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Bangladesh on the Global
- Information Super

Highway

During the past few years a
tremendous development has

been taking place in the infor-
mation and communication

technology. The information
super highway, primarily dom-
inated by the Internet. has been
making instantaneous global
telecommunication very quick
and inexpensive.

While such a technological
revolution has been taking
place globally. Bangladesh re-
mained virtually aloof from the
main stream. A few dynamic
entrepreneurs specialising in
computer and communication
have however attempted to
provide Electronic Mail (e-
mail) services to the local users
through [ISD lines. A
Bangladeshi user in this system
sends his mail from his com-
puter to the server of the e-mail
service provider which has an
arrangement with an overseas
Internet service provider. The
mail sent by the senders are
kept in waiting in the server of
the local service provider for
subsequent dial-up transmis-
sion to the overseas Internet
service provider who finally
transmits them to their respec-
tive destinations. Since ISD
phone lines with about 9.6 kbps
capacity are used upto the point
of the overseas service provider,
the transmission is slow and
expensive. Moreover, being an
off-line service, all in-coming
e-mails await at the other end
till a link is established by dial-
ing. Thus, the e-mail system
prevailing in Bangladesh until
recently was considered fo be
inferior to fax service, although
very soon most of the latter
should be substituted by e-mail
which can be instantaneous
and quite cheap when connected
to the on-line Internet
system as’ discussed below.
However, the contribution of
the off-line service providers
must not be ignored. Undoubt-
edly they made a bold attempt
to put Bangladesh on the global
information super highway.

In the month of February,

1996, the Bangladesh T & T
Board sanctioned five VSATs
(Very Small Aperture Terminal)
- one of which is installed in the
office of Information Services
Network Ltd (ISN), a public lim-
ited company formed by a group
of entrepreneurs from among
management economists, com-
puter network experts, media
specialists and business leaders
of the country. Out of these five
VSAT recipients only two - ISN
and Grameen Cybernet have
started offering various Inter-
net services to the public.

Access to Internet
through VSAT

The best way of accessing the
Internet is via a direct data
connection between the Local
Network and an on-line Inter-
net node. This has not been
possible in Bangladesh so far
since we are not on the back-
bone connecting the Internet.
ISN has the connectivity with
Hong Kong Supernet, an over-
seas Internet service provider
through which it will access the
Internet. A local Internet user
who must have a computér. a
modem and local telephone line
will enter (log in) the ISN server
(host) and then through VSAT,
established at ISN, will get con-
nected via Asia Sat with the
Hong Kong Supernet and then
onto the global Internet. Over-
seas Internet users will simi-
larly communicate with the

- Bangladeshi users in the same

manner in the reverse order,
The potential user by being a
subscriber to ISN's on-line ser-
vices or to those of other service
providers can now take full ad-
vantage of the recent develop-
ment in the communication
technology. The sanction of
VSAT data circuit by BT&TB is
therefore a step in the right di-
rection since the cost of various
Internet uses including e-mail
will be quite inexpensive -
about Tk 200 per hour data
transmission all over the
world. This is possible, because
VSAT data circuit is very fast -
64 kilo bit per second (kbps).
One can transmit over 2500
words per minute when used by
a large number of users at a
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time. If the number of users are
fewer at a time the data trans-
mission is even faster than
this. And this is ON-LINE, i.e.,
open 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week. Needless to say that if
Bangladesh were on the back-
bone connecting the Internet,
the communication would have
been faster and much more in-
expensive. | will return to this
point in a short while. Let me
briefly discuss the various In-
ternet services available in the
country.

Various Internet Services
Currently Available in
Bangladesh

All the Internet services
available in Bangladesh are
provided by ISN:

E-mail : Send and receive
electronic mail to and from
another e-mail user in the
world inexpensively and speed-
ily on real-time basis.

Tele Discussion : Pariicipate
in discussion groups and join a
real-time conversation with
hundreds of people all over the
world on a topic of mutual in-
terest. Students in one univer-
sity classroom can converse
with teachers/students in an-
other university without any
travel involved.

File Transfer (ftp) : Copy and
transfer files (data, programs,
graphics) from one computer to
another. Many universities and
research organisations main-
tain large repositories of fasci-
nating reports, manuscripts
and unpublished dissertations
which are already available on
the Internet. The US Weather
Service, the Library of Congress
and the Smithsonian, to name

a few, maintain archives of in-
formation, images, data files,
and many other softwares on
the Internet.

Searching Materials : One
Internét user can gain access to
worldwide computing re-
sources. The search is not only
accessible to thousands of com-
puters for files and data but also
to hundreds of Bulletin Board
Services meant for various pur-
poses. One of the most powerful
Internet tool is Gopher which
lets one effortlessly explore in-
formation resources on hun-
dreds of Gopher servers on the
Internet.

o Telnet . An Internet user can
convert one's computer into a
terminal of a remote computer.

