Executive Summary  

Introduction

Rural connectivity holds key to rural development and poverty alleviation as well.                     The importance of telecom in everyone’s life has undergone a paradigm shift.  Instead of being one of the services, it has become a basic infrastructure like electricity, roads, water etc., for the general masses. Recognizing the rural Challenges and the role played by infrastructure in poverty removal, Government of India is committed to enhance rural connectivity through a slew of measures such that rural users can access information of value and transact business as well as their quality of lives. The recent growth of Indian telecom has become a benchmark for other infrastructure sectors in India, which attempt to replicate the telecom success story. Government of India has initiated a flag ship programme Bharat Nirman Yojana that has a component of Rural Telephony.                 It has the potential to transform rural India. The main aim is to bridge the rural- urban divide and vitalize the rural economy of India to participate in transforming its own future. The current extent and pattern of diffusion of telecommunication technology in India aims to perpetuate the top-down approach to development, keeping the disadvantaged out of the process.  Planning Commission of India entrusted a study to Council for Social Development, SRC, Hyderabad to evaluate the performance of Village Public Telephones under the Bharat Nirman Programme.  The main objectives of the study are to verify the effective coverage of VPT and to examine the level of consumer satisfaction.  The latter is analyzed in terms of quality, reliability and transparency of the telecom services provided as well as on an estimation of average revenue per users vis-à-vis cost of providing rural telecommunication service.  In addition, the aim of the study also includes identification of impediments in the implementation of the VPT, how far expectation of villagers have been fulfilled by the installation of the VPTs, the extent to which DOT has projected the demand of VPT and its services by analyzing the socio-economic profile of the users of the various telecom services, verification of regularity in payment of the bills, maintenance and usage pattern of VPT.   The study also intends to examine the role of VPT towards improving the communication services and its impact on the economic growth in rural areas. The reference period of the study is from               2004-05 to 2008-09 during Bharat Nirman. 

METHODOLOGY  

The core of the study methodology includes extensive field surveys, in depth interviews and interactions with users of VPT, non-users, Custodians, BSNL officials at the state level, district level and field level. The study involved a three-pronged approach to collection of information : (a) conducting a field survey; (b) collection of data from secondary sources; and (c) in depth interactions with village leaders, teachers, Sarpanches, post masters and self help groups in the area. Apart from this, focus group discussion was also conducted among different categories of people. Both qualitative and quantitative data is used for the understanding of various issues covered in the evaluation. As per the sample frame provided by Planning Commission for the present study, stratified random sampling is undertaken covering 12 states including North-East states. From each state, two districts are selected based on maximum and minimum coverage under VPTs. From each district 10 VPTs are selected based on simple random sampling and ten villages are chosen where the selected VPTs are already installed. From each village 10 beneficiary households and 3 non-beneficiary households are selected based on the list supplied by the custodian of the selected VPTs.
MAIN FINDINGS  
The following is a concise recapitulation of the first hand observations from the field across the study sites covered in all India(. It consists of 12 states, 24 districts and                 240 villages. Observations are based on the multilevel interaction with people including State and District officials, VPT custodians, beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries. 
· The coverage of VPT: Aggregate No. of VPTs provided by BSNL under Bharat Nirman was as on 31.03.10 is 62,302.   The total number of VPTs provided on DSPT technology was 3681 and on other technology it was 61,673.  
· Socio Economic Profile of Users:  Present evaluation study reflects that VPT’s are mainly used by underprivileged people having low SES in Rural India as about 79% of VPT users in all the states covered in the present study belongs to SC, ST and OBC category. Similarly it was observed that 17.2 % VPT users were females.  All India distribution of primary occupation revealed that maximum percentage of users about 41.6 %, depend on agriculture and 10.9 % are non-agricultural casual labour.             Data regarding educational qualification indicates that 25.9% of them are not literate and 15% are functional literates. Only 1.7% were having above graduate qualification. A very few (21.9%) of them owned pucca houses although 73.2% of them were having electricity at their houses. 50.4 % houses of VPT users were situated at the distance of more than 100 metres but less than 1 km. from pucca road. In terms of the distance from state highway it was revealed that about 39.8 % respondents on an average were staying upto 2 kms., and 29.7 % were staying more than 2 but less than 10 km. in all the states covered in the present study. 

· Information regarding overall telephone availability at household level confirms that except those areas where network coverage is awfully weak or not available due to difficult location or remoteness, about 40% own telephones.  Assam, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Orissa and Jharkhand are those states where telephone availability was found relatively less than other states included in the present study.  The type of telephone availability reveals that about 83.14 % of households were having mobiles whereas only 15.9 % were having landline phone. Regarding service providers details for VPT users at their home it was revealed that BSNL has the highest percentage (38.4 %) followed by Airtel (37.09).  

