423

Gender and Information Technology in Rural

Bangladesh

Lutfor Rahman

Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT), Bangladesh

Nusrat Rahman

University of Dhak and Association for Advancement of Information Technology (AAIT),

Bangladesh

INTRODUCTION

Information technology (IT) is transforming our
personal, social, cultural, economic and political
lives. But women in developing countries do not
have equal access to knowledge, due to the fact that
they do not have access to the new technologies at
the same level as western European women. They
need to understand the significance of new tech-
nologies and use them in relevant fields. IT can offer
immense opportunities for virtually all girls and
women in developing countries, including poor women
living in rural areas.

Developing countries like Bangladesh are usually
seen as problematic hosts for ITs because most
developing regions of the country lack economic
resources and indigenous techno-scientific capabili-
ties to develop and deploy IT infrastructures. The
regions also tend not to make the best use of
opportunities of technology transfer.

The wider adoption of IT in the 1990s promised
a globally connected community of equal partici-
pants in electronic networks. The Internet has en-
abled people to communicate regardless of race,
sex, physical ability, location and social background
(GVU, 1998). IT now offers access to a huge pool
of information. The Internet enables worldwide
communication that is cheaper, faster and more
flexible than older media like e-mail, telephone, telex
or fax.

BACKGROUND

In early 2000, an initiative was taken to develop a
small river island (char) of Bangladesh through

establishment of a resource centre named Indig-
enous Science and Technology at Ikrail (ISTI), and
using IT as the main vehicle for development. IT is
a livelihood to many women of the developed coun-
tries but is almost unknown to the women and girls
of the river island.

Women in Bangladesh are seen in the frontlines
to fight against hunger, poverty and environmental
degradation. Because of lack of awareness about
the benefits of IT, they cannot raise their problems
for solution to the proper authority. IT can benefit
women in various ways and can facilitate their
participation in different sectors and regions. It can
provide information women need to improve their
own well-being and that of their families. The intro-
duction of computers in offices can improve the
quality of work and scope for women in data entry,
analysis, programming, clerical and administrative
occupations in Bangladesh. IT could allow them to
exchange views, opinions and information with women
of other regions and countries.

The situation for rural populations in many re-
gions of the world is characterized by geographical
distance from urban centres that offer employment
and income, education, cultural events and public
services. IT bears the potential to improve the
situation of rural people in several ways. For ex-
ample, it is agreed that early diagnosis of medical
issues can prevent many casualties. Once a patient
comes to the health centre, using various sensors,
information can be collected and communicated to
an expert at hospitals in the district headquarters.
The primary healthcare centre could be located in a
rural area or in a mobile centre installed in a van.

IT offers access to information and extension, to
education and training communication and network-
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ing in online discussions. IT also offers access to
employment and income.

Infrastructural Problems

Poor healthcare can result from a lack of good
information. Establishing reliable communications
may be one of the most important priorities for
improving healthcare and education. Many rural
areas in the globe have no or outdated telephone
lines that can transmit Internet-based data. The lack
of infrastructure can be overcome by wireless tech-
nology (e.g., radio modems). Mobile telecentres can
be a solution for the target group.

HEALTHCARE IT PROJECT

A significant number of women scientists, research-
ers and technologists work in rural Bangladesh.
They are disadvantaged and traditionally
underrepresented in most respects. Their knowl-
edge and skills are unrecognized, underused and
under valued. As such, they are in greater need of
upgrading their skills, especially in the fast advanc-
ing world of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs), which might enable them to connect
their global colleagues, sources of information and
global knowledge wherever they may be located.

A survey conducted in early 2000 among 515
women professionals of various disciplines spanning
life sciences, social sciences, physical sciences,
mineral sciences, engineering, technologies and
medical sciences identified that they are almost
illiterate in IT, although they are well qualified and
experienced in their respective fields. At the first
step, the survey was conducted over the senior
professors of the public and private universities,
scientists of the Bangladesh Council of Scientific
and Industrial Research (BCSIR), researchers of
institutes of forest research, housing research, fuel
research, jute research and water resource and
geological research.

They have very poor knowledge about the power
and benefit of IT. This trend was found true at all
levels of educational backgrounds. The survey re-
vealed that the illiteracy rate in IT among the medi-
cal doctors are high, because the doctors are nor-
mally resistant to new technology, particularly IT.
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To reach the benefit to the rural communities,
participants for IT training were selected from among
applicants spanning all sectors, giving priority to the
rural community. The representation covered vari-
ous national economy, especially health, environ-
ment, education, natural resources (mineral re-
sources), energy, industry, agriculture, fisheries and
forestry. Special care was taken in selection of
participants so that the maximum number of organi-
zations and individuals would benefit from the pro-
gram. Training programs on IT for the duration of 2
weeks were organized in different private universi-
ties at a certain interval with 20 participants in each
phase. The programs were initially organized at the
capital city, and later, the programs were arranged at
the regional institutes and universities. The regional
programs were mainly organized for the medical
doctors working in the local hospitals, clinics, medi-
cal colleges and universities. Selection of partici-
pants from the women medical doctors was really a
tough job. Neither the medical doctors nor their
family members wanted to spare 2 weeks for attend-
ing a training course that they feel are good for their
children, not for the doctors. Strategies were adopted
to attract the medical doctors. As soon as they
realized the importance of IT, they invested more of
their valuable time to learn further applications.
Ninety-two percent of the trained medical doctors
were found to utilize their gained knowledge intelli-
gently in their respective fields. The result was
obtained from the follow-up visit by the project staff.

FUTURE TRENDS

Bangladesh is a country of rivers that create islands
(chars) of different shapes and sizes. They are
created because of river erosion. The ISTI resource
centre is located in one such island. The island is
circular in shape and its area varies from 20 to 30
square kilometers, depending on seasons. Approxi-
mately 15,000 people live in the island community.
The people depend on local cultivation for survival.
Their average monthly earning is $40 (United States
dollars). The area is fertile and rice, wheat, peanut,
jute, sugarcane, and different types of vegetables
and fruits are common. All work is performed
manually. The people are deprived of basic infra-
structure. There is no electricity, phone system or
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