World Wide Web (WWW) : 1t is
the hottest new way for various
types ol business to communi-
cate with the existing and po-
tential customers. Millions: of
people already have access to
the Web and it is observed that
the number is growing by about
10 per cent each month.

®  Web sites can serve a lot of
purposes - depending on one's
business needs. For example, a
garment exporter who previ-
ously went through buying
houses to showcase his products
to the international market,
can now create a web site and
put up pictures, material details
and prices of his products. For-
eign buyers can simply look at
these sites and get all the re
quired information at nominal
cost and without any travel in
volved.
© Web documents One can

search one ol the largest
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databases, more than 11.5

million pages.

“ Reviews : One can search
over 50,000 web site reviews.
Usenet : It is a specialised

news service provided by no one

else in Bangladesh except ISN.

From this one can have access

to the latest international news

and more than one million ar-

ticles provided by over 10,000

News groups.

Advances in Information
Technology will enable people
all over the world to come
closer together, faster and more
conveniently. One can undoubt-
edly predict a rapid growth in e-
mail. vicarious travel. Interna-
tional Internet clubs, Internet-
based expositions and conven-
tions and lots of people to peo-
ple uses.

Problems of the Develop-
ment of the Internet
Services in Bangladesh

I have already said that the
best way of accessing the Inter-
net is via direct data connection
between the Bangladeshi net-
work and an on-line Internet
mode. As Bangladesh is not on
the backbone connecting the In-
ternet, a local service provider
is forced to go through another
overseas Internet service
provider. As already men-
tioned, ISN has a connectivity
with the Hong Kong Supernet.
Similarly, the Grameen Cyber-
net, another local Internet ser-
vices provider, has a connectiv-
ity with Singapore's Singnet.
This might create several prob-
lems:

1. Bangladesh T. & T Board
has given the contract to Pak
Datacom to set up VSAT in the
premises of the Bangladeshi
Internet service providers. In
our case, Pak Datacom has the
responsibility to make the
payment to the Hong Kong Tele-
com for the half circuit facility
provided by Hong Kong Tele-
com. Thus, ISN pays the rent for
VSAT to Bangladesh T & T
Board which pays Pak Datacom
for their contractual services
including the fee for the half
circuit to the Hong Kong Tele-
com. In case, there is a delay in
payment to the Hong Kong Tele-
com, the latter is entitled to dis-
connect the communication
link. The situation is not any
different in the case of Grameen
Cybernet also.

In view of the above, one can
easily ' visualise the 'risk - in-
volved in providifg 6n tire -
ternet services by the loeal ser-
vice providers, Given the oppor-
tunity the local service
providers could have organised
their own VSATSs including the
payment to the overseas hall-
circuit provider. This way the
risk of the local service
providers would have been min-
Imum.

2. ISN has chosen Hong Kong
on the consideration that it is
the hub of technological inno-
vation in the telecommunica
tion field in the Asia Pacific re
gion. Additionally. the services
provided by the Hong Kong Su
pernet are quite flexible and
very salisfactory as much as
one could expect from a lastest
growing Iree-markel operator
This is all right lor the present

as far as the service conditions
with respect to free flow of in-
formation is concerned but the
situation remains uncertain as
to what will happen in the near
future when Hong Kong goes un-
der Chinese control. Although
we expect that the Government
of the People’'s Republic of
China will let Hong Kong con-
tinue to function, more or less,
in the free market system, one
cannot be fully certain about
this.

Similarly. the Singapore
Government has recently
started introducing consider-
able control on the free flow of
information and data on the In-
ternet. This control system
might be good or bad, but we be-
lieve that the Internet is a
global medium of communica-
tion and expression without
any restriction. If any censor-
ship of a certain type ol Internet
materials is necessary, given
the cultural background of
Bangladesh, the right of censor-
ship should be with Bangladesh
and not with a third country.
Unfortunately, such a decision
remains in some one else's con-
trol.

The purpose of the two ex-
amples given above is to
demonstrate the advantages
that desh can have by be-
ing on the backbone directly
connecting the Internet.

Prospect of the Internet
in Bangladesh

Bangladesh has just entered
the global super highway. The
number of users of the Internet
services is still very low. Alto-
gether the total number of In-
ternet users will not at present
exceed 3000, However the poten-
tial market appears to be quite
large although there are two
main problems hindering the
growth of the market. These
St

1) Low rate of computer lit-
eracy : Because of the lack of
computer education and knowl-
edge, the number of people in
the age group, say. 35 years and
above with computer literacy is
very low. These are the people
who are controlling most of the
country's business and admin-
istration. These people have
currently become used to fax
communication. Although one
can achieve about 90 per cent
cost saving by switching over
from fax to electronic mail.
these people. are hesitant to do
st - heva st ‘of . théir lack of
knowledgde. 'The 'adfvahtaged 'of
various Internet uses are not
obvious to them.
2)High cost : If one is to

worry about the cost of brows-

ing time on the Internet, need-

less to say. many will be hesi-

tant to use the Internet exten-
sively for education. research
or even for fun. In Bangladesh
the Internet services are very
expensive compared to that

even in India. not to speak
about the situation in developed
couniries. The reasons for high
cost of the services in
Bangladesh are many. but the
most important one is the exor-
bitantly high line rent both in

Bangladesh and at the overseas
end. The situation wonld have
been otherwise. 1 Banglades)

could get on to the Internet di-
rectly.

