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ABSTRACT

Spectacular growth in information and communication technologies (ICTs), and spedificaly
the internet, has the potentia to offer a new generation of tools for rurd development. The
internet, with its huge quantities and variely of content, is increasingly becoming an effective
Odivery and exchange sydem for information and knowledge, continuing educatiion and
learning. However, rurd ICT requires specid efforts to create appropriste models for those
who ca? neither afford the Internet access nor have the language capacity to understand the
content.

New information and communication technologies represent perhaps the greatest tool
to date for sdf-educaion and vaue-addition to an individud or community’s own efforts for
devdopment, yet poor rurd communities do not have the necessay awareness, sills or
fedilities to contribute to ther own devdopment usng ICTs The mgority and those with the
least resources in South Asa are being left out of the benefits of these new technologies ad
more importantly, rurd aess do even have a foothold in the revolution that ICTs ae
usheing in.

Pardld to other increasing forms of ineguity, there is an evident gap, widening & an
exponentid rate, between those with access to media and ICTs as productive tools and those
without. Closng what has become known as ‘the digitd divide is paticulaly important
precisely because digita ICTs cut across and add vaue to dl fiedds of devdopment and offer
goplictions to bridge the spectrum of inequities of which the ‘digitd divide is only an
extenson or asymptom.

The communication scenario dong with the politicd context in the idand nation of
Si Laka is vay much dmila to mog its South Adan neghbours The meropolis and
regiona centres are witnessng rapid expandons in tdecom and media sectors while
telephones, dectricity and dean drinking water are luxuries for many in the countryside.

The absence of relevant experience is mgor barier for rurd ICT usage. One example
that offers some useful ingght and successul dements for a modd is Kothmade Community
Radio and Internet in centra Sri Lanka

K OTHMALE

The internet project a Kothmde was initiated in 1998 — by UNESCO in partnership with a
sries of S Lankan and international agencies” — spedificaly to address ‘the digitd divide

' Unpublished UNESCO documents related to the replication of the Kothmale project; Wijayananda
Jayaweera, 2001.
?Partners included the Sri Lankan Government, Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation, Sri Lanka
Telecom and University of Colombo
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by piloting a modd for rurd ICT gpplicaion. It wes the initid days of the digitd divide
discourse.

The dements that meke Kothmde sand out in the fidd of ICT projects ae the
‘marriage of internet with locd community radio and the innovation in rasng rurd
community awareness of ICTsthat this convergence has alowed.

Radio Web Browsng

The community radio dation broadcests a daly ‘Radio Browsing the Internet’
programme, and in this progranme, the broadcasters, supported by resource
personne, browse the Internet onar together with ther ligeners and discuss and
contextudise information in locd language. The radio programme thus contributes
to rase awareness about the Internet in a participatory manner, the liseners request
the broadcagters to surf the WEB on ther behdf and the programme transmits
information in respponse to ther reguests This information is explaned and
contextudised with the help of the dudio guedts, for example a locd doctor may
explain data on a hedth website” UNESCO Project Documents

Combining Internet with radio, both on and off the ar, ard gpproaching radio ligeners
as potentid internet users has taken ICTs to a reatively common place awareness in an area
that five years previoudy was lacking in not only a computer but a tlephone. While there are
dill only a handful of computers and teephones by interfacing internet through radio, both
directly through the physcd avaldbility of computers a the radio dation and indirectly but
with more dramatic results by meking web-browsng into the beds for daly radio shows
thousands of people have been exposad to the internet. A dgnificant portion of these people
has been dble to use the internet themsdves and some have benefited directly in terms of
education, business and livelihood, entertainment and enjoyment.

The presence of computers and internet access dong with the accumulation of skills,
largdy through peer-based training, has led to an expanded locd capecity to use ICTSs, one of
the project's key achievements The Kothmade modd dealy demondraes the potentid
development impact of access to web-based information, both for the individud and the
community-at-large. However locad capecity exceeds the avalability of access points and
aopropriate content, two other key condderations in rurd ICT gpplication, and two and a hdf
years into the project, the benefits appear to be concentrated in certain demographic sectors
and the project has not ddivered a recipe for sugtanahility.

K OTHMALE COMMUNITY RADIO
In South Asa where locdised media channds continue to be rare to nonexigent, Si Lanka
was the firg country to introduce nongovernment radio and predating that by more than a
decade, the firgt to introduce any sort of community radio.

The Si Lanka Broadcedting Corporation’'s community radio programming and locd
FM dations, from their origins in the Mahawei community radio initidives in the dghties’,
to the Kothmde internet project in the nindties, are an unusud example of community media
and amodd thet other governments, advocates and communities should consider.

