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Electronic Democracy: Between Vision and Reali ty 

Introduction 
New Communication Technologies are painfully underdeveloped and 
underutilised in Bangladesh. Bangladesh is a t the periphery of the new 
communication revolution sweeping the world. We stand in the sidewalk as the 
overwhelming information explosion passes by, we are yet to join the march. 
Historically, Bangladesh has been a economically disadvantaged, technologically 
backward and information poor country. This has remained unchanged unlike 
other countries of the region and the world that have made significant progress. 
Apart from economic reasons, it is also due to our general lack'of interest in 
acquiring information and lack of awareness of information as a valuable 
resource. 

.General Backdrop 
In analysing the communications scenario in Bangladesh we should adopt a 
holistic approach and consider the overall economic, political, social and cultural 
realities that create the circumstances and necessary conditions to make things 
function the way they do. To bring about any change in the status quo requires 
not only deliberate efforts concentrated into one particular area, but a revision of 
all background factors. 

Economy .. x ^ o / 
With a per capita income of US$^RP per annum, Bangladesh compares poorly to 
other developing countries. Located at close proximity to the emerging Asian 
Tigers whose transition from intermediate to core tier of the world economy is, 
underway, we are yet to achieve the strong foundation that permits a full fledged 
economic system to run. Until we are able to build that foundation, our talk 
about opting for market economy will remain mere rhetoric. Our pace now is 
slothful from the heavy burden of economic dependence. The immediate future, 
if we look at it practically, holds little promise as we have done very little to 
lessen our dependence. Bangladesh is often referred to a larger village. The 
level of industrialization and urbanization do not fulfil conditions necessary to 
enjoy a certain stage of economic development. The media is n,ot free from the 
burden. 

Economic stagnation harbors an attitude of disbelief in the factors of change. 
People are slow to change their ways and seize new opportunities. Societies are 
less receptive to new ideas. '' 

It is evident that telecommunications have advanced and thrived in all countries 
where it has been opened up to private ownership. Rules and regulations in 
Bangladesh are designed to discourage private ownership. Compared to print 
media, the electronic and telecommunications is capital intensive and 
prohibitively expensive for private entrepreneurs in Bangladesh. Under 
prevailing circumstances, investors prefer quick return and low risk 
opportunities. This formula is working wonders to create a fast growing, but very 
small class of people, who are reluctant to undertake long term capital intensive 
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ventures for industrialization and development. Diversification of the 
communications industry calls for pioneering initiatives that will take years of 
patient waiting, threadbare planning and hard work with an element of risk 
that is not a very attractive prospect for the local investors. 

i 
Polit ics 
^ i t i f ta^a£aJHti ty has left itsrmark in the media* We are going through phases 
of trial and error with democracy. Many believe the current political impasse is 
caused by an all time low political tolerance and understanding. For the first 
time in two decades, we have a democratically elected government that is about 
to complete its first term in office. But democratic values have not taken root in 
our political culture. The land that is today's Bangladesh was ruled by foreign 
rulers for centuries until recent times. The changing allegiance and political 
systems that the people had been put through did not allow a full grown political 
value system to find root. Many nations of the world had to come a long way 
before finding democracy and stability. We have their experiences to guide us, 
but because of our own historic traits we are taking a long adjustment period. 
This is not limited to politics alone, but affects other aspects of life as well, 
including the media. Illiteracy is another factor that limits the growth of 
communication technologies in Bangladesh. The rate of literacy in Bangladesh is 
32 per cent. The percentage of educated population, in the real sense of the 
term, is much less. 

NCTs in Bangladesh: The Real i ty 
In the context of Bangladesh the transition we are talking about actually means 
a big leap forward. Unlike most other countries our attempted progress is not 
from the less advanced to a more advanced communications system. Our leap is 
from the obsolete to the new. Like other transitions, this one too involves 
adjustments, trials and errors. Quite a lot of them 

Bangladesh Television and Radio: A Brief Overview 
As I have mentioned in the beginning of this paper, new communication 
technologies are used to the minimal effect in Bangladesh. Their impact on the 
lifestyle, specially for the betterment of the existing media systems is still not too 
visible. This is largely because the existing print and electronic media, even in 
their traditional practice, is still evolving towards maturity. 

