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Abstract. – In the present paper, the author seeks to identify the existing gender gaps in rural e-governance in India and has attempted to explore the factors responsible for these gaps with reference to a rural e-governance scheme in one of the most economically and socially challenged state of India as an illustration to support some of the points sought to be made in the paper. The author argues that in Indian context, where rural women are already less visible in the public sphere due to socio –cultural factors and men already dominate, e-governance is more available and accessible to men. Hence to avoid the emergence of a gender based digital divide in rural governance that would further marginalize the rural women, it is necessary that the potential of ICTs is exploited in such a manner as   to address the existing gender issues in rural governance, which are still obstructing women’s way to participate equally in the process.  Women’s abilities, needs, perceptions and building women’s capacities to use the ICTs are other important factors that should be given due consideration while planning for rural e- governance  to make it meaningful to women. 

. 

Index Terms—Gender, E-Governance, India, Rural, Local Self-Governance

I. I. INTRODUCTION

 India is a country dominated by rural population. But even after sixty years of Independence rural areas are marked by severe poverty, illiteracy, lack of health services, lack of employment opportunities and over all backwardness [1}. The condition of women in rural areas is worse as the gender based discrimination with strong socio cultural roots are entrenched and pervasive. In 1993 the Panchayati Raj
 (Village Level Local Self Governance) System was introduced as an instrument of rural self-governance. Described as a "revolution based on maximum democracy and maximum devolution", a key feature of the system is that 33 percent of elected seats are reserved for women in some 250,000 local government bodies that function below the district level. Seen another way, this quota means the empowerment of one million women -- as India's Panchayats (Local Self Governance Units) are run by three million elected office bearers. These one million grass root women elected leaders are expected to influence the process of rural governance and rural development in the interest of women.

Due to the patriarchal character of the society, ability to participate equally in the process of governance has been a big challenge for the rural women. It has never been   easy for them to make multiple trips to far off offices, chase officials, and humor them or to network with them. [2]. The provision of reservation (Article 243D & 243T of Indian Constitution) has given them an opportunity to hold formal positions of power and, in turn, participate in the decision making process. Women have got the opportunity to express their voice and shape policies on issues that matter to them most.  In brief, reservation of seats for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions has paved the way for making governance structures gender equitable and gender sensitive. But the question that still remains   is … whether this numerical strength of women has really brought any qualitative change in the lives of the women?
 So far, many studies have shown that even with 33% reservation the women Sarpanchas (Head of the Village Level Local Self Government Unit)) have not been able to equally participate in the process of rural governance. So far, this process has been undoubtedly male centric. [3]

Introduction of ICTs is expected to bring in changes in the whole process of rural governance with Sarpanchas being the key persons. What difference this emerging phenomenon of using ICT in rural governance or rural e-governance will be able to make in terms of women’s relations to the realm of rural governance is a pertinent question. 

In this context the present study seeks to address the following research questions through a gender evaluation of E-Gram Suraj
(Village Good Governance) Scheme of Chhatisgarh State
 of India 

1. Whether rural women Sarpanchas have been able to participate in the e-governance initiatives as equally as their male counterparts? If there is a gender gap what are the factors responsible for this?

2. What impact this e-governance scheme has had from a gender perspective in terms of its outcome for rural women Sarpanchas?

II METHODOLOGY

Gender Evaluation Methodology (GEM)
 for Information Communication Technology for Development Projects is used for conducting the study.  A combination of methods was adopted to collect data that included Personal Interviews, story telling and focused group discussions with various groups of informants. A review of the government records is also done to gather relevant information.

The questionnaire based survey with 56 Sarpanchas in Dongargaon Block
 of Chhattisgarh state was carried out during 31st May-6th June 2008.The questionnaire contained two sections. The first sections included the information regarding the profile of Sarpanchas. The second section consisted of project related questions, based on six indicators.  Focused Group Discussions, separately for male and female sarpanchas ,  were carried out during 16th-19th October 2008 with the selected sarpanchas. Information from other informants like technology developers, software developers and government officers is also collected through personal interviews and online discussions. To understand the context and to analyze the data, earlier researches, government policy documents and reports have also been reviewed.

