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The M.S.Swaminathan Research Foundation is a non-profit, non-political, scientific organization with headquarters at Chennai, India. It aims at addressing some of the major problems in contemporary development, such as growing damage to our basic life support systems, persistence of poverty and destitution, increasing gender inequity and jobless economic growth. Its research and training programmes are based on a pro-poor, pro-nature and pro-women orientation to the development and dissemination of new technologies. We are working in the JRD Tata Ecotechnology Centre of M.S.Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF), which aims at developing models for operationalizing sustainable development. In this letter we will share our experiences in initiating Telecenters in South India

Introduction

The concept of rural telecentre has emerged as an important strategy to fill up the gap in the digital divide in the rural areas of developing countries. International development agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and government institutions have found the concept attractive and have initiated telecenters in rural areas all over the world. Economists have pointed out how deficient information affects the development process in the rural sector (Ray, 1999). Telecenters are generally seen as instruments that can facilitate the flow of information in rural areas and help reduce transaction costs in the rural economy. Such a perspective has categorized the rural community as a user of telecenters rather than a manager of knowledge (IDRC, 2000). 

This paper describes the experiences of two Telecenters in rural Tamil Nadu, India, and argues that Telecenters should not be viewed as a mere technological instrument for the supply of information, and stresses the need for a perspective in which telecenters are considered as an important piece in the overall knowledge management of the rural community.

The M.S.Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) initiated an “Information Village Experiment” in the villages surrounding Pondicherry in South India with the support of the International Development Research Center (IDRC) of Canada. The project connected a number of villages with computer networks, and put an emphasis on the identification and production of locally relevant information (Balaji et al., 2000). Based on these experiences, MSSRF started another information village project in Kannivadi, situated in the Dindigul district Tamil Nadu. 

Unlike the villages in Pondicherry, which are situated in the coastal region, Kannivadi is in a semiarid zone in the southwest interior part of Tamil Nadu. It has less than 900 mm of annual rainfall.  In contrast to Pondicherry, which has paddy and sugar cane as the dominant crops, agriculture in Kannivadi is characterized by horticulture and floriculture-based integrated farming systems. Most of the crops cultivated in Kannivadi are susceptible to price fluctuations in the markets. Storage, transport, and perishability are some the common problems the farmers in the region regularly face. On the other hand, crops such as paddy and sugar cane have well-defined markets with predetermined prices and a well-developed procurement process by the government and sugar factories. MSSRF felt that the “Information village experiment” in Kannivadi might provide different dimensions when compared to the experiment in Pondicherry. 

Hence, we started the project at Kannivadi. Kannivadi, Puduchatram, Samiarpatty and Pudupatty are the four villages selected. They have been connected through a computer network. Each center has a computer with modem, a phone and a printer.  The preparatory phase of the project began during 2000 and the telecenters were established during April 2001.

This paper describes the experiences of telecenters at Kannivadi and Samiarpatty. The report describes the social mobilization process and the dimensions of knowledge management in the telecenters.

The region is culturally heterogeneous; several communities with different occupations reside in the area. The total number of families living in Kannivadi village is around 600 and the population is 2966.  Nearly 60% of the males and 50% of the females are literates.  The majority of the households are small and marginal farmers.  Kannivadi has schools and primary health centers. Samiarpatty has around 80 households with the total population of 171. Literacy rate among the male population is around 55% and female population is around 45%. Except for an elementary school the hamlet has no other infrastructure facilities.  Most of them are marginal farmers and landless laborers. 

Process

MSSRF believes that any development project has to go through a process of social mobilization, organization, capacity building, technology incubation, systems-management and withdrawal. Emphasis is laid on social mobilization, a process by which the mutual learning and understanding between the development agencies and the rural community is marked. The concept of withdrawal defines the financial, economic and social sustainability of the intervention whereby the community takes up the development project and internalizes it within its social and economic structure and the external support withdraws

Though MSSRF has been working in Kannivadi since 1996 in various development projects, it began a specific mobilization process on issues addressing information and knowledge management for telecenters from December 1999. We conducted a series of participatory rural appraisals (PRAs) among male and female small, marginal and large farmers, and landless laborers. Through focus group exercises, we organized discussions with the households in the off-farm sector. Attention was paid to understanding the needs of various age groups. People involved in marketing activities were specifically targeted to understand the information needs on market linkages. 

