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HE following are so-

me excerpts from the

soon to be released
autoblography of Mr X
entitled "Misery is My Name,
the Telephone is My Game"
— confessions of a telephone
repairman.

— 'Hello, this is Dr Despair
calling. | would like to regis-
ter a strong complaint. My
phone has been having prob-
lems for the last week, |
keep getting cross connec-
tions, sometimes others can't
call in, at other times | can't
call out and for the last two
days it has been completely
dead. My office has come to a
standstill. Please send some-
one right away.’

Right away sir'.

[Nothing happens for a
week, despite the assurance.
The important point here is
to establish who is in control.
Some customers continue to
have this naive belief that as
long as you pay your bills,
telephone service is a right.
The reality of course is that it
is a privilege, granted to the
lucky few, by the many in the
Telephone Department.]

— "Hello. this is Dr Despair
again, | registered a com-
plaint a week ago, and no one
has come. My phone has now
been dead for over a week.
This is ridiculous.’

— "We've received no such
complaint. All the lines in
your neighbourhood are hav-
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ing problems. It's the mon-
soon. Our people are working
on it. We will get to you as
soon as possible.’

[The first rule of thumb of
telephone complaints is to
deny the receipt of such a
complaint. The weather is
always a good excuse. In any
case, this customer has not
suffered enough, it's only
been two weeks. Where does
he think he is, this is after all
Bangladesh. |

— 'Hello, this is me, Dr
Despair again. It's been three
weeks now that my: phone
has been dead. This is totally
ridiculous. | am going to
complain to your superior. |

[1 hang up the phone. This
man has an attitude problem.
Who does he think he is,

to me, the telephone
complaint officer like this.
What nerve? Complaining to
my superior — as if he will
ever be able to figure who
that person is. That's the
problem with these people,
no respect, no civility. Let
him stew for a while longer.

I'll just put the phone off the
hook |

— 'Hello, this is Dr Despair
speaking. It's now been three
weeks since my phone went
dead. Could you please send

someone to take a look at it |
would be much obliged.

— T'll see what | can do.
We are really understaffed
here and there is so much to
do.’

[Well, the man has finally
learnt some manners. It has
been a slow day so far (only a
hundred complaints in the

first hour. before I put the
phone off the hook). That's
the problem with

— 'Do you want me to fix it
in one go? says Y. a man not
known for his mental acu-
men.

— 'Of course not, you
dumbbell, | sigh impatiently.
It's only been three weeks.
Just arrange it so it's working
while you are there and make
it go dead between 9 am to 6
pm. Don't screw up. Last time
I sent you to a customer, you

Bangladeshis, no patience,
everything has to be taken
care of right away. Rush!
Rush! Rush! [ guess | should
have someone take a look at
this chap Despair's phone.
There really doesn't seem to
be very much else to do. |
have already finished reading
the newspaper from cover to
cover, and had my third cup
of tea. Let me call Y, the
lineman.|

— Y, try to swing by the
good doctor sometime this
week — no reason to rush 'l
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fixed his phone right away.
How many times have | told
you, things have to be done in
stages, and make sure you
give me my share of the ap-
preciation gift'.

[It's already 11 am, it's
been a long day. I feel so
tired. Two hours of work ev-
eryday really takes a toll of
you. | think I will go home. |
need to go do some shopping
for the wife. She has been
bugging me to get her this
set of gold earrings. Now
where did I put Mr busi-

nessman's monthly apprecia-
tion envelope. Ah! there it is.
A measly two thousand.
These businessmen are really
cheap, I tell you. Here | ar-
range to lower his monthly
telephone bill from twenty
thousand a month to two
thousand a month, and he
only pays me two thousand,
which | then have to share
with Y, who is increasingly
getting restive. [ think we
need to teach Mr Business-
man a lesson.|

— 'Y, get up, we have work
to do. All you do is eat afd
sleep. We need to discuss Mr

Businessman's phone,. | think
he is getting off too lightly.'

— 'But, but, he is paying us
every month and I promised
that his phone bill would re-
main constant’,

— 'Forget your promises,
remember my boy, promises
are meant to be broken. And
I have been getting some
heavy duty pressure about ex-
cessive billing. You know, we
have been spreading out Mr
Businessman's bills over
three other customers and
they have become crafty now.
They have discontinued their
NWD and overseas calls, so
there is no way we can over-
bill them. I have to find some

other “stupidos” to over-
charge. But it will cost Mr
Businessman. Make his
phone go dead for a week
and then after you fix it,
overcharge him for two of our
other regulars. When he calls,
I'll tell him you are sick and
somebody else is temporarily
on duty. That should fix him.
| think we can get him to
raise his contribution to the
telephone welfare association
to at least five thousand a
month.'

