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[ About D.Net |

D.Net (Development Research Network), a not-for-profit institution for
undertaking research and action programmes in Bangladesh, was
established in 2001. D.Net's vision is a society where information and
knowledge facilitates all stakeholders' participation in generation of
wealth and its equitable distribution for poverty alleviation. Its mission is
to become a premier organisation in Bangladesh and beyond by
undertaking research and various action programmes in the areas, where
information and knowledge can contribute to poverty alleviation,
economic growth and peace. During initial years of activities, D.Net's
initial focus was research on Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) for Development. D.Net's in-depth research in the area
of ICTs for poverty alleviation has drawn attention of stakeholders not
only in Bangladesh, but also across the globe. Under its Mission 2010,
D.Net's five year strategic plan, D.Net conducts research and implements
important action programmes primarily in six thematic areas:

e Access to Information and Knowledge

e Enhancing Business Competitiveness for Economic Growth

e Governance and Human Rights

e Human Resource Development

e Institutional Capacity Development

e Economic and Development Policy Research
D.Net also undertakes policy influencing activities, for bringing burning
issues before the policy makers and stakeholders to create awareness and
to take proper actions.
D.Net has started to play a visible role in the research arena within the
national boundary and in South Asia. It also has gone beyond South Asia
through telecentre.org, Canada and ELDIS, UK. D.Net is a member of
Global Knowledge Partnership (GKP), OneWorld SouthAsia, and
PANAsia Network of IDRC. D.Net received the Global Gender and ICT
Award 2005, at the World Summit on the Information Society for its
innovation of linking mobile telecommunication for improving access to
livelihood information by the poor people, particularly women and the
handicapped, through the introduction of the “mobile lady”.
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[ Preface |

The development paradigm evolved during the last four decades in
Bangladesh as well as around the world. Poverty eradication was the
ultimate goal of all development efforts. At the initial phase, the focus was
primarily on improvement of the income poverty situation. Gradually the
focus spread on the non-income issues, which was crystallized through
the development of Human Development Index (HDI). Combination of
income and non-income issues was considered as holistic approach
towards neoclassical strategy of poverty eradication. The non-income
poverty eradication approach covered a wide range of factors which
influenced the improvement of living standards, including, #nter alia,
access to quality education, access to health care, access to productive
employment opportunities etc. However, access to information and
knowledge, as a dimension of access to resources, which determines Javes
and haves not, remained unexplored in the poverty discourse.

This monograph is an attempt to share the experience of an experiment
on whether access to information and knowledge has any role to play in
addressing poverty. A system of information and knowledge exchange for
the poor and marginalised was designed for this experiment, where
information and communication technologies (ICTs) are one of the
components of the system. The experiment, spread over a period of
morte than four years since 2003, tested the system termed as “Pallitathya
Model”, consisting five basic components: content, multiple channels of
information and knowledge exchange, znfomediary (human interface
between information and knowledge-base), ownership and mobilisation
(marketing). The system is based on two pre-requisites: it focuses on the
need of a poor and marginalised community, and it emphasizes on income
generation for financial sustainability, where possible.

Under the Pallitathya experiment, all system components were built from
zero. It was essential to understand the existing information and
knowledge system practised by poor and marginalsed community people.
A needs assessment research was conducted by a joint rural-urban
research team. Based on the gap identified in the prevailing information
and knowledge exchange system, a number of livelihood questions were
identified which can not be resolved by existing system. The outcome of
the needs assessment research was findings on absence of information
and knowledge in those livelihood areas. As there was no digital livelihood



content in Bangla and in semantics, which is easily comprehendible by
ultimate beneficiary within a community, for the making the experiment
possible, ICT-based content development efforts were undertaken. After
four and half years, the outcome vindicates that information and
knowledge gap was very rightly identified. Considering the pervasive
illiteracy among the community beneficiaries both in mother tongue and
illiteracy in ICTs the 'infomediary as a system component was introduced.
Such a system component allowed Pallitathya research team to include
illiterate people to benefit from Pallitathya system not waiting for time
when such literacy would be achieved. The research team was aware about
slow 'technology diffusion' and 'behavioural change'. The team was also
aware of attribution problem of any 'impact'. Thus, for capturing any
'positive’ or 'negative' change in a community, the research team followed a
'transaction' based approach and used 'Outcome Mapping' as a
methodology for capturing 'change', if any.