The PRAs conducted in the Kannivadi region gave us a picture about the patterns of information needs.  Male farmers are interested in improved cultivation techniques in agriculture and horticultural crops, and market details of agricultural products. The women farmers expressed the need for information regarding weeding problems in agriculture, education of their children, and health care facilities. Both the men and women of the landless households demand information about job opportunities outside their hamlets, and information to start income generation activities that could enhance their annual income. Credit is the other information area the landholding farmers feel as the most important for strengthening the working capital during the initial months of the agricultural season to meet the input costs. They felt that this would help them to escape from the clutches of the moneylenders, known as kanduvaddikaran.  The youths are looking for information related to higher education and vocational training programs. 

The villagers have been able to understand the various changes taking place in agriculture and respond to them. But the main sources for information are family elders, neighbors and relatives. This condition is more or less similar to the villages in Pondicherry where “a considerable amount of information transaction takes place between the rural poor, and this also acts as a primary source of information” (Balaji, et al., 2000) The villagers’ perceptions reveal that the mass media are mostly used for entertainment. The tight daily routine of women members of both land holding and landless households are loaded with assignments for longer hours and they have very limited time or access to different sources of information. 

In addition to PRAs, a household survey was conducted covering all the households of Samiarpatty. In this survey, the responses of men and women were separately gathered and analyzed. The survey studied the pattern of network in terms of membership to associations and groups, access to telephones, newspapers, radios, televisions and postal communication systems. Literacy, patterns of travel, and information needs were also studied.

Table 1 Memberships in the Associations, Groups and Institutions 

	S.No
	Group/association
	Percentage

	
	
	Men
	Women

	1
	Self- Help groups
	38
	6

	2
	Youth association
	10
	1

	3
	Women’s Association
	0
	44

	3
	Co-operatives
	7
	0

	4
	Political parties
	21
	0

	5
	Social service/NGOs
	1
	0

	6
	Religious organizations
	7
	4

	7
	Farmers associations
	4
	0

	8
	Other organizations
	1
	0

	9
	Without any membership
	12
	44


Table 2 Frequency of listening Radio

	S.No
	Radio listening frequency
	Percentage

	
	
	Men
	Women

	1
	Daily
	40
	19

	2
	Once in a while
	33
	34

	3
	Not listening 
	27
	47


Table 3 The Frequency of Watching TV

	S.No
	TV watching frequency
	Percentage

	
	
	Men
	Women

	1
	Daily
	63
	69

	2
	Once in a while 
	27
	26

	3
	Not watching
	10
	6


Table 4 Newspaper Reading Habits 

	S.No
	Frequency 
	Percentage

	
	
	Men
	Women

	1
	Daily 
	32
	3

	2
	Once in a while 
	21
	21

	3
	Not reading 
	48
	76


Table 5  “Have You ever talked in a Telephone?”

	S.No
	Talked over phone
	Percentage

	
	
	Men 
	Women

	1
	Yes
	74
	    54

	2
	No 
	26
	    46


Table 6 “Have you ever Written or Received a Letter?”

	S.No
	  Letter Written or Received
	Men
	Women

	
	
	Writing Letters (%)
	Receiving Letters (%)
	Writing Letters(%)
	Receiving Letters(%)

	1
	Yes
	56
	59
	43
	46

	2
	No
	44
	41
	58
	54


Table 7  Ability to Read or Write

	Details
	Men (%)
	Women(%)

	1. Can Read
	55
	41

	2. Can Not Read
	43
	59

	3. Can Write
	58
	44

	4. Can Not Write
	43
	56


Table 8 Pattern of Travel

	Travel
	Men(%)
	Women(%)

	1. Visited only within the district and within the  neighboring district
	71
	73

	2. Visited Other parts of State in Tamil Nadu
	10
	21

	3. Visited other parts of the country
	17
	4

	4. Visited Outside the Country
	3
	1


Table 9 Important Information Required for Livelihood Security

	Information
	Men(%)
	Women(%)

	Agriculture
	56
	52

	Employment
	19
	32

	Others
	25
	16


The nine tables in this paper show that the majority of the women cannot read or write. Most of them have not used telephones. They do not read newspapers and very few of them write or receive letters. Substantial numbers of them are members in women’s associations that have formed during the last decade. Among men, substantial numbers of males also are not in a position to read or write.  Many of them have not written or received postal letters. Most of them have traveled only within the district or neighboring districts. Some of the males are cyclical migrants to other states within India. Women cyclical migration takes place mostly within the state of Tamil Nadu. However, the membership of males in various groups and associations is substantial when compared to females. Newspapers and radios are reaching only a limited number of households. On the other hand, televisions have made a breakthrough in the rural areas. More than 60% of the respondents among male and females watch television daily. Film entertainment and news are the programs most usually watched by the households of Samiarpatty.  During the survey, it was found out that more than 50% of the households possess television sets. 