— 'Hello, its Dr Despair
again. I am so very sorry to
bother you sir at this time of
the day (10 am). I hope it's
not too inconvenient. But I
was wondering, if you could,.
if it's not too much trouble,
send one of your esteemed
colleagues to take a look at
my phone. It's been a month
now that it has been out of
order. Not that it's anybody's
fault, It's my fate I guess. But
you would make me very
happy if you could send
someone to help me correct
my problem. I will be happy
to take care of your needs.'

— 'T'll send someone over
today to take care of it. Don't
WOorTYy.'

[I guess Despair has learnt
his lesson. I'll get Y to fix his
phone properly today and we
can negotiate an understand-
ing. I have a feeling this is go-
ing to be the beginning of a
beautiful relationship.]

HE definition may be

wobbling, but no com-

munications medium
or consumer technology till
today has ever grown so
quickly not the fax
machine and not even the
personal computer. Yes, it is
the Internet — the Informa-
tion Superhighway. The
stretching of the Net,
according to the critics, is
not a fad, but the
consequence of unleashing
the power of individual
creativity to an unlimited
ocean of information and
knowledge. As a recent issue
of The Economist of London
put it : "If it were an econ-
omy, it would be the triumph
of the free market over cen-

tral planning. In music, jazz
over Bach — democracy over

dictatorship.”

- Now, what precisely this
Internet is and what can you
do on it residing right here
in Bangladesh? "The Internet
is a large global network of
computers that enables you
to share services and com-
municate with the rest of the
world, no matter on which
corner you're settled.” told
Andrew Robinson to a perse-
vering interviewer very re-
cently. Robinson is a
associate at the Ford Founda-
tion who is currently helping
to demonstrate all about —
specially the technology in-
volved — the Intermet pub-
licly for the first time in
Bangladesh.

Underlying the Net are
three basic means of com-
munication — e-mail sends
electronic messages from
onc person to another, like
letters, capable of crossing an
ocean — the Atlantic, for ex-
ample — in 15 minutes or so.
File-transfers help move bulk
data from one computer to
another. And finally. the Tel-
net services empower some-
one to connect to a computer
miles away with a very high
speed. "And so, what's the big
deal?” you may ask.

Well, despite instant
communication with e-mail
in seconds or minutes with
global partners, you'll need
no secretaries. no |letter-
heads and no messy mailing.
and all these from your own
desk. While getting informa-
tion. there's something for
everyone once you know
where to look. You can access
thousands of PCs and
databases world-over and
download what you need for
your computer.

Stuck? There's help  an
immense network of support
groups lives in “cyberspace”
You can send your query to
one of the common-interest
newsgroups or electronic
bulletin boards. and a reply is
almost guaranieced. For sub-
scribers to press release,

e

ant o have fun? You
friends. burrow
a computer in Europe or
America; join a discus-
on anything — from nu-
physics to religion. You
even send oul matrimo-

nial advertisements any-
where. With all these capabil-

ities, the Internet has be-
come post office. printing
press and meeting place — all
in one.

The origin of the Net
dates back in the '50s
Though it sprang from an
anachronistic Cold-War para-
noid experiment. its aim was
very modest and simple: to
allow computer scientists
and engineers working on
military contracts over the
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USA to share expensive com-
puters and other recourses.
According to Andrew Robin-
son: the military had their
computer system set up
around America, and then,
they wanted to be able to
work on one system simulta-
neously so that 10 people —
for example — could design a
software or work on a com-
puter at the same time.
"Those people would —
and [ would guess that's how
it happened in the beginning
— sit together, each with
their own keyboard and
monitor, and be working off a
one big main-frame computer

the '80s — it became more
familiar among the students,
as Robinson remembered,
when he was in college in the
mid-'80s, the UNIX system
was used quite frequently by
students. "But there was no
such concept of Internet or
e-mail or anything like that.”
he said.

It expanded outside con-
fines of universities and that
of public funding and the pri-
vate organisations began to
use it. Because of its user-
friendliness, more and more
people were inclined to it in
the late-'80s. Now there are
80 many private servers that
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and designing software "
Robinson. But in order to
make it work so that all 10 of
them "can” work at the same
time, they needed a very so-

phisticated software that
could handle 10 people with-
out it getting confused, with-
out the computer getting
confused.

