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Abstract

Knowledge society prescience involves determination of possible futures, taking into account existent as well as emerging technologies, and of strategies likely to yield the maximum economic, social and security benefits. Information Technology has not made any significant development in the rural areas in the developing countries. The society is struggling for getting the essential infrastructure to implement the Information Technology. One should not forget that rural areas have got rich tacit knowledge and knowledge resources. But they need proper channels to update the existing knowledge base to compete with the external world. The article explains the concepts of knowledge society, the goals required to reach the knowledge society. It briefs the pattern of knowledge communication in rural areas by introducing new information systems and major problems and drawbacks the IT projects face during implementation 

Introduction

There is a lot of international awareness on the concept of knowledge society. The knowledge society is a ‘work-in-progress’ requiring significant investment in harnessing skills, technology and learning. Knowledge society is a society where creating, sharing and using knowledge are key factors in the prosperity and well being of its people. Some important features of the knowledge society include:

· Information and Knowledge are being major elements for value generation 

· Volatility of Technology 

· Greater investment in research and development 

· Greater use of information communication technology

· Growth of knowledge-based business

· Co-operative networking and consortia

· New skills development

In the emerging knowledge society, as much as, if not more than land, labour and capital, knowledge is the key to creating wealth and improving the quality of life.

Knowledge Concepts

Knowledge: A useful definition is familiarity gained by research and experience. It can include ‘know what’ (knowledge about fact), ‘know why’ (scientific knowledge of the principles and laws of nature), ‘know how’ (skills or the capability to do something), ‘know who’ (information about who knows and how to do what).

Knowledge Economy: The economy at the core of a knowledge society, i.e. an economy, which revolves around creating, sharing and using knowledge and information to create wealth and wealth improve the quality of life.

Knowledge Worker: A person who provides value by generating, sharing or applying ideas. It can equally apply to an eminent scientist, a skilled craftsman or a farmer with an expert knowledge of who’s who in the organization and where all the useful information is.

Knowledge Management: As knowledge becomes more valuable, there is a growing need to mange it effectively to capture its full benefit. Hence the rise of this important sub-category of general management.

All that we do, all that we make, and all that we earn will be altered by new knowledge and technological change. Knowledge differs from other sources each new invention provides a platform for further research. There is a urgent need for a time bound project focusing on exploiting knowledge for our future prosperity and well being, and our development as a knowledge society. The project should involve rural knowledge community for constructing a vision of a most desirable future and then identifying strategies to reach there. The IT projects should provide a framework for thinking about the sort of future rural knowledge society and define the context for the developing nations investments to make developing countries super powers in the new millennium and a super knowledge society.

Goals to reach knowledge society 

The following goal statements are very essential to move towards knowledge society;

· Innovation: Accelerate knowledge creation and the development of human capital, social capital, learning system and networks in order to enhance nations capacity to innovate.
· Economy: Increase the contribution that knowledge makes to the creation and value of new and improved products, processes, systems, and services in order to enhance the completeness of nations enterprises. It stresses the importance of new knowledge and technological change as a driver for value-creation, innovation and productivity gains across the economy. This goal identifies the contribution that knowledge makes to economic competitiveness. 
· Environment: Increase knowledge of the environment and of the biological, physical, social, economic and cultural factors that effect in order to establish and maintain a healthy environment that sustains nature and people. This will in turn contribute better economic and social outcomes.
· Social Goal: Increased knowledge of the social, biological, environmental, cultural, economic and physical determinants of well being in order to build a society in which citizens can enjoy health and independence and have a sense of belonging, identity and partnership. This is perhaps the most important goal as Knowledge Explosion should try to take the poor majority to decent living levels and ultimately we must work towards an abolition of the poverty line.
Knowledge Communication and Rural areas

Knowledge and information are essential for people to respond successfully to the opportunities and challenges of social, economic and technological changes, including those that help to improve agricultural productivity, food security and rural livelihoods. But to be useful, knowledge and information must be effectively communicated to people. Communication for development encompasses many different media and approaches - folk media and traditional social groupings, rural radio for community development, video and multimedia modules for farmer training, and the Internet for linking researchers, educators, extension workers and producer groups to each other and to global information sources. Whether villages are connected to the outside world through modern telecommunications, learn about health care from folk proverbs and songs or listen to radio broadcasts on better farming practices, the processes are the same - people communicating and learning together.

IT is technology offering new ways for communicating and exchanging information and knowledge. Greater understanding of existing knowledge systems-how information is gathered, stored, shared, concretized and evaluated amongst rural stakeholders-will aid the appropriate application of IT. Accommodating all sectors of society particularly rural communities in the transition from traditional through to new learning societies is an urgent issue for policy makers. The impacts and effects of new IT on development are not clear and it will take more time for the economic and social effects of IT inventions to be evaluated. There is a vast literature on the benefits and potentials of new IT as tools for enhancing peoples daily lives whether by increasing access to information relevant to their economic livelihood, better access to other information sources; healthcare, transport or distance learning.