S BCs ‘community radioc ddions exig officdly through the government
broadcagting sysem and SLBC provides an operdiond infresructure sdaried and trained
daff, sudio fadilities and equipment, and perhgps most importantly, permisson to broadcast.

3Community radios in Sri Lanka, including Kothmale Community Radio (KCR), came into being
during the resettlement of some 60 000 people as a result of the Mahaweli irrigation project.
Community radios were identified as a means to mitigate the relocation of people into new areas.
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The ddions are top down in terms of licenang and core operdions, however the functioning
of the stations and what impact they haveis clearly at theloca leve.

This is certainly the case @ Kothmde Community Radio (KCR), SLBC's best-known
community dation. KCR is located a& Mawathula in the Kotmde Vadley in the centrd hilly
aea of Si Lanka not fa from the former capitd, Kandy. The towns of Gampola and
Nawdapitiya as wel as some 50 villages and 17 schools are within the daion’s broadcast
range, giving KCR a totad potentid audience of over 200 000 people KCR has one
functioning dudio that feeds to a 300-wett trangmitter that in turn puts out an 11.5 hour plit
morming-evening broadcast day. The ddion has a smdl core gaff, some full-time, some pad
on a per-programme basis and some volunteers.

Kothmde is a locd radio dation. Adde from bureaucrdic links and a lot of publicity
in the past few years about the Kothmae internet project, the dation goes largely unnoticed
outdde of its trangmisson range Although it is officddly pat of SLBC, outsde of
infrastructure and with certain limitations, Kothmae has a high degree of autonomy if not
editorid independence. The dation raises funds through advertisng, as much as 75% of its
budget, and mekes independent decisons about programming giving it a degree of
autonomy. Management and dtaffing are locd. The dtation makes use of a significant number
of volunteers, fedures an active ligdeners group and hes a high degree of community
interaction.

However even as the flagship of SLBC's four community deions Kothmaé€'s
potentid growth as a rurd communications vehide, for radio or for internet, is limited by the
lack of independence. The dation has greater cgpacity than authority in decisorrmeking, is
weighed-down by bureaucracy and has greater potentia than impect.

SocH cods of the ‘digitd divide

A frequent scenario that flashed across our minds was rurd youth with little or no
ICT ills beng margindised in the job make. There ae kids in village schools
who do not receive ther text books on time while ther counterparts in urban
schools are sending emails and surfing the internet for supplementary  information
for sthool projects. Inevitebly, dl these children will be queuing for employment in
the near future and most probably the ones who lack familiarity ad kills in ICTs
will be Sddined.

Si Lanka has seen enough blood spilled in its fifty years of independence. There
have been two vident youth insurrections in the south and a civil war continues in
the north. Margindisaion from the mandream and frudration of the vernacular-
educaied youth ae often Sted as the man reasons undelying these violent
reections In this context the digita divide is not something academic but something
red, something that provokes shocking memories and impulses for action among
those who have seen the socid cost incurred by unequa opportunitiesin Sri Lanka

MJR David in recallections aout planning the Kothmae project.

K OTHMALE COMMUNITY RADIO AND | NTERNET

The effectiveness of basing the internet project a a cammunity redio is evident not only in
increesng locd ICT capacity, convergence of the two media dso represents a Sgnificant
expangon in the cgpacity of locd community radio. SLBC's community radio daions hed
been st up for community communication purposes, two decades had passed and something
new was cealy needed. The trandormation of community radio into a window for the
community to look outwards without loosng track of its immediate redities provided a
pathway to take community radio forward
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KCR was technicdly upgraded for the addition of the internet project. Previoudy
Stuated on an isolated hilltop, the dudios and offices were moved to a more accessble
location and linked to the tranamitter by a separate rdlay. The new daion was wired for the
internet usng a dedicated 64 kbs microwave connection, a server computer, three internet
computers & the radio dation itsdf, two for community access and one for radio
programming; dso atdephoneline.

There were non-technicd initigtives to assess the informaion and communication
needs of the community. A fidd sudy for the initid needs assessment was conducted by
project and dation daff, giving them fird hand knowledge of how the community perceived
computers and internet as wedl as an opportunity to find out what they expected from the
project.

Key points from the operationd guiddines developed & a workshop to review the

Kothmale project sinitid needs assessment:
The Internet and other new communicaion technologies should not be presented
as a technologicd gimmick or marvel. They should be presented as a something
that isuseful in day-to-day life.
The firg precondition for success is active community participation. For this the
computers and other fadlities should be placed and operated in a user-friendly
manner.
Smple sepby-gep indructions should be prepared on how to use the Internet
and there should be someone at the radio dations and access points to explain
the Internet and how it is used.
As may do not have tdephones the importance of postcards should be
emphasised within the radio program.
Internet content should be put across the radio program with reference to the
locd context.
As a consderable degree of preparaion is needed, any single presenter should
not do more than one radio program per week.
Women should be encouraged to participate.
The local database should be up dated regularly teking in to account information
needs that would emerge within the process.
The daff should not be over cautious about breskdowns in computers. The users
should be given afree hand.