“Then they realised they
could connect all their sites
around the country to the
military bases and were able
o send information secre-
tively without anybody being
able to read it. It was just
amongst their own comput-
ers.” explained Robinson,
adding: "Whatever the reason
behind, the impetus was to
get the network started so
that the people could com-
municated at the same time."

As the network grew
through the '60s. the military
needed some programming
languages with a high speed.
Said Robinson: "They turned
very much to academics and
computer specialist to design
it. And in the late-'60s. pro-
fessors and students at
Barkiey. California. created
the UNIX system which was

an operating language They

were also sort of experiment
ing this at the university "

"Pretty scon their lan-
guage and the system that
the military had set up began
to meagre And the UNIX
system started spreading
over the academic circles so
that students can communi-
cate with each other over the
universities. And as such, so
many servers were already
made up by the military, it
Was very ecasy (o use thetr
hardware,” said the Ford-
Foundation consuitant

At the formation period
the technology wasn't valued
as a great thing by the peopie
at large They didn't regard it
anything other than it's a few
compuier geniuses who were
able to work simultaneously
Peopie really didnt know
what was it all about. But owver
time — through the 70s and
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Ninety-five percent of Internet users are located
in developed countries. Still, Bangladesh is
one of the few countries in Asia not to have a
direct internet connection.

anyone can get on with il
"There are at least 500 new
companies only in Manhattan
which were set up in one
month.” estimated Robinson

Earlier, a lot of the soft-
wares were [ree; you could go
on the Net, get the Mosaic
programme (Mosaic is one
the software-creating com-
panies that recently went
into the stock exchange) and
use it to travel around Well,
now one has to pay to avail
any of those softwares The
Windos programme seems to
be the most user-friendly
these-days

On the other hand the
UNIX — which was the most
frequent in the past — is a
very good language. and it is
very complicated at the same
time [t has a lot of com-
mands which one has to
memorise o use the UNIX
Basically it's a multi-user sys
tem which is very big and
runs on bigger servers "In
fact, it still exists. because no
one has really written any
thing better then this.~
opined Robinson

The Economist survey said

"Some people argue that the
Internet already is Informa-
tion Superhighway it simply
looks different from televi
sion-based version promoted
by the cable and telephone
companies Others say that
some importan! features are
still missing — the real Su
perhighway will combine not
just computer networks but
all sorts of other communica-
tions links from telephone
to wireless and satelite [t
will be fast where the Inter
net is slow "

Robinson explained this
“What they think about an
Information Highway which
never exisled it's a metaphor
— there was never an Info
Highway The Internet is the
largest committee of the
computler networks in Lhe
world. So. what people are
concetving in thelr minds is
this idea of information fairs
with video telephone tele

phony and all other commu-
nications forms over one sin-
gle channel. That system is in
people’'s mind, it doesn't ex-
ist. Those who say that the
Internet is the Info-Highway
are correct because it's real
and it exists where you're
able to transfer all kinds of
communicative information.”

"But, those who say that it
is not the Info-Highway are
also correct, because it
doesn’'t match what people
have in their minds.,” he
added.

Still, sceptics abound. The
Internet, they say. is chaotic,
frustrating and intimidating.

With this. Robinson agreed,
because the network is so big
that a lot of times things
don't work out on it. "On the
Internet, there's so many dif-
ferent protocols and network
applications that many of
them are incompatible,” he
sald. But next came
World Wide Web which is de-
signed to a sort of make it-
all-compatible into "one” so
that one person can use one
software and travel the entire
Net

Getting onto the Net is
simple Suppose you are in
New York or in Delhi and you
want to get onto the Net: you
would call a local company or
dial up that company with
your modem. Well, if you use
your modem, you'll be look-
ing al! your screen, saying
‘Welcome to such-and-such
communications’, 'Are you
interested in joining?™ etc. If
you click Yes' it will say : "Do
you want a software, or do
you have your own software?’
That's how you get on the
Net It may cost about 25 to
30 US dollars a month. but
it's getting cheaper day-by-
day Some companies charge
525 for unlimited time

Answering a question on
Bangladesh going onto the
Net, Rebinson said that
theres no system In
Bangladesh — whether it's
government run or private
run. It hasn't been decided as
yet The guestion here is still
whether to-enter-or-not-to
eniter into this sort of 40 mil
Hon users and share their
part of it. But the technology
is here. and in order to im-
pilement that the country
will need to create a sort of
internal network and con
nect the computers that al
ready exist in Bangladesh
with the help of some
servers And. thats quite
feasible in their country said
Robinson For this
Bangladesh doesn't need any
internet. it can be done right
now and as a matter of fact.
there are comppanies who are
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doing it.
There are about four such
companies — Trade Mart

Limited, Drik Picture Library.
Pradeshta, DeltaNet and the
like — giving services of Tel-
net system in the country.

