
COMMENTARY 

~ 
ich men’s toys, or 

development tools? 

Ernest Corea 

Ernest Corea is associate director 
in charge ofpublic affairs in the 
IDRC’s Publications Division. He 
was the editor of the Ceylon “Daily 
News” and foreign editor of the 
“Straits Times” in Singapore before 
he joined the Centre. The following 
article is based on a paper entitled 
“Satellite Communications: Prog- 
ress, Prospects and Problems in 
Asia”, given at a seminar on satel- 
lite communications and develop- 
ment organized by the fnstitute for 
International Cooperation, Univer- 
sity of Ottawa. 

18 

A. rthur C Clarke, the scientist and 
writer, relates a story of British re- 

action to an important event in the 
history of communications technology 
-the invention of the telephone. The 
British Cabinet was called into special 
session, he says, to consider the impli- 
cations of the event. The Postmaster 
General was asked whether in his 
considered view the “old country” 
should import and absorb the new 
technology. The august official is said to 
have replied with a touch of asperity: 
“Certainly not, gentlemen. This may be 
a good invention for America, but not 
for Great Britain. We have plenty of 
messenger boys here”. 

Mr. Clarke perhaps finds some 
malicious glee in recounting this my- 
opic response to a revolutionary 
innovation in communications tech- 
nology. For there was a time when his 
own predictions about and hopes for 
the future of satellite communications 
were received in much the same way. 
He encountered disbelief when he said 
31 yearsago that rocket technology and 
microwave engineering could be com- 
bined to produce a global system of 
communications technology, “thus 
transforming the world into an 
electronically-linked global village”. 

The technology of satellite com- 
munications has made several giant 
leaps in the intervening years, and 
awesome posslblhtles have become a 
part of our lives in a matter of decades. 
As Clarke describes the state-of-the-art 
today: “The wiring of the electronic 
global village is now complete. But not 
all the fittings are yet installed. When 
they are, the world will be changed 

beyond recognition”. Or, as Henry 
Kissinger put it: “Satellite technology 
offers enormous promise as an instru- 
ment for development. Remote sensing 
satellites can be applied to survey 
resources, forecast crops, and improve 
land use in developing countries. They 
can help foresee and evaluate natural 
disasters. Modern communication 
technologies, including satellites, have 
large untapped potential to improve 
education, training, health services, 
food production, and other activities 
essential for development”. 

That is the optimistic view, and it is a 
view to which many Asian politicians 
and planners subscribe. There is a 
pessimistic view, too - or perhaps 
more accurately, a concerned view - 
with fears that “galloping communica- 
tions technology” will widen the gap 
between industrialized and developing 
countries. Doubts have also been raised 
about the capacity of Third World 
societies to absorb advanced com- 
munications technology. 

Satellite technology has already de- 
veloped its own specialized and exotic 
jargon, while some developing coun- 
tries are engaged in the task of refining 
their calligraphy or expanding the 
somewhat restricted vocabularies of 
their national languages. Some of the 
villagers who were the audience of 
India’s recent Satellite Instructional 
Television Experiment had never seen 
moving images before. Scientists in 
Austria, Switzerland, and West Cer- 
many have been able to participate in a 
conference held at Houston, Texas on 
cancer and tuberculosis, without leav- 
ing the comfort of their homes. They 
were hooked into the event via satellite. 
In many Asian countries, on the other 
hand, governments are finding it in- 
creasingly necessary and practical to 
deploy basically trained paramedics, 
who traverse footpaths or bumpy cow- 
try roads, delivering the messages and 
the appurtenances of health care from 
door to door. 

Will satellite communications create 
an excessive cultural shock in a society 
that is still largely traditional? Develop- 
ing countries are plagued by ever- 
growing balance of payments deficits, 
shattering burdens of loan-repayment, 
and widely fluctuating prices for their 
primary commodities. Is satellite com- 
munication a luxury they can afford? 
Conversely, must these countries 
forever remain at the far end of human 
development, while the rest of the 
world thrusts itself forward towards new 
frontiers, widening the gap between 
themselves and the poorer nations of 
the world in the process? Are the 
long-term benefits of advanced com- 
munications technology so compelling 
that they warrant phased investment by 
developing countries? 

These and related questions have to 
be considered by each developing. 
country within the context of its own 
goals, resources and limitations. They 



need to be assessed, too, against a 
wider and fundamental question: can 
the transfdrmations inherent in the 
process of national development be 
accomplished without the application 
of science and technology - appro- 
priate, locally derived, adapted or 
whatever -to various parts of human 
endeavour that make up the sum of 
human life? 

