A foot pilgrimage in the domain of  ICT4Agriculture

it-rural.com
Team of self-realized software engineers, led by Thiruchelvam Ramakrishnan, during the year 2000 started the mission it-rural.com, with a strong belief that Information and Communication Technology (ICT) could play THE decisive role in increasing the earning level of villagers (particularly smaller & marginal farmers) and improve the quality of their life through a series of facility related doorstep services in a sustained way.

A comprehensive and in-depth analysis of the present system was undertaken by interacting with major stakeholders of rural sector viz., government (bureaucrats and political administrators), bankers, input suppliers, scientists, markets and villagers, particularly farmers.

With great satisfaction and hope, we submit our research findings, proposed solution, summary of the pilot and future plan for your kind perusal. 

Currently, the process of empowerment of Rural Sector is hampered due to the problems in the following areas:

(a) Knowledge Gap

(b) Credit Gap

(c) Logistical Constraints 

(d) Marketing Gap

(e) Administrative Constraints / Limitations

(f) Facility Gap

(g) Literacy Level

(h) Limited alternative Livelihoods

(i) Man-driven, isolated approaches

Harping on the ICT:

Information and Communication Technology is the power tool that has been playing a vital role in the process of industrial revolution. The same technology has got the potential to bailout rural sector, by orienting/ molding it to the rural sector , particularly farming lifecycle since its parameters are highly variables.

Awareness of the domain 'ICT for Rural Development, particularly Agriculture' is reasonably good  in India and few good attempts have been made by the government, corporate and NGOs to improve the performance of this sector.

In our detailed study, we have observed that the approach of setting up Internet enabled kiosk at Village-level is the the one, which could make use of the immense potential of ICT to the optimal level, as the other methods like using mobile phone, Television, Community Radio, etc, have got a very limited role  to play (knowledge dissemination up to certain extent, in most of the cases) in transforming of rural sector, particularly in the process of optimizing Agricultural lifecycle. So, we have given more importance to the kiosk model. The success of  kiosk based ICT initiatives for Rural Development directly depends on the following critical factors:

1. Ownership of the kiosk and its location in the village

The ICT models with Franchiser- Franchise strategy, prefers the kiosk to function from the Franchise' s house/ premise and also operated by the franchise/ associates. The major reason for this approach is to reduce the operational expense of the kiosk. But  this leads to serious disadvantages that prevents optimal utilization of full potential of ICT for different reasons such as:



(a). Social barrier often become a bottleneck as it is very difficult to find a village, which would unanimously welcome a local villager to become a service facilitator for the sensitive issues like Agriculture, Health, Education, etc. Simple services like G2C, internet browsing, etc, may succeed to an extent.



(b). It is very difficult for the franchiser to train and coordinate the franchises to execute the operations beyond knowledge dissemination like collective input deals, marketing tie-ups, large-scale surveys, welfare schemes, etc.



(c). Rural Transformation needs a social entrepreneurial view of 'business beyond profit'  and probability to have such franchises is minimal. Many of the business models try to price knowledge, particularly agriculture related content. This restricts most of the smaller & marginal farmers to avail the benefits of ICT. (Financial barriers)



(d). In the most backward villages (in terms of soil fertility, literacy, income level, etc), due to the fear/ worry on economical viability, franchiser finds difficulties to search franchises for the venture. The result, the some initiatives go with an ultra cautious approach of 'A kiosk to cover more than one village'. Due to the inertia, the number of villagers/ farmers travel some distance to reach the near by village (where the kiosk is established), to avail the development related services are minimal. (Geographical barrier)


(e). Since the village-level franchise might well become a contender for some of the government schemes and missions, government would not like to disseminate such information through them.