The country's toil in its new found democracy is increasingly evident in the print 
media, but democratic accesses and practices in the electronic media remains an 
elusive agenda. Despite its many shortfalls, the plurality of opinion found in the 
Bangladesh press is virtually non-existent in the state controlled Bangladesh 
Television and Radio. Regulation and control made liberalization for these 
media a far cry. 

We have come a long way to realize and admit without reservation that 
publishers and broadcasters are guided by policies and points of view. They often 
contradict each other's position to represent their own version and brand of 
reality, sometimes in clever packages of fairness and objectivity. 
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In countries that are economically disadvantaged and where democratic 
institutions are weak, electronic media*have largely been used to propagate the 
"official view point", and work as an adjunct to the government. Bangladesh is 
no exception. Repetitive projection of slants, distortions and half truths have 
distanced the electronic media from reality or rather has created another level of 
reality leading to a dual climate of opinion, Absolute control over electronic 
media lias proven to be such an efficient means of governance that even its worst 
sufferer tend to become its staunchest implementor once in a position to do so. 
In the process, the credibility of the electronic media has suffered irretrievably. 

The programmes in Bangladesh Television have failed to satisfy its viewers. 
Unfortunately there are little indications of improvement. Lack of ideas, 
innovation and skills, both artistic and technical,' characterises a whole range of 
BTV productions, news, information, education, development and entertainment 
with few exceptions. Television transmission in the erstwhile East Pakistan i,e 
present Bangladesh began in 1964, earlier than in some other parts of the 
subcontinent. After 30 years, BTV now has 10 relay stations which may rise to 
15 within this year, it employs 2,200 people, just about an equal number of 
people work for the CNN to cover its worldwide operation. Annual revenue from 
television license fee is about US$2.7 million, revenue from advertisements is 
about US$5 million. But after all this, a War of Liberation in 1971, several 
regimes and political changes, and after 30 years BTV has not been liberated. 
The heavy weight of control and regulation stumped its natural growth-
Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian media expert, once suggested that every new 
communication medium dramatically changes the functions of the existing 
media. The new technologies usually serve a need or create a demand for 
consumers, and they, in turn, make requirements of older media whose function 
naturally change. 

Both print and electronic media In Bangladesh has availed the facilities offered 
by the new communication technologies, but only to perform limited functions. 
Newspapers rely on international wire services like AP, AFP, Reuters etc. that 
are transmitted by satellite. Computers are used for word processing and column 
setting, but its unlimited possibilities in graphic displays, design and pagination 
are not explored. Information storage or retrieval and electronic databases are 
not yet possible due to the absence of any networking system. 

The daily Janakantha, a Bengali language daily is the first one to beam its 
pages through wire services for printing at five distant sites. But all the 
reporting and editing work is carried out in Dhaka, in other words, the 
newspaper is made in Dhaka then sent out to other places for reproduction and 
distribution. Here technological facilities are used more for speed and wider 
circulation than for quality or greater coverage. 

In the electronic media, new communication technologies have not made a big 
breakthrough. The operating systems are not automated or designed to use least 
number of people. Except for few graphics, animation and special effects BTV 

i 
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has drawn little from the technological marvels. BBC, CNN and other channels 
have not influenced BTV news to a great extent. 

Satel l i te Broadcas t ing 
Stephen Alnes, in his book Telecommunications: A Picture of Change, called the 
satellites "the single most important piece of new hardware in the 
telecommunication revolution." After long negotiations and deliberation with 
the government of Bangladesh satellite broadcasters obtained permission to 
enter Bangladesh in 1993. BTV telecasts CNN and BBC news programmes for 
three and a half and two hours respectively every day. These two and a whole 
range of channels including Star TV, Star Plus, Prime Sports, Channel V, Zee 
TV, ATN, PTV, and Doordarshan are available anywhere in Bangladesh through 
satellite receivers. Those who do not have a dish antenna can get a connection 
for a monthly fee. 

