
1 

M.S. SWAMINATHAN RESEARCH FOUNDATION’S  
INFORMATION VILLAGE RESEARCH PROJECT (IVRP),  

UNION TERRITORY OF PONDICHERRY* 

I. Abstract 

The Information Village Research Project (IVRP), implemented by the M.S. 
Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF), is based on the philosophy of Dr. M.S. 
Swaminathan, founder of MSSRF, to extend the benefits of information technology to the 
rural poor. Information village shops equipped with computers, telephones, and dial-up 
connectivity are established in 10 villages of Pondicherry, Southern India. Information is 
downloaded from the Internet and transformed into locally specific information that 
directly benefits the villagers. Such information consists of the daily local news, latest 
prices of agricultural crops and inputs, weather reports, and government programs, to 
name a few. 

One of the distinctive features of the project is local content creation by volunteers from 
various sources. More than 100 databases have been created that provide updated 
information on issues ranging from crop prices to government programs. Another feature 
is the focus on increased participation by women. The volunteers who operate the centers 
are mostly women. On average, women also make up a substantial percentage of the 
users at each center, ranging from 34 percent to 50 percent. Many centers have become a 
hub for social gatherings. This case study cites some examples in which discussions 
raised at these centers have led to the organization of a local voice to speak against unfair 
practices. 

The information provided is free of cost. As in other rural information and 
communications technologies (ICT) projects, infrastructure bottlenecks do exist, but 
efforts are underway to overcome them. This project won the Stockholm Challenge 
Award in 2001 in the Global Village Category. 

II. Background 

The Information Village Research Project (IVRP) was set up in 1998 in Pondicherry (a 
centrally administered territory in Southern India), by the M.S. Swaminathan Research 
Foundation (MSSRF), a nonprofit organization.1 The project was conceptualized as part 
of a larger initiative called the “bio-village” project that was initiated in 1991.2 An 
interdisciplinary dialogue on information technology—“Reaching the Unreached”—
organized by MSSRF in 1992 concluded that ICTs would have a major role to play in 
                                                 
* This case study was prepared by a team comprising Prof. Subhash Bhatnagar and Ankita Dewan at the Indian Institute 
of Management (Ahmedabad) and Magüi Moreno Torres and Parameeta Kanungo at the World Bank (Washington 
DC).  
1 The M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation was founded by Dr. M.S. Swaminathan in 1988. The center has 
implemented a variety of programs in coastal systems, biodiversity and biotechnology, eco-technology and sustainable 
agriculture, education, communication, and training and capacity building. 
2 The bio-village project covered 19 villages in the Union Territory of Pondicherry. It focused on improving the living 
conditions of people by offering multiple livelihood opportunities, improvement in sanitation, development of inland 
aquaculture, and integrated pest management.  
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promoting sustainable agriculture and rural development in the developing world. The 
Information Village Research Project was an outcome of this dialogue. 

A survey carried out by the foundation revealed that only 12 public and 27 private 
telephones served a population of 22,000 in 11 villages around an area called Villianur in 
the Pondicherry District. Only 1,130 television sets existed, out of which less than one-
third had cable connections. A Participatory Rural Appraisal helped to identify the 
information needs of the community, their communication habits, and the information 
links in the villages.3 The analysis revealed that the villagers wanted locally and 
personally relevant data that would have a definite impact on their lives, such as daily 
news and weather reports, agricultural crop prices, fishing information, and information 
on government programs. The primary sources of information identified were the local 
shopkeeper, the market place, and information exchange among villagers. Dependence on 
external agencies for information, such as government departments, universities, research 
centers, and industries, was relatively weak. Project work at the mobilization stage 
indicated that the villagers’ information requirements could be best met by strengthening 
the existing linkages. Knowledge from external sources would have to be compiled and 
edited in such a way that it would become locally relevant.  

The IVRP was set up with the objective of using technology as a medium of providing to 
the rural poor in the villages of Pondicherry easy access to locally specific information. 
In the first phase of the project (January 1998–June 2000), information shops were set up 
in four villages, along with a value-added services center in the village of Villianur. 
Phase II commenced in February 2001, covering 10 villages in the region.  

