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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Role of ICTs in the livelihoods framework 
 

Livelihood analysis is deeply rooted at the micro level, where individuals, families, households and groups 

create their own coping strategies within a context of vulnerability. The vulnerability of the rural poor is 

determined by multiple influences related to trends, shocks and seasonality concerning economic, social, 

political, geographical and natural resource factors. Vulnerability can increase owing to lack of access to 

resources, weak economic integration and climatic problems, factors which are often exacerbated by ineffective 

governance, lack of economic opportunities, social exclusion, conflict, discrimination, and lack of voice for the 

poor (Hulme and Shepherd, 2003). Vulnerability can also decrease when trends move in directions that are 

favorable to the poor. 

 

Information can play two key roles in reducing the vulnerability of the poor: i) an analytical role in assessing the 

vulnerability context and ii) communicating such information to those who can act upon it. The following figure 

proposes an information chain which explains how information and communication processes within the 

livelihoods framework reduce the vulnerability and enhance welfare of the poor.  

 
      Figure 1: Informati on in the L ivelihoods Framework 

 
Information can be understood in terms of a staged process. Within the structure of the information system, both 

analytical and functional approaches have an important role to play. The model suggests that raw data 

(disorganized and unprocessed information concerning trends, shocks, and seasonality) need to be accessed, 

assessed, and applied in some manner before they can be considered usable information which can be acted 

upon. Institutions (government, non-government, market, donors, etc.) can create a favorable environment for 

livelihoods by parsing this data. Overt resources (money, skills, technical infrastructure) and embedded/social 

resources (trust, motivation, knowledge, power) must also be incorporated.  

 

1.2 Potential of ICTs and constraints 
 

Information and communication technology (ICT) has the potential to improve rural livelihoods and expand a 

range of knowledge bases for the rural poor in Bangladesh. ICTs can improve capacity and efficacy both for the 

rural poor and for institutions engaged in improving rural livelihoods. Institutional systems can act directly and 
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indirectly to ensure the well-being of the poor: through direct physical assistance which may have a visible 

impact on vulnerability and through dissemination of information which has an influence in terms of improving 

livelihoods. Embedded resources are required for the poor so they can assimilate the content of information 

communicated to them and access a contextual understanding of the sources of such information (World Bank, 

1998). 

 

However, understanding the context in which ICTs work and do not work is critical to realizing their potential. 

Infrastructural requirements of ICT mean that some forms of ICT are not scale neutral; costly initial investments 

mean that benefits are beyond the reach of many of the rural poor. Moreover, excessive monopolization, along 

with overbearing regulatory control, has held back the spread of ICT.  

 

Furthermore, low literacy rates hamper ICT adoption. According to recent statistics on ICT accessibility in 

Bangladesh, only 0.8% (eight per 1,000 people) of the total population possesses a personal computer, while the 

rate of internet user is languishing at 0.5%. The density of fixed-line telephone is struggling at 0.86%, even 36 

years after independence, as a result of capacity constraints from inadequate investment as well as pervasive 

corruption within the state-owned Bangladesh Telegraph and Telephone Board (BTTB), which monopolized the 

sector until 2004. On the other hand, the mobile phone penetration rate jumped to 15.8% in 2006, up from 6.7% 

in the preceding year, thanks to recent growth in the country's fledgling mobile phone industry.  

 

Two examples below demonstrate how a lack of information can cause vulnerability. 

 

1.3 Vulnerability caused by lack of information 
 

On 17 September 2006, over 1,500 fishermen on some 500 trawlers went missing when a storm hit in the 

countryôs southeast coast.
1
 In addition to the lives lost, the storm caused extensive damage to property. Many 

fishermen did not take shelter as they had not received any forecast warning from the countryôs Weather 

Department (see COAST, 2006). Although the impact of this crisis was particularly large, incidents such as this 

are not new phenomena in Bangladesh. They occur almost every year.  

 

A well-built network between the Weather Department and fishermen communities in coastal areas could save 

lives and property. Time and again, fishermen have demanded that the government modernize the forecasting 

and warning systems, including the establishment of mobile phone and radio networks in deep sea (see Box 1). 

However, very little has been done in this connection. 

  

Box 1: Fishermen Demand Mobile, Radio Network in the Deep Sea 

Following the storm of 17 September 2006, the trawler ownersô association demanded that the government modernise the 

weather forecast and warning systems, and provide cell phone and radio networks in the deep sea in order to reduce loss of 

life during natural calamities.  

 

Fazlu Gazi and Nimai Chandra, president and secretary of Mohipur Fishing Trawler Owners' Association, announced the 

demand while talking with local journalists in the associationôs office yesterday. They said about 50,000 men were involved 

in fishing. About 200,000 mounds of fish, including Hilsa, are netted annually in the Kuakata area alone, all of which is 

exported, but the sector is ignored by the government.  

