanions are
expected to invest in the system because it ineseti®e efficiency and effectiveness
of the services delivered to their dairy producentbers.

Success. DISK is still a pilot project and has a long way do before it becomes
established. What is going for DISK is the hugeeptial for mass usage and access
as it rests on the dairy cooperative procuremerdehdstimates indicate that about
1000 milk collection centres could opt for the agpgtion.

It appears that for mass replicability a partngrskineeded with non-dairy agencies
for the physical delivery of outputs relating tcetinformation. So essentially this
means government agencies and companies involvadrah marketing. Also IT
service companies and telecom companies needitvtlged in this partnership.

3.7 Tarahaat

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardwar e and location(s)

Initiator Tarahaat.com is a portal of Technology and ActmmRural Advancement
(Tara), which is the marketing arm of the DelhidhsNGO Development
Alternatives (DA). Tarahaat was launched in 199@raTmarkets information on
products and services through Tarahaat.com. Theecbis developed by DA. Users
can also set up their home page in Tarahaat.cora. diim is to create a virtual
pipeline for delivery of not only DA information bualso of other rural-based
companies. The information can be accessed thrteigbentres called Tarakendras.
Location There are 38 such Tarakendras in Punjab’s Bathiidaict and the
Bundelkhand region (primarily near to Jhansi) afign

Hardware The Tarakendras use dial-up connections. In Buhdel#t VSAT links
using satellites were also used to provide convigctiAs power cuts are frequent in
some of its locations Tarahaat also provides aetligswvered generator as part of the
franchise infrastructure, which adds considerablgdsts and maintenance.

Type of telecentre model: This isa for profit model. The Tarakendras operate on the

franchisee principle. The franchisees charge aBsul0-Rs 35 for internet use. The
higher charge is for e-mails and other value adsiedice, which is quite high even
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by urban Indian standards. The Tarakendra opetatoearn about Rs 1 Igkto Rs 3
lakh a year. The franchisee receives support indp@aining in running the centre
and technical assistance. Franchisees charge aseosding to rates laid down by
Tarahaat.

Services offered by telecentres Information is offered on a range of issues that ar
relevant for everybody in rural areas. Subjectseced include health, livelihood,

governance, water, education and even entertainfbatinformation is static and on

agriculture it is related to best practices.

Tarahaat also offers value added information sesyicfor a higher fee. The

information is dynamic and this includes information market prices, weather,
astrology and an e-mail facility. Of note is Tarats educational service, Taragyaan.
The service is geared towards the needs of thd ywaath. Its English teaching

programme is a great success. To avoid connecfwitplems, the English courses
are often offered in an off-line environment.

E-readiness. It is interesting to compare the regions where Aaa is operating. In
2000 it started with four tarakendras near Jhangundelkhand, a resource-starved
region and a region of low e-readiness. Dial-upnemtions were largely unavailable
at three of them at that time, and these reliedatellite Internet connectivity. Then in
2001 it expanded into Punjab’s Bathinda districtegion of comparatively high e-
readiness: all of the telekendras here have berg d&l-up connections.

Community/involvement: May be limited. The rate for value-added inforimatis
very high, and information is also market-driven.

Relevance of information: Free information is relevant for the communiBut
value-added information is market-driven and maly e relevant to the purchaser.

Access, gender and equitability The portal Tarahaat.com has a very ‘rural-friendly’
interface. Tara assumed that low levels of literaegessitate an interface which is
more than the plain vanilla kinds of interface,tsdeveloped an animated portal (see
tarahaat.com) to attract and retain more users. edewy Tarahaat's graphic-rich
interface may not be easily accessible without gamhnectivity. Scope for
participation by women is limited.

Financial viability Provision of a diesel generator and use of VSAKdito provide
connectivity both increase costs substantially. éfheless, Tarahaat claims that a
kiosk will be able to pay for itself in 8-9 monthghile the franchisee will be able to
recoup his investment in two years.