The center at Villianur functions as the hub of the network, and has six computers, two 
telephone lines, and dial-up accounts to two Internet service providers (ISPs). The other 
village centers have off-line wireless access to e-mail and the Internet through the center 
at Villianur. VHF duplex radio devices facilitate voice transfer among the centers. 
Information needs are identified at each center and transmitted to the hub by e-mail 
across the wireless network. The staff at Villianur then tracks down the required 
information from the Internet and other sources, and transmits it back to the centers by e-
mail or e-mail attachments in Tamil (the local language).4 Standard information 
requirements are compiled and dispatched daily in the form of a newsletter or as voice 
messages. For illiterate villagers, information such as weather reports is downloaded as 
audio files and played over speakers located in front of the information shops.  

Before setting up a village information center, a Memorandum of Agreement is signed by 
MSSRF and the villagers, indicating that the community will supply basic infrastructure 
in the form of electricity and office space, and identify volunteers to operate the facility. 
Most of the operators and volunteers are women. Working as information providers, their 
status and influence in the community is enhanced. The center has to agree to meet 

                                                 
3 A Participatory Rural Appraisal is a technique that enables members of the local community to analyze their living 
conditions, to share the outcomes, and to plan actions in response. The outsider plays a facilitating role, while the data 
collection and analysis are done by the community members themselves. 
4 Personal computers placed in each village information shop feature Windows 95 and Microsoft Office 97 software, 
with Tamil fonts developed by the Government of India.  
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certain norms of operation. Each center must stay open for a specified number of hours in 
a day, guard equipment against vandalism or tampering, guarantee access to members of 
the low-status Dalit population, and ensure that at least half of the trained volunteer 
operators are women.  

A considerable share of the information is accessed from the World Wide Web and other 
sources, such as research centers, government departments and institutions, and remote 
sensing and meteorological centers. The center at Villianur maintains a number of 
databases that are regularly updated (some of them twice daily) to provide the latest news 
pertaining to locally relevant issues. Some of the databases maintained contain 
information relating to prices of agricultural inputs (seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides) and 
outputs (rice and vegetables), central and state government programs, health care 
(including a list of doctors and paramedics in nearby hospitals and health information 
specifically related to women), cattle diseases, transport (road conditions and 
cancellations of bus trips), and weather (the appropriate time for sowing, areas of 
abundant fish catches, and wave heights on the sea). The information is provided free of 
cost to the villagers. 

Each center is equipped with three computers, telephones, a printer, a wireless device, 
and a solar panel. Village volunteers, with a minimum schooling of eight years, are given 
training for three months. Training pertains to the operation of computers, use of a data 
and voice network, handling queries from illiterate customers, and the basics of 
management.  

The project is funded by the International Development Research Center (IDRC) of 
Canada, and IVRP began its operations with a US$120,000 grant from the IDRC.5 The 
Pondicherry Government is a partner in the project and also bore the initial cost of setting 
up information centers in five villages. The Motorola Company provided two-way 
dispatch equipment to improve connectivity. The project was awarded the Stockholm 
Challenge Award in 2001 under the Global Village Category, and the Motorola Gold 
Award for the year 1999.  

III. Impact/Results 

In the villages of Pondicherry, with high poverty and illiteracy levels, information 
provided from the databases has provided several benefits to the villagers.6 The use of 
multimedia technology with voice facilities has enabled illiterate residents to effectively 
use the information. Based on the success of the project, 12 villages in the region have 
requested their own information shops. A number of key officials of the government of 
Pondicherry are closely associated with preparing plans for the extension of the current 
project. Some examples of the project’s impact are illustrated in the text box below. 
                                                 
5 The International Development Research Center is a public corporation, established in 1970. It funds research that is 
geared toward poverty alleviation and the promotion of sustainable and equitable development. The Center currently 
funds 900 projects across the globe. Source: <http://www.idrc.ca/research/index_e.html>.  
6 Most families in the villages of Pondicherry (nearly 65 percent) live below the poverty line, and nearly 80 percent of 
the population is illiterate. Source: <http://www.challenge.stockholm.se/feature_right.asp?IdNr=20>. 
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Box 1: Instances of Project Impact on Villages 
 

• “Red rot” disease (a disease in the sugar cane plant that damages its leaves and seeds) had 
damaged a large amount of sugar cane crops in the Kizhur village for two consecutive years 
(1997–1998). In the subsequent year, 14 farmers, prior to the planting, established contact 
with an entomologist through the information center. This enabled the farmers to take 
preventive measures, thereby saving their crop from the disease. 

