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Bridging the 
growing divide 
between 



Integrated use of Internet, Cable TV, Community and Ham Radio, Open Farm Field Schools 
Programme and Community Newspaper for launching a knowledge Revolution in Rural India 

2She main aim of the VARP is that knowledge should reach every home and hut. The State 
level hub located at MSSRF will be the key knowledge resource that will create and 
maintain databases for the local hubs in close collaboration with national and international 
agencies. These will also serve as the primary data providers tied up with the research 
institutions, field stations and government extension departments. The state level hub 
links to block level or equivalent hubs in the state. The latter hub serves a cluster of 
villages. Ultimately, a national network will be created to reach every village in the country. 
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I1ARP's concentration will be centerea on climate management as well as on the five 
foundations of sustainable development identified at the World Summit on Sustainable 

Development held at Johannesburg in 

Climate Management, short, 
medium and long-term 
weather forecasts will be 
converted into location and 

farming systems specific 
action plans. 

Water is not only the most 
basic need but also at the 
center of sustainable 
agriculture and essential for a 

productive and healthy life. 
Water is intimately linked to 
health, agriculture, energy, 
biodiversity and ecosystem 
maintenance. Without 
progress of augmenting 
water supplies and 
minimizing demand, 
water famines will become 
serious. 

Energy is central to the lives 
of the poor and affects them 
in terms of food, water, health 
and income and jobs. Access 
to energy is important for 
poverty alleviation. Access to 
affordable and renewable 
energy services is critical for 
increasing agricultural 
productivity, encouraging 
economic activity, generating 

employment and income 

opportunities, and improving 
the quality of life. 

Health, good health is basic to 
a productive and happy life. 
VARP will aim to create zones 
where preventable diseases 
are totally eradicated, as for 
example, the creation of 
cataract-free zones with the 
help of Aravind Eye Hospitals. 

Agriculture is central to 
sustainable development. 
Most of the poor in developing 
countries live in rural areas 
and depend for their livelihood, 
in one way or another, on 

agriculture including crop and 
animal husbandry, fisheries, 
forestry and agro-processing. 

Biodiversity and the 
ecosystem generate a wide 

range of goods and services 
on which the world economy 
depends. About 40 per cent of 
the global economy is based 
on biological products and 
processes. Biodiversity is the 
feedstock of the biotechnology 
industry. 



'I'hirteen years ago, the 
M.S. Swaminathan 
Research Foundation laid 
its foundation with the goal 
of mobilizing the best in 
technology to reach the 
poorest of the poor thereby 
empowering vulnerable 
people to make better 
choices and have better 
control of their development; 

and with the purpose of 
reaching the unreached and 
including the excluded in 

technological empowerment. 

A series of dialogues led to the 
creation of the two important 
projects — the bio-villages, a 
bottom-up approach to human— 

centered development, and the 
information villages, now known 

as knowledge centers, 
a location-specific 
information or value- 
addition to generic 
information. These 

projects proved to be a 
big help in bridging 
the economic divide 
between the haves 

and the have-nots and 
eventually empowered 
everyone with knowledge 
and opportunity to improve 
their lives. 

These projects gave MSSRF 
the insight that the rural 
women and men, whether 
literate or semi-literate can 
master new technologies, 
so long as the methodology 
is learning-by-doing, not by 
lecturing — and 
the medium is in local 
language. 

Thus began a new 
partnership between 
scientists and the rural 
societies. 

rough appropriate networking, the Virtual Academy for Food Security and Rural Prosperity 
(VARP) aims at bringing knowledge to every home and hut in every village in every state all over 
India through the application of ICT techniques to meet food and water security as well as 
livelihood needs of rural families. It will mobilize the Internet, cable TV, community and ham radio, 
and community newspaper for initiating an era of knowledge revolution in rural India. 

Agriculture is the backbone of the livelihood security system of the rural areas, where 70 per 
cent of the Indian population lives. A considerable part of this population has no land to work 
with and no education to rely on. Therefore the Academy will lay emphasis on fostering 
sustainable livelihood options both in the farm and non-farm sectors. It will be promoting job- 
led economic growth in the villages. 

VARP will help to bridge this growing gap between scientific know-how and field level do-how. It 
will aim to foster an ever-green revolution in our farms, designed to enhance productivity in 

perpetuity without ecological harm. 



'The MSSRF's experience in bridging the digital divide in rural India has provided some 
basic guidelines such as the following for harnessing this powerful tool to cross social, 
gender, genetic and technological divides. 

Demand-driven 
The information provided should be demand-driven and should be relevant to the day- 
to-day life and work of rural women and men 

User-controlled and User-managed 
The local population should have a sense of ownership of the knowledge center by 
making contributions towards the expenses of the knowledge centers. This will also 
ensure the long-term economic sustainability of the programme. 