Thus, while conventional ICTs such as radio, postal communication, newspapers, and telephones have not entered the life of many households directly, television seems to have become a major dimension in the villager’s entertainment. Most of the conventional ICTs such as radios, newspapers and televisions provide macro-level generic information. The micro-level, location-specific information operates through an informal network of transport workers, employees of postal departments, extension officials, schoolchildren and villagers who travel to the district headquarters regularly. The drivers and the postmen carry the information regarding various social and political events in the region. Farmers who travel to the district headquarters and markets, and those who attend extension programmes, carry messages regarding technology, market price, demand and supply. 

Organization of the telecenters

Through PRAs, micro-plans were prepared in Kannivadi and Samiarpatty for the management of the telecenters.  The plans elaborated the details of the resource mobilization and identification of animators from the village community who would manage the knowledge centers and the capacity building process. The responsibilities were assigned to the village animators and management committee. The micro-plans also include a detailed strategy for periodical monitoring of the implementation and evaluation of results at the end of every six months by the village community. 

In Kannivadi, a farmer’s association called Reddiarchatram Seed Growers Association (RSGA) came forward to start a telecenter. RSGA was started in Kannivadi during 1999, with more than 200 members, to strengthen the linkages of farmers and agricultural laborers with scientific and research institutions, extension agencies, industries and market. Most of its members are small and marginal farmers and landless laborers.  

MSSRF has formed four self-help groups (SHGs) among men in Samiarpatty. Since most of the women were members in SHGs formed by the government, efforts were taken to form men's SHGs. One of the SHGs, called Poomani, came forward to manage the center in Samiarpatty. This SHG consists of sixteen members who mostly belong to marginal farmers and landless laborer households.  Two of the members of Poomani are also the traditional leaders of the village.  Poomani pointed out that it would coordinate with all the men and women SHGs of Samiarpatty and manage the center. The neighboring village of Alavachipatty was also encouraged to use the center. MSSRF and Poomani entered into an agreement that assigned specific roles to both the institutions. The agreement stressed that the center would be made available to people irrespective of caste, class and gender. Poomani also agreed to take care of the hardware and software given by MSSRF. A Pentium computer with modem, telephone, a printer, and software packages worth around US $ 2000 were given by MSSRF.  The villagers spent around US $900 for building construction and infrastructure facilities. The 80 households in the village contributed the money and labor. In Kannivadi, RSGA constructed a separate building with electrical facilities at a cost of nearly US $1,200. MSSRF provided two Pentium computers with modem, telephone and printers. In addition, a spread spectrum tower was built at a cost of US $ 5,500 to facilitate Internet transmission.  

One of the important issues that was discussed during the meetings was the economic and financial sustainability of the investments. Poomani pointed out that the center would be used by 150 households of Samiarpatty and Alavachipatty. If the center could provide information that could help in enhancing the agricultural marketing, finding more employment opportunities and improving the level of education, then the investment would be viable. Initially, they would provide the service as a free service. However, each village household would contribute for the maintenance. The cost of the service would be defined once the villagers experienced the management of the center. However, the center would remain as a common property resource of the village.

Kannivadi was more confident about the financial stability of the telecenter while preparing the micro-plans. RSGA, as an extension agency, has well-developed norms about financial management. In addition to the membership fee, the members pay a fixed fee for certain services such as linking with seed companies. It also gets support from government and development agencies for running various development projects. However, some of the general extension services are provided free of cost.  RSGA decided to charge for the Internet, and typing and printing facilities, and agreed that the location-specific information would be given free of cost.  The micro-plan also discussed the need for conducting computer education programs at a nominal fee. 

In conclusion, the villagers in both places felt that the telecenters would become viable if they are able to cater to the specific needs of the local communities. 