(f). Issues like food security & safety, price control, better recovery of crop loans, etc is emerging as critical problems to the government. Timely recording and analyzing the up-to-date, season-wise, farmer-wise, crop-variety-wise area sown details is the most important requirement for the government to overcome those problems. It also helps the government to: monitor and regulate seed & fertilizer distribution; collecting time-sensitive grassroot-level data such as rainfall, temperature, crop-cutting experiment  results, etc for analysis and timely actions; Enable research stations to get feedback on performance of the disseminated knowledge; assist large-scale buyers, retailers to plan and organize the procurement effectively and efficiently. The above issues cannot be handled appropriately in the franchiser-franchise model.

So, it is very much essential for the government to workout an alternative strategy to make use of the immense potential of ICT to successfully transform rural sector.

2. Mode of Implementation

IIn India, large farmers represent only 20% of the farming community and occupy 50% of agricultural land and rest of them (80%) are small and marginal farmers crowded in the remaining 50% of land. The yield gap is much higher among the category of small and marginal farmers. From the government's viewpoint, it is very important to intervene & increase the earning level of this group. For the corporate/ private sector, particularly the agricultural business related agencies, targeting the 20% of big farmers is much easier and viable rather than serving the 80% of smaller & marginal farmers. A a private sector alone is not feasible to render services like rural e-governance, eradication of poverty, free education, water sanitation, employment generation, etc.

Therefore, a private ICT venture would not achieve the target of rural transformation, nor is it advisable to allow a private body, particularly agribusiness related agency, to take control the financially sensitive trade.

Government is the major responsible stakeholder in the process of rural transformation and also the ultimate beneficiary of the potential of ICT.  But it alone cannot exploit the benefits of ICT successfully in executing such projects for various reasons. Therefore, a Public-Private- Partnership with defined roles and responsibilities might well be the right combination to succeed.

3. List of deliverable, Quality of deliveries & Cost of deliveries

List of deliverable

villagers could be categorized as: (a). people who earns now (farmers, labors, self-employed, etc); (b). who can earn (unemployed, trainable workforce, etc); (c). who need not earn at the moment (students, housewives); (d). who are not able to earn (aged, disabled). So, an ICT initiative should be considered as a successful one, if it has the appropriate deliverable to cover the four categories of villagers.

Most of the Franchiser-Franchise models, due to its limitations & constraints, prefer simple services such as G2C, pricing knowledge related content, internet browsing, etc. Unfortunately, some of the facility related services, which are much welcome by the urban/ semi-urban people, are not the priorities in rural areas.

For example, paying electricity  or phone bill is a tough task for an urbaner. But in rural areas, villagers normally pay the bills while going to the town for  weekly market day, meeting relatives/ associates, watching movie, etc. So,  paying  bills, most often turns out to be an opportunity to pass their time.

Agriculture is the largest revenue source in agrarian economy based countries. Since majority of the revenue flow revolves around agricultural lifecycle, the business model should heavily focus on agricultural related business services to achieve the sustenance. The following services are the mostly wanted deliverable for the farmers and would be gratefully utilized by them:

(1) Arranging inputs on collective deal basis such as seeds, fertilizers,  pesticides, etc. at Panchayat itself (brand selection by the farmer) at actual price in addition to the minimal service charge and shared transportation cost

(2) Organizing labour/ machinery (for Farmers) or finding farming-employers (for labors) from the near by  areas

(3) Perfect disease diagnosis and timely remedy

(4) Localized weather forecast

(5) Localized marketing intelligence

(6) Transparent marketing for proper weighing standards, better price 

Since farmers are interested end-to-end solution, it is important for the implementing agency to have a holistic approach to provide a solution to each and every problem, for which, all the listed deliverable are essential.

Quality of deliveries

Some of the initiatives give importance to agriculture but to the extent of generic knowledge dissemination only. Farmers are interested to have a ready-to-use solution, which does not need further refinements/ adjustments. So, a SITE-Specific knowledge dissemination process is very essential to attract farmers towards the kiosks. Certain services with top quality such as regional weather updates, proper diagnosis and timely remedy for crop disease, smart marketing directions/ suggestion, etc would make the farmers to understand that what they know in agriculture is not sufficient enough to make agriculture an economically  viable profession. Therefore, quality of the knowledge disseminated at the kiosk should impress the villagers/ farmers and make them realize the value of the kiosk and its services.