Some of the constraints to IT implementation in rural areas are

· Lack of organizational communication and working patterns

· Poorly maintained physical infrastructures like electricity, telecommunication etc.

· Improper national policies

· Requirement of high capital investment for getting hardware and software

· Lack of qualified manpower to manage and maintain the system

· Linguistic barriers

The example and evidence from a range of developing countries including Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, the Philippines and South Africa suggest basic telecommunication services can be provided to rural and undeserved urban communities on a commercially viable basis through a range of business models, such as privately owned phone shop franchises, or individual cell phone subscriptions.

Radio can reach communities at the very end of the development road-people who live in areas with no phones or electricity. Radio reaches people who can’t read or write. Even in very poor communities, radio penetration is vast. There are more than 800 million radios in developing countries. An average of one in ten people has radios.  Internet can be an additional vehicle for radio both for exchanging audio files and for broadcasting online.

Rural communities generate, gather and decipher information from a multitude of locally contextualised sources much of which is exchanged orally through face-to-face communication with credible interlocutors. Men, Women, old and young often access different information systems, with the poor and women having the least access yet greatest need. The information systems of small scale, rural farmers is likely to be weighted in favor of receiving outsider, indirect information via a more localized, direct means. There is clearly a role for locally trusted intermediaries to transform and disseminate information into existing information networks.

For example, the agriculture portal Tara Haat (http://www.tarahaat.com/) [5] that is an interesting portal designed for the village community. TARAhaat has been created by the Development Alternatives Group, the internationally known voluntary organizations concerned with development, environment, technology and governance. These organizations have worked for twenty years to bring modern science into the service of the poor in India. TARA (Technology and Action for Rural Advancement) is the marketing arm of the Development Alternatives Group. TARA makes and sells the technologies designed by Development Alternatives. These include low cost building materials, hand made paper and paper products, handloom machines, water and air quality testing kits, woodstoves and other energy devices.

It provides information regarding topics like health, the law that governs you, your rights, E-governance, welfare schemes, livelihood and more. TARAhaat brings services people need. People can talk to experts in various fields without traveling all the way to them. They can take their child for his/her next dose of vaccination by checking the schedule provided here. They can communicate with their dear and near ones in their own language. TARAhaat’s E-mail service supports 11 Indian languages. If they got something to sell, need to know the commodity prices at a Mandi close to them? They can search their database for many services ranging from the availability of medical practitioners at the local PHC to Bus/ train timings and more.

TARAhaat.com is the road that connects the Indian villager to the rest of the world. Using computers, telephone lines, satellites in the sky and a wonderful idea called the "Internet" or the "Worldwide Web" – things that did not exist anywhere in the world only a few years ago -- TARAhaat opens opportunities for each one of us to reach our fullest potential. TARAhaat.com is designed to be so simple that even a small child or an illiterate person can quickly learn to use it and get all the benefits it offers. The computer is the most faithful servant, doing whatever you ask it to do. For a few rupees, the citizen can use a computer at a TARAdhaba to find out the crop prices at a faraway mandi (market), print out a map of her land or find a bridegroom for his daughter.

As you can see from the "Home Page" which is the first picture you see when you "log on" (start TARAhaat.com under your name), TARAhaat.com covers a wide range of services. These services are designed to bring something of value to every man, woman and child in the village. These services fall into several groups:

· E-News 

· E-Commerce

· E-Governance

· E-Education

· E-Health 

· E-Entertainment 

Introduction of new Information Systems

The introduction of new information systems, particularly those that are text based and delivered via new communication technologies may conflict with existing information sources and communication channels. The way in which they are incorporated into existing information systems is a determining factor in their success or failure. This means a shift from technology driven projects to those in which the wider systematic economic, social and communication needs of communities are central. A greater understanding of existing information systems to ascertain how information is gathered, stored, shared, concretized and evaluated amongst poor communities will aid the appropriate application of IT. The following points should be in mind before introducing the new system;

· Accommodating all sectors of society

· Strategies should be developed for specific target groups like women and girls

Developing country governments are increasingly aware that they have a major responsibility for rural development and food security, but lack the capacity and solutions to meet the challenge.

Traditional media and new information technologies have played a major role in diffusing information to rural communities and have much more potential. There is need to connect rural communities, research and extension networks and provides access to the much needed knowledge, technology and services. Studies on information systems serving rural communities have focused on specific sectors such as agriculture or health, instead of covering the rural community needs in a holistic manner.