M ODELLING RURAL COMMUNITY ICT

The Kothmae project targeted different dements that are essentid for the success of ICTs in
a rurd context: community awareness, skills capacity, public access and locdly appropriate
content. Although the modd represents an integrated gpproach of these dements, the
achievements of the project are primarily in the areas of awareness and loca capacity.
Sonificantly, the project does demondrate the potentid of the modd to goply tangible ICT
benefitsin arura area

AWARENESS

The desgn of the Kothmale project takes as a arting point that awareness is an integrd part
of the process of motivating members of a rurd community to use ICTs. Awareness éads to
access, the growth of capacity through basc and follow~up training, and to demend for
locally appropriate content and an increasein loca content production.
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The criticdl lack of awaeness as to the uses and benefits of information and
communicetion technologies is evident not only in rurd aess, with fames and labourers,
but dso with the implementers of devdopment programmes, from NGOs to locd and didtrict
governments. Even where the technologies ae avalable in developing countries, the
magority of people, besdes the problems of affordability, do not use the internet because they
fed uncomfortable usng it or are unaware of its utility.

Before a person will use the internet, they must have some sense of what it is. Before
they can use t productively, they need to have a sense of what it can do. While this is true
everywhere, in rurd aress of regions like South Asa basc awareness is a formidable barier,
especidly given the absence of factors that in other areas have established a foundation upon
which ICT use has mushroomed. ICT coverage in the media tha boosts overdl awareness
tends to come only once a maket has been established; likewise, word of mouth functions
only when there is something to tak about. In most of rurd South Ada there are no
computers, not in schools, offices nor homes. There is no sort of visble or afordable internet
access a dl for that maiter. The Stuation may be changing, but very dowly amongst a vast

population.

RADIO WEB BROWSING

Before it was inaugurated a a musica event that drew thousands, the project daff hed visted
schools, temples and government indtitutions to talk about the merits of new communication
technologies. They used the radio to introduce computers and the internet to ligeners. As it
got off the ground, the project received a lot of dtention and its profile was high in the
community.

The morning programs genegrdly announce the daly exchange rates and the daly
wholesdle agriculture prices from the Centrd bank of Si Lanka The weather report is dso
read from the internet. The afternoon broadcasts will often incorporate S Lankan and world
news from Reuters and other web stes4

To some extent, any of Kothma€e's radio programmes benefit by having the resources
of the web a ther digposd as a research tool. However, the project and the programmers
have taken it further. KCR introduced the concept of ‘radio web browsing’, an innovative
tool that has been successful not only in addressng information needs, but particulaly in
terms of rasng awareness, a factor that the project has correctly identified as a pre-requiste
to addressing information needs through access or content devel opment.

Radio web browsing has opened a window onto the internet for the locad community.
By linking media, a sngle computer with access to the internet reaches thousands of people.
After researching their topics and choosing webdtes to feature, Kothma€'s programmers
browse the internet live on the radio udng a computer in the sudio. The content of each
programme focuses on specific information within a different topic: hedth, legd issues and
ICTs themsdves. Staff, volunteers and guest experts provide interpretation and trandation of
web-based information for the locd audience A huge amount of information becomes
accessble, firdly because it is explaned in smple tems secondly because it is
contextudised to suit the locd environment and thirdly and mogt importantly, information is
presented in the locd languages. The programmes have a mgor apped because the type of
information broadcast is not avalable to ligeners anywhere dse and in the early Stages of the
project the locd community knew nothing of the internet.

Important festures of the radio web browsing are the format and the timing of the
progranmes.  Significantly, the internet is not used Imply as an additiond tool for
programme research. 1ICTs and the web become the focus of the programme in terms of both

4Unpublished report on the Kothmale project; Tanya Notley, 2000.
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content and format — the shows ae essntidly live web-browsng telecasts. Nor is the
progranming iolated in the broadcas week. Radio web browsng is a one hour daly
programme block. The radio browsng programmes combine surfing the web for specific
information with learning about the internet itsdf. There are a varigty of mechaniams for
ligener input incduding podcads and drop-in vidts connections with locd schools and
community centres.