• In Embalam village, a group of 48 women, all from assetless labor families, insured 
themselves against accidental loss of life or limb. This purchase of insurance policies was 
done as a result of the awareness-raising information provided at the information center. 

• A group of women in Kizhur village decided to start a small business enterprise 
manufacturing incense sticks. They began as subcontractors, but their confidence and 
enterprise increased as a result of utilizing the rural knowledge center. Because of the 
searches carried out by the village volunteers and project staff, they were able to develop the 
necessary skills for packaging and marketing incense with their own brand name. The women 
were quickly able to develop local outlets for their products. They are confidently using the 
rural knowledge center now to seek more distant customers.  

• Rudramma, a 45-year-old woman in Villianur, used the information center to buy seeds for 
her two-acre paddy field. At the time of harvest, she checked the prices posted at the center 
daily and compared them with the prices offered by the local traders. Based on this 
comparison, she would decide whether to sell her produce to the trader or take it to the 
nearest market.  

 

An analysis of the pattern of use of the village centers indicates that the centers were used 
primarily (40 percent) for obtaining information on government programs.7 In addition, 
information on the market prices of inputs and crops helped the farmers in improving 
their negotiating power against price-fixing middlemen. 

Students have used the centers for browsing interactive CDs, designing slides on 
PowerPoint, and downloading examination results from the Internet. In the village of 
Kizhur, around 80 students from the government middle school attend computer training 
programs at the center. In the first two years since the project’s inception, 2,100 students 
used the centers to download their report cards and examination results.  

In addition to the provision of data and information to the villagers, each of these centers 
has become a channel for government authorities to disseminate information to the 
villages. Government departments, such as agriculture, rural development, fisheries, and 
the State Electoral Office, provide data to these centers on a regular basis. Because 98 
percent of its population are fishermen, the coastal village of Veerapattim receives 
information on fish aggregation off the coast of Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry from the 
National Remote Sensing Agency.  

                                                 
7 See the analysis of the pattern of use of the village centers (in percentages) to June 2000. Source: 
<http://www.mssrf.org/informationvillage/assessment.htm>.  
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IV. Key Elements of Empowerment 

Information 

The rationale behind the initiation of the project was to enable the rural poor to easily 
access information by means of computer and communications technology. The shops 
provide information on a wide range of issues, including details on government 
programs, updated prices of crops and inputs, weather conditions, bus schedules, and lists 
of doctors. Women have mostly accessed the centers to gain information on issues 
relating to reproductive health and income-generating activities. Women with infections 
or disorders of the reproductive system preferred computers as the best means of 
accessing information on preventive remedial measures.8 

For illiterate villagers, information on crop prices and the prices of inputs such as 
pesticides and fertilizers is announced daily on the loudspeakers located in front of the 
information centers. Similarly, in the coastal village of Veerapattinam, daily weather 
reports are announced on the loudspeakers. The report is based on images obtained from 
a Website run by the U.S. Navy. Before the project commenced, the fisher folk went to 
sea for their daily catch unaware of the weather forecast or the location of schools of fish. 
A few people had also lost their lives because of unanticipated rough sea conditions. The 
likelihood of this happening has diminished now with timely and accurate 
announcements.  

Rural Yellow Pages have been introduced in two villages (Ariyur and Embalam) on an 
experimental basis. This facility enables the farmers to find out who rents agricultural 
equipment in the region, names of cattle agents, and the availability of a variety of 
products (including bricks, pesticides, and secondhand sewing machines). This service 
helps to promote business in and around the village. 

