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4.  INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

Introduction

Information Technology (IT) has emerged as an important sector in transforming the socio-economic lives of the people. IT can be used as a major instrument to provide new opportunities for income generation and employment to those sections that have been marginalized for long due to lack of opportunities. India, during the past decade, has experienced a high growth in Information Technology industry. Exports of Software as well as IT enabled services increased from Rs. 17150 crore in 1999-00 to Rs. 36,500 crore in 2001-02 and is expected to increase to Rs. 47,500 crore in 2002-03.( 

Though IT industry is not well developed in the state, it has great potential for contributing to the expanding market. The state has a large strength of qualified and skilled personnel so essential to the development of the IT industry. The state offers a highly conducive environment for setting up the industry. On the other hand IT can also contribute in eliminating various problems ailing the state economy, like educated unemployment, weak industrial base, poor accessibility, small market, etc. Given the importance of IT in the development of the state, the government has taken certain initiatives to develop this industry.

Government Initiative

The state government in 1996 categorized IT as one of the thrust areas in the industrial policy of the state. To give boost to this industry, an Electronic Industrial Estate has been set up at Rajbagh in Srinagar. The government has also set up a Software Technology Park (STP) at Rangreth, the first phase of which was commissioned in March 2001. The government has announced various incentives under its industrial policy to encourage investors to set up units in the Technology Park. The STP offers facilities like:

· High-speed data communication

· Microwave linkages to units located outside the complex to integrate them with International gateway through Local Area Network (LAN)

· Flexible Band width as per customer needs

· Central computing/conferencing facilities to member units

· Uninterrupted power supply, etc.

To increase efficiency, responsiveness and transparency in the day-to-day functioning of the government, stress has been laid on introducing increased use of information technology.  The finance department has been the special focus area for e-governance besides Health & Medical Education, Power Development Works, Rural Development and Food & Supplies departments.

The government has also set up an Information Technology Unit under the direct control of Chief Minister’s Office for building formalized systems for information flow. A high-level committee, headed by the Chief Secretary has also been set up for regular monitoring of the progress on the implementation of IT in government departments. The government has taken steps to set up Community Information Centres at the block level to provide information to the people regarding government activities. The government has also taken initiative to provide information on the status of development schemes at the district level.

Challenges and Opportunities

Challenges

1.
Development of IT requires un interrupted power supply. Ensuring regular power supply is one of the challenges facing the state.

2.
Poor road connectivity inhibits the rural population from taking benefits of using IT.

3.
Low awareness among the masses about the application of IT. 

Opportunities

1.
The geo climatic conditions of the state offer an ideal location for setting up IT industry.

2.
 IT being a knowledge-based industry, a large pool of educated and skilled youth in the state can provide the required manpower for developing the IT industry.

3.
Government initiatives and the new industrial policy, which provides the favourable environment for increased investment in IT industry.

Recommendations

1.
Though the state has plenty of talent, it needs to be groomed. For this the state government should establish a university on the lines of Indian Institute of Information Technology (IIIT) as established in other parts of the country.

2.
To encourage local youth to set up their own units, J&K Bank, SIDCO etc. should provide soft loans.

3.
Poor infrastructure has so far kept investors away from investing in the state.  The government should take steps to improve the infrastructure and ensure uninterrupted power to the IT units.

4.
To promote J&K as the premier location for world-class companies, the state government will need to act on two fronts. First, it must provide companies and professionals with infrastructure and living conditions comparable to any other location in the world. IT professionals are highly valued globally and have their pick of jobs & facilities. They will choose to move to J&K only if working and living conditions are comparable to other countries of the world. Second, the state should develop and implement a compelling promotional programme to attract IT companies in the state.

5.
Since IT industry is a knowledge-based industry, government should try to attract those professionals who have left the state/ country for training and are willing to come back.

6.
Non-Resident Indians (NRIs) can be another group of potential investors, whom government should try to attract. To do this the government can open a website giving information about the investment opportunities in the state, tax concessions & various incentives offered, potential markets, etc.

7.
Online banking, e-commerce, e-governance, etc., are new areas where IT can be used to the benefit of the economy.

8.
National as well as international marketing of tourism.

9.
Promote handloom and handicrafts through increased use of IT in designing, advertising and marketing.

10
Since IT does not require a big set-up and is a small office/ home office type industry, there is vast scope of employment of women in this industry.

( Kashmir Vision 2020, Conference on Investment Opportunities in J&K, Srinagar, June 2002.
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