Tedimonid

As a todl of technology, the Internet is very easy to use The chdlenging part of it is
how to sdect rdevant information and use it agppropriatdy. That's what we have
been trying to here with the Internet. We present a program once week because we
think that we have to be of some savice to the community. Only when information
is interpreted within the socid context it becomes ussful. Let us give you an
exanple. We down loaded information on mosguitoes and generated a discussion
tha went wel beyond the information that was on the Internet. In addition to the
information on the internet we discussed severd traditiond ways to get rid of
mosquitoes i.e. growing flower plants, burning leaves ec. that mosquitoes are
dlergic to. A week later, a villager met me and said “l listened to your program and
| have been thinking of making a mosquito coil using these bcally available
materials’. He came up with a paste and rubbed it on a thin bamboo dripe like a
jock dick. The fume was much better than the mosguito coils avalable in the
market. It could have been an ided product for the locd market but unfortunately
the villager did not have enough capitd to inves.

D W Abeykoon & Martin Thelkarage— Lawyers

Satigics point to the success of the Kothmde project’'s focus on awareness through
radio. 48% of users sampled in a survey of 93 heard about the project’s internet access
because of the radio. In the same sample, 96% of users ligened to the dation’s internet radio
programmes:. 38% sometimes, 43% usudlly, and 15% adways®

As with other aspects of the Kothmade project, of importance is the fact that
groundwak has been lad for future growth. As Kothma€e's dation controller (E)ut it, “At this
sage | cannot say these are superb programs, but in the future they will be” Whatever the
format, radio combined with internet offers powerful educationd possibilities.

®Results from a survey conducted by Tanya Notley and included in her report (unpublished) on
Kothmale (2000). The survey employed a sample of 93 users of the Kothmale internet facilities over a
two week period.

® Sunil Wijisinghe, Kothmale Station Controller, quoted in a unpublished project report; Tanya Notley
(2000).
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KILLS

Kosda Keetharatne, an 18year-old regular student to the centre, had never used a
computer when he firs came to the dation one year ago. Like many of the students
(48% of survey respondents), he heard about the access centre from the Kothmde
FM broadcasts. Now he is cregting web pages, animaions and computer at. As a
volunteer of the daion he now teeches computer programs to other students and
hogs an internet radio broadcast once per week. “It has changed my life...] have
learnt a lot about computers because of this centre...Most of the people who come
here don't know how to use a computer. They get ther firgt lesson from here” 7

Experience in ICT gpplication for margindised and rurd communities has shown that
the ability of locd resdents with no prior computer or internet experience to mester basic
ills and even move on to more advanced levels should not be underesimated.® Kothmae
certanly reinforces this lesson, especidly with youth.

One of the mog important achievements of the Kothmde project is in the area of
kills development. Although there are severd factors a play induding high literacy rates
and a good education sysem rddive to other South Adan countries, the willingness to dlow
for leaning by doing and leaning from pears is dgnificant. As one of the guiddines
devdoped for the Kothmde project suggests ‘Staff should not be over cautious about
breskdowns of the computers. The users should be given a free hand. It is dear tha this
directive has been followed and with consderable success.

At the outset of the project and in follow-up Stages, there has been forma and
informa training for daff and the volunteers who have become fadilitators of greater
community involvement. In paticular, the proect benefited from the sarvices of an
Augrdian volunteer who trained and supported a core group of daff and volunteers and was
a condgent presence in skills devdopment over the course of two years. Kothmde daff
trained 31% of participants surveyed.

More importantly, Kothmde has demondraed that once participants especidly
youth, have badc sills to build on they teach each other and themsdves 44% of usars
sampled were peer-traned. Kosda, profiled in the above paragraph has gone on to tran new
participants & a shoot-off project based in the nearby town of Nawdapitiya

There is ds0 a demand for more opportunities of the 44% who had an opinion, 35%
wanted more computers and 27% wanted more support to their learning how to use them. ®

ACCESS

The absence of any public access facilities for the internet in rurd aress is a huge barier and
a centrd concen for projects like Kothmae Rurd connectivity is a complicated issue
involving the lack of rurd tdecom and dectricity infrastructures, the expense of this
infragtructure, commercid reluctance to invest in rurd markets, unsupportive government
polices, and the lack of gppropriate technicd solutions. Phone lines in rurd areas of South
Asa ae scarce and the telecom systems used often lack appropriate capecity, if they dlow
for internet connection a dal. Internet access through commercid shops is concentrated in

! Unpublished report on the Kothmale project; Tanya Notley, 2000.

8 Report on UNESCO Seminar on Integrating New and TraditionalInformation and Communications
Technologies for Community Development held at Kothmale in January 2001; lan Pringle (2001).
°Results from a survey conducted by Tanya Notley and included in her report (unpublished) on
Kothmale (2000). The survey employed a sample of 93 users of the Kothmale internet facilities over a
two week period.
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urban aress and until such time as the benefits are tangible, the cog is @ther prohibitive or a
aufficient deterrent to put off new users. If the internet line & Kothmae is down, the dtaff to
go to Kandy, over an hour away, to check emall.

