Akshaya: an idea that’s changing lives

One would have thought that bridging the digital divide is an impossible task. But Kerala, Amarthya Sens’s favourite development model, has shown how it is possible to attain complete literacy and long life expectancy and excellent social indicators despite having low per capita income. Kerala has implemented a program that demonstrates that it is actually possible to bridge the digital divide and make computer literate as entire district at very low cost and in shortest possible time.
The Akshaya project has three focus areas – facilitate access to technology to all region of the state, to felicitate development of skills and competencies to enable use of IT by all sections of society, to develop content in local language on topic of local relevance.
The objective of the project include making at least one person from the 6.5 million families in Kerala IT literate and establish around 6000multi purpose community information centers within 2 kms of every household. Through this the state hopes to expand economic opportunities in the knowledge economy and empower individuals through access to information.
The Akshaya project has already been successfully implemented in Malappurram district of Kerala.At least one person in over 75 0000lakh families has been made computer literate.Aruna Sundararajan, secretary- IT, Kerala State Information technology Mission says that the project began by the state government publicizing the project and inviting private entrepreneurs to set up training centers at locations chosen through a detailed GIS study of the district. Selected entrepreneurs take loan from the bank, set up these centers and seek students. The student only pays 20 INR and the remaining 120 INR is paid by local self governing bodies such as municipalities and panchayathi raj institutions. The training for about 15 hours includes basics and scope of IT, operating computers such as word processors, using Windows and using internet for browsing and sending emails. The program aims at turning the trainees into ambassadors of change in society.
How does it work for entrepreneurs? Balachandran, one of Akshaya entrepreneurs is upbeat. He took a loan of 350000 INR from bank. The rented premise cost about 12000 INR pre annum. Five PC’s would cost round 150000 INR and other hard ware investment like printers and scanners another 50000 INR. Salaries for five employees at 2000 INR per month cost another 1202000 INR. But Balachandran is confident of recouping all his investment in two years. How?

He has already received 140000 INR by training 1000 people at 140 INR per person. He also lends the PC’s for playing games and internet access at 20 INR per hour and hopes to make almost 100000 INR per year. He has designed as advanced content training program costing 450 INR and has roped in 45o people in the Akshaya club which would net another 25000 INR. Another source of income is extension of the Akshaya basic course to all other members of a trainee’s family without any subsidy; this could easily net another 200000 INR. Amina, a women entrepreneur plans to get revenue out of teaching spoken English and collect commissions for enabling government payments.
After initial successful implementation in Malappuram, the plan is to cover the entire state by end 2005. This would create direct investment of 3000000 INR and create 50000 job opportunities. The 6000 – 9000 Akshaya centers would network 30 million people across 600 thousand household giving them access to broadband connectivity. Akshaya centers would also provide service like data entry, desktop publishing, advanced computer training and internet telephony. More importantly; these centers would serve as a front end for government services such as disbursement of forms or payment collections.
In future Akshaya will also offer information tailor-made for Keralites. The content developed in local language would include education, health, law, career development, agriculture, gender studies, taxation, housing and other avenues to empower people to better help themselves. Akshaya would also include self development modules covering spoken English, vocational training, personality development, career planning and accounting.

