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 Abstract               
 
A vast majority of India’s one billion population lives in rural areas where benefits 
of the highly developed ICT technologies have not yet percolated. The populace 
is deprived of some basic necessities, which can be enabled through 
communications, an issue that was highlighted by ITU’s Maitland Commission 
more than two decades ago. This Paper attempts to take an overview of the 
problems and presents feasible solutions on the platform of the ITU. If these are 
implemented, the beneficiary would be the common citizen – which is an 
important aim of the Union. 
 
 
 
 
The Contribution 
 
                      “Creation of Enabling Environment in India” 
 
1.0 The Need 
 

1.1 Like in many developing countries of the world, most of the 
population lives in rural areas of India. To enable this majority of the 
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population to merge in the mainstream of burgeoning Information 
Society is a gigantic task facing telecommunication professionals. 
The dogma of ”Missing Link” brought out by Maitland Commission 
set up by the ITU, in its report published in 1984 continues to haunt 
India in spite of the rapid strides the technology has made since. 
This Paper aims to present a holistic appreciation of the problems 
and certain feasible solutions to bridge the missing link, on the 
platform of the Union. 

 
1.2 The situation gets more accentuated in case of India when 

compared with many other countries since the magnitude is mind-
boggling. More than half a billion people live in rural and remote 
areas where the primary occupation is farming, and another 30 
million in semi-urban regions where in addition to farming the 
population attends to trading and other industry-related activities. 
All these areas total to about 80 percent of India’s geographical 
area of over 3.25 million square kilometers! 

 
1.3 Poor literacy in case of such members of the population presents 

yet another daunting issue. In order to enable them to benefit from 
ICT, the information has to be presented in the relevant form e.g. 
visual form or local language or communicated to them by a 
dedicated computer-literate volunteer. 
 

 
 
2 Attempts So Far 
 

2.1 For over 50 years efforts have been made to provide 
telecommunication facilities to cover all nook and corners of the 
country besides catering to the needs of the urban areas. The 
former require considerable investment and availability of 
technology, whereas the latter could be met by installation of 
switching centres in denser population hubs, viz. towns and cities. 
Consequently, in the state monopolist past, with severe resource 
crunch, the rural areas had to make do with sparse connectivity 
based on policy compulsions of politico-social nature with much of 
the hinterland and remote areas going without any connectivity. 
The network capital and operations costs with the then 
contemporary technologies were too high to make such service 
commercially viable. 

 
2.2 With the enhancement of wireless technology, efforts were made to 

deploy certain analogue wireless systems – point to point and point 
to multipoint – in addition to wireline carrier systems. The situation 
improved only to a small extent. 
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2.3 In the early eighties, this matter was taken up through a specially 
constituted ‘Rural Development Task Force’ which recommended 
provision of at least one public phone in a notional five-kilometer 
hexagon, so that a villager would not have to travel more than five 
kilometers to access a phone. The basic principles laid down by 
this Task Force enabled a proper implementation plan to be 
finalized. The requirements thrown up in the present times are that 
every household should have access to a broadband medium at a 
reasonable distance, possibly within the village. Even after the 
telecom reforms, and the arrival of private service providers the 
situation is far to seek. 

 
2.4 What are the constraints today in a “no holds barred scenario” with 

full policy support, now when the Universal Service Obligation Fund 
(USOF) has adequate financial resources and new wireless 
technologies abound is a matter needing serious consideration at 
the highest levels of the State and the Central Governments.  

 
 
3 Suggested Strategies 
 

3.1 In order to create an ‘enabling environment’ the first and most 
important requirement is that the desired focus ought to be 
bestowed on the rural consumer as an individual and not as a mere 
entity. The amazing aspect of a rural customer is that he 
understands value, sometimes more than his urban counterpart; 
service providers often face problems in communicating value to 
him. 

 
3.2 Poor consumers see access to information, knowledge, healthcare, 

education, transport and agriculture-related advice as the means to 
earn more. They see all these as methods by which they can work 
better, do more in a day, and enhance their efficiency for improving 
incomes to get out of the clutches of poverty. Now having waited 
long enough, he is entitled at least to broadband connectivity. 

 
3.3 Next, the mindset of Governmental authorities dealing with 

telecommunication sector and other concerned Ministries, the 
telecom regulator must be target-oriented; the same would apply 
equally to the service providers. 

 
3.4 Vision – or the lack of it – proves a serious handicap in 

administration of schemes. Administrators often forget that they are 
not merely to fulfill today’s needs. They must, more importantly, 
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provide for the future. And it goes without saying that the products 
themselves need to be future-proof.  

 
3.5 There is yet another parameter which gets lost sight of: clear 

definition of authority: This applies to the financial as well as the 
administrative responsibility vested in the functionaries who are 
entrusted with the job. 

 
3.6 Last but not the least, the product offered must match the 

aspirations of the end user. Fortunately as a result of the liberal and 
progressive policies adopted by the Government during the past 
nearly twenty years, the rural populace has sparable financial 
resources almost of the same order as the lower rung of the urban 
consumer Today the per capita income of the top 20-30% rural 
segment is not much different from the urban middle class. This 
means that affordability is to a great extent similar in these two 
segments. High-end cell phones and TV sets and several white 
goods, mo-bikes, are sold in rural areas – people are ready to pay 
for products and services providing ‘value’ to them. 

 
 
4 Recommended action points 
 

4.1 It would be apparent from the foregoing that marketing and selling 
have been one of the most difficult exercises in this part of the 
world. Apart from the product in focus, plenty of other problems 
have to be addressed – lack of infrastructure, inadequate 
distribution network, and specially lack of understanding of the 
customer’s mindset. 

 
4.2 It would be necessary for the Central Government to entrust the job 

of addressing these issues and implementing this task to one of the 
Semi-Government organizations as the nodal agency.  That 
Agency would have to take note of the ‘strategies’ suggested in the 
preceding Section of this Paper. Funds needed for this ‘National 
Project’ should be made available from the USO Fund, as 
mentioned in Section 2.4 supra. 

 
4.3 It is said that if you can sell a product across the length and breadth 

of India, you can easily sell it in any part of the world. This aptly 
describes the scenario in so far as telecommunication facilities and 
related products are concerned. Only when the aforesaid steps are 
taken, one can hope that the enabling telecommunication 
environment would have been established and the benefits of this 
powerful tool would benefit – in true sense - the citizen.  

                                      ______________________________   
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