· Reliability and Usage Pattern:  In most of the states users have reported reliable availability of VPT services during period of the enquiry except Orissa, Assam, Meghalaya and Manipur. They have not reported any major fault in the VPT services in the respective areas. Overall observations of India reveals that 67.6% users expressed that there was no fault and 92.25% shared that VPT’s were always found open to access in last month.  Thus VPTs were reported to be open for users maximum time. The states mentioned above were facing problems in providing reliable services due to reasons like naxalism, insurgency, difficult terrain, etc.  It was reported that VPT services are usually not available due to bad weather, battery failure and power interruption. Usage pattern of users is described in terms of STD and Local Calls made in last 30 and 60 days. Usage patterns of VPTs confirm that at all India level 27.9% users have used VPT more than 6 times by a single user for local calls in last 60 days at the time of enquiry in the present study.  In Manipur, Meghalaya, majority of the users have not used even once whereas in Andhra Pradesh, Chattisgarh and Jharkhand majority users have used VPT less than two times in last 30 days.  Regarding STD call, about 90 % users on all India basis reported that they have not used VPT for STD dialing. All India data confirms that only 2.2% users have used STD facility in last 60 days.

· Quality Aspects: Quality of VPT service is assessed in terms of convenience of place of installation, technology used, type of instrument used at booth and its clarity of voice. Quality of VPTs was articulated quite satisfactory generally by the users. All India observation confirms that 77.6% VPT users found the place of VPT installation convenient and 19.5% very convenient. Only few VPTs that are installed inside the houses or some shops were reported inconvenient.  Majority VPT users expressed that the technology used in VPTs are convenient (77.6%) and very convenient (19.6%) for users, only 2.8% VPT users were having opinion that technology is not at all convenient to them.  The response regarding the level of convenience with clarity of voice confirmed that majority users (63.2% convenient and 28.3% very convenient) were satisfied in most of the states except Manipur, Orissa and Uttarakhand where clarity of voice was problem many of the times.  Similarly, excluding Meghalaya and Manipur, connectivity was reported reliable by most of the VPT users. As far as VPT connectivity is concerned 64.9% VPT users confirmed it reliable and 27.2% highly reliable. Overall VPT’s were perceived reliable at                       All India level. 
· Timeliness Aspect: Timeliness aspect of VPT was studied in terms of its availability during day time, fixed time and always. Present study confirms that in all most all VPTs are opened regularly and most of the users are satisfied with the timeliness of the services in majority of the states. 70.7% VPT users opined that VPT’s are always open whereas 15.2% users confirmed that VPT’s are opened during day time. In most of the cases VPT’s were found opened even on holidays. 

· Payment by Users: Present evaluation study also attempts to explore whether VPT users are paying for its use, what is the mode and regularity of payment, do they get bill and whether there is any social restriction in terms of religion, caste, gender etc.   Except some VPT users in the states of Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand, Orissa, Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh, majority 85.6% VPT users agreed that they pay for VPT use.  In above mentioned states, comparatively fewer users were found paying for VPT service. About 69% users were paying in cash but some 14.4% users also reported paying partly cash and partly credit.  Interestingly in some parts of the country, barter system was also observed that was expressed very convenient to rural poor. Most often VPT users were regular in payment. No user was getting bill for VPT use. As far as SOCIAL RESTRICTIONS is concerned, barring very few instances in some parts, there were no social restrictions observed in all over India related to accessibility and use of VPTs. About 98.5% VPT users shared that there is no restriction in the use of VPT in their area. 

· Improvement in Connectivity: Access to telecommunications is perceived to have improved connectivity significantly in recent years. Observations related to usage of VPT in various connectivity dimensions confirm that except improvement in personal connectivity, there is no improvement reported in other dimension of connectivity. Percentage response of users as no improvement in various dimensions of connectivity is as follows business (68.5%), official (74%), medical(55.6%), fire(69.5%), police(73.3%) and natural calamities(76%). It is reported that VPT is never being utilized by the users for access of information to the purpose of business (80.9%), market (76.1%), employment opportunity (82.2%), education (75.9), weather forecasting (93%), health (70%), etc and 19% VPT users revealed using it as per the necessity for health service. These usage are supposed to enhance their economic status and expected to improve their lives drastically. It was revealed about the connectivity preference that the highest value was placed on an inter-village person to person communication for personal calls. Users shared that the benefit derived is the time or money saved in travel. The second highest value was in village to district level calls. In this case, they shared that money saved was of the order of one day of wages. Long distance calls were not found to be critical for rural people as far as  social and business networks were concerned.