 

They demanded a mobile network covering 50km offshore, which would allow fishing trawlers to maintain communication 

with law enforcers and trawler owners, as most of the piracy take place within 50km of the beach. 

 

They also demanded a radio network for the same area in order to listen to weather forecasts and warnings without 

interruption. Now, fishermen cannot listen to radios because of poor networks in the deep sea. They also demanded a 

modernised warning system, as the current one is hard for the fishermen to understand. They said the measure would enable 

them to reduce the number of deaths and destruction caused by such storms. 

Source: Daily Star, 26 September 2006. 

                                                 
1
 See news reports from the Daily Star, New Age and Prothom Alo.  
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A recent award-winning television commercial for a mobile phone company drew the attention of many. The 

commercial, themed ñmaking difference in peoplesô lives,ò showed how the advent of mobile phones could 

improve the lives of fishermen. In the past, when fishermen could not learn prices on urban markets, exploitative 

middlemen bought fish locally at low prices, trapping fishermen in perpetual poverty. With the arrival of mobile 

phones, fishermen were able to contact urban markets to find out real prices and thereby improve their 

livelihood. 

 

1.4 Background to the research 
 

By better understanding the role that various forms of ICTs can and do play in rural poor households, and in 

institutions which work with the rural poor, donors, practitioners, policymakers and information providers can 

tailor ICT projects to the needs of a historically underrepresented segment of society. To obtain this knowledge, 

we reviewed the literature available and interviewed key informants, including rural users and non-users of 

ICTs. The study includes consultations with both rural users and ICT service providers (e.g. donors, 

practitioners, private sector actors, and government officials and policymakers who implement and support ICT 

services or who use ICT services to enhance their work with the rural poor). We used the interviews as a means 

of fill ing the gaps identified in the literature review and as an opportunity to explore some of the successes and 

failures of ICT in Bangladesh. For a comprehensive understanding of the impact of ICTs on livelihoods of rural 

Bangladeshis, a larger-scale survey would be required.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 gives a socioeconomic overview of Bangladesh and Section 3 looks 

at the state of ICT in Bangladesh today. Section 4 provides an overview of two case studies. Sections 5 and 6, 

provide more details of the case studies, examining the role of ICT service providers and users in rural 

Bangladesh. The final section reviews policy measures as well as strategies to determine the impact of ICTs on 

rural livelihoods, and the role of different stakeholders.  
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2. Socioeconomic Background  

 
Bangladesh is a low-income, least developed country with 55 million, or 40% of the total population (138.8 

million), living below the poverty line, according to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics' (BBS) Household 

Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) for 2005. Of these, 35 million live in extreme poverty. About 43.8% of 

the total population living in rural areas (about 75% of the total population) exists below the poverty line, 

whereas the incidence of poverty in urban areas accounts for 28.4%. Agriculture is the main livelihood source in 

rural villages. The literacy rate has yet to make any significant progress, hovering at 62.66%. Income inequality 

has increased over the past five years. 

 
 Table 1: Head Count Ratio (by cost of basic needs) of Poverty Incidence  

 Poverty incidence Extreme poverty incidence 

2005 2000 Poverty reduction rate (2000-5) 2005 2000 Poverty reduction rate (2000-5) 

National 40.0 48.9 1.78 25.5 33.7 1.64 

Rural  43.8 52.3 1.70 29.3 37.4 1.62 

Urban 28.4 35.2 1.36 13.7 19.4 1.14 

 Source: BBS HIES 2005 (2006). 

 
Per capita GDP rose to US$456 in 2006 as compared with US$361 in 2001. The GDP growth rate peaked at 

6.71% in 2006, sourced from remittances and urban economic sectors, such as manufacturing and exports.  

 
        Table 2: Country Background Information  

Total population (2006
P*

)      138.8 million**  

Population density (2006
P
)      941 

Population growth rate (%) (2003)      1.43  

Urban population (% of total population)     23.4  

Literacy rate (2002)      62.66  

Total labour force (2004)      44.3 million 

Unemployment and underemployment rate (% of total labour force) 37.6 

GDP growth (%) (2006)      6.71 

GDP per capita (US$)      456 

GNI per capita (US$)      482 

Incidence of poverty (%) (2005)     40  

Incidence of extreme poverty (%)     25.1 

         Source: Ministry of Finance (Bangladesh Economic Survey, 2006) 

        *  P = provisional estimate 

        **  Population statistics give official estimates. However, unofficial estimates stand at over 140 million. 
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3. State of ICT in Bangladesh  

 
Successful ICT initiatives meet three intertwined objectives: availability, access, and demand. Poor ICT policy 

and low accessibility have meant that the vast majority of ICTs (fixed-line telephony, mobile telephony, 

newspapers, radio, television, radio trunking, very small aperture terminal (VSAT), computer, and internet) 

remain beyond the reach of most of the population. This is particularly the case for the rural poor, who cannot 

afford to pay for ICTs and, owing to the urban bias and lack of skills and infrastructure, cannot access most 

technologies. However, ICT policy has recently seen some profound changes, leading to the entrance of private 

firms into the ICT sector, including the opening up of television and radio to private enterprise and licensing for 

extensive mobile telephony coverage.  