III A BRIEF INTRODUCTION OF E-GRAM SURAJ SCHEME

E Gram Suraj is a flagship rural e- governance project of Indian State Chhattisgarh (one of the states located in most socially and economically challenged regions of India) where Simputers
 are used in Panchayati Raj System to improve its functioning .In this scheme Simputers are provided to Sarpanchas(Village Level heads of Local Self Governance) to enable them to plan their activities scientifically and to enable the rural citizen especially the weaker section such as women to get their rightful share in development using ICT tools as an engine. In Panchayati Raj System, Village Panchayat is the most important body and Sarpanchas as its head are responsible for its working. In E gram suraj project Sarpanchas are primarily responsible for keeping the Simputers and using it. With 33% seats reserved for Women Sarpanchas(and recently the Government of Chhattisgarh has increased this quota to 50%)  rural women are getting the Simputers and are  entrusted with the responsibility of using them.

IV GENDER EVALUATION OF E-GRAM SURAJ SCHEME
a) Gender Analysis of the profiles of the Sarpanchas

(1) Sex 

Out of total Sarpanchas that are interviewed, 30.35% are women and 69.65% are men. According to constitutional provisions, 33% of the total seats are reserved for women. The official records show that not a single woman could contest election from an unreserved seat. It clearly shows that without providing reservation for women in rural governance, women would not be able to hold the office.

(2)  Category

15.38% male Sarpanchas belong to Scheduled Tribe (ST
), 07.69% to Scheduled Cast (SC
), 64.10% to Other Backward Class (OBC
 and 12.82% to General
 Categories. Among the female Sarpnchas also, the percentage is almost corresponding, 11.76% belong to general, and 23.5% belong to ST, 05.88% to SC, and 58.82% to OBC categories. 
(3) Age

Maximum number of men  (35.89%) and women (58.82%) belong to the age group of 35-44.  Minimum numbers of men (2.5%) and women  (Nil) belong to the age group of 55- above. It is obvious that the leadership in rural governance is dominated by the youth. The reason for not so substantial gender-gap in the age of the Sarpanchas is quite interesting. Most of the women are wives of the male aspirants for the post of Sarpanchas but because the seat was reserved for women candidate they had to place some female member from the family and all of them preferred their wives.
(4) Financial Status 

This is one indicator where cast based discrimination as well gender based discrimination are clearly visible. 100% General men and women belong to Above Poverty Line (APL
) families. In OBC category, 100% men belong to APL families but only 70% women belong to APL status and remaining 30 % belong to Below Poverty Line (BPL
) category. 83.33% ST male and 75% ST female belong to APL category.  16.7 % of ST male and 25% ST female belong to BPL category. 66.66% SC Male belong to APL where 100% of SC women belong to BPL category. Over all 94.87% men belong to APL and 05.12 % belong to BPL category where as 70.58% women belong to APL category and 29.41% women Sarpanchas belong to BPL category. 
(5) Education

Total Literacy rate among the surveyed group is 94.64%. Among men it is 97.43% and among women it is 88.23 %.. Out of these 11.7 % of women and 2.56% of men are illiterate. 25% of ST women and 10% of OBC women are illiterate as compared to 0% illiterates between general and SC women. Illiteracy among men is 0% in all subcategories except in SC category where 2.5% men are illiterate.

A total of 20.51% men have received education higher than class 12th. The percentage of women in this category is nil showing a wide gender gap.
A total of 17.94% men have received education up to the level of Senior Secondary (12th Pass), the percentage of women in this category is 05.88, less than their male counter parts again showing a wide gender gap. 

A total of 17.94 % men and 29.41% women have received education up to the level of high school (class 10th). 

A total of 25.64% men and 41.17% have received education only up to class VIIIth.

  At the primary level of education, men percentage is 15.38 and for women it is 11.76. 

It is obvious from the data that gender gaps are quite visible. Women of all categories are deprived of receiving higher education.

(6) Martial Status

A total of 89.28% Sarpanchas (92.30% men and 82% women )are married and living with their spouses and  05.35% are unmarried. All unmarried are men, constituting 07.92% of total men. All unmarried men are in the age group of 25- 30.  11.76% women are divorced while the number of divorced men is Nil. A total of 05.88% women are widow. 