Kothmde employs a microwave leaseline for its connectivity. The 64 kbs dedicaed
connection has worked extremdy wdl for the dation's three computers and it offers
unexplored potentid for remote access from other sStes however Kothma€e's connectivity
modd is not as yet sudanable The equipment and inddlation costs were high, but were
borne by the project and its partners as a capitd investment. Of grester concern ae the
operationd cods The internet line was down for most of 2001 because the origind
agreements for the project expired and no one was in a posgtion to pay the costs or renew the
agreement.

While the roughly USD 300/month needed to keep the line up is not necessarily a
prohibitive cod, it represents a mgor invesment for an outfit like KCR. The absence of a
government subsdy would require shifting the modd from the public sphere to one that a
least has some commercid component. From the outset, access for users has been free of cost
and this has unquedtionably been a factor in whatever success the project has enjoyed.
However, this type of access represents a mgor ongoing expense. Although the current trend
in ICT projects is towards passing on access codts to users, in the case of Kothmae, this shift
would change the nature of the project.

Asking people to pay for internet use or computer lessons is very problematic. Unless
you can find a way around chargng for access, unless you can find a way o that the redly
poor kids — who ARE the mgority of users, the ones who wak 7 kilometres to school rather
than pay Rs 2 for the bus — ae not disadvantaged by having to pay, then the project
FAILS.10

Although the internet line was restored in November 2001 through an agreement
between SLBC and UNESCQO, it is unclear for how long this arrangement can be sudtained.
KCR mug begin to look a the issue of sudtainability and weigh the cost of different options,
induding changing the means of connectivity or generating revenue through the subdantid
technica capacity that it provides KCR could for example offer didkup accounts and emall
addreses to groups, businesses and individuds who can afford pay for these savices and
thereby continue to subsidise access by members of the community who cannot.

The Kothmde modd hes drong points in tems of the non-technica aspects of
access. Community radios like Kothmae are community centres. In addition to the radio
savices, Kothmae has one of the only phones in the immediate area. The dation receives
regular input from the community in the form of letters cdls and drop-ins. The dation's
ligeners cub atracts a Szedble and representative number of community members and
dearly demondrates a sense of community ownership. People know and trust Kothmde —
it's the locd radio dtation. Basng internet access & the radio dation itsdf has been an asst
in teems of access, egpecidly the profile and interest generaed by the radio browsing
programmes.

Between 150 and 250 people in a typicd twoweek period use the two computers at the
radio station making the internet room a fairly busy place. Access is free and the dation has
tried devdoped a supportive sysem ad environment for users induding girls who form a
minority amongs usars. For those who use it, the Kothmae access centre is a unique
resource in the area. 71% of participants in a survey used the internet for the firgt time at
Kothmale and for 82% of users the Kothmale computers represents their only access.

10 Tanya Notley: Observations about the Kothmale project in email correspondence (2001).
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Tedimonid

| firs came here to sarve tea for those who came from the Universty of Colombo to
st uptheInternet. They motivated me to surf the net and within few weeks |
mastered the Internet and now | can find what ever | want within a few minutes.
Now | am very popular in school because | hdp my fdlow dudents to prepare ther
school projects. Recently there was a specid meeting convened in school to
goprecite what | have done usng the Internet and computers to improve our
sudies. | have devdoped a web ste on scouting and | hope to develop this, as there
is no information in Sinhda about scouting. | have decided to meke my future with
computers. It is a hard way ahead. | am the youngest of a family of ten but with
these computers | have some haope.

Andrew Udaya Kumara — Student

The greatest success in access has been with youth. In a sample survey, 95% of users
were between the ages of 10 and 25 with 60% between 15-20. Although the ngority are ill
boys, gender equity in access has improved. In the firs year, there were very few girls usng
the centre and it took a door-to-door campaign to increese the number of girls and young
women paticipaing in orientaions, traning ad usng the computers. In a sample survey
after two years, 41% of users were femde.

There has been success with access by locd businesspeople and community |eaders,
professonds and dudents. These examples (described in the accompanying box) are
indicative of potentid innovation aisng from access to information and on a smdl scde a
contribution to economic development.

Success Stories

Therés the dory of the baker who got new recipes from the internet, the family
funerd busness that networked themsdves into being a mgor player in Si Lankds
mortuary busness and the identification of export marketing opportunities for
jaggery, a locd pam treacle product. There's the blackamith and the bamboo artisan
who researched and benefited through new craft techniques and the environmenta
group that grew out of the networks and resources of the internet accessed a the
radio daion. There are dudents who have gotten opportunities for further Sudy
through dectronic networking and youths who have gotten jobs as a result of ther
ICT kills™

This levd of impact is extended and reinforced by the presence and popularity of the
radio browsng programmes. Although access is concentrated with youth, there are wider
benefits for the community-at-large through extenson media like radio and newdetters and
sgnificantly, through teechers and peersin schools

