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The real scenario of internet access

HE present

government has

taken signifi-
cant initiatives in set-
ting the right vision
and formulating poli-
cies and action plans
for transforming the
country into “Digital
Bangladesh”. The
focused government
initiatives have
resulted in an accelerated pace of growth of
internet users, which in the last four years
have more than doubled from 38 million
(June 2014) to 88 million (June 2018). This is
a tremendous achievement by any standard.

However, the actual measure of our success
in the arena and our relative position among
the countries of the world in general, and our
neighbours in particular, can only be gauged
by various indices periodically published by
international organisations such as the World
Bank, ITU or the Internet.Org.

According to ICT Development Index
(IDI), which is one of the core features of the
ITU report titled “Measuring the Information
Society Report 20157, Bangladesh's score was
low (2.2 out of 10 and 144th position out of
167).

“The Inclusive Internet Index: Bridging
digital divides” by Internet.Org puts us in
46th position among 75 countries with a
score of 57.8. This index "assesses and
compares countries according to their
enabling environment for the adoption and
beneficial use of the internet. Its purpose is to
outline the current state of internet inclusion
around the world, and to help policymakers
and influencers gain a clearer understanding
of the factors that contribute to wider and
sustainable inclusion.” Internet.Org
commissioned the Economist Intelligence
Unit (EIU) to bring together data from as
wide a range of sources as possible to create a
comprehensive index of internet inclusion.

“The World Development Report 2016:
Digital Dividends” by the World Bank
indicates that 141.5 million Bangladeshis are
offline which is markedly different from the
number of internet subscribers published by
the BTRC (60 million at the time), but it
appears that the discrepancy lies in the
definition adopted by the two entities.
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According to BTRC, an internet user is one
who has gone online at least once in the last
three months, which for all practical purposes
cannot be used for serious economic or social
impact calculations. According to this World
Bank report, Bangladesh has been unable to
reap the benefits of faster internet and
penetration of mobile phones. It observed
that Bangladesh can accelerate growth, create
more jobs and deliver better public services
by enhancing access to digital technologies.
The authorities in Bangladesh have been
quick to trash the findings of all the above
reports instead of taking a serious look at
their core messages. Rather than gloating over

this fact is reflected in the composition of the
index. The availability score has the greatest
impact on the overall index than any other
category. The World Bank Report also
emphasises on basic infrastructure for
ensuring that every citizen has access to safe
and affordable high-speed internet to
participate in the digital world.

Let us focus on the supply-side policies of
internet in Bangladesh. According to the
World Bank Report, a useful framework for
analysing the supply-side policies is to
consider the value chain that stretches from
the point where the internet enters the
country (the first mile) and passes through

the current number of internet users (88
million) and penetration (55 percent), we
could actually adopt the Inclusive Internet
Index as a measure of our real performance as
the index is very comprehensive. We could
use it as a basis for aligning our policies and
initiatives in order to improve our
performance further. The index is built on
categories and sub-categories as follows: 1)
Availability (Usage, Quality, Infrastructure
and Electricity); ii) Affordability (Price and
Competitive Environment); iii) Relevance
(Local Content and Relevant Content); and
iv) Readiness (Literacy, Trust, and Safety and
Policy).

Physical access to infrastructure at an
affordable price is where inclusion starts and

Addressing mental

ORONTO is a
city which
wholeheartedly

accepts inclusivity,
diversity and
progressive thought as
the foundational
norms of its everyday
journey. This Canadian
cosmopolitan city
posits a wide array of
multicultural
settings—from the famous Danforth-Victoria
Park region which houses a high number of
Bangladeshi immigrants, to the globally
acclaimed financial district in Downtown
Toronto.

Danforth Avenue is one such location—a
bustling and busy part of Toronto, commonly
referred to as Greek Town for its array of
traditional Greek eateries and shops. In what
has been termed a dark day in the history of
this city, two people were brutally gunned
down on July 22. The perpetrator: a 29-year-
old man, described as "unflinchingly polite”
and one who had a smile that could “light up
a room’". Citizens mourn and are bewildered
by the increasing number of hostile crimes
that have gripped this Canadian
metropolitan, and stakeholders are engaging
in important discussions as to how they
should be addressed.