Success and overall review: Tarahaat.com was one of the first big-ticket b f
development projects in India. It started off wigneat promise and the initial
projection was of 47,000 Tarakendras by 2006. Hane#xpansion has been much
slower, and there are only 38 Tarakendras till nBut what is going in Tarahaat's
favour is the backing of Development Alternativ8tiere is an excellent team of
development sector professionals behind Tarahadtcarrently they are undergoing

21 lakh = 100,000
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a course correction. It appears that the Taraksndith now transform themselves
into ICT-enabled enterprise development servicdse Target group is youth and
women. (i4donline March 2006).

The strategy appears to be two-pronged:

a) Tarahaat will now be an information hub for locaitrepreneur driven
products and services. The information will be mioalized and more local
economy driven, encouraging greater access to éadiss.

b) To promote local entrepreneurship, there will b&-Ehabled learning
modules at the Tarakendras.

3.8 MANAGE cyber extension initiative

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardwar e and location(s)

Initiator and locationsThe project was initiated by MANAGE (National Iitate of
Agriculture Extension Management) and the Distiuiral Development Agency
(DRDA) in 11 villages of Rangareddy District, AndhPradesh, some 50-70 kms
from Hyderabad. Nine of the systems were locatethén premises of MACTCSs
(Mutually Aided Co-operative Thrift and Credit Seties); and the other two in Gram
Panchayat offices. The locations are easily adolessThe MACTCSs are mandal-
level federations of women’s SHGs, and have grdgliaken over the management
of the kiosks.

ObjectivesThe initiative works exclusively with women andildren. It aims to
provide agricultural research and extension infaiomato rural women as quickly as
possible; to empower the women; and to facilitatpid communication via email
with DRDA, and collectorate and state level funcéines. It also aimed to reduce the
drudgery of account maintenance by providing bamkioftware to the MACTCSs.

Hardware Each village information kiosk was equipped witmaltimedia PC, a dot

matrix printer, modem and UPS (uninterruptible poweapply). The hardware is

given to the groups under agreement with the Peesidf the relevant MACTCS.

MANAGE (a) created the basic information systenhy;acted as a broker with other
agricultural organisations (to obtain relevant infation); and (c) in some cases,
provided equipment to help these other organisstibgitise content.

Type of telecentre model This is a NFP initiative, although the IT facitiba at each
kiosk is expected to raise 50% of his/her salargugh income generating activities
(especially providing IT training).

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them The kiosks are used by the
MACTCS manager and accountant for updating balammm®rds, reading local
newspapers (on their websites) etc. In additiochaaformation kiosk (in theory)
provides services to about 25-30 villages (20,00@30 people). Various e-
governance and e-commerce services are providddlaa training of various kinds.
E-governance services include: information aboet dievelopment schemes of the
district (including housing loans, crop loans); andnediate access to government
examination results. E-commerce and related sexvinelude: information about
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prices for agricultural products in local marketgdated daily, and in markets
nationally (made available at no cost by Agriwatom); technical information; and
weather forecasts.

Training includes: CD-based learning packages faking pickles, learning about
maternity and child health, nutrition and crop proiibn; and computer training in
MS Office (Word and Excel), browsing and searcliimg Internet, and using email.

The IT facilitator provides the computer trainirgythe staff who manage the kiosk
and to at least 20 people (women, and also boysgals). Users can then access
some kinds of information and services themselies,they often need to come to
these facilitators with their queries and specifarss; and the facilitators use the
Internet, search for the information and get bacthée villagers. They also translate to
Telugu information from the Internet that is in Esly. In some villages youths have
learned MS-FrontPage and other web-designing soétteals.

E-readiness: Local and State-level Context

Connectivity has been a problem, including the tpvelity of dial-up access by
standard telephone lines. It took 2-3 minutes toneat to the ISP, and the lines
disconnected after 5-10 minutes.

At the district and state levels there was a caraiole degree of e-readiness in that
government agencies were already receptive to @irayi various services
electronically and also to answering enquiries @atgiests by email. Andhra Pradesh
was seeking to position itself as one of India’sstramlvanced states in terms of IT.