Social Inclusion 
The centers will operate on the principle of social inclusion, thereby presenting a win- 
win situation for all 

The programme should be based on Mahatma Gandhi's Antyodaya pathway, where 
empowerment starts with the poorest and most underprivileged women and men. 

Lab-to-lab: This will involve organizing a consortium of scientific institutions and data 
providers. 

Lab-to-land: This will involve symbiotic linkages between the providers of information and 
the users, so that the information disseminated is relevant to the life and work of the rural 
families. 

Land-to-lab: There is considerable traditional knowledge and wisdom among rural and 
tribal families concerning sustainable management of natural resources, particularly 
water. Therefore, technical experts should not only learn from traditional knowledge and 
experience, but also take steps to conserve for posterity, the dying wisdom and the dying 
crops. 

Land-to-land: There is much scope for lateral learning among rural families; such 
learning has high credibility because the knowledge coming from fellow farm women or 
men would have been subjected to an impact analysis from the point of view of its 
economic and social relevance to the population. 



Ms. ' 
.ural and tribal women and men who constitute the knowledge 

management corps will be the fellows of the VARP. They will serve as 
torch bearers of the knowldege revolution in Rural India 

'The exposure will give me more self confidence in dealing with the social issues, and 
it will help in propagating the information of social and economic value to the community in an 
effective way. I will contribute my best through the VARP with a focus on empowering rural 
women." 

- Mrs. Ambiga 

"My commitment is to develop a harmonious link between the vegetable growers and the 
traders so that both of them benefit by the healthy partnership. I wish to take this message far 
and wide to create greater awareness among the traders in various States and to ensure a 
better deal for the vegetable growers everywhere." 

- Mr. H. Bagadoor 

"I am happy that one of the main objectives of the VARP is social inclusion. It has been my 
dream to have all those with physical disabilities like me to participate and contribute in our 
own little way to the development of mankind" 

- Mr. K. David 

"I wish to share my knowledge and experience for the betterment of the rural women. 
Education and skill development will make them self-supporting and provide the desired 
economic freedom. I am committed to improve the social status of the rural women using this 
opportunity of serving through the Virtual Academy for Food Security and Rural Prosperity." 

- Mrs. B. Kasthuri 

"I wish to broaden my area of operation in adult literacy using touch-screen computer and 

digital camera throughout the State. My ambition is to create awareness among women about 
their various entitlements, and empower them to be more self confident and self-reliant. I will 
contribute my mite through this Virtual Academy for Food Security and Rural Prosperity to 
achieve this goal." 

- Mrs. N. Sridevi 

"I am keen on teaching income-generating skills to the women in the village as it will help to 
enhance their income. I wish to instill the habits of personal hygiene and healthcare among the 
people and help in organizing regular eye camps in the village using simple charts and 
methods. I wish to reach more people in the rural areas using this opportunity to serve the 
VARP" 

- Mrs. D. Usharani 



Mrs. B. Kasthuri 
- a dynamic social 
worker with grit and 
determination to 
elevate the status of 
women in the rural 
societies. 

A keen social activist Mrs. B. 
Kasthuri (36) from Embalam in 
Pondicherry is particularly 
committed to uplifting the rural 
women both economically and 
socially. Endowed with good 
leadership qualities, she has 
successfully mobilized 
women's forums and 
enlightened them with the 
social and welfare programmes 
of the government. 

She has dispelled several taboos, myths and evils in the society working 
against the rural women through regular counseling and helped to solve 
several disputes in rural families. She has organized two micro-credit and 
savings groups for the women in the village and saved them from the clutches 
of usurious money lenders. 

After gaining high levels of computer skills, she is popularizing the use of 
computers among the villagers. Exuding tremendous energy and lot of self- 
confidence, Mrs. Kasthuri is a role model for many women in the village, and 
she is today a much sought-after and a highly respected woman in the 
society. This simple housewife has won the distinction as a "most respected 
and knowledgeable woman through her involvement as volunteer in MSSRF 
Knowledge Center'. 



Mr. K. David 

- a dedicated advocate of the rural community with physical 
disabilities, he has been working hard in getting his group involved in 
all activities that will benefit the fishing community to which he 
belongs. 

Hailing from Thangatchimadam village in Ramanthapuram district in Tamil 
Nadu, Mr. K. David (37) is a multi-faceted personality. He is a popular writer, 
contributing a regular column on sustainable fisheries development in a 

community newspaper "Namma Ooru Seithi", and a community development 
worker with special skills in training people in shell-crafts. 