The information revolution is another intervention with the potential to ensure that knowledge and information on important technologies, methods and practices are put in the right hands. The relevance of this revolution is supported by Balit who pointed out that the least expensive input for rural development is knowledge. Knowledge and information are basic ingredients of food security and are essential for facilitating rural development and bringing about social and economic change. Rural information systems must involve rural communities and local content must be of prime importance. Traditional media have been used very successfully in developing countries, and rural radio in particular has played a major role in delivering agricultural messages. IT however has the potential of getting vast amounts of information to rural populations in a more timely, comprehensive and cost-effective manner, and could be used together with traditional media. 

Role of IT in Rural areas

Some examples of areas where IT could play a catalytic role in developing rural areas include:

1. Information for decision-making process: proper decision-making is dependent upon availability of comprehensive, timely and up-to-date information. 

2. Market approach: using web/e-commerce agriculturists could promote their products and handle simple transactions such as orders, finding better prices etc.

3. Boosting of rural communities: information technology can empower rural communities and give them a voice that permits them to contribute to the development process.

4. IT has the potential to penetrate under-serviced areas and enhance education through distance learning facilitate development of relevant local content and faster delivery of information on technical assistance and basic human needs.

5. The Internet can also enable the remotest village to access regular and reliable information from a virtual library. Rural areas also get greater visibility by having the opportunity to disseminate information about their community to the whole world.

6. Through the establishment of rural knowledge centers, IT can create employment opportunities in rural areas by engaging telephone booth managers, IT technicians, librarians, information managers, translators etc. This will help in bridging the gap between urban and rural communities.

Another interesting example is the Faculty of Agriculture of the University of Mauritius has developed a computer based information system- the Potato Extension & Training Information System (PETIS). It uses the Internet and will test whether rural communities can use the web to access information. The system, destined principally for the small-scale potato growers, is equipped with audio files that provide information in English. Illiterate users have an option that reads the summary of the content in Creole and Bhojpuri and icons and pictures that enable most rural users to navigate easily the basic levels on the site. The system has been rated very successful and research team is now exploring new areas. 

The Internet allows network members to capture and develop local content, share store, retrieve and disseminate information and connect geographically dispersed people from research and extension institutions, faculties of agricultural universities, NGO workers and agricultural producers. The tool can also facilitate communication, sharing information and supporting improved agricultural production and can further broaden and strengthen collaboration through facilitating co-ordination of rural, local, national and regional development programmes.

Problems of IT based rural projects

Policy Making: Most developing countries lack policies and procedures that facilitate the harnessing of new IT for rural development and where policies have been formulated, proper implementation plans are needed.

Infrastructure: The communication and electricity facility in developing countries is lacking or is poorly developed in rural areas. In some the areas is having network connectivity however there are problems of low bandwidth and there is a need for strengthening the Internet backbone.

Linguistic barriers: English is a major language used in IT, which the majority of developing country rural communities cannot read. There is marked shortage of relevant material in local languages that responds to their needs and this calls for significant investment and support for local content. There is a need to develop more local content in appropriate languages. 

Illiteracy problem: This is the major barrier to participation in “Knowledge Society”. These people are lacking the required IT skills and other essential skills. 

Lack of human resources: To ensure more meaningful participation in rural development and to pave way for the creation of a critical mass of people that effectively harness IT in developing countries, training and capacity building must be an integral part of all IT projects. Most staff managing IT based projects lack adequate training that would enable them takes full advantage of the new technologies. Basic and sensitizing workshops could be organized for different categories of users and local experts could provide ongoing on-line support. People in rural communities of developed countries are already reaping the benefits of electronic distance education and developing countries could offer similar services through selected centers.

Co-ordination and training: One major constraint for delivery of right goods in rural areas is weak institutional capacity and insufficient co-ordination. NGOs and the private sector in particular possess a vast but often untapped potential. There is a need of support in building the required human and institutional capacities at national and regional level to provide training and education to rural communities on how to manage local knowledge and information using IT.

Consolidation and Repackaging of local content: Emphasis should be needed on developing and disseminating local content, improving the relevance of the information to local development as well as capturing and auditing all relevant local content using IT.

Conclusion

In conclusion it is possible to draw the following reasons for developing rural knowledge society with the help of Information Communication Technologies. The reasons are creating national wealth and gross output, improving the quality of life of the people, particularly those living in rural areas, and enhancing national security. Identifying the right technologies to put the nation on the part of rapid development requires technology foresight. Knowledge society prescience involves determination of possible futures, taking into account existent as well as emerging technologies, and of strategies likely to yield the maximum economic, social and security benefits. 

Transition of most developing and developed nations to knowledge economies has resulted in an increasing awareness of ‘knowledge’ as a key lever for economic growth and performance.  Despite increasing importance of knowledge as a factor of production, most accounting systems are still based on the traditional factors of production.  While accountants have been trying to determine how to capitalize the knowledge assets captive in the minds of the human employees, information system designers have been attempting to capture those assets into technology based databases and programmed logic.  
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