Community involvement/owner ship The MACTCSs play the lead role in managing
the kiosks, so there seems to be a high level ainmonity ownership, although
MANAGE and DRDA officials carefully monitor impleméation. The MACTCS
have an accountant (basically to maintain MACTCfariices), and a Manager and 10-
12 organisers at the Mandal HQ who manage the kibis& high level of community
ownership is probably related to the fact thateéh&as an existing, well functioning
formal CBO involved from the outset.

Relevance of information offered Some of the information and services provided
seem to be popular. For example, weather forecasts market information for
farmers, and examination results. The CD on pipképaration is “a big hit in all 11
villages”.

Access, gender and equitability Access is exclusively for women and young people,
and concerns have been raised about the limitedsacto the project by men.
Information about the equitability of access seéise lacking.

Financial viability MANAGE paid the IT facilitators’ full salary durinthe first year.
This was then reduced to 50% for six months, witme contribution from the
MACTCSs. Now each MACTCS pays the facilitator’sl fsdlary. This suggests that
the contribution made by the facilitators is higlagtued by the members.

Success The access to information about government senateise village level has

enabled people to articulate their needs and desn@nd. for housing and crop loans)
much more clearly to the relevant officers, suppyirelevant documents where
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necessary. It is also putting pressure on the middid senior level state officers to
deliver the programmes and schemes to the reldardficiaries in a timely fashion.

Various women who received training are now makiigkles and selling them in

local markets.

3.9 TeleSupport project

Project description: initiator, objective(s), hardwar e and location(s)

Initiator TeleSupport is a one-year pilot project, fundedhegyEuropean Commission,
and managed by the Natural Resources Institute (UBYjectivelt is aiming to
facilitate farmer access to agricultural informatend knowledge via the internet and
via Indian and European knowledge centres and mkswbocations and partners
The project works in Kerala and West Bengal, whine project partners (both
NGOs) are Rural Agency for Social and Technologdvancement (RASTA) and
Change Initiatives, respectively. Nedworc Founda{iNetherlands) is managing the
project’s website and agricultural database andigig associated training in web-
based information sharing. Other Indian partnees @entre for Advancement of
Sustainable Agriculture (New Delhi) and Deccan Depment Society (Hyderabad).
The project has established three telecentres -riviayanad District, Kerala, and
the other in Nadia District, West Bengal. In We&nBal a ‘mobile telecentre’ (i.e.
operator with laptop visiting villages) has alsebeised.

Hardware Each telecentre has at least one PC, printer elegphone: the West

Bengal one also has a digital camera and webcamiést Bengal, a dial up

connection is being used initially, but broadbasdexpected to be available in
January 2007. In Kerala, broadband is not yet abbiland there is a dedicated dial-
up line for the PC.

Type of telecentre model This is a not-for-profit initiative. Farmers willoh be
charged for use of the services, partly becauseaipilot project.

Services offered by telecentres and uses made of them Trained telecentre operators
provide farmers with access to the internet toiabdgricultural information that will

enable them to address constraints and take adyaofaopportunities. The project
has been building up a database of good agricuipuagtices: this and other sources
are accessed by the telecentre operators. Thecptme been focusing primarily on
four technical themes — soil fertility, livestoggpst-harvest and IPM — but is also
aiming to cover other priority topics identified bfarmers. If the necessary
information is not available from the internet thperators contact Indian and, if
necessary, European experts to see if they canessldhe farmer’'s query. The
information about agricultural practices is madeaimble in a variety of forms,

including video clips and Powerpoint presentatiaasvell as written materials. Most
enquiries in West Bengal have been about crop giotélPM and animal husbandry.