" Examples are culled from the Report on UNESCO Seminar on Integrating New and Traditional
Information and Communications Technologiesfor Community Development held at Kothmale in
January 2001: lan Pringle (2001); unpublished UNESCO documents relating to the replication of the
Kothmale project (2001).
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Tedimonid

| ligen to KCR regularly and when | came to know that there is an Internet facility, |
thought thet | should show it to my cdass | brougt my dass to KCR and it was
unbdlievable to find out that the facility could be used free of charge My dass and
mysdf became frequent vigtors. | make it a point to come every Wedneday to
collect information for my classes and higher dudies My favaurite topic of the
Internet program is the use of English. | download learning games & adopt them to
it radio. The kids pick up very fast. Fortunatdy, most web stes on the Interngt use
ample English. We are people, who did not even have a typewriter b use, now we
are aurfing the Internet. It is a dream come dive for me. | have motivated a large
number of teachers and students to use this fadility. The greatest thing about this is
the friendly environment and courteous daff. The doors ae open and the Steff is
ever reedy to help.

Kumuduni Aponso — Teacher

There is certainly motivation in the community to learn about and to goply ICTs In a
two-week period, 56% of users travelled over 1 hour to use the fadility, a further 33%, over
30 minutes. Over A% of these users ligen to the radio's internet programmes for more
information.*2

The access point a the radio dation itsdf has worked wdl, but with only two
computers in an accessble but not otherwise busy location, direct access to the internet is
limited in the grester community to those who have the time, the funds and the freedom to
trave to the radio dation. The technicd modd for the project has room for two or more
remote access Stes usng the station’s server computer and lease line as a minkISP. There are
internet computer terminds st up in both of the towns in Kothmaé€'s broadcast area which
would consderably expand access if they were connected, however these remote access
centres have never been fully operationd due to logigicd problems and bureaucratic
bariers. As with other agpects of the project, Kothmae's technicad set up has greater
capacity for access and potentia for revenue generation than is being used.

CONTENT

The project’'s design recognises the need for content that is gppropriate to locd interest/needs
and in languages they can eadly use That rurd resdents have a right to be digitd consumers
is one issug ancther is that rurd participants in the world-wideeweb need to be authoring
ther own materids in thar own chosen fashion. The Kothmae project has tried to address
content issues in two ways 1) through the cregtion of an online database and 2) by promoting
loca web content production.

The project's firg webste, largdy intended to address the first issue through the
cregtion of an appropriate informaion database, has had problems with the partnerships
intended to support it. Mantenance of the dte in Colombo disconnected the content
component from other activities a the dation itsdf. Updating information quickly became a
problem. Without gppropricte sysems and adminidration, the daion has unable to jointly
manage the dte. Although content was developed for the ste, the link to locd issues and
needs was tenuous. Mogt of the dte was produced in English and hes there were no

2 Results from a survey conducted by Tanya Notley and included in her report (unpublished) on
Kothmale (2000). The survey employed a sample of 93 users of the Kothmale internet facilities over a
two week period.

The Electronic Journd on Information Sysemsin Developing Countries,
http:/mww.gisdc.org



EJSDC (2002) 8, 4, 114 11

mechaniams for direct feedback or input from the rurd aspects of the project to the dte
managers in Colombo. The information was overused and quickly became sde.

Saff a the gation launched a second webste. While it does not have the same leve
of organisation or planning, kothmadenedt, has succeeded in getting locd content on the web
addressng interests if not needs. Young people who two years ago had never used a
computer are now creating web pages and usng a vaiety of sophisicated digitd production
tools. Within a year, over thirty web pages had been desgned at the dation, including content
on locd higtory, culture and religious traditions as well as poetry and artwork.

Saff, volunteers and their efforts, not the least of which is the radio browsng formd,
have mitigated the language barier by providing necessxry support: guiding basc sills
devdopment, daifying teminology, asdging with navigding technologies, directing users
to appropriate webstes, and providing interpretation and trandation. 47% of users surveyed
accesed the web for information gathering or educationdl purposes and 22% accessed the
centre for more generd compuiter training.™

Tetimonid

| own a smdl tea plantation and & that brings me some income, | can devote some
time for KCR as a Tamil presenter. First of dl, | leaned a lot about tea plantation in
other countries from the Internet. An Indian web Ste visted advised thet tededf
should not be crushed because it degades the qudity of the find product. | checked
it with the experts and they confirmed it. | was dble to share this information with
my ligeners. | dso worked with Tanya, Kothmaée's volunteer, on a sory for our
webdgte on kitul juggery. | did this because | see an export potentiad for kitul juggery
and honey for our community.