· Transparency: Regarding people’s participation and transparency in the decision of VPT location, it was observed that except in the states of Rajasthan, Assam and Meghalaya, majority users were not the part of the decision. Only 32% VPT users in India were involved in the decision about location. Only 22.9% VPT’s have displayed toll free numbers and 15% were having display of tariff rates in the study area. Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and in some VPTs located in Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Assam were having display board of tariff and toll free numbers. Complaint books were not observed in 96.9% of the VPTs all over India.  A few VPTs in Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Rajasthan, Uttarakhand and Assam was found having complaint books. Only 19.7% of VPT’s covered under the study have displayed name and telephone number of grievance redressal officer.  

· Economic Aspects of VPTs: Present study attempted to investigate the increase in income of after VPT installation in their areas.  The economic aspect of VPT is not encouraging as per the opinion of VPT users across the states covered in the study.  About 83.6% users shared no change in their income because of VPT installation in their area.  Maximum 5 – 10 percent change is reported by users who observed some change in their income.  Very minimal portion of Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan reported more than 20 per cent increase in their income as opined by users. Although most of them perceive that communication can increase their financial capital (ability to earn more, get new businesses) with greater exposure and awareness.                   They shared that the need to travel has greatly reduced with improved access to telecommunications. Social capital (relationship with family members, friends etc) has also been positively influenced by telecommunications.
· Repair and Maintenance: In majority of the cases, repair and maintenance was reported satisfactory to some extent. All  India observations confirms that in all the twelve state included in the study repair and maintenance in terms of time perceived satisfactory by about 61.7 % VPT users and highly satisfactory by around 19.9% VPT users whereas quality of repair shared 58.9% satisfactory and 21.9 % highly satisfactory by VPT users.  In Manipur and Orissa particularly, users were not satisfied with the repair and maintenance.  

· ARPU gives clear picture about the usage of the VPT in the specific village. ARPU calculation is made on the basis of aggregating income from telephone calls for the last three months at the time of undertaking the present study. Information regarding ARPU indicates that 39.3% of the VPTs are getting less than Rs 250 ARPU and 47.1% are earning between Rs. 250 – 500 ARPU per month.  Only 4.1% VPTs in all the states reported having more than Rs. 1,000 ARPU. This indicates very low attraction towards VPT as far as business venture is concerned.

· Status of Problem Resolution: This was explored regarding location, accessibility, repair and maintenance, payment and related to other service providers. It revealed that in 36.3% of cases, problem with reference to location was resolved internally in many states like Andhra Pradesh, Uttrakhand, Meghalaya and Manipur whereas 49.8% of the users were not aware about the problem in states including Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Chattisgarh and Jharkhand. In some states e.g. AP, some parts of Himachal Pradesh, Uttrakhand and Meghalaya about 30% users reported that the problem solution regarding accessibility in terms of time and quality was resolved internally and on the other side 52.5% users shares that they are not aware about the problem (Chattisgarh, Jharkhand, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Assam).  In Manipur, parts of Himachal Pradesh and Jharkhand and Meghalaya 9.1% users stated that this problem was not resolved.                  In present study about 15% of the users expressed   that problems of repair and maintenance were solved internally whereas around 65% were not aware about this (parts of Himachal Pradesh, Uttrakhand, Jharkhand, Chattisgarh, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan). Many users in Manipur shared that it was not resolved in their state any way. When inquiry was made for problem solving related to payment to custodian, in states including Andhra Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Orissa and Manipur, majority users expressed that it is solved internally.  Majority 86.4% users in entire study area were not aware about the problem solution related to alternative service providers.  It reflects that people’s participation in problem solution have high potential to improve the performance of VPTs. 

Additionally an attempt is also made to have brief comparative understanding of VPT services in hilly and regions. In the present study, hilly areas include Arunachal Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Manipur, Meghalaya and Uttranchal. All other remaining states considered as plain region i.e., Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Chattisgarh, Orissa and Rajasthan.   It reflects that availability of VPT services was lesser and frequency of fault was higher in hilly area.   Quality of VPT services in terms of clarity of voice and connectivity was also shared less convenient to VPT users in hilly area compared to plain area.    Users in hilly areas also expressed their satisfaction level lower in terms of VPT access and repair & maintenance. Transparency was also observed relatively lower in hilly area.     