(7) Language
Gender gap is quite clear in the command over language. English is considered to be the international language and the content Of the Simputer has many words of English but the skill level of this language among the Sarpanchas is very gloomy. Only 03.57 % men are fluent. The number of women in this category is nil. Only 29% of women Sarpanchas have a working knowledge of English whereas more than 66% of men posses this. The content of the Simputer is in Hindi
 (National Language). The percentage of Sarpnachas who are fluent in Hindi is not very encouraging. 82.14% men and 70.40% women are fluent in Hindi. In other words it means that more that 17% of men and almost 30% of women   are not even fluent in Hindi. Most of them are fluent in local dialect Chhattisgarhi
. 

(8) Earlier experience with computer and Internet

More than 66% Sarpanchas including 61% men and 76.47% women did not have any earlier experience of Computer or Internet. There is a wide gender gap. This is because women have less outside exposure than the men. All three men who have an exposure belong to APL families, all three are 12th pass, two of them are fluent in English and another one has a working knowledge of English and fluency in other two languages, Hindi and Chhattisgarhi. It is clear that financial status, education and gender plays an important role in having an opportunity to the exposure to technology. 

(9)  Availability of Mobile Phones

 79% men and only 11%(Two) women own a mobile. These two women are those who are divorcees and are actively and independently holding the office of Sarpanchas.

Gender issue is quite clear in another data. Male family members of 89% of total women Sarpanchas(who do not own a mobile phone ) own a mobile phone. This clearly indicates that the family can afford a mobile phone but women are not considered needy enough to own one even though they are holding a responsible constitutional post. The reason is quite clear: the work related to Sarpancha is performed by the male member of the family, in most of the cases husband, so women in fact do not need the mobile.

A few men also do not own mobile phone because that they do not have mobile connectivity in their areas.

b) Gender Evaluation of the E Governance Scheme

(1) Availability of Simputers to Men and Women Sarpanchas

All 63 Sarpanchas have received the Simputers, including the women. But there are only 33% women and 67% men who have actually received the Simputer and women are able to receive this because one-third of the Panchayat members are in any case women.

The fact that not a single woman could contest/get elected from the seat other than the seats reserved for women, clearly establishes that if special provisions are not made for women they will not be able to hold the posts and hence   the technology will not be available to them.

The Simputers had been distributed in Janpad Panchayata
 Office that is located at Dongargaon and all Sarpachas were invited to receive it. Only two women went to receive the Simputers alone, accounting to a total of 11% women whereas more than 35% of men went alone to receive the Simputers. The rest of the 15 women went either with the Sachiv
 or with their husbands. The reasons quoted by men and women for not going alone show the gender dimension of the issue. The men went with some other men only to have a company whereas women went with a man because they were not able to go alone.

(2)   Access to Simputers
 It is obvious from the survey and the observation of the team members that male and female both have unhindered access to Simputers and they can use it as and when they want to use it. 

But there are a few cases that need attention as this can happen in other blocks as well. Two men are not able to use the Simputers as they are elected in mid term elections and the earlier Sarpanhas have not handed over the Simputers to them. In the case of two women, Sachivas have taken away the Simputers on some pretext and are not allowing them to use the Simputers
(3)  Proposes of using the technology by men and women Sarpanchas

In our study we have divided the uses in two sections 

a. Official 

 32.25% Male Sarpanchas have used the Simputer to download information from it. 09.67% have transferred the data from their Simputers to the computers at Janpad Panchayat office through Pen drive and 16.12% have uploaded the data in their Simputers.

Gender gaps are quite visible. Not a single woman has transferred the data. Only one woman has downloaded information. No woman has uploaded the data.

Again, the women who are independent and have a working knowledge of English have shown more enthusiasm in using the Simputers. It is sure that a minimum level of education with working knowledge of English and fluency in Hindi is a must. Prior exposure to technology can be very helpful but certainly not a must.

b. Personal Use

Gender gap is quite obvious.  A large number of Male Sarpanchas are using/ have used Simputers for their personal works like playing games, calculating, listening to songs etc. But only 40% female Sarpanchas have shown any interest in all this.

(4)  Barriers in using the technology 
After getting a gloomy picture of use of Simputers by women, it becomes very important to know that why are they not using the Simputers? 

