Access for all: To the Indian dream

With a low broadband internet penetration of 0.57%, policymakers are ignoring a potent tool that can
empower the man on the street and raise our per-capita gross domestic product, says Ajai Chowdhry

Imaginie every school-going child in the country
agetting information ata mouse click

Imaigire all goverrmient offices, state capitals and
panchavats conmected with mformation acoess
Imagine everyone getting land records and ra-
tion cards, and carrying out banking and bill
payments at their doorstep

Imagine farmers selling their produce with
price information of buyvers.

Imagine stwdents from the north-east having
access [o teachings of T professors.
ey India moving ¢ "t e
full patential of its human capital.

lising the

OU may say I'm a dreamer, but

I'm not the only one. By the end

of this year, every one in five, or

422 million, households across
the globe will be wired up to the intermet,
estimares Garmmer. In contrast, Tral in July
this year put India’s broadband connec-
tions at 6.8 million, or 0.57 %

This June, France’s Constitutional Co-
undil the country’s highest constitutional
authority, ruled that access tointernet isa
basic humanright- Significanty. the court
ruled against the French government's
attempts to stop intermet piracy and ob-
served that the world wide web is an ‘es-
sential tool for liberty of communication
and expression’,

In October, Finland’s ministry of trans-
portand communications made 1-megabit
{Mb) broadband web access a legal right.

Creating competition s critical 10 the
growth of broadband access. Policies have
to support broadband expansion by all
telcos that have licences and create a lev-
el playing field for ISPs.

Today, why are the poor really poor?
By denying information access 1o the
poor. we are actually keeping them poor.
The need of the hour is to democrarnise
leamning, as C K Prahalad says, which will
only happen if we democratise access

Access is the doorioall relevant informa-
donat the dick of a mouse. Inthe developed
. world, it has become as basic as, say, water
or electricity connection. In 2006, in a study
assigned by the US depanument of conmumer-
ce, researchers from the Massachusetts Ins-
trute of Technology and Camegie Mellon

University conduded that broadband ac-
cess “does enhance economic growth and
performance, and that the assumed eco-
nomic impacts are real and measurable’.
According to the study, communities in
the US enjoying broadband penetration
experienced faster growth in employment
and getting businesses— more soin IT and
It-related sectors — from 1998 o 2002
than those without broadband access.
Broadband access Is avital pre-requisite
for many new jobs and other opportuni
ties. A Waorld Bank report recently said, “A
10% increase in broadband internet con-
nections results in a 1,3% increase in real
per-capita gross domestic product (GDP).*
According to the International Telecom-
munication Union, each new broadband
connection adds twice as much to the GDP
asa new welephone connection
This has been bome out in China. Like-
wise, the secret of indusive growth over the
past decade or soin emerging giams such as
South Korea, Singapore and Sweden lies,
toa large extent, in broadband penetration.
The reason isn't hard 1o gauge: easy avail-
ability of information lures people to partic-
ipate and contribute to development, thus
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becoming agents of change themselves.
The possible outcome of induding people
— inbathurbanand rural areas—indevel-
opment due 1o spread of mobile broadband
are many and varied: access about govemn-
ment and non-government development
programmes, employment opportunities,
schooling and healthcare options, political
and economic developments, and so forth.

REJR.-U. India: Though urban India is
steadily marching ahead, the telecom
revolution is yet to leave its stamp in rural
india, where tele-density is as low as 8%
Not surprisingly, internet and broadband
access is just as low: India’s rural internet us-
age is only $million, acconding 10 JuxtCon-
sult. Though constantly evalving, the ICT
landscape has as yet failed 1o include the
majority in rural India due 10 lack of inter-
net penetration. Access 1o high-speed inter-
netservices could also throw open rural In-
dia 1o the world of BPOs, thereby opening
up job opportunities for the youth there

Finandal sector: A study by Yes Bank on the
country’s finandal inclusion found limited
telecom or broadband access as a major
roadblock, Increased broadband access will

help the government plan for financial in-
dusion: as connectivity of banks rises. more
people in villages and smaller towns could
be induded into mainstream banking.
Educarion: Only one in 10 schools in the
country h Cs, and broadband access is
near zero. The idea ist1o connect all schools
and calleges with broadband in the next
few years and democrati arming.

Intermsof imermet speed, the country is
way down the ladder, positioned at 115
amomng the nations ed recently by Aka-
mal Technologies, Thisis largely due 1o poor
internet penetration,  ineffective gquality
and high costs. For instance, the cost is sim-
ilar where it comesto a 3 Mbps broadband
connedaion (unlimited download) in the
US compared toa broadband connection of
512 Kbps (unlimited download) in India.

We should build a plan to create Access
forallasa fundamental right. Thisis deeply
connected to the government’s vision of
educaton for all as a fundamental right.
So, broadband has 1o be avallable on tap—
like water. This will lead to access 1o infor-
mation, access 10 pay-per-use, access 1o
doud computing and access 1o dialogue

Access for all can be a reality in India —
we just need to define it as a priornity.

Basic infrastructure for connectivity al-
ready exists with fibre laid by public tele-
com operators, A combination of broad-
band wireless access and fibre infrastruc-
wure should be quickly provided to extend
the last-mile connectivity, Make access a
fundamenial right and ensure it is as easi-
ly accessible as other basic necess

Broadband penetration should be made
part of budgetary allocation process as it will
enable efficient delivery of programmes of
various ministries and depanmments of cen-
wral and state governments.

W Ensure easy finandng w universalise

access, Get banks to earmark loans foren-

abling internet-connecivity devices

W Plan with a clear road map, cover each

town and village by 2014

B Do away with licence fee and other

charges on broadband connectiviry 1o ru-

ral areas to incentivise service providers,
(The author is chairman arnd CEO of

HCL Infosystemns)