Jeyarg Pavithran — Tea plantation owner

Locd solutions to developing content and extending access to it are ongoing and
innovaive. In November 2001, KCR launched a smdl production centre in one of the nearby
towns. Volunteers are being trained in the use of computers, internet, writing and layout. The
project will publish a regular newdetter to further extend the reach of Kothmae's internet
services with goas of grester awareness, access to webrbased information in locd languages
and a greater cgpacity for the community to manage its own media

ORGANISATIONAL CAPACITY AND PROJECT SUSTAINABILITY

Unfortunately, the project guiddine that dipulaies a limited concern for kreskdowns and a
free hand for usars, was not gpplied to the overdl technicd setup and manegement of the
project’s sysems, and the Kothmae gation was never fully put in the driver's seet. While the
project appears to be sudtanable in terms of locad human resources, there has not been the
same degree of success a an organisationd level.

Management and coordination between the project’'s key partners has been an evident
factor in the limited use of potentid and sudancbility of the project. Although the
patnership of government agencies in broadcaging and tdecom dong with Colombo
Universty’s computer department was a defining factor in the project happening a dl — a
remarkable achievement in a country with very tight government control of information and
communications — it has complicated day-to-day logistics. Components such as the leaseline
connection, webdte maintenance and technica administration were intended to be managed
from Colombo and as a reault of the digance and the lack of urgency — out of dSte out of

®1bid
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mind — success a the organisationd levd, in terms of a modd for sudtainability and in other
areas has been limited.

The reasons behind the problems are largdy organisationd and of course financid.
With bureaucratic centra agencdies like Si Lanka Tdecom and Colombo  University
responsble for key dements in the project desgn, the radio dation itsdf is dissmpowered to
dedl with technical and organisationd problems when they inevitably arise.

While the dation does have cgpecity in many aress, the project has not provided the
necessary mechanisms to dlow KCR to further develop its organisationd capecity and apply
it to the internet aspect of its operations. For example, the dation did not have the passwords
for the prgect's man webste as this agpect was to be managed from Colombo. Staff were
therefore unable to updae information, upload individuad web pages or manege the dte
locdly. As a solution, they launched a separde webste. While this course improved the
Stuation in most respects, it is a limited solution in terms of the project's grester objective to
develop a database of locdly relevant content.

The daion unfortunaidy had no such home grown solutions when computers broke
down in the firg year or when the lease-line was cut off a the end of the project’s twoyear
agreement with the tdecom authority. Nor was Kothmde in an independent enough postion
to seek the funds dsaewhere or re-orient sarvices in such a way that they could generate funds
to pay for the line Poor rurd communities, with a lack of poliicd power and limited
influence, are unable to leverage the financid support they need and limited in their &bilities
to plan and implement sdf-reliant dternatives.

Locd communities cannot sart or fully deveop the infrastructure of an ICT project
without financid inputs and other support from nationd/internationd centres and yet the
savice, which is the full expresson of the proect, canot fully devdop or sudan itsdf
without ownership and overdl management by the locd community. Just as locd capacity
must be devdoped in tems of <ills and awareness of potentid ICT bendfits so must
organisationa cgpacity be developed in order to make services sustaingble.

Locd capacity

a. One of the mog sgnificant achievements of the Kothmde project, the addition of
computers and internet to KCR has increased local capacity in numerous key arees.

b. The radio ddion itsdf is better equipped generdly in terms of communications
and in oganisationd use of computers. Certanly, by regiond sandards Kothmde
isacomputer literate and internetenabled rurd organisation.

c. The radio dation is now a multimedia communications centre with a vaiety of
savices KCR is more rdevat with a much greater degree of community
participation. When the internet connection is in place, hundreds of people come to
the daion every month. In addition to a ligeners dub, KCR now has an internet
users club.

d. The g&aff and volunteers have consderably increased skills the most obvious are
in tems of research, dectronic networking and computer-based content production
both for the web and for print. Kothmae's saff and volunteers are probably the
mos ICT endbled radio gaff anywhere in the country, certainly outsde but perhgps
even incduding the capitd.

e. Community members ae wusng the intenet access centre and have
newfimproved awareness and <kills through direct and indirect access to
computersinternet. Of rurd Si Lanka, the area around Kothmde likdy has the
highest per capita rate of email accounts.

f. Youth are a notable sub-group, especidly as a crosssection of the community:
not only in terms of ther assmilaion of skills and corrdating benefits but dso in
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terms of empowerment and outlook. Education and employment opportunities are a
frequent application of the Kothmae facilities.

g. While difficult to messure how widespread and dill more difficult to assess
impact, the community as whole has dgnificantly improved access to information,
both directly and indirectly: school teachers use it for teaching specificdly about
ICTs and to get information for other topics Students, farmers, business people and
organisrs usxe it for research and networking. There is dealy potentid for
community innovation basad on access to new information.

h. Reative to other rurd aress in the country and in the subcontinent, avareness of
ICTs and what they can do is extremdy high. Although there are no datidics
Kothmaée s community of listeners are probably the most aware in South Asa

i. As a radio gation, KCR is a better information provider through the addition of
the internet. Kothma€s programming has been gonificantly enriched.  All
programmes benefit to some extent and the dation has introduced a new brand of
radio programme thet interfaces the world wide web with locd ligeners Radio web
browsing has exposed listeners to what the internet is and what it can do.