 

3.1 ICT s and government policy 

 
ICTs are regarded as one of the four priorities in the Bangladesh Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP), 

recognizing that improved access to cost-effective information and communication systems can contribute to 

faster poverty reduction. The strategy paper stresses development of appropriate strategies to harness the 

employment generation and welfare enhancement potential of ICTs by creating an enabling environment for 

comprehensive technology acquisition and its diffusion through developing required infrastructure; creating a 

legislative and policy framework; supporting entrepreneurial activities; facilitating and fostering community 

initiatives; and developing partnerships among public-private institutions. To integrate ICTs with the economy, 

the strategy paper urges the creation of a comprehensive technology policy (especially on ICT). Current 

institutional infrastructure for the delivery and adoption of new technologies is inadequate, so the PRSP points 

out that improving access to telecommunications facilities can contribute to poverty reduction through its 

impacts on the income-earning capacity of poor households and entrepreneurs. In this regard, access to services 

is the third critical element in the infrastructure package, after roads and electricity, for pro-poor growth. The 

PRSP also recognizes the importance of computers and internet for harnessing job creation.  

 

Recognizing ICT as a growth sector, the Ministry of Science and Information, and Communication Technology 

formulated the National Information and Communication Technology Policy (NICTP) in 2002. The policy aims 

to build an ICT-driven nation by creating a knowledge-based society. Considering the social, economic and 

political aspects of Bangladesh, the ICT policy statements stress the development of infrastructure facilities and 

the legal framework to expedite growth in the software industry and to ensure transparency, good governance 

and efficiency in all sectors of the economy. To compete effectively in the global ICT market, government 

policy statements have identified a number of key implementation areas. Areas for intervention include: 

¶ training and human resources development; 

¶ establishing appropriate ICT infrastructure; 

¶ promoting ICT research; 

¶ implementing development of software, hardware and services; 

¶ facilitating links with economic and social development; and 

¶ ensuring transparency and accountability.  

 

While both the PRSP and the NICTP have recognized the role of ICT in poverty reduction through employment 

generation and empowerment of the poor, its targets may be overly ambitious. There is no specific strategy in 

either of the documents as to how ICT actually would reduce poverty. Moreover, the government has yet to take 

any practical action that could link ICT with poverty reduction. Despite declarations of intent and deeming that 

spending on ICT should be increased to at least 2% of the annual development programme (ADP) by 2006, the 

ICT budget has not yet been increased accordingly.  
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3.2 Availability  
 

Fixed-line telephony 
State-owned BTTB has a monopoly on domestic fixed-line telephony in urban areas and on international 

telephony, with over 1.12 million connections up to June 2006, according to the Bangladesh 

Telecommunications Regulatory Commission (BTRC). Bangladeshôs telecommunications sector has remained 

underdeveloped, with one of the lowest teledensities in the world: in 2006, the teledensity of fixed telephones ï 

measured by the number of lines per 100 people ï was at just about 0.86%. This low penetration occurred 

because of the BTTB monopoly in the sector until 2004, whereby it measurably failed to increase its client base 

because of capacity constraints and inadequate investments, as well as pervasive corruption within the state 

body. 

 
Table 3: Growth of Fixed-Line Telephony in Bangladesh 

Fiscal year Central zone 

(Dhaka multi -

exchange 

area) 

Rest of 

country  

Total Rate of 

growth of 

central zone 

Rate of 

growth of 

rest of 

country  

Rate of 

growth total 

Central zone 

share  

(%)  

Rest of 

country 

share 

(%)  

1999/00 294,781 196,522 491,303    60.00 40.00 

2000/01 388,928 225,952 564,880 31.94 14.98 14.98 68.85 40.00 

2001/02 363,559 242,372 605,931 -6.52 7.27 7.27 60.00 40.00 

2002/03 422,964 293,757 716,721 16.34 21.20 18.28 59.01 40.99 

2003/04 490,042 320,116 810,158 15.86 8.97 13.04 60.49 39.51 

2004/05 510,000 340,000 850,000 4.07 6.21 4.92 60.00 40.00 

2005/06 540,000 469,490 1,009,490 5.88 38.09 18.76 53.49 46.51 

Source: BTTB (http://www.bttb.net/)  

 
More than half of these telephone connections were provided to residents of Dhaka city. Most of the 85,000 

villages across Bangladesh do not have access to a landline. BTTB paid little attention to the needs of rural 

communities. However, the government initiated a process to deregulate the fixed phone sector in early 2004, 

allowing the private sector to invest in the business. 