(a) Language
Gender gap is quite visible, as 40% women have found the language very difficult to use where as only 16.12% men have faced this problem. This information correspondence with the earlier data on command over language that is described in detail in the section on profile of Sarpanchas.

(b) Usefulness of Content

Here again gender gap is visible. Only 13 % women and more than 38% men have found the content useful. The reasons for women not finding the content useful include, women’s inability to read/understand the content and because the content is related to the responsibilities of Sarpanchas and women seldom perform that work. The two women who have found the content useful are those who are very actively performing their duties as Sarpanchas.

(c) Difficulty in using the Simputer 

It is obvious from the profile of the Sarpanchas that for most of them this is the first introduction to the new technologies. Hence the data is collected to know the difficulty level in using the Simputrs.

Gender gap is again quite visible in the level of difficulty in using the Simputers. The percentage of male Sarpanchas who have found the Simputers very difficult to use is nil where as more than 26 % female Sarpanchas have found it very difficult to use. 45% men have found it very easy to use and only 20% women have found it very easy to use. 

The importance of training is quite evident as 45% Sarpanchas feel that if proper and adequate training is provided they would be able to use the Simputers more comfortably.

(d) Technical Problems:
 Women are experiencing more technical problems than men. Those include, broken parts, problems with software, and discharged batteries.

(5) Access and Use of Support System By men and women

 This is one of the very important aspects. Most of the Sarpanchas have never been exposed to any such technology earlier hence the Support System becomes very important. One component of this system is training and other one is repair facilities.  

According to the official records three training workshops of one day each have been organized. Our survey shows that a whooping number of Sarpanchas have shown interest in attending the training and there is no gender gap in the number of male and female attending the training. A deeper dig into the matter reveals that the CEO of Janpad Panchayata had issued an official letter to all the Sarpanchas to attend the training. Most of the Sarpanchas attended the first and second training as Simputers were distributed during that. Hence official compulsion and getting a Simputer were the motivating factor to attend the training.

Gender relations and women’s lack of independence are the elements very deeply entrenched in the rural society. The data on the number of Sarpanchas attending the training do not show any gender gap but one should not have the impression that there are no gender issues at all. The information on whether male and female Sarpanchas went to attend the training alone or with some one else explicitly describe the actual situation and dependence of women on men.

43% male Sarpanchas went to attend the training alone whereas only 11.76% female Sarpanchas went alone. The two female Sarpanchas who went alone are divorced and act independently.

Gender gap is again clear in the reasons quoted by male and female Sarpanchas for going with some one. The reasons are almost the same as are described in the first Indicator  “Whether you went alone to receive the Simputers”

All Sarpanchas including male and female have shown much interest in attending the training. But the question is that to what extent the training has benefited them. 

 Only 39% of male have found the training useful whereas the percentage of women who have found the training useful is almost double. For most of the women this was the first exposure to any such technology and they felt that this was an achievement that they could touch, hold and work on the Simputer where as many of the male had some exposure to such technology hence they were expecting some thing more significant. 

More than 53% of female Sarpanchas faced problems during the training. The problems included the problem of transportation, lunch, language, not any interest etc. Many of the women couldn’t understand anything.

Training is one of the most important components while introducing Simputers into the rural setting. The duration of the training should be sufficient; the language of the training should be suited to the competency level of the user group. It is found that male because of their better exposure to new technologies such as mobile and in some cases computers also, are more comfortable in understanding the functioning of Simputers. More over as they are better educated and better skilled as far as language is concerned it is easier for them to grasp whatever is explained during the sessions.  Another advantage with men is that they can learn with fellow men where as women do not have any such chance and training is the only place where they do have a chance to learn the technology. Hence training session should be well planned and be very simple, supported by visuals wherever is necessary. One to one attentions should be paid to women Sarpanchas. The lack of proper training certainly has resulted in lack of interest in using the technology.

At present only 17.58% of total Simputers are in working condition. It is a very hopeless situation for such an ambitious scheme. Gender gap is quite clear even in this. 20.5% Simputers owned by male Sarpanchas are in working condition and only 11.76% of Simputers owned by female Sarpanchas are in working condition. Some of the male members are smarter enough to get the Simputers repaired when it started malfunctioning. 