E-readiness: Local and State-level Context

Local One of the main criteria in selecting the teleaesite in Nadia district was that
there should be good connectivity. The site is aygShpur Check Post , a small
market town situated about 60 kms from Kolkatas ktlose to a national highway and
is expected to get broadband in the near futurenyMi@rmers of the area are
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commercially oriented and heavily involved in theguction and marketing of fruits
and vegetables. Thus, this locality could be clessas one omedium e-readiness.
The telecentre site in Wayanad district, Keralane remote. Connectivity is not so
good and broadband is not yet available. Potetgi@atentre clients include poor tribal
people, who are marginal farmers or landless; aiteboff non-tribals, whose main
crop is paddy. Overall, this locality is onelofv e-readiness.

State-levelThe governments of both Kerala and West Bengak himken steps
towards e-governance, but the project has notigkéd up with any e-governance
services.

Community involvement/owner ship Members of local communities were consulted
about their priority information needs (see beloand also about when it would be
convenient for them to visit the telecentres. Imd{@ one of the telecentres is located
in the offices of the partner NGO, RASTA, whiclfriequently visited by local people
for meetings, training courses etc. The other hesmall office of a SHG federation
that pays for the operational costs; and it is a@el by a few specially trained local
men and women, with regular support from RASTAfstéhe project is planning to
establish a user group for each centre that wiltagent local communities’ views on
matters relating to the use and management ofeéhtas, but this has not yet been
done.

Relevance of information offered The project carried out a survey of farmers’
information needs in villages near to each of thlecentres. The findings of this
survey and the enquires subsequently received beee influencing the topics and
issues prioritised by the project regarding entergood practices into the project
database. This should help to ensure that thenv#ton offered is relevant to local

needs. Farmers in Wayanad have taken up some gaotices (fodder crop, vermi-

composting) after seeing video clips about them.

Access, gender and equitability The project aims to make information available in
media (e.g. posters, video clips) that are intibdlegto illiterate people. Until now, the
project website and database have only used Engligldocuments (including video
clips) can be uploaded in the local language. Tiogept aims to ensure that women
have as much access to the services as men. Taishallenge, particularly for the
Nadia telecentre where a lot of the women in neailtyges are Muslim and seldom
visit the local town where the telecentre is lodat&€he project has been piloting
various ways of facilitating women’s access to infation, including: enabling
women to telephone the centre with an informati@guest; working through
women'’s self-help groups; and operating a mobikecentre and organising meetings
with women in their village.

Financial viability This is only a pilot project, there are no userrgha and it is not
aiming to be financially viable in the near futufiéhere are major costs involved in
building up the database of good practices, ariddrionger term the number of users
will need to be greatly expanded to ensure thab#émefits exceed the costs.

Success The project has only been operational for a yeait & too early to assess
how successful it has been.
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4. Compar ative Summary, Discussion and Conclusions

Table 1, at the end of this section, provides aerodew of some of the key
parameters of the initiatives reviewed in Section 3

4.1 Types of initiative

The initiatives can be grouped into three broaeggaies — profit-making, not-for-
profit and hybrid. Profit-making initiatives, suels ITC's eChoupals, naturally tend to
locate in areas where there is a fairly high lefet-readiness, as such areas represent
lower operational costs and bigger opportunitiasniaking a profit. Gyandoot and
COW, both of which are primarily NFP in ethos, dweated in districts with low
levels of e-readiness. Literacy rates, which are ohthe parameters of e-readiness
are summarised in Table 3. Tarahaat can be calgthrad in that, although it follows

a profit-making model, it was initiated by a NFP @EDevelopment Alternatives. Its
dual nature is reflected in the fact that one @foperational locations (Bundelkhand)
has a low level of e-readiness and the other (Bdthi Punjab) a medium to high
level.

4.2 E-readiness issues

Some of the projects reviewed above (e.g. Gyandepat}icularly those with a pro-
poor focus, are located in areas of low e-readirtéssks suggests that “there are very
serious questions about the value and sustainabflitelecentres in locations aiw
telecentre e-readiness”, which have tended to beacterised by “failure, impossible
economics and massive underuse”. He cites an dg&angon Mongolia, where only
one of nine telecentres set up in the late 19968llisn use.