  

BTRC, the regulatory body for the countryôs telecommunications sector, started working on the licensing 

process in the middle of 2004 and divided the country into five zones for the awarding of licenses: central or 

Dhaka multi-exchange area, northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest. At the end of 2004, BTRC issued a 

total of 35 licenses to 17 private landline operators to run services in all except the central zone, which remains 

outside the licensing regime because of a court order. However, out of the 17 operators, only nine are currently 

providing a service in their licensing area. Altogether they have 150,000 customers. 

 

Access to telephones has been much more limited in Bangladesh compared with other low-income countries, not 

only in the South Asia region but also in other parts of the world (World Bank, 2003). As late as 1998, the World 

Bank referred to Bangladeshôs telecommunications sector as ñin the grip of a mismanaged state policyò 

(Richardson et al, 2000: 40). Restricted access to fixed-line connections, uncompetitive pricing and poor quality 

services ï linked to the public monopoly in fixed lines, inefficiency of the BTTB phone network and an 

inadequate interconnection regime ï have imposed high costs on the economy. These shortcomings have raised 

the cost of doing business, constrained economic activity and growth, and reduced consumer welfare. Because of 

its capacity limitations, BTTB has been unable to expand the coverage of its services to meet the rising demand. 

New applicants wait several years for fixed-line connections, while many potential applicants do not apply.  

 

In August 2006, the government declared its intent to supply additional landlines to rural Bangladeshis, planning 

to provide 10 million telephone connections between 2004 and 2006. It is not yet clear how many of these 

telephones have been provided (United News of Bangladesh, 2 August 2006).  

http://www.bttb.net/
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Mobile telephony  
Bangladesh was renowned for its poor telecommunications services provision until the last decade. However, the 

mobile phone networks have quickly absorbed some of the demand for fixed-line telephony. Bangladesh 

liberalized the telecommunications sector in 1996, giving licenses to three private operators to provide mobile 

services.
2
 The sector has expanded rapidly: almost 80% of the total country is covered by the mobile phone 

network.
3
  

 
The number of mobile phone subscribers has registered growth of 135%, reaching around 22 million in 2006 

(according to BTRC), adding more than 12 million customers in a single year.
4
 This is mainly because of 

continuous cuts in prices for connections and call tariffs in the past few years in the wake of stiff competition 

among operators. Mobile phone operatorsô data show that the maximum call rate offered by most operators had 

come down to as low as Tk2 per minute in 2006 (Tk7 in 1997). As a result mobile teledensity has improved 

significantly to 15.8% in 2006 as compared with 6.7% in 2005.  

 

Grameenphone dominates the market: its customer base is 10.76 million subscribers. The remaining four 

operators (CityCell, AKTel, Banglalink and Teletalk) have a total coverage of 11.04 million.  

 

          Figure 2: Growth of Mobile Phone Industry in Bangladesh 
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Despite phenomenal growth and massive price cuts, a large number of people still do not have access to mobile 

phones. With mobile phone penetration at only 15%, the market is underserved and rural people are yet to 

benefit from the service. Industry players have said that the number of mobile phone subscribers will top 50 

million in the next three years, with around a 30-50% penetration rate, as start-up costs and call tariffs continue 

to fall, while competition continues to be fierce among operators (New Age Report, 16 January 2007). 

       

                                                 
2
 Mobile phones were first introduced to Bangladesh in 1992, when the government gave permission to Pacific Telecom 

Bangladesh Limited to operate a mobile phone service in CDMA technology under the brand name of Citycell. However, 

few people were able to use this because of high connection prices and call tariffs charged by the sole. 
3
 The government, for security reasons, does not allow operators to provide mobile services in three hill districts.  

4
 Bangladesh is currently in the top 10 mobile phone markets in the Asia Pacific region in terms of number of subscribers. 
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Despite high demand and BTTBs, limited fixed-phone coverage, the expansion of the network of private mobile 

phones has been hindered, owing to regulatory constraints, such as limited interconnection between mobile 

telephones and landline telephones. Private operators have expanded their market by introducing interconnection 

arrangements with each other. More than 90% of these mobile phones are only mobile-to-mobile phones and do 

not have interconnection facilities with BTTB phones. 

 

Broadcasting services  
Bangladesh broadcasting facilities can be broadly divided into two segments: public service broadcasts, such as 

Bangladesh Television (BTV) and Radio Bangladesh (Bangladesh Betar), and private-owned commercial 

broadcasters, such as satellite TV channels and FM radio.  