Other Important Observations
· STRENGTHS: VPT installation is reported as a landmark in some villages in India where villagers get connected with rest of the world first time after 60 years of independence. VPT was the first phone installed in these villages under Bharat Nirman Yojana. It is especially useful in case of crisis – fire in the forest, conflict among tribal group, flood, during medical emergencies and natural disasters .Mostly VPT users were quite satisfied with the operation and approach of custodian.  Repair and maintenance is undertaken by BSNL free of charge. Regarding accessibility and responsiveness, VPT is described mostly accessible to all caste without any discrimination. Almost all VPTs are installed as per the guidelines of VPT installation with the consultation of Gram Sabha and Panchayat members in the villages. Poorest of poor are in a position to derive benefit from VPT by collating information for their lives. Barter system was also found exists that facilitates villagers to use telecommunication services with full convenience. Young generation glad to have connectivity to access information regarding employment. Reported increase in economic level through getting information about employment opportunities.

· LIMITATIONS: Mostly VPTs were not having display meters and proper billing machine and it was reported in some cases that custodians were charging arbitrarily. In many VPTs display board showing toll free numbers and tariff rates were not found.  Some VPTs that were installed without consensus of villagers were reported inconvenient to many users.  Even many villagers are not aware that it is public facility in some cases. Repair and Maintenance is limiting the proper functioning of VPTs in some places.   Problem of battery and its maintenance is observed almost every where across the country except where VPTs are based on Land line technology. Prolonged power cuts and interrupted supply making difficulties in charging and maintenance of batteries that makes VPT dysfunctional. In solar battery too, the problem of charging persist in cloudy weather. Maintenance of VPT is expressed difficult in far flung area where there is no approach road. Shortage of BSNL staff and vehicle for repair is also reported. Remote locations of VPTs from tower create problems in getting signals in some of the villages. Those VPTs are unable to catch proper and regular signals.  Profuse availability of services by other telecom players with better services in terms of connectivity, bill delivery / payment, repair and maintenance discourage villagers to use VPTs. Another major challenge in optimum utilization of VPT is, the ignorance of villagers about its usage that how           VPT could change their quality of lives through accessing multiple information only with a call.   Naxal threat and communal disturbances were also observed as one of the limiting factors for optimum utilization of VPTs in a small number of parts.

· FUTURE DIRECTIONS: In India the discussion on rural telephony has remained confined to technological solutions to the problem of extending coverage to areas with low subscriber density. The utilization aspect of the problem has been largely ignored. Yet it has been widely observed that mere provision of access does not ensure its use; a whole lot of personal, social and economic factors intervene. Villagers should have proper orientation about the potential use of VPT as most of them using VPT merely for personal communication. Important numbers of government departments, agencies, market links, health services, knowledge centers should be made easily available for extensive use by the villagers. Incorporation              of  extended  facilities  –  Internet,  Fax,  STD  and  ISD   would  strengthen  VPT  for 
maximum utilization. Proactive role by BSNL officials for making product VPT attractive and economical viable.  Branding exercise to position VPT as the lifeline for rural development needs to be established.  Efforts should be made for increasing earning  with  add  on  services.   A need is  felt to  set up  of Battery charger  unit to 
facilitate the charging of battery as this is the prime device for functionality of VPT.                      Bill delivery system should be improved for timely delivery.  Bill collection mechanism should also made customer friendly to avoid and minimize DNP cases. Fellowship/ training programmes could be facilitated for local rural youth and local people for managing quick fault repair for better functioning especially in remote geographic location with convergence of other Government programmes. One of the solutions suggested for improved efficiency of VPT is to link existing and successful micro-credit organizations that are trusted at the village level (that play a key role in the village development) to expand VPT coverage in rural areas. Small loans to rural entrepreneurs (perhaps targeted to women and youth) can enable entrepreneurs to establish VPT for high ARPU providing a range of services including telephone, fax, email and even web, photocopy and computer word-processing services. Some of the stakeholders have suggested the need of redesigning the scope and management systems for managing implementing departments by putting in place a third party program assessment process. The assessment can be carried out not only at the end of the program, but also at periodic intervals, so that any bottlenecks can be detected and removed out early. It is felt that a total overhauling of the concerned department would improve the performance.
Bharat Nirman, including Rural Telephony, has the potential to transform rural India. Many more initiatives and efforts in this can be implemented in near future, vitalizing India’s rural economy and creating a vast rural consumption market. Rural Bharat will be enabled to participate in transforming its own future, ensuring sustainable, inclusive growth for India.  

*****
( State specific chapters reflect comprehensive sketch of each state in the report. 
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