Added Robinson: "Getting
a server doesn't mean that
the country is connected to
the Internet, That's what I'm
having trouble explaining to
the people : you can get it,
but if it is just within the
high-level NGOs and UN or-
ganisations — who are already
using it, what difference does
it make if you're located in
Dhaka, Delhi or Bangkek?"
He seemed quite right. What
the Internet is doing that it's
changing people's ideas about
geography and space. Infor-

mation, Iin this way, is
becoming a world of
"cyberspace”.

For example, if one server
brings the UNICEF offices of
Dhaka and Lagos together,
then they become practically
one unity while sharing in-
formation. But what differ-
ence does it make with that
of Dhaka than with Lagos.
even they change the con-
cept of geography. So, "that”
server in Dhaka becomes
much closer to the people of
the UNICEF office in Nigeria
than they are to the UNICEF
office in Chittagong.

A question arises: If
Bangladesh gets connected to
the Internet., will the devel-
opment process — economic,

1

to be specific — be increased
or expedited? Well, Robinson
thought it would be other-
wise: it would probably be
decreased. He said : "Because
for one thing — the country
will be paying a lot of money;
and the information
Bangladesh will be getting on
the Internet is much more
removed from the informa-
tion it needs.”

In other words, if you're
more closely connected to
Washington DC than you're
with the districts of Khulna,
Rajshahi. Chittagong. etc
youre completely dislodged
from your own people. For
example: a woman in Dhaka
will be able to know more
about the Beijing Conference
and women's activities in the
US — America has most of
the Internét _ but they
wouldn't know what prob-

lems-the women are facing in
the away from Dhaka.
According to Andrew

Robinson: most people here
in Dhaka just want to get it
without knowing what it's all
about. This, he has observed
during his recent demon-
strations at the Goethe Insti-
tute.

Well, may be it's expensive
for now for the government

to get on the Internet. But |
- opment business dominated

since the technology is al-
ready here, sooner or later
Bangladesh may need to for-
mulate some policy-decisions
regarding this. It may be a
subsequent need — like India
did in August — at a time
when the country is trying te
expedite an export-led eco-
nomic growth.
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Spotlight on the
Subsea Challenge

David Welsh writes from London

N a global market faced

with the prospect of

continuing low oil pri-
ces, the challenges of the
subsea are many. Offshore oil
companies need to find new
technical solutions to enable
small oilfields to be eco-
nomically developed. In
addition, streamlined cost-
effective operating proce-
dures must be sought, along
with improved designs and
new materials which will
reduce the burden of routine
inspection and maintenance
costs,

These and many other
subsea challenges will come
under the microscope at the
Subtech '95 conference to be
held in Aberdeen, Scotland,
from 7 to 9 November.

The conference aims to
address how the industry is
rising to meet these chal-
lenges and will provide a fo-
rum for the discussion and
exchange of experiences,
success stories and ideas.

Organised by the Society
for Underwater Technology
(SUT) and co-sponsored by
the International Marine
Contractors Association
(IMCA), it will feature ses-
sions on subsea robotics,
deepwater developments,
technical developments, div-
ing and physiology and opera-
tional experience.

With an introduction by
SUT president., Admiral
Michael Vallis, the confer-
ence will open with three
keynote addresses. Richard
Shepherd of Petrodata will
take The Subsea Business
Revolution — Sink or Swim
for Offshore Contracting' as
his topic, Kourosh Bassiti of

Scottish Enterprise will look"

at 'R+D in the Market of the
Millennium', and Ken Knox of
the Seafish Industry Author-
ity will highlight 'Dangerous
Encounters: Safety to Instal-
lations and Fishing Gear’

According to Richard
Shepherd, there is a scram-
ble by companies from many
different backgrounds for
shares in an oilfield devel-

in deeper waters by subsea
and floating systems.

"1 will be looking at the
race for position between

several sets of players with
varied core skills and assets,
but with a common target:
the management of new field
development projects,” he
said.

"Drilling contractors, sub-
sea construction contractors,
heavyweight fabricators engi-
neering giants and well
equipment companies are all
being drawn into new roles
as integrated service suppli-
ers or even as production
contractors.”

Kourosh Bassiti, head of
energy group, Scottish En-
terprise, explained: "I am
hoping to give delegates a
message that is sufficiently
blunt in terms of the techni-
cal and economic challenges
facing our industry and our

economy.