 

Television 
BTV, the state-owned television network, started broadcasting on 25 December 1964. BTV broadcasts from 

Dhaka and covers almost 100% of the country. It airs almost 15 hours of programming daily. A regional station 

located in Chittagong broadcasts local programs in the evening. In 2004, BTV started broadcasting worldwide 

24 hours a day through its satellite-based branch, BTV World. It has relay stations in major cities. In regulatory 

terms, the government has full control over BTV, and it is directed and funded by the Ministry of Information. 

Although it has produced many award-winning programmes, it has also been criticized for being the mouthpiece 

of the ruling government.  

  

Apart from BTV and BTV World, nine satellite televisions channels are now in operation in the private sector. 

These are ATN Bangla, Channel-i, NTV, Ekushey Television, Rtv, Bangla Vision, Boishakhi Television, STVus 

and Channel 1. More television channels are lining up to acquire licenses from the government. Satellite 

operators and cable service providers pay for a license from the Ministry of Information; satellite operators are 

allocated a frequency by the BTRC. The absence of any transparent and clear process of acquiring a license has 

led to politicization of the system. There is no plan to use frequencies for the public interest (e.g. education 

programming). There is no system for regulating the content of broadcasting and, in particular, for ensuring that 

it meets certain minimum standards in relation to regular programming and advertisements.  

 

Radio  
Radio is ready for further growth and is one of the best modes of sharing knowledge in Bangladesh. It is easily 

accessible by the people because of its affordability and low maintenance costs. Bangladesh Betar, a 

government-run station, broadcasts from Dhaka as well as 10 other cities. It operates on a mixture of shortwave, 

medium wave, and frequency module bandwidths. Bangladesh Betar programmes cover news, sports, 

agriculture, population, health and nutrition, and music. However, its popularity is declining because of 

deteriorating programming quality. 

 

In 2006, the first two private FM stations ï Radio Today and Radio Furti ï were introduced in the Dhaka area, 

primarily providing music.
5
 Radio Amar 101 has also started test transmissions. These profit-based radio stations 

also provide traffic updates and information on market prices and exchange rates. Radio Today has three news 

bulletins a day. The stations are accessible to people living within 100km of Dhaka. The stations have plans to 

expand, and anticipate an FM radio revolution, similar to that of India, where in the past few years more than 

250 stations have been launched across the country. In Bangladesh, cell phones equipped with FM features are 

available and are growing in popularity. A designated weather service channel and/or marine weather service 

channel is not yet available.  

 

Internet 
Internet remains elusive for most people. 75% of Bangladeshis live in rural areas, while 90% of internet users 

reside in cities (Nabi, 2006). Internet use is languishing at five per 1,000 people (0.5%), according to BASIS.
6
 

                                                 
5
 The BBC also operates on an FM and broadcasts news in Bangla twice a day in addition to global programming. 

6 
Bangladesh Association of Software & Information Services.
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Although computers are widely used in offices, businesses, educational institutions, homes and the field, their 

penetration rate is fewer than eight per 1,000 people (0.8%)
 
.
7
  

 

The sector is hampered by poor infrastructure facilities. Even connecting to the SEA-ME-WE-4
8
 submarine 

cable in May 2006 did not improve the situation as anticipated because of inadequate bandwidth distribution and 

poor infrastructure on the part of BTTB and other ISPs. BTTB's underpowered bandwidth distribution gateway, 

more connections than capacity, dependency on dialup connections, and absence of a backup line are all holding 

back the cable's intended benefits.  

 

End-user prices are still high but falling. Bandwidth prices have come down to more than 60% to Tk75,000 per 

month, from Tk300,000 when ISPs were buying from VSAT operators. Many ISPs have to keep their VSAT 

connection as backup since BTTB does not have any redundancy connectivity to complement the submarine 

cable in case of any disruption. 

 

Despite these bottlenecks, software and IT services have been experiencing high growth in recent years. During 

the past five years, average yearly export growth has been around 60%, including more than 90% growth in 

more recent years, according to Bangladesh Bank. Over 100 software companies export different products and 

services to clients from the U.S., Japan, Denmark, Netherlands, the UK and some Middle East and ASEAN 

countries. According to a BTTB estimate, the domestic ICT market, currently estimated to be at around Tk11 

billion, is experiencing high growth and is expected to reach Tk30 billion by 2008. 

  

On 6 October 2006, the Bangladeshi government signed a MoU with U.S.-based AlwaysOn, a communications 

service provider. AlwaysOn intends to provide internet services to rural and urban areas in Bangladesh, initially 

covering 85% of the country (8 October 2006). It is not clear whether a similar policy will be undertaken to 

provide access to computers. 

 

Voice over internet protocol (VOIP) 
VOIP, or internet telephony, is one of the cheapest options for making or receiving overseas calls. Although the 

cabinet approved VOIP business in 2003, the High Court has barred government from issuing licenses without 

setting up VOIP exchanges to route and monitor voice traffic data. 