Table 2 Illustrative Scoring System for Classifying E-Readiness, with Example

Indicators | Low(@) | Medium(@?) | High(3 | Score
Local socio-economic indicators

Education Literacy rates-| 0-55 55-70 70-100 3
Male/female mean (%)

Income population above| 0-40 40-60 60-100 1

poverty line (%)

Local infrastructure indicators

ICT infrastructure Dial-up -e.g. 2
available broadband o
wireless
available
Power supply — daily 0-3 3-9 9-24 1

availability (hours)

E-governance indicators

Public on-linefacilities None Some All 2
Electronic responses None Some All 1
Total score 10
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Heeks argues that the private sector can and atdrdor locations ohigh telecentre
e-readiness; and hence that more traditional dpu@at interventions should focus
on locations oimediumtelecentre e-readiness. Table 2 contains anrgiise set of
indicators for quantifying e-readiness that wouldlde an overall score to be given to
any particular initiative. There are six indicatoss the lowest possible score would
be six and the maximum possible would be 18. Inekeemple given (highlighted in
red font and italics in the table), the total scisr&0, which is towards the lower end
of the range.

Increasing the level of infrastructure e-readiness Most of the initiatives have
increased the level affrastructuree-readiness at their telecentres themselves, &y on
or more of the following measures:

« providing back-up power supply (diesel generatolarspower)
» providing VSAT links to provide/improve connectiyit

* investing in broadband

* negotiating improved telephone connections.

COW has taken a unique approach to overcoming strfreture weaknesses in
Mahbubnagar by making the infrastructure mobile &adsporting it to the villages.

The laptop, cell phone internet link and solar powack up are all taken to the
village on the Information Provider's motorbike. \Mever, internet access is
constrained by the fact that signal coverage igdithand the connection is expensive.
The TeleSupport Project has also used ‘mobile ¢sltees’, taking laptops to the

villages.

E-gover nance Some initiatives (Gyandoot, Drishtee) have alaggbbdto increase the
level of e-governanceat the state level by negotiating with state gorents to
provide various services on the internet. Howeuer, Gyandoot the backend
processing for all government services continuedéomanual, and consequently
response times were slow: this highlights the nieedmproving the whole system
and the information flow in both directions. ITCsalseeks to change government
laws where these could act as a barriez-tmmmerce serviceg:will not operate its
e-Choupal programme in a state until the governrhastamended its legislation on
agricultural marketing.

Improved e-governance is not necessarily permanenpositive state government
commitment to e-governance can fade away with angiaof government. For

example, in Madhya Pradesh, Gyandoot had the astipport of the government

head, Digvijay Singh, who belonged to CongressyPamt2003 the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) took over political control, and seam$iave shown less interest in the
initiative (Suryatirtha Ray, pers. comm.).

4.3 Literacy rates

One aspect of e-readiness that cannot be improuidly is literacy rates. Table 2

shows the literacy rates in various districts whitve telecentre projects operate. It
can be seen that the lowest overall rates are inbManagar, where COW operates,
and Dhar, home of Gyandoot. Dhar’s low literacyerab doubt contributed to the

22



EUROPEAN UNION  .*"".

Support TeleSupport initiative Delegaton o he
0 .xr:ga‘.mn of [h'i-ss'n .
TGb(( ) www.telesupport.org :Ea“ x'n%?:_."sﬁfm nnldnuenal

problems that Gyandoot has experienced. The latatidth the highest literacy rates
are: the state of Pondicherry, where MSSRF opertitesTeleSupport site in Kerala;
and Kheda, where the two DISK telecentres are éotat

Table 3 Literacy ratesin Various Telecentre Districts (2001)

Project District State Literacy rates

Overall Male Female
Gyandoot Dhar Madhya P. 52.7 66.2 38.6
C.O.wW Mahbubnagar| Andhra P. 45,5 57.9 32.8
MSSRF RKCs Pondicherry 81.5 88.9 74.1
eChoupals NA NA
Drishteé NA NA
DISK Kheda Gujarat 72.7 86.6 57.8
Tarahaat 1 Bundelkhand  Uttar P.
Tarahaat 2 Bathinda Punjab 61.5 68.3 53.8
MANAGE Rangareddy A. Pradesh 66.3 75.0 57.0
TeleSupport 1| Nadia W. Bengal 66.6 72.7 60.1
TeleSupport 2| Wayanad Kerala 85.5 90.3 80.8

! These two projects operate in several districts.

