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A Digital Divide?



PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="
Exactly two years after Bhutan introduced television and Internet what influences do we see on Bhutanese society apart from the echos of “Aiwa” around the country? As expected, television quickly became more popular, with 22 percent of the population claiming to watch regularly.

Internet has picked up in recent months among a section of the population. 

Response to the Kuensel site, launched last week, has been vigorous, with comments on nearly every story and discussions on a number of current issues. This past week we also saw an unprecedented number of people reading news sites regularly because of the tragedy which struck the Nepalese royal family. 

Meanwhile Druknet has 1,800 clients signed up for email and hosts 17 web sites. According to the Department of Information Technology, 80 percent of the dzongkhag offices and nearly all educational institutions are now using email. 

But this represents just a small proportion of the population. We have a group, mainly among the younger generation, who are very interactive and up to date on most issues through the Internet, but the system at large remains relatively sluggish. Even as government agencies launch more web sites, most of them are not updated regularly. 

This, basically, means a digital divide within the country : those who have Internet and those who don’t. While Internet users are involved in a lively exchange of news and information, others are left out. One of the inevitable ironies is that there are people outside the country who are more up to date with events and information about Bhutan than some of us. 

At the policy level, the pace is yet to pick up. A national digital vision has not quite been coherently translated into some of the activities which were a part of the digital vision. 

For example, it was decided that government forms (including promotion forms) and procedures would be available and received online. A much needed coordination and exchange of information among government ministries, or development sectors, has seen no signs of taking off. 

The Department of Information Technology, which has not been fully staffed since it was established, has not been able to drive change. Thus, while the latest developments - whether it is medicine, agriculture, or news - is available, it is limited to a few users. 

This is becoming a disadvantage because the Internet is a necessity for important information, including examination results. 

Bhutan’s goal - as outlined in an IT masterplan and plans made by individual government ministries - is to use this practical and effective medium to overcome its most difficult obstacle, the rugged terrain. This goal, still largely theoretical, is a distant one. 

Some explain it as Bhutan’s oral culture which has not yet developed a reading tradition. This is why, as in most developing countries, television is more addictive because it is easier to watch than to research and read. Going by Thailand’s experience, the popularity of Internet spiralled downwards when people learned that it was not as much fun as watching television. 

Government and private agencies have a new responsibility, to promote IT at all levels of society, but few have sufficient resources or interest. The education department, for example, has a long term IT plan but is far short of the budget. Meanwhile, computers (which receive no tax concession) and IT related activities remain unaffordable for most private users. 

A multipurpose tele-centre in Bumthang has made an interesting start. About 800 people - students, government officials, traders, and farmers - have already signed up. Such a pilot project, however, will need consistent support to succeed. 

Our Internet backbone, Druknet, is not reliable enough for users to build up digital activities like e-commerce. As the sole ISP, Druknet is apparently hampered by inadequate infrastructure and an over-reliance on its external partners. 

All this represents a challenge which cannot be ignored and calls for a good look at our priorities. 

The desire to understand the world and the desire to reform it are the two great engines of progress 