Satellite broadcasting has opened up a new horizon for Bangladeshi viewers. 
Never before have they been so powerfully exposed to world news, information, 
education, entertainment and foreign countries and cultures. At first, viewers 
were overwhelmed, but the initial wonder has subsided in the face of more 
technological marvels. 

BTV suffered a huge audience loss. It now has very little to offer that appeals. 
Except for a move to purchase and telecast dramas and entertainment 
programmes made at private initiatives (or package programmes) and increased 
number of popular programmes like dramas and variety shows every week, BTV 
has not been very responsive to the competition. It has been criticised for meek 
attempts to imitate foreign programmes. The expected impact of satellite 
broadcasting at least on the BTV news programmes and news presentation have 
not materialised. Nevertheless, the audience now have the opportunity to 
compare different versions of information and are free to take their pick. 
Bangladeshis have always relied on BBC radio broadcasting at the time of 
domestic political crises. Now they can see Bangladesh as it is covered by foreign 
news media without local gatekeeping. The plurality of opinion necessary for 
fostering democracy is in the air, but it has taken second place to entertainment. 

The majority are viewers of entertainment-oriented channels like Zee TV, ATN, 
PTV etc. The young are heavily drawn to musical Channel V. Prime Sports also 
has its appeal. All these channels provide lighthearted entertainment. The mass 
audience have been opened up to popular, and mass culture. Information and 
education have low priority. This trend has concerned some quarters over issues 
like erosion of values and need for preserving national culture. Many believe 
satellite broadcasting has segregated world population into culture makers and 
culture adopters, and fear that future generations in Bangladesh will end up in 
the last group. Despite the feeble voice of caution and worry satellite 
broadcasting continues to conquer the hearts and minds of hundreds and 
thousands of viewers. ; • 

Cable 
No legislation has been enacted in Bangladesh to govern Cable TV or re-
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broadcasting. Already there are about 300 operators in Dhaka city alone. Most 
of them do not have legal standing and are too small to survive competition and 
changes in the long run. Many will have to phase out when regulations are 
formulated. 

Some bigger cable operators are carefully studying the need and taste of the 
market, preparing to provide as many as 50 channels by mid '96. Licensing 
agreements have, been finalised with the government. Automated billing and 
marketing systems have also been set up. Dearth of necessary infrastructure, 
technological know-how and managerial ability are identified as the major 
problems for cable services. The biggest task ahead is considered changing 
people's concept about cable tv operation or training the audience. The aim is to 
alter a commonly held attitude that cable is cheap and unnecessary and that 
information is free, and one need not pay for it. Movies, entertainment and later 
educative and informative programmes will be provided through pay channels. 
These establishments are at the same time exploring other potential areas of 
communication. Other services, some of the cable companies have in mind, are 
providing air and railway schedule and reservations, stock exchange information 
etc. They are planning to use fibber optics to extend services to remote parts as 
well. Presently, almost all the cable services are Dhaka-based. 

How this "people's television" will survive and fare will depend on how many 
people watch. Some operators are discarded for poor quality programmes and 
transmissions. 

Cable revenues come mostly from local subscribers who a pay a monthly fee for 
cable services. They can opt for minimal services, or more extensive tiers of ' 
services, which include movies, special news and sports network and much more. 
The revenues from the subscribers go to local operators, who in turn pay for 
various programming services beamed to them by satellite. Cable services 
usually earn little advertising revenue, because a medium must at least reach 
national level to get enough ads. 