Sourcehttp://educationforallindia.com/pagel57.htmi

Tarahaat deliberately chose two contrasting lonati@undelkhand and the relatively
prosperous Bathinda district in Punjab. TeleSupped also chosen two contrasting
locations, but paradoxically the literacy rate ighler in Wayanad, the less developed
location. This is presumably a reflection of theceptionally high literacy rate for
Kerala as a whole.

Some initiatives have sought to provide informattonilliterate people by using a

range of media that do not rely on the printed wéa example, MSSRF broadcasts
radio programmes at its rural knowledge centresl, aiganises video conferences
involving community members and experts. The Tebgp®u project has made and
used a range of short videos describing good dgrrali practices.

4.4 Breadth and depth of services

Many different services are provided by the initi@$, which can be grouped into the
following four categories:

1. e-commerce (e.g. technical information about emisep, purchase of
agricultural inputs, market prices)

2. e-governance (e.g. copies of land records, onriigéstration of applications,
information about government programmes)

3. educational (e.g computer skills, English)

4. personal (including email, health, entertainmenigital photography,
matrimonial services).
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Telecentres must generate and satisfy a certagl tdvdemand for their services in
order to be viable. There seem to be two diffestrategies for achieving this level of
demand — going for breadth and going for depth. &amitiatives provide a wide
range of services, spanning e-commerce, e-goveenautcation and personal (see
Table 1). The range of services tends to be widdr NGO (MSSRF, VIDAL) and
public sector (Gyandoot, Dhar district) telecenprejects than with private sector
profit-making ones (ITC, DISK). These two profit-kiag initiatives primarily focus,

in depth, on specific agricultural commodities, @&k to enhance production and/or
marketing of them. Drishtee is the only PM initi@ireviewed that aims to make a
profit from providing a wide range of services. Mageneral experience suggests that
it is better to begin with a limited but relevamidahigh quality information service,
and then to broaden the coverage to include oilgargriority needs (1ICD, 2006).

4.5 Assessing the performance and impact of telecantiatives

Direct benefits There do not seem to have been any systematiepémdient
assessments of the impact of any of the initiatresewed. Nevertheless, various
kinds of direct benefits have been identified inrenthhan one of them, notably:

* higher prices for crop, livestock and fish produets a result of being better
informed about market prices;

* higher crop yields and/or reduced post-harvesekbss a result of improved
agricultural practices and weather reports (infiieg harvesting times);

e access to grants or loans of various kinds (eantgrfor infrastructure, crop
loans, housing loans).

Indirect benefits There is evidence that projects that have provielggbvernance
services (such as Gyandoot and the Manage profeste empowered villagers,
created greater transparency and improved the mpeafce of government
functionaries and services in terms of coveragespeed of response.

Telecentres can also provide a physical and sepate that may be valued by certain
groups. For example, young men in Bangalore usedaltres as a location for direct
interaction with peers (Nisbett, 2005), and Muslimmen in New Delhi value their
telecentre for the social space it creates, in whiey are free from the gaze and
control of family (UNESCO, 2005). The MSSRF knowgedcentres also seem to
provide a social space for villagers.

In telecentre planning, monitoring and evaluatidre temphasis has been on
consumptioni.e. the ways in which telecentres support the efsinformation and
communication by telecentre clients (Heeks, Oct@®€5). However, there are other
schools of thought as to what projects and theirBVi#hd impact assessment should
focus on.Oneis that there needs to be a greater emphasidemetdres aproductive
entities, in which the telecentre is perceived mdTasector business that generates
jobs, incomes and skills (a) for those who runnd gb) for those who use its
technology as an input into a micro-enterprise.(&grd processing, IT training)
(ibid). Several of the projects reviewed above pted training in IT skills to
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community members, including young people, and heaxe generated some benefits
of this kind.