“Yet | hope to convey a
message of hope in an indus-
try that is far more efficient
and far more competitive
than a decade ago.

"Subsea engineering is a
cornerstone of our competi- -
tive oil and gas industry and
the United Kingdom is being

used increasingly by interna-
tional companies as their

base for international opera-
tions in the former Soviet
Union as well as the more
technical markets in the
Middle East, Africa and thl:
Far East." .

'‘Dangerous Encuunten'
may sound like the name of a
horror film. To Ken Knox it
concerns safety to installa-

tions and fishing gear.

"After some 30 years of oil
and gas exploration and ex-
ploitation in the North Sea
and the Nonweglap) -sea, there
is now a move into New pas-

tures to the west of the
Shetland Isles. This coin-

cides with a move by the fish-
ing industry into deeper wa-
ter in the same area,” he ex-
plained.

"For both industries the

risks are considerably higher
as a consequence of weather

and the depth of water. But

there is also a greater risk of
conflict between the two in-
dustries." — LPS

DAVID WELSH is LPS In-
dustry and Science Editor.
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Nepal's fledgling democracy has been rocked by political upheaval over the past
Jfew months as its minority Communist government battled to stay in power
before being toppled and replaced by a Centre-Right coalition. But when a Gemini
News Service correspondent talked to villagers, he found that most were

unimpressed with the changes.

Sheep rather than Politics Mark the
Passage of Time

Mohan Mainali writes from Gorkha, Nepal

T recent  roller-
coaster ride of Nepali
politics has done little
to lift the hopes of villagers
in the high hills around
Gorkha.

"Why should | bother about
the politicians' battle over
power if no-one I|s serious
about villagers' problems?”
asks Tula Ram Ghale of Uhtya
village, switching off a radio
broadcast about the latest de-
velopments in Kathmandu

After a long battle, the
nine-month minority Com
munist Party government of
Man Mohan Adhikari was
toppled by a vote of no-confi-
dence and replaced in
September by a Nepali
Congress-led coalition, with
Sher Bahadur Deuba as the
new Prime Minister

Nepal's anti-communist coalition

EIMEEEDN King dissolves Periiament and calis tor fresh

NEPAI

The Communists had tried
to dodge the no-confidence
vote by dissolving parliament
and won permission from
King Birendra to continue
governing until a November
general election. But the op-
position branded the tactic as
undemocratic, and blocked it
in the Supreme Court.

However,K Ghale's verdict
on all the goings-on in the
capital is simply: "1 can't dis-
tinguish between the utter-
ances of politiclans and the
utterances of drunkards ”

Ghale believes that in
some ways his family was
better off 40 years ago. before

the authorities launched a
"village-oriented develop-
ment programme”’, which, he
says. has been ineffective.

His indifference is shared
by many villagers. In nearby
Gumda village, Uar Singh Gu-
rung remembers the over-
throw of the feudal Rana
regime in 1951, and has
lived through periods of
democracy and direct rule by
the monarch

If you want to know what
change | have seen in my
life.” he retorts. "“it is the

number of sheep in my farm.
| had nine sheep when | be.
gan helping my father at the

.l-n slection ss recommended by communist Prime Minisier

Specisl session of Perhemen! passes |
motion in Adhikan |

Coelition government eo
Behadur Deuba of Neps!! |

Prajantarira Party 13, Nepal
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formed

age of nine, and | have 69
now that | am 69."

He has difficulty feeding
and caring for his flock as his
pastureland is in poor condi-
tion and he has no access to
veterinary services. He says
the local education facilities
are inadequate and expen-
sive, and he cannot send his
grandchildren to school.

it is the same tune in
Samdo village, on the border
with Tibet. Villagers feel
badly neglected by the politi-
clans. Having lost some of
their summer grazing lands
to China in a border
ment signed by the govern-
ment in Kathmandu, they
were for many years not
recognised as Nepalese citi-
zZens.

‘It took the Supreme
Court almost a decade to de-
cide whether we were
Nepalese or Chinese.” says
the village headman. They fi-
nally won recognition as citi-
zens of Nepal 20 years ago,
but the villagers complain
they are still deprived of ba-
sic services.

Residents of Fililm village
say they were angry when
their local member of par-
ltament wrote to them just
before last year's elections to
say that he had spoken to the
Prime Minister about the
establishment of a local sec-
ondary school.

“Though we are {lliterate,
we are not so foolish to be-
lieve that the Prime Minister
looks after such minor ls-
sues,’ comments one villager,
Ram Bahadur Gurung.