In t e rne t 
Bangladesh is the only country in the region that is not connected to the 
internet. We don't have the necessary infrastructure to have widespread internet 
services. Technologically we have not reached the take off point yet. We are only 
equipped to handle the facilities at a very limited scale. Limited internet 
connection is technologically possible only in Dhaka and Ghittagong. One of the 
major obstacles to widespread use of internet at this point is the absence of a 
computerised networking system. The number of computer users are still few 
and far apart. Like other countries we have not been able to develop our own 
network, nor have we done anything about devising anything in Bangla. 
Language will pose a serious problem. As the literacy rate in Bangladesh is as 
low as 33 per cent, the actual number of people who can communicate in written 
language is fewer, whereas the number of those who are able to use English to 
exchange information is not more than a handful. All these problems shall lead 
to very few subscriptions. Providers of this service will then be compelled to 
charge the subscribers very high rates. The fundamental idea of internet, to 
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provide services to a larger number of people at low cost, will be lost due to all 
these reasons. Internet may end up as an expensive service in Bangladesh, with 
a very few people able to afford it. 

Telephone and Telegraph Board of Bangladesh (T&T) holds the transmitting 
rights to any international network connection that we may have in the near 
future. The telecommunication legislation in other countries, even the countries 
that are known as technologically slow, is revised about every five years. In the 
fast evolving countries the revision takes place more frequently, keeping pace 
with the rapid changes happening every now and then. The legislation that still 
regulates telecommunications in Bangladesh was enacted 110 years ago. It is 
known as the Telegraph Act of 1885. It is not surprising that Bangladesh has not 
been able to join the march in the worldwide advancement of 
telecommunications . A group of young energetic private entrepreneurs are 
tireless in their struggle to overcome government regulations^and bottlenecks 
posed by an ancient system. Because of their enthusiasm and innovation we 
may see the first internet connection in Dhaka city by the end of this year. 

In spite of the problems posed by illiteracy and the language barrier, internet is 
likely to make a big difference for Bangladesh, it will move one step closer to the 
information age. 

Compute r s 
Aaraverage income individual in Bangladesh-cannotafford a PC. It is available 
only to a handful of individuals and homes. The major universities in 
Bangladesh, however unbelievable it may sound, have only token presence of 
computers. As a result, the students are denied the access to information 
available to their counterparts in the rest of the world. This has led the entire 
education system to suffer from stagnation and backwardness. In the public 
sector, there is no indication as yet that the legacy left by the .British imperialist 
rulers, of files, red tapes and hundreds of clerks, will make its transition to an 
automated system in the near future. Unfortunately, the bureaucrats and policy 
makers are not only unaware and unresponsive to the developments taking 
place in the new communication technologies^but also closed and resistant to 
welcome the change waiting at our doorstep. 

Existing computers are mainly used for word processing. Banks and financial 
institutions run some other programmes. Graphics, mapping, page layout and 
other functions are rarely performed. In the absence of database and 
networking, computers are still not used for storage and retrieval of data. 
Computers speed up the printing process. Desk top publishing has relaxed the 
deadline for daily newspapers. It has heightened individual, collective and 
organizational efficiency. 

Video 
Video is the oldest of the communication technologies of this age. Video has 
pervaded Bangladeshi homes for more than a decade now. Price of VCR and 
VIP came down to the middle class reach in the first few years. Video clubs and 
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libraries to rent out cassettes mushroomed all over the urban and semi urban 
areas and large number of villages. 

Video technology has given the audience its first taste of freedom of choice over 
viewing contents. Latest and uncensored movies were followed by education 
materials aiid a wide variety of programs. The video craze lasted for at least half 
a decade. Books, in the hands of city teenagers, were replaced by video cassettes. 
Here also, entertainment got therbetterof people's choiceT By using VCRs and 
portable video cameras, people have a more instantaneous and informal video 
experience than was possible with the earlier technology of the movie camera. 
Home video on special family occasions have become a source of joy for many 
people. A new kind of creativity developed along with a new amateur to semi-
professional group of self-employed young men. 