In the case education, if a spoken English course is made available to the students to become fluent in spoken English, the villagers would admire and start respecting the system. 

Cost of deliveries

From the farmers' viewpoint, knowledge does not have any value in agricultural lifecycle until it helps them to realize better profit. So, majority of the farmers, particularly marginal & smaller farmers do not ready to acquire up-to-date knowledge by spending money. This is the key reason that the subscription based/ knowledge priced models struggle to sustain as well as bringing more number of farmers in to its network.

Success of an ICT based initiative for rural development should not be evaluated/ measured based on the performance of the financial balance sheet alone. It should be based on the overall satisfaction index of villagers also. Thus, striking a balance between service & business is very essential.

The big threat is that many failures in the attempts would create a doubt among villagers about this wonderful technology and increasing their pessimism. So, the need of the hour is to design a comprehensive solution for a countrywide implementation in such a way to overcome the constraints/ limitations of the present system for an effective and efficient rural transformation.

Proposed Solution

Based on the analysis, we have designed an ICT based, Agriculture focused, comprehensive unique model it-rural.com that  overcomes social, financial, geographical barriers for the villagers in availing the benefits of ICT and provides sustenance to the implementing agency through its agriculture focused, collective deals based, semi-automated e-commerce driven revenue model.

Please evaluate our proposed model at:

http://www.it-rural.com/proposed.htm
To convince the government, we wanted to showcase a successful model in such away to make it easy for understanding and utilizing the potential of ICT in the process of rural transformation. We successfully demonstrated our proposed model on a pilot basis (for the period of 18 months) in one Mandal (group of 24 villages) of Kadapa District of Andhra Pradesh, India.

Please go through the summary of our pilot project at:

http://www.it-rural.com/content/ITR-Pilot_Summary.ppt
Please find the summary of Media coverage of our passage at:

http://www.it-rural.com/content/ITR_MediaCoverage.ppt
We submitted the outcome of pilot project to the State Government of Andhra Pradesh and requested for replicating the success formula by setting-up 1000 Information and Process Management Kiosks to cover the entire Kadapa District. Government expressed satisfaction about our capabilities. But considering our financial capacity of handling such big project, directed us to align with a like minded organization to submit the proposal on Public-Private-Partnership.

To get the legal status for eligibility, we registered a company and aligned with a reputed government based organization.  We submitted the proposal on 'Public Private Partnership' mode, where the government was to invest & own the infrastructure and the private partners to roll-out their proposed solution along with the existing government services, on a Franchiser-Employee model and managing the entire recurring expense through their business model, was approved  under 'Rashtria Krishi Vikas Yojana Programme', a Government of India Scheme and funds been allocated. Undeniably, the biggest ever ICT venture as far as a one district in India is concerned.

Unfortunately, due to the change of administrators (bureaucrats), the approved project faced a undue setback at the stage of signing the agreement and we are pursuing/ struggling to clear the final hurdle to start implementing the project.

We are self-funded till date. Our journey has not been a smooth one. Sleepless, food-less, peace-less, restless days are countless in numbers. But understanding the seriousness of rural crisis and on the other hand having a probable solution, we are continuing the battle with the hope that good things would succeed in the end.

We are determined to take part in the process of making the globe hunger-free. We look forward to your valuable suggestion and support to carry forward our momentum, gained in the 10 years of meaningful struggles for a noble  cause,  to serve the Global community beyond boundaries.

Concluding with the philosophical thoughts of Saint 'Thiruvalluvar':

1. “Agriculturists are the linchpin of the world for they support all other workers who cannot till the soil”

2. “To grasp the Truth from everywhere, from everyone is wisdom fair”