Sarpanchas are supposed to deposit the Simputers to Janpad Head Quarters for the repair of Simputers. This arrangement is proving more difficult for women. It is obvious from the data. There are more than 47% of women who have not deposited their Simputers for the repair. 35% of Simputers are deposited but are not returned to Sarpanchas. This clearly indicates serious loopholes in the process of repair of Simputers. Further enquiry into the matter reveals that many Sarpanchas have lost interest to use the Simputers due to this reason.

More than 50% of total Sarpanchas have faced problems in getting the Simputers repaired. Only 17% Sarpanchas could get it repaired easily. There is a wide gender gap in the percentage of Sarpanchas who have found it difficult to get the Simputers repaired. Female experienced more difficulties in getting it repaired. Only one woman could get it repaired easily where as 23% men did not face any problems in getting it repaired. 

The difficulties faced by Women Sarpanchas in getting the Simputers repaired are as following:

1. No budget provision for repair

2. Lack of local facilities 

3. Couldn’t deposit it to Janapad Panchayata as there was no one who could go.

4. Some did not find it of any use hence did not bother to get it repaired

As is clear by the profiles of the Sarpanchas that more than 66% of the total Sarpanchas including 61% men and 76.47% women did not have any earlier experience of Internet or Computers, more over the Simputers are used for such type of projects for the first time in the country. But no support system at the local level has been provided for repair of the Simputers. The only option left to the Sarpanchas at the time of any malfunctioning of the Simputers is to rush to the Janpad Panchayata office that is located more that 30 Kms away from some of the villages. Because of being a new technology and because of the very less exposure of the users to any type of technology and lack of adequate training it is but natural that the Simputers go out of function very frequently.
(6) Perceptions of men and women Sarpanchas about the Impact   of technology 

(a) Actual Impact

(i) In the work of Sarpanchas ?

The picture is very gloomy. More than 80% of Sarpanchas feel that the Simputer is of no use in any official work at present. More than 94% of women found it of no use.

Only one woman has found it useful in her work as Sarpancha. She can get the information related to various schemes easily and has found it time saving.

(ii)  In the personal life

The Sarpanchas have found Simputers   more useful at personal level especially for listening music.

Most of the Sarpanchas feel that there are no benefits of using Simputers in enhancing their capacities of taking decision as Sarpanchas.

Male and Female both believe that this scheme has provided them exposure to technology and it has inculcated a sense of confidence in them that they can also use such type of technology. 

(b) Potential Impacts

 Interesting gender gap are seen when Sarpanchas are asked to tell the potential impacts of using the Simputers.

Men and Women both agree that if used properly the use of Simputer can curb corrupt practices in administrative process but most of them, men and women both feel that this potential would be the biggest hurdle in actually ensuring the use of Simputers in rural governance. They do not believe that the government officers can promote anything that would remove corruption. Most of the Sarpanchas , men and women both , themselves want to continue with the corrupt practices.

Interestingly women do not appreciate the potential of technology to facilitate the work form their houses or from their villages. For them the necessity to visit the Janpad Panchayat office provides them with an opportunity to get out of their houses and villages and to feel a sense of power while meeting the concerned officers In their offices personally. According to most of the women this potential of Simputer if exploited fully would actually, help the male members to take control of all the work and would actually snatch away even the very little opportunity that women Sarpanchas are getting to get out of their houses and villages.
 More men and fewer women feel that the Simputers can be useful in providing decision-making support to them.. Women feel that they are not able to deliver their duties as Sarpanchas due to social cultural reasons hence and Simputers cannot bring in any change.

The male Sarpanchas are aware and optimistic about the future use of Simputers. Their optimism is based on following factors:

· This can help in uploading of accurate information from grass root and thus help in better policy and programme planning and implementation.

· It can help in providing the financial details online thus encouraging transparency In expenditure at every level of Panchayati Raj System

· It will help in realizing the ‘deepening the democracy’ sprit of Panchayati Raj System, as it will facilitate direct contact of village community to state level decision makers.

· Computerization of information can save time and money that is spent in visiting Janapad office.