Video is widely used by government, NGOs, international development agencies 
and other groups' working among people to promote a particular cause and build 
awareness. Video promotes eco-farming against chemical farming, creates public 
opinion on sending children to school, stopping violence and discrimination 
against women, child vaccination, cattle breeding, disaster preparedness and 
many other development messages. Promoting agencies run shows among target 
audience in different areas and localities. 

For reasons cited above access to new communication technologies is still limited 
to a very-small number of people. This adds an unwanted and negative element 
of elitism to the use of NCT and access to information. Hi tech, as if, is only for 
the rich and powerful to own and use. Like some other fundamental rights, the 
right to information and the right to technology could not be made available to 
the mass. The major users of NCT today are those who can afford it: big 
business houses, modern offices, banks, multinational corporations etc. This 
situation threatens to imbalance and fragment society. If only the relatively 
affluent people continue to obtain information services, society will have two 
classes: the information rich and the information poor. 

Speeding technology vs. Slow government 
The official position of the government of Bangladesh is believed to be generally 
resistant to the effective and maximum exploitation of the new communication 
technologies. Seemingly, the importance of NCT for the development and 
progress of the country is not fully appreciated. Compared to other countries, the 
technology shy administration, diplomacy, and other major activities and ways 
of governance in Bangladesh is alienated from the rest of the world. 

Reticent attitude towards change and reluctance to respond to the demand of the 
time permanently crippled many nations of the world at different turning points 
of history. Failure to recognise this new age of high technology and mass 
information may mean missing the last bus to reach an equal point with other 
nations. 

Critics see the state's unwelcome attitude to technological breakthrough and 
privatisation as an unwillingness on its part to let go of the control. This attitude 
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is also caused by an inability to meet the demand of the day due to lack of know-
how, knowledge and vision. For a very long time, the system was allowed to grow 
so rigid and inflexible that any prospect of change becomes risky for the system 
itself. 

The age-old information monopoly, enjoyed by the state regulatory agencies in 
this part of the world is facing the most serious challenge ever. Pictures and 
information bounced and beamed by satellites are posing an invisible threat to 
the imposition of regulations and controls. This is likely to result in greater 
transparency and accountability of the government and free access to 
information without regulation. 

Bangladesh is opting for market economy. An open market can hardly survive 
without a supportive mechanism of open communications. These two are 
mutually dependent. Recent moves by the government towards privatisation and 
opening up the market have paved the way for rapid inflow of advanced 
communication technologies, which is providing the bed-rock of hi-tech 
communication institutions and is strengthening the existing ones. The social 
consequences emanating from all this may prove significant to the process of 
democratization. 

What are the reasons for the way the state reacts? A brief analysis brings out 
the following reason. Some of the fallout from the technological breakthrough 
that are deemed negative make the authorities wary of the changes brought 
about by the NCT. 

First of all, the oft-discussed issue opposed by most developing countries is the 
misrepresentation of these countries in the media of the developed world. Many 
developing countries have the common feeling that their issues based on politics, 
democracy, human rights and the like is mishandled by the western media due 
to their lack of understanding and sensitivity on those areas. Bangladesh shares 
this feeling. The governments of these countries often believe that they are made 
to face undue embarrassments and, therefore, developes a tendency against 
disclosing information and becomes resistant to the new communication 
technologies that facilitates free flow of information. 