Projects, particularly those with an empowermentu$y and associated M&E should
also take account of the development of the useagacity to articulate their
information needs and to access and act upon imfttom (Beardon, 2005). It has
been suggested that a ‘capabilities approach’ kBentan evaluation and impact
assessment, based on the following four criteria:

1. local communities’ access to information from vagsources;

2. local communities’ ability to process and evaluatermation;

3. capacity of local communities to assimilate infotio@ in their own lives and
produce information for others; and

4. local communities’ ability to advocate for localdwledge in public spheres
(Garai and Shadrach, 2006).

4.6 Equitability and poverty focus

Initiatives operating under the PM model target gjeovho have the money and
literacy skills needed to utilise the services @tk and this tends to be better off male
farmers or villagers: equitability of access cordduce the financial viability of the
telecentre. In contrast, NFP initiatives have sough service poorer villagers,
particularly women. With this in mind, MSSRF reaesrparticipating villages to agree
to a set of conditions, which include guaranteeingess to Dalits, and ensuring that
at least half of the trained volunteers are wongnis kind of practice should be
commended and replicated.

Nevertheless, as noted earlier, Professor Ashwaitih $oncluded that the poor are
under-represented in accessing the MSSRF knowleelggees. Professor Saith argues
that information about crop production and marketgs, for example, is of interest
mainly to landowners - not to the poor, who aredpreinantly landless. Similarly,
Gyandoot was largely unsuccessful in reaching ther,pits primary target group.
This kind of targeting failure is common to mostrms of rural development
intervention in India, and is partly a product ottal structures and power relations.
These experiences highlight the need for a comdhiied sustained pro-poor
approach by implementers of NFP initiatives if ascis to be equitable.

The language of the information materials availafletelecentres and associated
websites is often English, and this may also msaiccessibility. This was identified
as a major hindrance in the MANAGE project.

4.7 Sustainability

Sustainability is determined by a wide range oftdec the chances of it being
achieved will be maximised if there are high levetse-readiness and information
relevance. In the PM model the telecentre operéi@nchisee) and the parent
company sustain the service by making a profit; nee in the NFP model a high
level of community involvement may be a pre-redai$or sustainability. Training of
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community members in accessing services is alsmritapt for sustainability in the
NFP model, and may not be provided in the PM model.

Profit-making initiatives tend to have low levelsammmunity involvement, because
they are individualistic in nature, with the telatre operator seeking to make a profit
by providing a service to individual users. It istnin his/her interest to train
community members to undertake tasks that (s)hfonpes. DISK may be a partial
exception to this, in that the computers and saftveae housed in the premises of the
dairy cooperative societies. Only MSSRF and MANAGE&em to have aimed to
achieve a high level of community involvement aadnership’.

Some initiatives have been designed to work withstayg community-based
organisations (CBOs), which should increase theliikbod of achieving institutional
sustainability provided the CBO is functioning weMANAGE linked up with SHG
federations (MACTCSs), COW with SHGs and DISK wdiry cooperatives.

It appears that a high level of telecentre use @#mer be achieved by offering a
narrow range of services that will enhance the’siggpfits in a particular enterprise
or set of enterprises; or by offering a wide raonfeservices, thereby enabling each
user to choose those that are most important thiherObviously, it is important to
ensure that the information and services offeredparceived by prospective users as
being relevant and important. The Gyandoot expeeesuggests that this needs to be
done very carefully if a reliable assessment isetanade.

As far asfinancial sustainabilityis concerned, it is doubtful whether any telecentr
operating on the NFP model have yet broken eveis. bt clear whether PM ones
have either. Earlier parts of this paper have giwere attention to revenue than
costs. One important cost element is the cost oviging locally relevant content;
and local content is essential for many kinds afvise, including agricultural
technologies and market prices, and weather. $ftieieded to be done separately for
each telecentre the cost would be prohibitive; wliere there is a cluster of several
telecentres the cost per centre is reduced. One issquiring clarification is how
many centres need to be in a cluster before anatiué can break even.

