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g India present us with . i
' a unigue challenge while we
formulate new  information
technology ' policies.  Unless
deliberate  public  efforts are
made. to reduce the divide
between different regions and
sections of people, the present
eniphasis “on, and the hype
about, I'T has no special signifi-
cance in the Indian  context.
There is much hope these days
about IT being able to bridge
the widening zulf in Indian
society. IT definitely has the
potential to offer the much
needed breakthrough to achieve
some kind of socio-cconomic
‘parity and organisational effi-
ciency. But for that to take place
our public policies have to he
such that they help channel
theze new technologies to fulfil
the urgent needs of the disad-
vantaged and the faraway com-
munities. Awvoiding the so-
called digital divide should not
be as difficult as overcoming
the disparities between  the
haves and the have-nots. “Digi-
tal opportunities,”. have that
| 'positive potential.
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Bridge the dlgltal divide

procedures and technologies are
not attended to simultancously,
our progress will continue to be
lopsided.

- In this context the ' FM radio
15 a good example. Despite the
fact that FM has been in India
for well over a decade it hardly
has any*listener and is mostly
limited to metro cities although
it “has programmes. which
are also targeted at the rural
audience. This was because
while we introduced FM trans-
mitters  we  hardly  ensured
the availability of ‘radic’ sels
with & capacity to receive FM
signals. We are now lalking
of going the FM-way in a very
big manner.

0 is the case of Direct to

h Home (DTH) television.
Despite India experiment-

ing With this as early as 1975-
76, in 2400 willages spread
across six states and five lan-
guage pockets, and finding the
feasibility of this technology (o
suit needs peculiar to India, we
have " waited, ' for  over . two
decades  for a  “commercial
profosition” in this arcal China
-om the other hand went ahead
with this approach 1o connect
neatly a million rural ' settle-
ments, Unless we think of com-
ing up with a cheaper version of
new/ television sets orwe
upgrade the existing black and
whikE Cate oy antab bl e o
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| some Kind of socio-cconomic

parity and organisational effi-
ciency. But for that to take place
our public policies have to be
such that they help channel
these new technologies Lo fulfil
the urgent needs of the disad-
vantaged and the faraway com-
munities.  Avoiding the so-
called digital divide should not
be as difficult as overcoming
the disparities between the
haves and the have-nots, “Digi-
tal opportunities,” . have that
posilive potential.

But unless certain things are:

ensuréd, the much needed
empowerment of the people of
Bharat will continue to be elu-
sive. With the convergence of
IT, broadcasting, and telecom,
empowerment should no longer
be a dream. If we fail 1f achieve
this now, the country will
remain at the bottom of the lad-
der, or somewhere down there,
and will miss the opportunity
once again in this decade. When
will the rural-urban disparity in

the availability, access and use-

of communication facilities be
removed? The notion that dis-
tance has died is good. Bat what
is. more important here is that
the disparities between India
and Bharat should disappear.

This paradigm shift needed
should not mean a mere shift
from the state to the market. In
India the over-riding objective
of convergence should be a
rapid expansion, extension and
upgradation oft 1teleeom:: and
infermation networks, So“that
larger sections of people have
access to the networks and are
also able to use them. Conver-
gence. of technologies should
help India reduce the gap
between demand and supply,
tackle the information-imbal-
ance and ensure equality of its
people, both of India and
Bharat.

To achieve this we should
have proactive policies and per-
spective plans. First, empower-

ing our people and catering to-

their needs should be our over-
riding objective while devising
policies for convergence; sec-
ond, we must realise that com-
pulsions for convergence are
not' merely exports. OF course,

It 1s not enough that we become the third largest telecom network in the
world in three years, next only to the United States and China. Despite an
emphasis on rural phones and connectivity, for over a decade now, this
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could not achieve the aim of providing by 1997 at least one PCO
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exports  are  imporlant  and
essential for India to become a
global leader, Third, the com-
puter literacy movement . that
the country is witnessing should
be extended beyond the regu-
larised education system so that
a larger section of society,
beyond the schools, is covered.
Fourth. it has to be made cerlain
that language software is made
freely available so that we do
not limit IT to the English
speaking = population. - Fifth,
locally relevant and functional-
ly meaningful softwares have to
be developed in a decentralised
manner. Sixth, rather than wait-
ing for telephone or PC penetra-
tion, it has to be realised that

i television andeable television,

¥ present ina large nums
ber of [ndian households, have a
greater potential of bridging the
divide. Only when we are able
to ensure all these criteria will
we be able to leapfrog inlo the
future. :