The shooter is now dead—he was gunned
down in an altercation with the police. But
not before killing an 18-year-old woman,
scheduled to start Nursing School at the
prestigious McMaster University, and a 10-
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year-old child. Thirteen people were injured,
and a dark cloud of uncertainty hovers over
the country because of this senseless violence.
Twenty-nine-year-old Faisal Husain suffered,
according to his family, from severe mental
health problems—specifically psychosis and
depression. Husain was the son of Canadian
parents of Pakistani origin—his sister passed
away in a car accident, whilst his brother has
been hospitalised due to a stroke. And herein
lies the problem—we increasingly see a
common trend across the aisle where lack of
understanding of the mental health issues is
causing a seeming rise in the number of
unnatural deaths, provocative violence and
crimes across the Western world. Whether it
be the infamous van attack which rampaged
Toronto a couple of months ago, or this
shooting incident in Greek Town—the system
and its actors need to adapt in order to truly
understand and tackle mental health

concerns.
From a micro scale, as a student at the

University of Toronto, I have seen two distinct

pictures when it comes to mental health. For
one, families and friends around those
suffering from mental illnesses constantly
and vocally support them in their attempts to
treat various mental health concerns. Canada
has an institutional system to tackle mental
health, and whilst its success remains an area
up for debate, there is little to no doubt that
from the perspective of the state, issues
ranging from depression to anxiety are
legitimate concerns for this society. But from
a different angle, the individualistic nature of
how society progresses in the West means

the country (middle mile) to reach the end
user (last mile). The first mile in Bangladesh
is served by the Submarine Cable Company
(BSCCL) and the six International Terrestrial
Cable (ITC) operators. Government policy as
well as good competition has reduced the
bandwidth price from Tk 80,000 to Tk 500
per Mbps in just a few years. This price can be
reduced further but it constitutes less than 15
percent of the total cost of internet as a
service and hence does not really impact the
end user cost significantly.

The last mile is served primarily by the
four mobile operators for retail customers
and fibre-based Internet Service Providers
(ISP) for the business and urban residential
customers. The contribution of PSTN and

BWA operators is insignificant. The
bandwidth usage of 88 million mobile users
is almost the same as that of the 5.5 million
fixed ISP business and residential users. There
is a huge competition in the last mile because
of the aggressive pricing policies of the
mobile and ISP operators. The recent decision
to grant hundreds of Zonal/Category ISP
licenses is going to have a far-reaching impact
on the proliferation of internet in the rural
areas and it is encouraging to see them
deploying GPON (Gigabit Passive Optical
Network) technology in the countryside and
reaping its inherent benefits. However, the
ISPs are totally saddled by the prohibitive
middle mile costs. The mobile operators are
constrained by the huge sum that they had to
pay for spectrum and to an extent by the
middle mile costs.

The cost of internet in Bangladesh is
actually determined by the middle mile, i.e.
transmission cost between the cities and also
in the metro areas which is provided
primarily by two private sector NTTN
(National Telecom Transmission Network)
operators. BTCL, the state-owned incumbent,
has recently spread out its data network
across the country primarily to serve several
government initiatives in e-Governance and
Services but ISPs are generally reluctant to use
its middle mile for internet transmission
because of poor customer service. Two other
government entities (Bangladesh Railway and
Power Grid Company of Bangladesh) have
been awarded NTTN licenses but they have
no rollout obligations. It appears that these
entities were given NTTN licenses just to
facilitate the use of their assets by other
operators.

With the introduction of 4G (LTE) by the
mobile operators and fibre optic cable based
GPON technology by the ISPs, the requirement
for nationwide backhaul transmission capacity
is growing by leaps and bounds and the current
NTTN operators are not equipped to handle this
requirement. A telecom operator having tens of
millions of subscribers cannot be dependent on
third party transmission suppliers and be
expected to meet the quality standards expected
by our customers and policymakers. We need to
take a serious look at the core problem and
resolve it before it is too late.

It is believed by many that the core problem
actually lies at the policy of separating

transmission from access and not permitting the
ANS operators (mobile & ISP) to build their
own nationwide fibre optic infrastructure. We
should adopt a disruptive model and award
NTTN license to all the ANS operators (mobile
and fixed) by default. This would unleash real
competition in the middle mile and would
significantly reduce the cost of inter-city and
intra-area (metropolitan area) transmission
costs. The mobile operators should be permitted
to sell their extra transmission capacity as
wholesale providers. However, the regulator
must be vigilant that there is no discrepancy in
the cost of self-supply of transmission services
to itself with what is given to other operators
(anti-competitive predatory pricing). In
addition, a few new NTTN licenses should be
awarded to competent entities for
maintaining a highly competitive
transmission market.