Inclusion/Participation 

A notable feature of the project is the active participation of villagers from the project’s 
inception. During the design phase of the project, several interactive sessions between the 
project staff and the community helped to identify the information requirements of the 
villagers. The project staff visited the villages of Kizhur and Embalam to set up the 
information centers, but the centers at the other seven villages were self-initiated because 
of the demands of the villagers.  

Villagers provide resources for the basic infrastructure, such as the office space, and elect 
their own representatives from their respective villages. They have been successful in 
gaining working space from a Panchayat (local government) office, a private individual’s 
home, and even a temple. The task of content creation is also done locally. This is done 
by using indigenous knowledge combined with expert information. 

                                                 
8 For more information see <http://www.mssrf.org/informationvillage/infovil.html>. 
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Gender sensitivity in the context of participation, content creation, and assessment of 
information needs has been incorporated into the project.9 This has resulted in an 
increased participation by women, both in managing the centers and in use patterns. All 
the volunteers of an information center in Embalam village are women, and almost 50 
percent of the users are women. The following table presents the analysis of the number 
of users in five knowledge centers from January 1999 to the end of June 2000. 

Table 1: Analysis of Registers in Five Knowledge Centers  
(January 1, 1999–June 30, 2000) 

 
Category of users Number
Females 2,832
Assetless families 4,571
Illiterates 392
Persons below 14 years of age 4,421
One-time users 3,674
Total number of users 15,890

Source: <http://www.mssrf.org/informationvillage/assessment.htm>.  
 
The project facilitates the participation of women in operating the centers and 
disseminating information. In Embalam village, a former washerwoman who collected 
clothes from her clients is now a volunteer, operating computers and dispensing 
information when people come and ask her for information. 

Accountability 

Villagers often asked how the hub (at Villianur) would be able to pass on and follow up 
on the suggestions and inquiries that they were making to different levels of authorities 
through the new network. The team at Villianur decided to send letters to political 
representatives with copies to relevant department heads in the administration. 

In the Embalam village, when local thugs, aided and abetted by local politicians, started 
felling trees in a village neighborhood, villagers rushed to the knowledge center and 
located the Forest Department’s telephone number using the Web. They used the 
telephone in the center to inform the Forest Department officials of the illegal tree felling 
activities. The wood was impounded, and the culprits were arrested.10  

Similarly, local action was organized to root out discriminatory practices. For example, at 
the local tea stall in Thirukanchipet, the Dalit (“untouchable”) landless laborers used to 
get their tea served in glasses meant only for their caste. After some of the Dalits started 
working in the Thirukanchipet Knowledge Center, they became emboldened to challenge 

                                                 
9 In order to understand the information requirements of women users, separate group meetings were held, and a 
workshop also was organized at the Jawaharlal Nehru Institute for Education and Research (JIPMER), an institute of 
advanced study located in Pondicherry. 
10 S. Senthilkumaran and Subbiah Arunachlam, “Expanding the Village Knowledge Centers in Pondicherry,” Regional 
Development Dialogue 23 (Autumn 2002):2.  
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this practice. They started to write poems in Bharati condemning caste-based 
discrimination and posting them on the knowledge center’s notice boards. Today, there is 
only one set of glasses in the tea stall.  

Local Organizational Capacity 

The success of the project, to a large extent, might be attributed to the capacity of the 
villagers to coordinate efforts to advance their own development. While MSSRF played a 
facilitator role in the project, important tasks such as recognition of information needs, 
selection of volunteers, and arrangement of office space were done by the villagers. 

V. Issues and Lessons  

Challenges 

The long-term financial sustainability of the project remains an issue to be addressed 
since the services are provided free of cost, and the systems are installed through grants. 
Some means of generating revenue need to be considered. 

When the project began in 1998, certain technical challenges existed. Because of a 
restricted budget, a telephone infrastructure was absent, and, hence, Internet connectivity 
was not possible. Electricity was sporadic and unreliable. The center acted as a LAN 
(local area network) and provided data and voice transmission to other centers, using the 
VHF radio. This saved the expense of creating an expensive communication 
infrastructure (that is, laying copper wires or fiber optic cable). A solar power backup 
system was set up to supplement the sporadic electricity.  