A new concept of 'benefit of investment' (BOI) was introduced for
assessing benefit accrued by a community in monetary terms, where
applicable, against investment made in a community-based unit of
Pallitathya information and knowledge system. Such an indicator was
needed, as there is confusion whether investment in building information
and knowledge system for the poor and marginalised is justified, because
there is competing needs for investment. The combined BOI for the
whole Pallitathya experiment is 1:4.64, which means for each Taka
investment for 15 months of operation of the system the community
benefited for Taka 4.64. The BOI for information and knowledge services
was estimated 1:4.42, whereas BOI for income generating services was
only 1:0.25. It is to be mentioned that the BOI mentioned above was
estimated considering all costs including cost of operation for conducting
research at head office level. If only local unit level cost is considered, the
BOI was 1: 18.33. In this case, the BOI for information and knowledge
service was 1:17.43 and for income generating service 1:1. The research
findings strongly argue for "public assets' and 'public goods' opposed to
only financial sustainability argument, while income generating aspects
should not ignored for nurturing entrepreneurial mindset. The research
findings also show that the information and knowledge system as 'kiosk' is
less preferable, rather the system unit should be embedded in a broader
community ecosystem.
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Since 2003 more than 120 researchers have been involved in the Pallitathya
experiment. They passed many sleep-less nights to make the experiment
reaching a meaningful end and to produce a good publication for sharing
the findings of the experiment with broader constituency. The research
team is particularly grateful to all community leaders and batrefoot
researchers, who are the real heroes and heroines for proving that access
to information and knowledge is an essential dimension of poverty
paradigm. The research team is grateful to Professor Rehman Sobhan,
who is the 'light house' of D.Net's political economic approach towards
research and action programmes. His insights have been guiding the
research team throughout the painful process of conducting such a
'difficult’ action research. The research team also owes to D.Net's
governing body, particularly its first Chairperson Dr. Debapriya
Bhattachrya for endorsing the philosophy of building information and
knowledge system for the poor and marginalised. The research team
acknowledges the endorsement of research idea by the board of Research
Initiatives, Bangladesh (RIB), particularly Dr. Shamsul Bari. Profesor
Anisur Rahman inspired the research team with the concept of
participatory action research. International Development Research
Centre (IDRC) came in at the very right moment, when there was no hope
to continue such a big experiment, where all elements had to be built on
the way of its journey. The research team would like to mention here the
contribution of Nancy Smith, Stephen McGurk and Frank Tulus. The
Pallitathya experiment could not get its holistic shape without timely
endorsement and support of Manusher Jonno Foundation, particularly
of Shaheen Anam. The research team was continuously encouraged by Dr.
Hameeda Hossain, Advocate Sultana Kamal, and Professor Zafar Igbal.

We acknowledge the contribution of all our partners, who helped us in
content development technology solution design and research design.
Here, we should mention about Global Knowledge Partnership (GKP)
and Association for Progressive Communication (APC)WNSP. The
research could address gender dimension rightly thanks to thoughts and
support of APC colleagues. GKP played an instrumental role in
consolidating D.Net's efforts in institution building.

Finally, the research team would like to express its sincere gratitude to Dr.
Toufic Ahmad Chaudhury, Chairperson of D.Net, who was always with us
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in all difficult moments. We deeply appreciate support of D.Net's
colleagues, they have proved that nothing is impossible. The team owe to
their families and spouses, whose support was the key in making the 'mad
rush'of research possible.

The research team believes that the findings and methodologies
developed in the process of experiment would be useful to researchers,
practitioners, policy makers, media, academia and other stakeholders. We
know that many of the elements of Pallitathya model can be improved
further and replaced with some better elements. We believe that
researchers and practitioners will take away the model further with many
new twists and directions.

The research team would like to apologize for omitting any name
mistakenly, whose contribution played an important role in reaching a
meaningful end. We welcome constructive criticism and inputs in
improving the methodologies developed in the process of conducting the
experiment. We believe that research in this arena just started and we have
to go a long way for making our efforts truly benefiting poor and

marginalised.

Ananya Raihan Md. Forhad Uddin Narayan Chandra Das
Mahmud Hasan Md. Masum Billah Taposhi Sarker
December 2007
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