] 7th

! R
.)'r:‘_"jﬁ‘tb Lﬂ)

Anniversary of

he Haily Star

nniversary Sp

DHAKA MONDAY FEnnuany 18, 2000

ecilal

Digital divide: Public policy

ABC.NET

Public private partnership
for service delivery can be an
important step too. Recently
Bangladesh government has
decided to appoint private
sector agents to collect appli-
cation for passports.
Expectedly, this partnership
will facilitate initiatives to
market information like pass-
port rules and regulations
proactively by the private
sector at the most competi-
tive price. Following this foot-
steps, government needs to
look into several other seg-
ments of information product
categories and create mar-
kets. Creation of market
catering information and
services associated with

ple, is a human right, has
large degrees of positive
externalities, and hence
needs to be provided by the
government. There are other
categories, like disaster warn-
ings, for which creating mar-
ket is not feasible due to the
‘free rider' problem. That is, if
information is 'sold' to one
member of the community,
others will get it form the
buyer free of charge.,

For information such as
these, establishment of con-
venient delivery channels is
essential. Use of Union
Parishads or post offices as
delivery channels, for
instance, can bring about
qualitative change in terms of

initiatives to push public
information through this
channel can accelerate the
process of bridging the
divide.

Of course, appropriate
legal framework to allow elec-
fronic transactions i1s a pre-
condition for more effective
use of electronic information
channels. Promoting such
channels is also a important
first step towards establish-
ment of e-commerce which
allows the entire market to
operate electronically.
Though the innovative
mobile services that allows
the subscriber to listen to
latest news over their mobile
connections or get medical

areas.
important that steps be taken
to correct the bias. This can be
done through direct public
investment or through adopt-
ing appropriate policies that
provide incentives for the
private sector to come for-
ward.

In many countries, govern-
ments have tried innovative
solutions such as "Universal
Service Fund' (USF) to
finance rural infrastructure.
Generally, these funds are
collected through adding toll
on urban use of technology.
Bangladesh clearly can bene-
fit from exploring such inno-
vative approaches.

Digital Divide and the subse-
quent knowledge gaps reduce

tive signs of urgency among
the policy makers that is driv-
ing many of the ongoing ini-
tiatives and discussions that
are mentioned in this note.
What is required now is to
take action to make the
changes happen, so that the
momentum does not go iIn
vain.