4.8 Conclusions

The sub-title of this paper posed a question —ara& telecentres in India “a failed
fad or the way forward"? Informatiors important to rural people, including the
marginalised; but this paper suggests that a n&rrimeused telecentres approach is
not the best way to address information needst tends to be technology-centred
and supply-led. Instead, what is needed is a pemgiged, demand-led approach,
that focuses on developing the capacity of disatged groups to identify and
articulate their information needs and preferreddime access the required
information, through whatever media and sourcesmaost appropriate, and then
manage and use it effectively to improve their liv@ods. It would be more
appropriate to describe such an approach as basggdlon community information or
knowledge centres.

Experience has highlighted the need for a wide eaofjmedia in managing and
supplying information, and the importance of traial media as well as ‘modern’
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ones. Radio is a popular and widely accessed medwmural India and Africa
(Beardon, 2005) that has not been prioritised lgyam development agencies to the
extent that the internet has, and recent legigathanges in India may facilitate more
extensive use of radio in development initiativiekbile phones have considerable
potential too yet have also been relatively neglédty development agencies.

There is still a role for the internet, howeverrtjgalarly as several of the constraints
experienced until now by many computer and intefoetised initiatives in India are

being eased. Connectivity problems are being radjupartly through increased

broadband coverage; and the development of usefuknt and applications relating

to social and productive sectors is rapidly inciregsncluding products in many local

languages. Major national initiatives, such as Mis2007, as well as local ones, are
helping to drive forward this process.
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Table 1 Comparative Summary of Nine Indian Telecentre Initiatives

No. | Project Initiator | Where Start | No.of | Model® | Services | Sectors’ e-readiness Community | Info Access Financial
year | kiosks Local State | Involvement | relevance | Women | Equity | Viability
1 Gyandoot| Dhar Dhar district, 2000?| 31 | PMor | e-gov Ag ?? L M L L/M L L L
district MP NFP e-comm
personal
2 C.O.wW VIDAL Mahbubnagar, | 2003 NA hybrid | e-gov H,Aqg, L M ? ? H?? ? M?
AP e-comm? | Ed
education
personal
3 RKCs MSSRF | Pondicherry/ 1998 12 NFP | e-gov &e- | HAg, H ? H? ? H? N? L?
Tamil Nadu comm Ed, We, | (was L)
education | F
personal
4 eChoupals ITC 5 states 2000 5100| PM e-comm Ag,F H* Varieg L H L L H
5 Drishtee Drishtee | 6 districtsin6 | ? 309 PM e-gov Ag,H,Ed | Varies Varies L H L? L? H
states e-comm
educational
personal
6 DISK NDDB Kheda district, | 1999?| 2 PM Mainly e- | dairy H? ? L M/H M ? LinST,
Gujarat comm HinL-T?
7 Tarahaat Devel't | Bundelkhand, | 1999 38 hybrid | e-gov H,Ag, Bathinda=H L M/H L L M?
Altern. Bathinda,Punjah e-comm Ed, We | Bundel.=L
education
personal
8 Cyber MANAGE | Rangareddy, AH 2000 11 NFP e-gov Ag, H, L M H M? H ? M
extension e-comm Ed
education
personal
9a | Tele- Change | Nadia,West 2006 1 NFP | e-comm Ag M M M H? ? ? L?
support | Initiat. Bengal
9b | Tele- RASTA | Wayanad, 2006 2 NFP e-comm Ag L H H H? H ? L?
support Kerala

In the columns to the right of the table three gaties are used, namely: low (L), medium (M) andhH{H).
*|TC invests in ICT and power supply infrastru@when starting in a new location.

! The categories of models are profit-making (PMJ ant-for-profit (NFP)

% The sectors are: agriculture (Ag), education (Bdglth (H), weather (We) and fishing/aquacult®e (
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