In the distant past, many Asian 
countries boasted complex irrigation 
facilities, effective sewerage networks, 
techniques for recycling what might 
otherwise have been considered agri- 
cultural waste material, and so on. The 
massive and ornate temples of Asia that 
have survived the ravages of time, are 
obviously the product of formidable 
expertise In construction engineering. 
Surgeons at ancient Nalanda University 
were said to have been experts at 
trephination. Physicians in South and 
Southeast Asia used ekaveriya (rauwol- 
fia serpentinaj to treat hypertension 
many, many years before the world’s 
big pharmaceutical companies bottled 
the drug as a pill. 

Are today’s descendants of men and 
women who possessed and used en- 
gineering, medical and other skills in 
the past unready for modern science 
and technology, including the technol- 
ogyofsatellite communication? 

Many government5 of developing 
countries in Asia do seem determined 
to tap the benefits of satellite communi- 
cations technology for their countries. 
Several have joined the lntelsat consor- 
tium, and have built their own ground 
stations. Many, including Bangladesh, 
which is usually listed among the 
world’s “least developed” countries, 
are building up their expertise to 
participate in remote sensing programs. 
Indonesia has a domestic satellite in 
orbit. India recently concluded a cru- 
cial experiment in the use of satellite 
communications for development. A 
domestic system established in 
Malaysia last August electronically 
linked Peninsular Malaysia with other 
parts of the federation. 

Three years ago, a United Nation5 
study pinpointed four areas in which 
satellite systems could be particularly 
beneficial. These were communica- 
tions, meteorology, earth resources sur- 
veys and geodesy. Some of this poten- 
tial has already been realised, and the 
literature about these accomplishments 
is substantial. Developments in all the 
areas of application outlined by the UN 
study have been significant, some of 
them exciting. The IDRC is already 
involved in training scientists from 
several developing countries in the 
interpretation of survey data provided 
by NASA’S LANDSAT satellites - a 
cooperative venture vital to the rapid 
development of national resources (see 
lDRC Reports Vol. 5 No. 3). For myself, 
I am particularly hopeful about what 
the satellites might eventually do in an 
area sometimes neglected or misun- 

derstood by scientists and policy mak- 
ers alike: the useofcommunication as a 
component of development. 

The immense potential of satellite 
telecommunications may be seen if one 
remembers that in Asia the media are 
not organs of “mass” communication 
as known in the industrialised West. 
Most of the rural populations of Asia 
remain virtually excluded from the 
conventional media. Most of Asia has 
not reached the “minimum desirable 
standards of ma55 media availability” 
formulated by Unesco in the 1960s - 
10 newspaper copies, five radio receiv- 
ers and two television receivers foreach 
100 inhabitants. Consequently, Asia’s 
rural peoples have as low levels of 
access to communication as to, for 
instance, abundant food or adequate 
housing. Satellite communications hold 
out the promise oftaking the message of 
development to these peoples, cutting 
across distance and time and, in the 
process, of helping to move rural Asia 
away from the corrosive perils of 
poverty. 

The most significant Asian experi- 
ment in the use of satellite communica- 
tions as part of the development ap- 
paratus, India’s Satellite Instructional 
Television Experiment, better known by 
the acronym SITE, ended last August. 
The effects of the year long experiment 
are now being assessed. A comprehen- 
sive process of post-experiment evalua- 
tion was built into SITE, and when this 
evaluation is complete in mid-1977, 
other developing countries should have 
a 5et of indicators based on actual 
experience, rather than conjecture, on 
which to base theirown plans 

SITE was very much the brainchild of 
the late Dr. Vikram Sarabhai who, as 
head of the Indian Space Research 
Organization (15~0) felt that the most 
appropriate and justifiable application 
of space technology would be in 

NASA’s LANDSATsatellife provides val- 
uable data on earth resources to many 
co”“t,,es. 

relation to national development. In 
January 1967, 15~0, with the Indian 
Agricultural Institute, All India Radio 
and the local administration of New 
Delhi began a pilot agricultural televi- 
son project in 80 villages near Delhi, 
which had India’s only television 
transmitter at the time. The aim of the 
project was to test the effectiveness of 
educational television in a rural setting. 
The results of the 1967 experiments 
were so encouraging that later in the 
year 15~0 sent a mission to NASA (the us 
National Aeronautics and Space Ad- 
ministration) to examine the available 
technological options for a nationwide 
television system in India. The 51~~ 
experiment, as a joint venture with 
NASA, was one of the mission’s recom- 
mendations. 