The opinions expressed in this
article are the author's own and
do not necessarily reflect the
opinion of UNDP or the coun-
[ries it represents.
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K.A.M. MORSHED that information is an eco- their capacity to utilize such
T TIP e nomic asset. This means itis knowledge efficiently. The
ECENTLY the election com- scarce, has economic value, campaign to |m|mlul'i}c po-
mission has hosted a website and, like most economic tatoes' as an alternative to
that the registered voters can  assets, information products 'rice', or the awareness
use to check the correctness are best dealt with by the impact of popular TV series
of the information that soon market forces. Hence, therole like 'Mati-o-Manoosh' for
is going to appear in their of government i1s to ensure example clearly demonstrate
national ID card. thatperfectand healthy mar- the potential of an integrated
Undoubtedly, this is an inno- kets existand in case ol public awareness campaign.
vative step. Unfortunately, information services, the [n this regard, the ongoing
though, the benefitofthissite  government channels for discussion to establish
is only available to those who  information dissemination 'Krishi-TV' (agricultural TV)
can access websites. Young works efficiently. and upgrading the capacity of
child who are using comput- [tis important to note here Agricultural Information
ers, for example, to prepare that the key obstacle for the Service of the Department of
his/her lessons are learning information market to reach Agricultural Extension is a »
better than those who do not (o all segments of population very positive development. 2y
have access. Large poultry s the limited awareness level However, such initiative to
firms that can access the among some communities increase supply of informa-
internet and knows who to that restricts the immediate tion by the public sector
call for help are better pre- demand. This is further com- might not automatically cre-
pared to tackle the Bird Flu" plicated by the limited supply ate the demand for it. What
problem than the small farm-  of relevant information, most  can be more useful is develop
ers do. This disparity between of which are generated and a national communication
two groups of people, one ownedbythegovernment.On and awareness strategy that
group who benefits from the other side, a more devel- looks into the mujm'_au'uus
digital technology and the oped public information where information can be
other who do not is 'Digital infrastructure for one com- productively used by 'un-
Divide'. munity compared to another, catered' community and
What this divide actually creates a cost disincentive for outlines a plan of action for '
implies is the limitation of the market to operate in the proactive communication.
SEmm s mmmAm e s ww s Caseapacity ofindividuals, com- “#ommunity where infrastruc - “Such @ 'strategy can alsp Iqok
AETEEETEeR T s R T muninies' and ‘countries fo ' ture is scarce. In this context, into potential channels, bath'
access information, process, public intervention to bridge publicand private to carry the
and utilize information to digital divide can take the messages, and their potential
their advantage. Not being followingform. capacity needs.
able to do it creates or widens
economic divide between Awareness and Ensure sustained sup- z
countries and between seg- o . ) |
ments of population w nlnnha capdcny dEVE‘lOp— ply Of relevant infor- :.'5?{'
country. In this note, I will try ment mation 2
to suggest some public inter- Knowledge can be used in Change in public policy can .::'.;.
vention that can potentially various ways some being iIncrease supply of relevant ‘%
bridge this divide and ensure more productive than others information and knowledge A
access to digital dividend for are. The productivity of to the market at a lower cost 3
Al citizene 'knowledge' depends on thatcan provide the incentive
[t is important to realize awareness of consumers and 0 the market to cater to the
lower echelons of the eco-
nomic pyramid.
For example, making the :
soil quality database of 'Soil )
Resource Development |
Institute (SRDI)" available for
private sector businesses can .
create a market for fertilizer 1
information, which can be |
catered, by both fertilizer |
dealers and other informa- |
tion providers in a sustain-
able way. Policies to make
other such publicly hold data-
bases to private sector too
facilitate the market to come
up with customized informa-
tion products suitable for p
underserved communities. =
Enactment of 'Right to g .‘
Information Act ' can bring an 3
welcome opportunity for the
private sector actors in this licenses, certificates, utility reach and cost reduction. On advice from the 'mobile competitiveness of those who |
regard too. Once such regula- related services (like com- going discussion to establish health line' service are reside on the wrong side of |
tion is implemented, private plaint handling), etc. can ‘Agriculture helpline’,canbe already contributing to the divide. By restricting |
sector could easily and legally ensure better value to citizens agood practiceinthisregard. bridge the divide, absence of access to markets and limit-
obtain information and data and consequently reduce the The strategic partnership payment mechanisms online ing knowledge in the produc-
owned by the public sector. divide. with DESA and TeleTalk, restricting wider use of this tion process, such divide
Indeed, service agencies, which allowed the DESA cus- media. reduces productivity,
which we see in advanced Expanding channels tomers to know 'load- increases cost and shrinks
economies, ideuling witl: for 'pllbliC goods' shading' schedule in Investment in immediate demand. Clearly,
various applications and : : g : advance,i1sag X - ; 1dg 1S |
setifions Inia de" ta. puhic tanmel mfnrm'ut‘mn IS 'public iﬁwm‘;ﬁ.u]-u;-z;ﬁgfjh(:;;?mllljlli;:-f _mfrasqtr‘ucture_ k5 E::daé,:?}!fl::'r:!’i?ﬁl‘é::gﬁgs;: !I
authorities, actually rely els YRE AV AT nm_*da w0 ing can be used to bridge the -rhtf Finae publklc digital that needs to make the best v
much on regulatory frame- Ye ATEOP O ui'lhtﬂr divide. Given the reach of lnflastru}‘.tyre c CI.EM use of its ;.carc- ' : |
G AR \ purchasing capacity. Primary . X urban bias that adversely ™ Sttt AR i T |
works that allow them to col- 3 . , Qe mobile phones in the hand of ffects the cost in tl N| reach its MDG targets. It is |
lect and process information. nealth information, for exam- mass people, more and more P g mﬁ S hearteni ntness defini- 1
: It has thus become artening to witness defini |
|