A physically challenged person, Mr. David has overcome several hurdles and 
has played a key in role in establishing the information center in 

Thangatchimadam 
village. He is the 
founding president 
of the 
Nesakka ran gal, an 
association for the 
handicapped, and 
through this 
voluntary body he is 
conducting several 
training programmes 
to economically 
empower the rural 
women and youth. 

Being computer-literate, he is successfully organizing computer-literacy 
campaigns for the physically challenged persons in the region. Mr. David, with 
a high degree of commitment and social consciousness, is actively involved in 
making the local people aware of the various entitlements and welfare 
programmes of the government. 



Mr. H. Bagadoor 
- a graduate with sound knowledge on vegetable market prices and 
transportation. He has good links with the growers of the region. 

Mr. H. Bagadoor (33) is a progressive farmer from Sriramapuram village in 
Kannivadi, and an active member of the Reddiarchatram Seed Growers' 
Association (RSGA). An economics graduate with sound training in computer 
applications, he is currently running a unique website focussing on the market 
information on fruits and vegetables grown in Oddanchatram belt. The 
website<oddanchatrammarket.com> is in operation for well over two years 
now, and it has helped in forging a sustainable alliance between the farmers 
and the traders, thereby benefiting both of them. 

He has been actively involved in the seed village programme of the MSSRF, 
and has helped in 
spreading several 
eco-friendly crop 
production 
technologies and 
the fundamentals 
of precision 
farming using 
geographical 
information system 
(GIS) among the 
villagers in the 
region. 

Mr. Bagadoor is an 
active social 

worker, and with a missionary zeal he has been propagating the spirit of 
cooperation among the growers and the traders in the region. He has 
contributed significantly to the growth of the knowledge center by gathering 
farm and market-oriented information periodically. 



Ms. N. Sridevi 
- an innovative teacher specializing in adult literacy and functional 
literacy using computer technology. 

Hailing from 
Samiarpatti village 
near Chinthalgundu 
in Dindigul district of 
Tamil Nadu, the 21- 
year-old Ms. Sridevi 
is a dynamic social 
worker with great 
zeal and 
enthusiasm. 
Equipped with good 
computer application 
skills, she has used 
the modern 
communication 

equipment such as touch-screen, multi-media kits and web camera to run 
functional literacy programmes for the village elders and school dropouts. Her 
innovative approach to adult education programmes needs a special mention. 

She has initiated several self-help groups to promote vocational training in 

screen-printing and other income-generating activities in the rural areas. She 
has organized programmes to adopt rural children and provide for their 
educational and health needs. 

She has been helping the farmers by providing timely information on 
agricultural practices and market price. She has organized farmers' groups to 
learn more about floriculture, livestock management and public hygiene and 
sanitation. Her work among rural women and youth in creating awareness on 
entitlements and the various welfare programmes of the government is 
commendable. 



Mrs. D. Usharani 
- an expert in organizing health campaigns and eye-camps in the 
village. She has taught making shell-crafts to several women in the 
village to enhance their home income. 

An educated woman with good computer skills, Mrs. Usharani (34) from 
Embalam in Pondicherry, is an enthusiastic social worker focusing on 
empowering rural women. She is committed to organizing self-help and other 
groups to promote the use of indigenous herbal medicines in livestock disease 
management and other improved practices in dairy development. 

She has shared her knowledge and experiences with other women in the 
village, and guided them to maintain a high degree of public and environmental 

hygiene. She has helped in mobilizing the people to create drainage system 
for the entire village, and enforce discipline in the use of public roads by 
forming speed-breakers near the school zone. 

She has always championed the cause 
of the under privileged women and is 
tirelessly fighting for women's 
fundamental rights. A highly health 
conscious-person, Mrs. Usharani has 
organized scores of health campaigns. 
She is regularly conducting eye-testing 
camps in the village, and helped in 
guiding 
over 100 patients to the Arvind Eye 
Hospital to get improved vision. Her 
work in spreading awareness among 
women on AIDS and de-addiction to 
alcohol is commendable. She has also 
won the recognition as a "most 
respected and knowledgeable woman 
through her involvement as volunteer in 
MSSRF Knowledge Center". 



MSSRF-TATA 
Virtual Academy for Food Security and Rural Prosperity (VARP) 

(Integrated use of Internet, Cable TV, Community and Ham Radio, 

Open Farm Field Schools Programme and Community Newspaper 
for launching a knowledge revolution in Rural India) 

in partnership with 

Indian Space Research Organization 
India Meteorological Department 

National Centre for Medium Range Weather Forecasting 
National Remote Sensing Agency 
Tamil Nadu Agricultural University 

Gandhi Gram Rural Institute - Deemed University 
All India Radio 

Aravind Eye Hospitals 
Tamil Nadu Rice Research Institute 

Soil and Water Management Research Institute 

National Informatics Center 

and 

Rural Families 
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