Knowledge-Management 

While preparing the micro-plans, the two telecenters defined the need to establish the sources, flow, interpretation and supply of information. The demand-driven information is the essence of content creation. Kannivadi and Samiarpatty were encouraged to develop the content in a style that is adequate to their socio-cultural context. This is based on the belief of MSSRF that the centers should be part of a cultural information system, reflecting “the organization of the community which shares a body of knowledge required for information-processing activities” (Hutchison, 2001). 

In Kannivadi, RSGA selected two male and two female animators. Honorariums are paid to these animators by RSGA using the surplus resources from certain development projects and from the fees paid by the farmers for extension services. The electricity and materials are paid from the telecenter income.  RSGA has started a computer-training course for the village youth and a nominal fee is charged. The income derived from this course is also used for telecenter maintenance. RSGA has established www.oddanchatrammarket.com, a web site that provides the price, stock and quality of the vegetables sold in the nearby market of Oddanchatram. The objective of this site is to enlarge the network of the market to various parts of India. RSGA believes that such an expansion will benefit the farming community by creating more demand and better price for vegetables. The data are collected by the members of RSGA and updated on a daily basis. RSGA believes that the web site will become financially sustainable and profitable once the traders understand the impact of the web site and pay for downloading the data.   

In a village meeting, the villagers of Samiarpatty selected one male animator and two female animators. Commitments were taken from the animators regarding the ethics and norms of working for the community. Unlike Kannivadi, the animators in Samiarpatty are working on a voluntary basis.

The animators were trained by MSSRF in various aspects of telecenter management such as operating the computers, managing Internet, e-mails, scanning, usage of digital camera, etc. These animators were trained in basic operations of using a PC and composing documents on MS-Word. In addition they have been introduced to Tamil fonts Amutham to prepare documents in the local language. They have been trained to gain preliminary knowledge of HTML to prepare multimedia folders. Simple hardware management techniques were taught as well. They were also trained in participatory techniques to constantly update the content to meet the needs of different social and economic sectors of the community. Location-specific content creation is a regular job based on the requirements identified through the visitor’s records maintained in the village knowledge centers.  The contents, information flow, and the management of the centers are issues discussed in the monthly meetings of RSGA and Poomani.
Knowledge Management is the key theme of these telecenters. While discussing with the villagers, the following definition of the knowledge was elaborated: “Knowledge is information combined with experience, context, interpretation, and reflection. It is a high-value form of information that is ready to apply to decisions and actions”. The project has also identified four broad themes (Davenport et al., 1998) for knowledge management as 

1. Creation of knowledge repositories, 

2. Improving knowledge access, 

3. Enhancing the knowledge environment and 

4. Managing the knowledge as an asset.

1.  Creation of Knowledge Repositories

Kannivadi and Samiarpatty began their telecenters by developing a database on indigenous knowledge on issues such as livestock management, integrated pest management, etc. They also developed a database on the practices of the farmers in cultivating 42 crops focusing on pest and disease management. This information is kept in HTML format with lots of visuals such as digital photographs and drawings. A database on the local expertise has been developed in the form of a rural yellow page. The animators and the members of various SHGs have compiled the rural yellow page consisting of names, addresses and information of various village professions such as blacksmiths, carpenters, plumbers, masons, nurses, traditional healers, etc. Similarly, a local consultant has been employed to gather information about all the development programmes in the region. This database would provide the information regarding the objectives of the programmes, eligibility for participation, etc.  Details of experts in agriculture and health are also kept in the telecenters.  

2.  Improving Knowledge Access

The telecenters have been able to get information from various web sites developed by the Indian agro-industries. In Kannivadi, using its spread spectrum technology, they have identified web sites that would be useful to the men and women of this region. Camps are organized where experts and villagers meet and discuss various issues in specific subjects. These discussions are captured in audiocassettes and video photography. In a form of question-answer, the discussions are kept in a database. Camps such as livestock management, credit management, and women’s health are being organized. The activities of the region are captured in Thagaval Thinnai (Information courtyard) where information on agriculture and horticulture prices in the regular local markets, weekly markets and informal markets, social and cultural events, training programmes, visits of experts, local entertainment, weather reports, local employment opportunities, and news from regional newspapers are regularly given supplied through local area network. Moreover print outs of some of the location specific very vital information are being pasted at the public places every day. Thus, Tagaval Thinnai is available both in ‘online’ form as well as in print form. The animators collect the information through formal channels such as web sites and informal channels such as contacting the traders. Some of the main sources of the information are agricultural extension agencies, the block development office, commission agents of the flower market at Nilakotai (a market town), Gandhigram deemed University etc,. The information is collected and provided on a daily basis. 