Key Factors for Success 

The project was initiated following the work done by the bio-village project, which had 
completed substantial developmental work in these villages. This included the 
establishment of livelihood systems and providing technical knowledge and skills. Such a 
prior orientation helped in increasing the capacity of the local population to absorb the 
technology introduced by the IVRP. 

The villagers attached trust and credibility to the information provided by the centers. 
One of the prime reasons for this could be level of community involvement in the project 
that led to a sense of ownership among the villagers. It can be inferred that a project 
managed and operated by community members themselves—that is, people at the 
grassroots level—has a greater chance of being accepted and implemented successfully. 

MSSRF played a key role in the project’s initiation and implementation. The foundation 
acted as a catalyst in mobilizing financial resources for the project, coordinating the 
villagers to identify their own information requirements, and building an information 
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system that would respond to their information needs. The foundation intends to 
withdraw from the project as soon as the project becomes self-sustainable.  

Replication of such projects perhaps requires the backing of a facilitator, because the 
rural population may not have the necessary expertise to demand and design a knowledge 
center on its own. 
 
The location of these rural telecenters often determines their use. In the beginning, 
MSSRF selected two private houses in which to set up the knowledge centers. After six 
months, it was realized that the private houses were not allowing socially underprivileged 
people inside the house. Subsequent centers were created in public places. 
 
A key factor in the success of the project is the creation and updating of relevant content 
to suit local needs. The village residents are most interested in “dynamic” and customized 
information. They are not interested in the technology (any more than urban users), but in 
specific information that is accurate and is provided quickly. Content is the key element 
in the success of such projects, second only to the people and their context. Technology is 
a mere enabler. Building content is a resource-intensive activity and has implications for 
the sustainability of such projects. The participatory rural appraisal carried out in the 
villages prior to starting the project seemed to have helped build local ownership for the 
initiative. 

VI. Further Information: References and World Wide Web Resources 

Ali, Farwa. 2000. “Rural Bytes: Linking to the Cyber World—Hooked to the Net.” The 
Week, December 31st. URL: <http://www.the-week.com/20dec31/events1.htm>. 

Bora, Anita. 2002. “The Rural Connection.” Features, rediff.com. URL: 
<http://www.rediff.com/search/2002/mar/06rural3.htm>. 

M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF). 2002. Education, Communication, 
Training and Capacity Building. Annual Report 2001-2002. URL: 
<http://www.mssrf.org/annualreport/pa500.pdf>. 

Hinas, Maria. “Indian Information Village Reaches the Unreached.” Features, Stockholm 
Challenge. URL: <http://www.challenge.stockholm.se/feature_right.asp?IdNr=20>. 

Krishnakumar, Asha. 2001. “Changing Rural Lives.” Frontline Magazine 18(24). URL: 
<http://www.flonnet.com/fl1824/18240990.htm>. 

Project Details on Stockholm Challenge Site. URL: 
<http://www.challenge.stockholm.se/projects.asp?ProjectId=2684>.  

The Communication Initiative. 2001. Program Descriptions: Information Village 
Project—India. URL: <http://www.comminit.com/pds11-2001/sld-3357.html>. 



Empowerment Case Studies: MSSRF Information Village Research Project 

9 

Shore, Keane. 1999. “Internet comes to Rural India.” Reports, Science from the 
Developing World, November 5. URL: 
<http://www.idrc.ca/reports/read_article_english.cfm?article_num=552>. 

United Nations Center for Regional Development (UNCRD). “Village Knowledge 
Centers, Pondicherry.” URL: <http://www.uncrd.or.jp/ict/pondicherry.html>. 

Web portal of M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation. URL: <www.mssrf.org>. 


	Abstract
	Background
	Impact/Results
	Key Elements of Empowerment
	Information
	Inclusion/Participation
	Accountability
	Local Organizational Capacity

	Issues and Lessons
	Challenges
	Key Factors for Success

	Further Information: References and World Wide Web Resources