 

The opening of the VOIP is necessary to lower the cost of international phone calls. A recent report of the 

Global System for Mobile Communication association (GSM) said that because of monopolization of the 

international gateway, telecoms investments as a percentage of GDP are 70% lower and call prices are two to 

three times higher than the average for developing countries. 

 

3.3 Demand and accessibility  

 
Accessibility of ICTs is highly skewed toward wealthy urban populations. There is growing concern that, owing 

to asymmetric sharing of information, marginalized people are further falling behind in terms of competing for 

jobs, market share, and common resources. Their livelihoods, as a result, become more vulnerable. Since the cost 

of access of many ICTs is still high, the majority of users of computers, internet, and mobile phones are from 

high and middle-income groups.  

 

Distribution of households with access to telephone, mobile phones, computers, e-mail and electricity are 

presented in Table 4. In 2005, at the national level, 2.87% of households had access to fixed-line telephones, 

with 0.33% in rural areas and 10.36% in urban areas. The percentage of households with access to mobile 

phones at the national level was 11.29%: 6.05% in rural areas and 26.73% in urban areas. However, as noted 

previously, the recent growth of the mobile phone sector shows that accessibility of mobile phones at household 

level has increased.  

                                                 
7
 Note: there is a slight variation between BASIS data and government data, as shown below. 

8 
South East Asia, Middle East and Western Europe.
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Government statistics for 2002-3 show that 27.3% of households owned a radio: 32.3% in urban areas and 

25.7% in rural areas (BBS, 2004). According to an alternate estimate by the independent National Media Survey 

(NMS) in 2005, 32% of people owned radio (BNNRC, 2006). Of these, only 27.3% are in working order. The 

independent survey showed that 22.5% of people listened to the radio. Listening had declined significantly in 

urban areas because of rapid increases in television programming and the failure of the public radio to attract 

people. Dhaka-based Betar is the most popular radio station in the country, attracting 31.3%. 

 

The household survey data show that only 19.1% of households were reported to have a TV at the national level. 

This is larger for urban households (42.9%) than for rural households (11.6%). NMS findings show that almost 

41% of households own a television (78% in urban areas and 27% in rural areas). TV reaches about 87.9% and 

55.5%, respectively. About 10.4% of households have cable network/dish connections. Only a quarter of 

households have satellite access. TV viewing figures rose to 64% in 2004, up from 42% in 1998 and 31% in 

1995.  

 
 Table 4: Ownership of Communication Technologies by Household (%) 

2005 2000 2002-3 

 Fixed 

line 

Mobile 

phone 

Computer Internet/

email 

Electricity Fixed 

line 

Mobile 

phone 

Computer Internet/ 

email 

Electricity TV Radio 

National 2.87 11.29 1.36 0.2 44.23 1.5 n/a n/a 0 31.2 19.1 27.3 

Rural  0.33 6.05 0.17 0 31.19 0.3 n/a n/a 0 18.7 11.6 25.7 

Urban  10.36 36.73 4.88 0.81 82.61 6.5 n/a n/a 0 80.4 42.9 32.3 

 Sources: BBS HIES 2005 (2006), BBS Labour Force Survey 2002-3 (2004). 

 
Only 1.36% of households had a computer at the national level in 2005, 0.17% at the rural level, and 4.88% at 

the urban level, according to government statistics. Internet facilities are limited to urban areas, where 0.81% of 

households have accessibility. The 2005 findings show that only 1.2% of people in urban areas have internet 

access. These data, however, differ from the BASIS data, as stated earlier.  

  

One of the major constraints to using ICTs in rural areas is the lack of power. Approximately 83% of urban 

households have access to electricity; this is only 31% for rural households. Poor coverage in rural areas owes 

mainly to slow progress in government rural electrification activities over the last decade. Apart from electricity 

coverage, power failures have become a major concern in recent years, as the government has not increased its 

production of electricity in the past five years or so.  

 

Concentration of income and distribution of accessibility of ICT show that only the rich can really access 

information technology. The poor face hindered access to ICTs for two main reasons. First, the public 

distribution system is inferior in the case of fixed-line telephony and electricity supply, where the state has the 

monopoly. Unabated corruption within the BTTB and the Electricity Board over the years has increased the cost 

of power and has resulted in a poor service. Second, mobile phone, computer and internet services are delivered 

under a private arrangement of limited scale. Without a government policy to address the urban bias and the high 

cost of these services, they will remain beyond the reach of poor households.  

 

To increase accessibility for rural people, it is necessary to upscale electric facilities. Accessibility to the 

telephone should also be increased. In rural areas, broadband internet connections have not yet been developed. 