It is not enough that we
become the third - largest tele-
com nétwork in the world in
three years, next only o the

United States and  China.
Despite an emphasis on rural
phones and connectivity, for
over a decade now, this chal-
lenge continues to ¢lude us, in
spite of the fact thal greater
technology options gre avail-
able Lo us. The 1994 National
Telecom Policy, for example,
could not achieve the aim of
providing by 1997 at least one
PCO in every village of the
GO0,000 villages targeted. NTP
1999 oo stipulated a ten-lold
increase in rural networks. But
we hardly crossed the one per
cent mark in that. The distortion
in our priorities and practices is
too ohvious.

fipourse, isolatedexamy:
ples:. af breakthroughs

taking place in our vil-
lages are wickling in. But of
such initiatives nothing is heard
from states like Uttar Pradesh,
Bihar and Orissa, Ujjain district
in Madhya Pradesh is expected
to be the first district in the
north where every village is
expected (o have an Intermet
connection before the end of

2001. By 2002, Andhra Pradesh
and Gujarat plan to provide
Internet connections to all vil-
lages and schools.

In a way this shows how a dig-
ital divide is already creeping in
between the states in the south
and those in the north. Unless
the mindsel of the government
itsetl changes India as a whole
cannot benefit from the conver-
gence of communication tech-
nologies. A proliferation in the
ministries . and  governmental
agencies can only be counler-
productive. What is needed is a
convergence  of government
departments. '

Benelits of convergence can-
not be expected to. flow fast

epough [0 acquire a mass swar
ket and thereby vwiability, unless:

the hurdles in the process are
removed and deliberate efforts
are made towards that end by
the government, by profession-
als, by R&D groups and by user
end groups. User-end orienta-
tions, as well as protection are
as important, If issues to do
with the standardisation of these

| Various COnVergence processes,

- Isnlared examples of breakthroughs taking place in our villages are
trickling in. But of such initiatives nothing is heard from states like UP,
Bihar and Orissa. Ujjain in MP is expected to be the first district in the

north where every village is expected to have an Internet connection before

the end of 2001. By 2002, AP and Gujarat plan to provide Internet

connections to all villages and schools

AT R T o e 1

15 the case of Direct (o

Home (DTH) television.

Despite India experiment-
ing with this as early as 1975-
76, in 2400 willages spread
across six states and five lan-
guagg pockets, and finding the
feasibility of this technology 1o
st feeds peculiar to India, we
havez waited for over wo
decafles  fora “commercial
proposition” in this area. China
on e other hand went ahead
withy this approach o eonnect
nearly a million rural settle-
meinfs. Unless we think 'of com-
ing fipwith a cheaper vetion of
new television sets or we
up%t‘arie the existing black and
white sets to catch the new digi-
tal broadcasts, we will not be
reducing the gap. After all two-
thirds of the television sets in
rural  areas require such  a
trafsition. In the case of PC
penelration’ too wwe need to
reduce cost. Only then we
wolilld be able to reach the target
of 26 per 1000, by 2010, The
price of a PC has to be that of a
telévision set, such that ils
scrgen . becomes 4  universal
window for the family. L sug-
gegl len “puiding criteria” o
make the most of the digital rev-
olution that the country is fac-
ing today:
o Reach of connectivity has to
be bevond the present levels.
e Access should be made easier.
e Affordable cost.

e Nlore, and appropriale, oplons

hnd choices. i
e Accountable to citizens or
LISETS.

& A level playing field. Entry
should not be preventive,

® Enrichment of people and not
merely entertainment.

e Knit people together, do not
segment or divide.

& Check monopoly and centrali-
sation of operations. .

# Should be interactive, not one-
sided.
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