Second, Non Government Organizations play a big role in Bangladesh, as they 
do in some other developing countries. This role pervades almost all. aspects of 
our national life across development and policy making to administration and 
governance. NGOs use the NCI to be in constant contact with the foreign donor 
agencies. There is no way of knowing whether the information channeled out 
every day by the NGOs are facts or distortions, or whether the NGOs are serving 
national interest or have separate agenda. When Bangladesh as a poor economy 
is at the receiving end of instructions, dictations and conditions issued or even 
imposed by the foreign supremos. The information channeled out by the NGOs 
as their local agents becomes a significant factor in our national affairs. 
Standing on the strength of their connections, NGOs sometimes tend to act very 
independently and do not feel the need to pay heed to anybody. This is the point 
where the national governments sometimes feel the need to react. 
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Third, the very obvious result of having satellite and cable television is that our 
audience is bombarded and absolutely overwhelmed with advertisements of 
products, commodities and comforts produced and sold in other countries. This 
has led to the rising expectation among local viewers to avail those things. 
Consequently Bangladeshis one of the fastest growing markets for foreign 
imports, specially from the neighbouring countries whose products are more 
culturally suited to our needs. This is only natural in an open market economy. 
But what puts us" in a disadvantageous position is that the flow of products is 
almost absolutely single-sided. We completely lose our position to be in any kind 
of competition. This uneven exchange is already proving ruinous to healthy-
growth of local industries and economy. We are not projecting nearly as much as 
we are receiving. That also makes the regulating agencies feel uneasy and 
suspicious about the fast moving NCT scenario. 

Social Consequences of the New Technologies and 
Areas Where More Attent ion is Needed 

What are the changes, both positive and negative, that are likely to happen to 
our society because of the new communication technologies. Here are some more 
obvious ones from a long list: 

• Business community is making full use of facilities available to them. There 
we can see very significant impacts. Garments manufacturing is a booming 
industry in Bangladesh. In garments manufacturing as well as in other 
sectors, people who are transacting with other countries have made the best 
use of fax, e-mail and telephone to communicate with their partners all round 
the globe. The business users will certainly vote for wider use of NCT. 

• NCT may enhance the already existing gap between urban and rural 
cultures within our national boundaries. As we have observed, several 
circumstances peculiar to Bangladesh is making the fruits and comforts of 
NCT available only to the affluent class. The fragmentation and alienation 
in the society may take on alarming proportion as the cities reach out to the 
world and the villages fail even to touch the cities. 

• Issues of control, plurality, freedom of the press, democracy and privacy will 
\ need to be redefined. Depending on how they are used new technologies 

might allow government and private industries to accumulate great power. 
Despite the benefits, it will also put us in danger of losing our individual 
liberty. This has been observed by communication scholars. 

• Satellites have somewhat improved the disaster preparedness and 
management in coastal areas. Bangladesh is located in a disaster prone area. 
Living with calamities have become a way of life. Weather reading and 
forecasting facilities, and remote sensing provides ample notice to the people 
living in the coastal belts and off-shore areas to move to safety before a 
cyclone or typhoon strikes. But prior warning that is given should be more 
specific and focused so that it can enable better management of disasters and 
minimise loss. Prediction of floods is one more thing that can truly help 
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Bangladesh. Recurring floods bring misery to the affected people, and worst, 
damages our economy. Flood prediction should be possible by monitoring the 
mapping pattern, changing course of rivers, measuring rainfall and level of 
sedimentation, through satellite. 

• We in Bangladesh need to develop the mechanism to use NCT widely for 
distant education in order to overcome illiteracy and impart adult education, 
technical and vocational training to reduce unemployment, create self 
employment and help poverty alleviation. The first attempt made by the 
Bangladesh Open University (BOU) is extremely limited and exploratory in 
nature. BOU is now buying one lean hour of airtime on television and one or 
two more hours in the radio. What we need is continuous programming to 
cover the entire Bangladesh in an integrated distant education curriculum. 

Conclusion 
New Communication Technologies are not causes for change, they are catalysts 
or intensifiers of change. For NCT to play a meaningful role in development and 
democracy, policy makers and planners must know how NCT can be used to 
increase access to information, economic growth, and people's participation in 
the democratic processes. There is no reason for governments to worry about 
cost recovery. The indirect benefits of NCT to users and to the economy as a 
whole is enormous. Studies indicate that for nearly all countries of the world, 
there is an 80 per cent correlation between per capita GNP and telephones per 
capita. Which means that each dollar invested in telecommunications will create 
opportunities to invest four dollars in the economy. 
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