Without increasing internet connectivity, rural communities will be left behind.  
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4. Overview of Specific Cases 

 
The analysis of ICT applications to rural livelihoods was conducted through a consultation process that included 

ICT providers and users. 

 

4.1 Role of ICT services in rural livelihoods: providers' p erspective 

 
Providers consulted included NGOs, mobile phone operators, television channel operators, computer service 

providers and government organizations, such as the Agriculture Information Centre and the Planning 

Commission. In Bangladesh, private sector operators are the main providers of ICTs (mobile phones, computers 

and internet, television channels, radio, and fixed-line telephony on a limited scale), whereas the state controls 

the fixed-line telephony and two national TV channels and 10 radio centres. The government also formulates and 

implements ICT policy. The majority of Bangladeshi and international NGOs working with ICTs are developing 

community information centres to facilitate information transmittal to rural people. Some NGOs partner with 

private organizations or local government (see Appendix F). 

 

Recognizing the role that information can play in improving the livelihoods of the poor, NGOs began to look at 

telecentres as a means of information sharing. In Bangladesh, telecentre development has been spearheaded by 

Grameenphone, Amader Gram and the Society for Economic and Basic Advancement (SEBA). Later, BRAC 

(the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee) set up community learning centres (Gono Kendra) throughout 

Bangladesh, and Grameenphone has set up a community information centre (GPCIC) in each upazilla (district 

subdivision). A D.Net project has stressed the importance of livelihoods content in local dialects and has 

developed a content compendium and tested the impact of this among villagers through Pallitathya Kendra 

(rural information centres) in four districts.  

 

This NGO and private sector focus on telecentres drove the selection of providers for consultations. We felt it 

was important to examine the main arena of non-profit ICT programming. When applicable, we draw on 

consultations with NGOs not involved in telecentres (such as BNNRC), private sector providers, and 

government officials. During these consultations, seven policy issues were addressed: 

¶ cost sharing, 

¶ ensuring equitable access to information, 

¶ utili zation of local or appropriately localized content, 

¶ building on existing systems, 

¶ building capacity at local level, 

¶ using realistic technologies, and 

¶ building knowledge partnerships. 

  

4.2 Characteristics, demography and geography of projects  

 
Some projects are operated across the country whereas others focus on particular regions. BRAC, Grameen, 

Channel I, the government-owned Rural Development Academy (RDA) and the Agriculture Information Service 

have operations throughout Bangladesh. BNNRC, COAST and Dhaka Ahsania Mission (DAM) mainly target 

the coastal areas, disadvantaged/disaster areas, and river basins. Some organizations (Katalyst, RDRS - Rangpur 

Dinajpur Rural Service) focus on the deprived north and northwestern regions of the country.  

 

Most projects are operated at upazilla or union level. The number of people using telecentres is between 400 and 

1,000. However, the number of people who could access telecentres is generally quite high. For example, 

Pallitathya of D.Net operates in four districts, with a catchment population of 413,188. Grameen and BRAC are 

operating in almost all upazillas (there are 469 in Bangladesh). Around 8,000 users availed themselves of the 

services in the past year at Katalystôs four rural information centres. 
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4.3 Building local-level capacity and assessing local needs 
 

All the telecentre providers we spoke to had included local communities in initial processes to identify local 

needs and feasibility. The telecentres try to tailor service packages to the needs of local communities, and locals 

are trained to facilitate communication between the centre and the community. Locals communicate with the 

centre on a daily, weekly, monthly or quarterly basis, depending upon their needs. 

  

Telecentres use participatory approaches with communities to identify information gaps in different areas. Since 

agriculture and fisheries are predominant forms of income generation in rural Bangladesh, most projects 

specialize in disseminating related information. Some organizations have started developing content to promote 

small and medium scale enterprises (SMEs) in rural areas. Some NGOs provide information related to social 

issues, including: health, education, legal, administrative, job market and skilled development information.  

  

ICT service providers claim that content can enhance knowledge on economic and social issues. The telecentresô 

approaches to information needs are extremely diverse. This diversity of content and services available suggests 

that there is not yet a consensus on what areas are priorities for future development of the model. Additional 

careful discussions with rural users could establish local priorities and help identify where content sharing 

among communities could occur. Below is a list of content and services provided by various telecentres. See 

Comment 

¶ Access to livelihood information on agriculture, health, education, legal and human rights, non-farm 

economic activities.  

¶ Market prices for farmers and fishermen, enabling market awareness. 

¶ Producers have begun to participate directly in the market, thus reducing the role of middlemen; 

¶ Dissemination of agriculture-related videos helps farmers use high-quality seeds and cultivation processes. 

A rural farming community has access to new and innovative agricultural technology. 

¶ SME ideas through the internet help people to open up new businesses (Katalyst). 