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of the Kothmde project was to demondrate a modd for a condrictive
application of ICTs in a rurd environment, to show that rurd resdents can innovate and
benefit by access to internetsourced information and that access to ICTs will empower rurd
youth. There is good quantitative, quditative and anecdotd eviderce to suggest that the
modd is effective this respect, certainly it has demondrated its potentid.

Kothmde hes lad the groundwork for the locd community to use ICTs for a vaiety
of purposss, incduding economic improvements, the devdopment of new <kills networking
and of course for entertainment and enjoyment.

Kothmd€e's experience dso demondrates the vaue of converging locdised media
sarvices and centres, in this case, usng community radio as a modd and a base for rurd ICT
goplication. This success is expecidly evident in terms of raidgng awareness, overcoming
language barriers and extending the reach of the internet through radio and in paticular the
innovation of radio welbrowsing.

Assessng impact is difficult. This agpect of evduation needs far greater atention in
ICT projects and experiences. Throughout the project, a number of efforts, induding
monitoring, focus groups and a survey, were made to sudy impact. These efforts make it
clear that no dramatic change has taken place, but rather a dow quditative change has begun
to emege, dating with subgroups of the community-at-large. The initid sSgn of this process
was adramétically increased awareness of the benefits of new communication technology.

Tedimonid

| noticed through the Internet that there was a heavy emphasis at the globd leve on
the environment. Also a the locd levd, there is a pressng need for reforestation. |

got to gather with another friend and we stopped dl our work and surfed the net day
and night to find out how we could form a NGO, we communicated hundreds of E
mails. Green Lanka Nature Conserving Asociation was the outcome. Now we are a
very active NGO. We have undertaken reforedation of more than one hundred
acres. Mahen Wegodapola— Green Lanka NGO

The impact of initigtives like those in the Kothmde project is long term, in no smdl
part because rurd Si Lanka is so far behind its urban counterparts. There is no question that
the introduction of ICTs has an impact. In less than ten years, the internet has fundamentaly
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changed life for those who use it and has made a unique imprint on the nature of work and
society for those who ae directly or indirectly pat of the socdled ‘information age'.
Although the dgns may be somewha ambiguous in this early stage, there is dso no question
that the Kothmde project is having an impact. Hundreds of youth have computer skills and
knowledge about the internet; thousands in the community know what the internet is and
what it can do. This is dgnificant because it represents a foothold and foundation on which
the Kothmale community itself can build.

The potentid that the Kothmade modd demondrates however cannot be redised
without addressing the limitations the internet connection itsdf has been down for most of
the last year, remote access Stes usng the daion as a server have never been fully
operationd, content development is only a mixed success, direct access to the internet is not
widespread. The greatest barrier to Kothmae making full use of the modd is the lack of locd
control over the project dements, from the technica Sde of connectivity, networking and Ste
maintenance to financid operations, wherein lies the potentid for sdf-rdliance. This is not to
sy tha Kothmde does not need support, both finencid and technicd, however the dation
needs to be the centre of attention and squardly enabled as an organisation.

Although Kothmde remains an isolated case and the modd has yet to be replicated
gther in Si Lanka or other parts of South Ada in dl likdihood new initigives ingoired by
Kothmde will take root in 2002 in Nepd and India With the leeseline & Kothmae once
again in operation, one can only hope thet the mode will be revitaisad in Kathmae itsdlf.

However dongsde more projects and initiatives, there must be certain prerequisite
efforts made in severd key aess Detaled evduations and impact assessments must be
caried out as pat of rurd ICT projects Smilaly, research is needed on many fronts,
inclding new technicd modds for connectivity, sysems for community manegement of
information and creative solutions for sudtanability and means of sdf-reiance. In dl cases
there must be grester sharing of information, evauaions successful and unsuccessful
practices amongst those with adirect sake in community ICT initiatives.

Gregter cooperation and more condructive engagement is required between loca
people and organisations and centre support mechanisms and agencies that have the know-
how and funds to support these type of projects At the regiond or even globd levd, the
search for quickfix formulas ‘to bridge the digitd divide nesds to be put to an end.
Community ICT gpplications will have a higher rate of success if they are pat of a cohesive
drategy supported by internationd, regiond and nationd policies that ae genuindy
interested and invested in empowering rurd men and women, girls and boys to use ICTs in
positive ways.
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