3.  Enhancing the knowledge environment

Regular training programmes are conducted with the aim of building horizontal transfer of knowledge. During the last six years, certain farmers and laborers, both male and female, have become resource persons in various subjects. These resource persons, using the telecenters, have started conducting training programmes for villagers on specific issues. The multi-media play a major role in the training programmes. These training programmes are focused on interactive-learning and they help to build the contents in the telecenters. Specific efforts have been made to represent the information through the local cultural symbols. Everyday, the important information is printed and pasted in various notice boards in the two villages. In various meetings and the temple festivals, the village animators have been requested to orally pass on the important messages. 

iv. Management of Knowledge as Asset

Kannivadi and Samiarpatty maintain a database regarding its users. The pattern of usage and the impact on the natural resource management and livelihood security are discussed regularly in the monthly meetings. Feedback on the content and the method of presentation are also discussed. MSSRF has trained RSGA and Poomani in participatory monitoring and evaluation methods, which will be used to study the impact of the project. The telecenters believe that the understanding of the impact, feedback from villagers, and internalizing the learning are crucial for the self-sustainability of the centers. Vegetables and flowers -- the major agricultural produce of the region -- are very much  vulnerable to price fluctuations in the market. The feedback from the farmers revealed that supply of information would strengthen the farmers’ capacity to understand the supply chain and market dynamics in perishable goods such as vegetables, and to take correct decisions to approach the market. It would also improve the farmers’ capacity for the selection of suitable crops for the season, which would fetch very good market value.  This is in contrast to the situation in the villages of Pondicherry where paddy and sugar cane are the  predominant crops, whose prices are pre-determined by government and sugar industries and hence they are not susceptible to sudden price fluctuations.  

The telecenter at Kannivadi was inaugurated during April 2001, and the center at Samiarpatty was established during September 2001. The average number of persons visiting the telecenter at Kannivadi is around 40 per day. It has also been estimated that every day nearly 70 persons are reading the information posters in the notice board. The average number of visitors to Samiarpatty telecenter is around 10 per day. Feedback is being received from the village community regarding the content and the structure of information, and efforts are being made to modify the contents as required by the rural community. Specific efforts are being made to analyze the types of users in terms of class and gender. This allows a critical examination of the content, if the users are restricted to one specific class, caste or gender.

Overview

The telecenters at Kannivadi and Samiarpatty have evolved with certain perspectives on management of knowledge as an asset. They have emerged as common property resources for the entire village community. In addition to the market-driven considerations, these centers are characterized by the local social norms and values.  The sustainability of these centers will depend on the impact these centers could create on the economic and social life of the concerned communities.

However, the telecenters are prone to certain risks. All the stakeholders are analyzing these risks and various risk-aversion strategies are being contemplated. Some of the risks are:

1. Rural India is characterized by social stratification on the basis of caste, class and gender.  The vertical and horizontal stratification system and the socio-political processes create conflicts and tensions.  In the absence of consensus, the tensions start affecting the private and common property resources.  Telecenters, being a common property resource, need careful monitoring and interventions during such problems.  Efforts should be taken to avoid that telecenters become a tool in the hands of the dominant caste and class and gender. 

2. The dynamics of modern ICT may also pose a problem to the telecenters. The rural economy, which has a slow growth rate, may not be able to match the speed at which technologies become obsolete. In such a situation, the compatibility of hardware and software would pose a problem. Though there may not be major problems in maintenance due to the prevalence of service centers in the cities, which are well connected with the villages, the increasing cost of services may pose problems.

3. A rural society is characterized by low-complexity economy.  This economy is based on personal obligations and collective norms. The new institutional economics argues that with the introduction of innovation and knowledge accumulation, the complexity and the differentiation in the economy increase with contractual rights and negotiated transactions.  Martens (1996) argues that

[W]hen a low-complexity society is suddenly brought in with 

high-complexity society, retrenchment into collective security 

and personal obligations is an economically rational reaction 

for the former.  High transaction costs are imposed on defectors

from the collective security systems, further amplified by strong 

social resistance factor.

Such a situation creates tension in the society.  It is important to understand the role of telecenters in such a transition. 

Telecenters are not mere exhibitions of modern ICTs. They should be placed in an appropriate social context and should be viewed as a part of the overall knowledge management of the community.
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