¶ People do not have to travel over 30-35km to district headquarters to obtain information on education, 

health, jobs, government services, etc. Access to a mobile phone helpline helps villagers consult with 

experts such as doctors, agriculturists, lawyers, etc (Palliatathya Kendra). 

¶ Students and teachers can find online information related to their examinations, admissions, results, etc. 

¶ Users have access to forms for passports, death and birth certificates from government websites, etc. 

¶ Unemployed young people can obtain information on jobs available in their area, not possible before. 

¶ Unemployed young people no longer have to travel long distances to find out about jobs, saving time and 

money.  

¶ The centre works as a directory of various service providers in major districts. 

¶ As the centres are closer to the community, this has created new possibilities for them. Now, children are 

able to learn about computers and about acquiring training skills. 

¶ People are able to talk to their relatives and friends abroad through video over the internet. 

 

4.4 Choosing realistic technologies 
 
The type of technology necessary depends upon the information needed and local capacities. For example, 

mobile phone and fixed-line telephony are effective for accessing expert advice. Computers are useful for offline 

livelihoods information, while the internet is important for online information, such as job market information, 

results of public examinations, etc. Radio and TV are helpful for learning about current affairs and weather. Print 

media are effective for current news. In some cases, face-to-face interaction is vital. In most cases in rural 

Bangladesh, the mobile phone is the best technology for providing information. Radio, TV, and print media are 

being used to update rural people about current affairs linked with their livelihoods.  

 

The providers we spoke to stressed that the internet, combined with computing, is the best method of making 

information and communication systems available to rural communities. However, lack of access to electricity, 
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power interruptions and low skill and literacy levels hindered their current efficacy. Given structural constraints 

and high poverty levels, it is important to facilitate services to rural communities at the lowest possible cost. 

Audio and audiovisual programmes, such as community radio and terrestrial TV networks, are accessible to rural 

people with little formal education. Mobile phones have been successfully adopted throughout most of 

Bangladesh. Thus, at least in the short term, mobile phones and radios are the most appropriate technologies for 

rural areas around the country.  

 

There are now several mobile phone and public switched telephone network (PSTN) companies in the country. 

Grameenphone (GP) is the pioneer, able to provide, at upazilla level, the newly launched EDGE Internet service 

to rural people.
9
 A number of regional and nationwide ISPs are working in Bangladesh. Using this technology, it 

will be possible in the near future to connect to the internet in areas which are more rural than the upazillas. 

However, providers believe that training facilities ï formal and informal ï urgently need to be stepped up among 

local facilitators and ICT users. 

  

4.5 Constraints at the implementation stage 
  

Service providers face problems during the implementation stage. They reported three impediments to service 

delivery: 

1. Infrastructure bottlenecks. Problems with power supply and generation and inadequate opportunity to 

access fixed-line telephones have limited the usefulness of computers and the internet. 

2. Lack of quality information. Service providers find it difficult to obtain appropriate information. In 

particular, there is a lack of data available at the field level. 

3. Social barriers. Many villagers are not yet convinced that the information available will improve their 

incomes or livelihoods. Rural users also desire services that can show them how to use the available 

information to improve their incomes.  

  

State interventions are required to remedy the infrastructure bottlenecks. Without government initiatives, it is 

very difficult to enhance power supply or the opportunity to access fixed-line phones in rural areas. Further, the 

government can fill some of the information gaps by providing an online national database system with correct 

and regularly updated information. Coordination among NGOs, donors and communities can also improve 

content. Speaking with rural community members will shed a light on information priorities. As content 

improves and telecentres establish themselves within the community, some social barriers will be overcome. 

This can be further achieved through awareness-building activities, such as issue-based camps to link villagers 

with service providers, training information workers to become efficient infomediaries, and providing relevant 

information which demonstrably improves livelihoods and incomes. 

  

4.6 Sustainability  
  
Most projects are administered by NGOs in association with international donor agencies. In some instances, 

NGOs develop partnerships with the private sector to access technological help and training. Some ICT 

providers reported that projects were being maintained through a mix of self funding, donor assistance and 

private sector financing. In some cases, projects develop their own mechanisms to generate additional funding, 

such as by providing commercial computing services. 

 

Most of the centres are yet to be sustainable, with a few notable exceptions. Of GP's 16 pilot CICs, about 70% 

appear to be financially viable. Katalystôs rural information centres are profitable and local communities are 

accessing the benefits/services to improve their livelihoods.  

 

For other telecentres, profitability may not be the appropriate criterion, as many of the stated missions are to 

maximise user welfare by increasing information access. The telecentre concept is new to rural areas, where 

                                                 
9
 GP provides the entrepreneur with an EDGE-enabled SIM to access the internet. Internet access is ensured through 

dedication of channels within the coverage of the concerned base station. GP provides training and technical support.  