If the basic telecom infrastructure is
strengthened in Bangladesh by means of
robust optical fibre transmission networks
across the country by multiple providers as
well as underground fibres going to each
building in the metropolitan areas, the price of
internet bandwidth can be brought down
significantly. In fact, the price of internet
should be kept identical across the country as
access to internet has become a basic right of
every citizen. This can be easily achieved by
covering the transmission cost difference from
the Social Obligation Fund which is now
sitting idle.

The “Digital Bangladesh” policy is a huge
success for the country and significant
achievements have been made. Our ICT Adviser
has the ambitious plan of introducing 5G
mobile broadband technology and be among
the first few adopters. Before we introduce this
new generation of mobile access technology, we
will need to make our nationwide transmission
backbone robust and ready for handling the
explosive growth of traffic that will be coming
along. It will be akin to building the Dhaka-
Chittagong super highway before importing the
Porsche sports car. The national transmission
backbone is the weakest link in our quest for
graduating to the next level of “Digital
Bangladesh” and we can only hope that this
issue will catch the attention of policymakers
sooner rather than later,
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health: Lessons from Toronto

that people suffering from mental health
concerns have to take on the responsibility of
addressing their health concerns single-
handedly. It is difficult, and the situation may
degrade if the treatment is not working—and
outbursts might happen. Now there is
absolutely nothing which in any way can
defend the actions of Faisal Husain, but there
is a broader picture to this. Without a
concerted effort to address the individual
challenges of mental health patients, through
a wider network of services, ranging from
tangible budgetary resources to personal
support from the local community, it is
extremely difficult to overcome the challenges
which exist in mental health provisions. And
this is something that the West, and indeed
the global community, needs to understand.
The other side of the story remains in the
vicinity of guns. John Tory, who serves as the
Mayor of Toronto, said that this city has a gun
problem. Access to guns or the usage of guns
is an issue to which policymakers and local
authorities need to put more immediate
attention, but there is an interesting
correlation to be ascertained. While it may be
too soon to suggest this, the increasing
number of gun-related crimes in
neighbouring US under the Trump regime is
being diffused towards increasing gun-related
crimes and stabbings in Canada. It begs the
question as to whether a sense of populism
or a lack of attention towards health concerns
which need to be tackled by the US is having
an effect on the public psyche of Canadians.
However, it is important to clearly distinguish
between acts inspired by radical motives and

We must bear a
collective
responsibility for
being unable to help
those around us in
need of time,
treatment and
attention.

acts involving deep-seated mental health
concerns. As has been suggested earlier,
nothing justifies what Faisal Husain did, but
if this society wants to prevent such heinous
acts in the future, the root of the problem has
to be clearly analysed and fixed by
policymakers and communities.

This week Canada lost an aspiring nurse
and a child to a merciless gun attack. This
cannot continue in a society which prides
itself on being a safe and united city. It is also
important for our families and communities
to look deeper and engage with members in
our society who suffer from mental illnesses.
We have witnessed the ignorance and
defiance shown towards mental health
patients in our own communities back in

Bangladesh, and sometimes we must bear a
collective responsibility for being unable to
help those around us in need of time,
treatment and attention. For so many years
have we treated depression and anxiety as
miniscule if not irrelevant when it comes to
personal health; it is preposterous to
continue doing this. Second-generation
immigrants and those who have a difficult
time adjusting to conflicting cultural norms
have a difficult time when it comes to
functioning normally in a city like Toronto.
And therefore the rise of mental health
concerns amongst immigrant families is not
surprising either, but we must address them
head on. And the only way this will happen is
if we recognise that both Western
communities and non-Western communities
have, in their own way, refrained from
prioritising mental health concerns, or have
side-lined them to a dark corner in their
national stories.

Toronto mourns the loss of its
citizens—and the world looks on in shock at
the increasing number of incidents related to
gun violence. Yet, without identifying and
concentrating on the fundamentals of the
problem—no prayer, no statement and no
thoughts are going to be enough. And, as
such, we need to stay firm and strong and
explicitly say that addressing mental health
problems across the aisle must take a
simultaneous front seat in policymaking,
homemaking and professional life.

Mir Aftabuddin Ahmed is a student of economics and
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