Suggestions for a Healthy
Growth of the Market .

In view of what has been dis-
cussed above. | would like to
venture some suggestions for a
healthy growth of the Market
for the Internet services in
Bangladesh. These are briefly
mentioned below:

l1)Association of the Service
Providers : It is suggested that
the Internet service providers
in Bangladesh should form an
association so that:
® they can exchange ideas for
solving common problems,
a common development
program can be formulated,
they can represent the ser-
vice providers' interest to
various controlling

authorities,

‘they can adopt a program to
provide free or subsidised
training to the potential
users.
2) The Government is urged
to progressively move towards
privatisation. Instead of re-
maining in the controller's
seat, the Government should
play the role of a facilitator.
Private sector should play a
competitive role so that the
quality of telecommunication
services can improve.

3) For the reduction of the
cost of Internet services,
® The Government should
reduce the rent for VSAT.
The Internet services must
be kept out of VAT net.
The service providers should
be allowed tax holiday like
that in other growth-
industry.
4) Connected with the Inter-
net services the software devel-
opment must also take place for
the sake of a systematic growth
of the entire sector. In this re-
spect, the following issues are
relevant:

Copy Right Laws : In the
early 1990s the Export Promo-
tion Bureau., an organisation
under the Ministry of Com-
merce, started various activities
with a view to exploring the
export possibilities of computer
software and data entry ser-
vices. One of the major prob-
lems identified in this respect
was the lack of quick and effi-
cient data transmission facili-
ties. Now this problem is being
overcome with the provision of

*vs:n.‘tj to fm:l "s€tloy in-
vestors who have already put
Bangladesh on the global In-
formation Super Highway.
However there remains a bigger
problem in the local soltware
development field which is the
lack of adequate copyright
laws. Whatever laws there are.
are not at all effective. Imported
softwares are being (f(reely
copied in Bangladesh. As a con
sequence, the potential soft-
ware-developing companies or
individuals are highly discour
aged to put effort and money in
this area since the market is
flooded with pirated soltwares
We therefore urge the Govern-

ment to reinlorce the existing
copy right laws in the country
with the provision ol severe

pettally lor violations.,
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Incentives for Investment in
Software Development : In ad-
dition to the above, an incen-
tive scheme is to be introduced
by the Government so that po-
tential investors become inter-
ested to come forward in the
field of software development.

It is well known that the gesta-
tion period in the field of soft-
ware development is quite long
between the time of investment
and the time when one can ex-
pect to receive some results.
Traditionally, there is a lack of
a strong domestic market and
the potential to explore devel-
opment of software is not obvi-
ous to the Bangladeshi in-
vestors because of the informa-
tion gap about the overseas
market.

Accordingly, it is essential
that the Government offers var-
ious attractive incentives to the
potential investors to under-
take software development ac-
tivities. The incentives that can
be considered are:

° Suitable credit schemes for
the potential investors.
Organising seminars and
dissemination of informa-
tion about the export mar
ket.

Tax holiday for the com-
panies investing in the de-
velopment of computer
softwares,

Encouraging joint ventures
among overseas software

companies and the potential

Bangladeshi investors.

® Complete abolition of duty
and taxes on the imported

gladesh ?

computers and related ma-
terials.

Concluding Observations

The Internet has just come to
Bangladesh. Various Internet
service providers do not have
long experience in the field. The
technology is quite new in
Bangladesh. There is a great
shortage of technical people to
provide services efficiently. Our
experience during the past few
months of operation is that the
customers tend to be impatient.

Very often their lack of knowl-
edge in operating the system is
the cause of the problem. ISN
currently offers free orienta-
tion classes every Saturday;
very soon [ISN will start offer-
ing free courses on the Internet
operation with support from
hardware vendors. For a sys-
tematic growth of the service
system cooperation between the
service providers and service
users is very essential.

Finally, we appeal to our
Government to make every ef-
fort so that Bangladesh could be
on the backbone directly con-
necting the Internet. This will
be tremendously beneficial for
this service industry.

1. Presented to the "Internet
Week Seminar” organised by
the North South University
during September 18-24.

2. The author is the Manag-
ing Director of Information
Services Network Lid (ISN) and
President of House of Consul-
tants Ltd (HCL), Dhaka.
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carbon dioxide emissions. These result in: air
poliution, acid rain and global warming.
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by Jim Davis

THAT FLOOR IS PRETTY

COLD THIS MORNING.
ISN'T IT?

"L SAW AN CTHER

INCH OFF THE TASLE LEGS



