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In an experiment in knowledge delivery to
the poor, the M S Swaminathan Research

Foundation (MSSRF) has established
Knowledge Centres in ten villages near
Pondicherry in Southern India. Here local
people used to travel about 10 to 15 km to
Pondicherry town to get any information that
they needed or wanted. By satisfying their daily
information needs the new Knowledge
Centres have helped villagers to save time and
money on travelling to gain access to this
information. For example as market prices of
rice and vegetables are now provided by the
Knowledge Centres the villagers do not need
to visit the concerned markets to find out the
prices.

The Knowledge Centres facilitate both
voice and data transfer through a hybrid wired
and wireless network, consisting of PCs,
telephones,VHF duplex radio devices, and
email connection through dial up telephone
lines.This intranet style network links village
nodes to a central hub in Villianur, a small town
13 kms west of Pondicherry.Where necessary
a ‘Value Addition Centre’ at the hub processes
information into more accessible formats. For
example translation into local languages and
the use of multi media applications to facilitate
illiterate users.

The process begins with volunteer teams
polling villagers to find out what knowledge
they want. Popular requests include women’s
health information, agricultural advice, daily
market prices for crops, local weather
forecasts, information about festivals and
functions at temples, and clear information
about the bewildering array of programmes
provided by the government to aid poor

families.This is all information that enables
villagers to manage their time and make plans
for the future. Most of the information is
obtained by local volunteers, with some
relevant information obtained directly from
external sources by the Value Addition Centre
at Villianur. For example wave conditions from
a US Navy website which are fed via voice
report to the fisherfolk of coastal villages.

To participate each village must provide a
public room for the computer system and
salaries for trained operators. In return the
village receives the hardware and maintenance
for the communication system, specially
designed websites in local languages that
convey the requested information, and training
programmes for villagers who have been
selected to run their local knowledge system.

Although access to timely and relevant
information negates the need for some travel,
it may also exacerbate or generate new
mobility needs. By providing access to accurate
and up to date information about local
transport services, the knowledge centres
ensure that the journeys that are made are
more effective in terms of time, cost and
choice.The centres take enquiries about travel
opportunities, schedules, prices and delays,
informing villagers of breakdowns so that they
can seek alternative transport and avoid time
wasted in waiting for services. Previously this
information was only available at the nearest
bus terminal in Pondicherry 10-15 kilometres
away. In addition the Centres provide
information on obtaining driving licences,
motor vehicle licences and who to contact
regarding different means of transport.

The Knowledge Centres have also been
able to make a real difference to the villagers
ability to influence local transport policy
decision making, providing a focal point
through which villagers can outline their
transport needs and then identify the
appropriate channels through which they
should address those needs. For example the
villagers of Embalam village used their
Knowledge Centre’s ‘suggestion box’ to put
forward the need for more frequent bus
services to their village during school hours.
This was forwarded through the Centre and
MSSRF to the concerned transport authorities
and local member of the legislative assembly.
The matter has been taken up during the
assembly session and is still under
consideration.

Establishing Knowledge Centres as a non-
transport solution to local needs for access to
information has changed the face of local
mobility needs.Villagers have more time at
their disposal for other livelihood tasks, know
more about opportunities outside the village
borders and are empowered to advantage
themselves of such opportunities. For example
in Embalam and Thirukanchipet, villagers now
get information regarding various government
schemes that are announced and approach
the concerned departments to get their
entitlements.To access the information they
come to the Knowledge Centres but to gain
benefit from this information they may still
need to travel.

For more information please contact:
Mr Subbiah Arunachalam
Email: arun@mssrf.res.in
Fax: +9144 235 1319

Networked Communities

Planning with New Technologies
Contrary to common beliefs, rural

communities do not need transport.They
need access to basic social and economic
services, to schools, clinics, employment and
water.Transport tends to be but a necessary
cost in achieving this access. In this light, the
International Labour Organisation has
developed a planning tool that focuses on the
‘end’ rather than the ‘means’, focusing on access
rather than transport. Integrated Rural Access
Planning, or IRAP, focuses on the access of rural
communities to different basic services, using
time spent on achieving access as a basis for
the participatory prioritisation of interventions.

These interventions include conventional
transport solutions, but do not end there.The
integrated nature of IRAP allows it to consider
non-transport solutions, bringing the service
to the user, rather than bringing the user to
the service.This includes the locational
planning of new services (wells, schools,
woodlots), the use of ICTs to bring
information to the user, and quality and
capacity improvement of existing services
(medical stocks for clinics, teachers for schools,

community training in pump maintenance). By
facilitating access to nearby services, the need
for transport to services further away is
removed.

Within the IRAP procedure, data analysis
and mapping form key components in the
planning process.Although these steps can be
carried out by hand, the increased use of
computer software has made IRAP an even
more powerful planning tool. Upon deciding
to implement IRAP at a national scale in
Malawi, for example, the government
improved the data analysis procedure using
SPSS, a statistical software package, greatly
facilitating the entry and analysis of data.The
software easily calculates the necessary Access
Indicators, but also allows for any further
statistical analysis that may be required by the
planning team.

In the ILO Upstream project in Cambodia,
increased availability of Geographical
Information Systems (GIS) has allowed its use
in the IRAP process, replacing the lengthy
manual mapping procedure.A GIS can
efficiently capture, store, update, manipulate

and display many forms of geographically
referenced information, making it ideally suited
for planning. It produces high quality maps that
are useful for accessibility analysis and regional
planning and can analyse large databases and
combine them with digital map layers to
facilitate spatial analysis.

Although such experiences show that the
use of appropriate computer software can
greatly facilitate and enhance the IRAP
planning process, experience has also shown
that the availability of resources and skills at
the planning level can severely limit computer
use.

Contact:
Serge Cartier Van Dissel
International Labour Organisation (ILO) Peru.
Email: cartier@ilo.org or cartier@oit.org.pe

or

Doekle Wielinga
ILO Upstream Project Cambodia
Fax: +855 63 964 303
Email: doeklew-ilo@bigpond.com.kh