In May 1974, America had launched 
ATS-F, the sixth in a family of applied 
technology satellites. Whereas mes- 
sages from other satellites can be 
received only by multimillion dollar 
earth stations, ATS-F can accurately 
beam its program5 direct to fairly simple 
antennas, built at the cost of a few 
hundred dollars and strategically 
placed in areas covering small clusters 
of television receivers in homes, 
schools, or community centres. This 
was the satellite made available by the 
Americans for the SITE experiment. 

The overall objectives of the experi- 
ment were to test the effectiveness and 
long-term prospects-in terms of cost, 
local technical capability, program- 
ming, and audience response - of 
instructional television via satellite in 
areas such as family planning, teacher 
tralmng, primary education, health and 
hygiene, agriculture, and national in- 
tegration. Some 2400 villages in six 
states received their programs direct 
from ATS-F. The programs were rebroad- 
cast from ground stations in Ahmedbad, 
New Delhi and Amritsar to another set 
of approximately the same number of 
villages. An estimated five million 
people viewed 1,200 hours of SITE 
pR3gk?lTl5. 

SITE villages were carefully selected 
by a number of criteria including their 
backwardness because Indian planners 
were anxious to study the impact of 
instructional television in areas previ- 
ously unexposed to sophisticated 
modes of communication. A 10 foot 
antenna made of chicken mesh was 
installed in each village, together with a 
television set. Electricity from the 
nearest supply paint was run into most 
villages where there was no electrifica- 
tion. A few villages were supplied with 
a set of two heavy-duty 12-&t bat- 
teries. The total cost of this hardware - 
all made in India-is said to have been 
about $500 per village. 

Programs used local ballad singers, 
folk musicians and rural men and 
women wit” no prewous broadcast 
experience, as their “stars”. Instruction 

2 was presented in the simplest possible 
> terms, using examples to which rural 
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peoples could relate, keeping in mind 
the fact that many viewers were illiter- 
ate. An agriculiural program used “fist 
width” as the measurement to describe 
the most suitable distance between 
plants. A program on dental hygiene 
described how the thin branches of 
certain trees could be woven into 
rough-and-ready toothbrushes. 

The advantages SITE demonstrated 
from the beginning were speed, and the 
possibility of extensive coverage. Given 
the necessary backup services and 
support, a satellite can cover the entire 
country as soon as it is operational. 
Satellite communication, however, 
does not come cheap, and a recurring 
argument against its use is that it 
require5 enormous amounts of money 
that could be better spent. India’s SITE 
group has examined this objection 
closely, and a comment made by SITE’S 
Professor E.V. Chitnis is worth noting. 
He said: “Many people ask us whether 
it would be better to provide tube wells 
and drinking water instead. However, 
what one is attempting to do through 
51TL is not to give television sets to 
villages, but to make them self-reliant 
and to get them new information which 
will enable them to do something 
worthwhile for themselves --to learn to 
work together and acquire new skills, 
including those required for digging 
wells”. 

Another important aspect of SITE was 
thaf it was conducted in a country with 
a high degree of industrial skill. There is 
grinding poverty in India, to be sure, but 
there is also advanced industry. Indus- 
trial production in India increased by 
13 percent in the first half of 1976. In 
fact, India is an exporter of industrial 
know-how. Its electronics sector had 
the expertise necessary to turn out the 
hardware for the experiment. Equally, 
India was able to produce a range of 
instructional programs for the experi- 
mlZ”t. 

SITE also paid attention to the effec- 
tiveness of interpersonal communica- 
tion. One can stimulate traditional 
people5 with images, music and words, 
to change their attitudes. But experi- 
ence has shown that changes brought 
about in this manner - however 
scientifically sound, however economi- 
cally benign -will run into problems if 
the people directly affected by change 
are thought of only as “tawts” and not 
as participants. 

That is why the application of satel- 
lite communications to development 
has to be part of a wider system of 
commumcations, integrating old 
techniques with the new technology. 
This is a field in which some research 
has been done, and in which much 
more remains to be done. The best 
scientific and economic policies thal 
man can produce will be of little 
relevance unless and until they are 
disseminated, understood, modified il 
need be and, above all, wholeheartedly 
accepted. 0 
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