· It can help Sarpanchas in many ways like, in preparing the budget of the Gram Panchayatas if decision support software is uploaded for this purpose. Sarpancha will be able to serve people better by providing the status of their applications for various schemes.

· It can check corruption, as information will be available to all. It will be particular helpful at the time of transfer of powers.

·  Most of the Sarpanchas are of the opinion that they would be able to talk to Chief Minister directly and to make complaints or put demands.

· It can provide the Sarpanchas an opportunity to connect to the world and share the ideas with each other and to learn from the experiences of each other.

· It can help in sending e-mails and faxes.

c) Conclusion

It is obvious that women are not able to participate equally in this rural governance initiative neither this scheme has any significant impact on women. The reasons are as following

(1) The scheme is not implemented properly 

Over the past decade, India has become the world’s test bed for innovations in information and communication technologies (ICTs) serving the rural user [4]. This project also is still at experimental level. It has not yet had a significant socio-economic impact or has not even developed a catalytic, replicable approach. The hope that ICT can build rural capacity for e-governance has not been realized.

(2)  The inferior status of women in the rural society that restricts their equal access to technology and also restricts them to acquire equal competency level to use the technology effectively

The latest data of National Family Health Survey [5] clearly indicate that in Chhattisgarh women are far behind from their men counterparts in all development indicators. The scenario is same for the whole of the country. Rural women of India form the most marginalized group of Indian Society. This is clear from the latest data provided by National Family Health Survey in India [6] in which it is clear that the rural women are legging behind their rural male counterparts as well as their female urban counterparts. The data regarding the education, media exposure, empowerment, age of marriage and age of bearing the first child are especially mentionable.
(3)  Male dominance in the domain of rural governance that restrict women ‘equal participation in rural governance and consequently in e-governance as well.

In 1993 the Panchayati Raj System is introduced as an instrument of rural development. It is expected that rural-urban divide can be minimized using Panchayti Raj as an effective catalyst for making villages assertive, self reliant and competitive.[7] Reservation of seats for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions has paved the way for making governance structures gender equitable and gender sensitive. The reservation is providing lot of opportunity to women but yet there are limitations and Quota may not fully bring about social change [8]. There are clear indications that women are getting representation but they are not actively participating in rural governance. They are playing a proxy role for their family members. The representation of women have not automatically led to empowerment of women.. After several years, it is a big challenge for women to function in formal spaces, dominated as they are, by men. They still face considerable handicaps to their involvement in politics for example: - inadequate education, the burden of reproductive and productive roles, lack of financial independence or control of assets & the opposition of entrenched cultural & religious views [9]. It is observed that it is mostly men who draw up proposals for development works for submission to the gramsabha (Village Assembly). Pradhan Patis (elected women’s husbands) are also a common phenomenon in the gram Panchyat meetings & reflect the strong hold that patriarchy has over the lives of women. Because of reservation women are forced to fight election but family & community have no confidence in them.

During our Survey we could note almost negligible role of women Sarpanchas in rural governance. Husband of one of the woman Sarpanchas successfully avoided our access to his wife. He repeatedly told us over phone that there was no use and no need to meet his wife as she just stayed at home that was far away from the Panchayata she was representing and she never visited the Panchayata and it was HE who performed all the duties of Sarpanchas. He said that the villagers did not have any problem in this arrangement. One of the women Sarpanchas denied meeting us alone. She said that she had not done any thing so far without her husband. She was so adamant and so convinced with the righteousness of this stand that she got angry at us when we tried to convince her to talk to us alone in her house and finally she denied talking to us at all and her husband challenged us to publish this incident any where and to make any complaints in this regard to any one. One of the women told us that she was quite interested in actually working as Sarpancha and she felt that she could work well at her own but her husband would never allow her to do so and also that she felt very frustrated because of this. 

In most of the Villages when we entered the village and asked the villagers  “ Who Is the Sarpancha” In most of the cases it was the name of the husband that was told to us and only after asking a second time and insisting on the actual name of Sarpancha the villagers informed about the women Sarpancha. Same thing had happened when we had started contacting Sarpnchas over telephone. In most of the cases it was the husband of the Women Sarpancha who himself told that “ Myself Sarpancha speaking” and only after we insisted that according to our official records it should be the seat of a women Sarpancha he accepted that his wife was Sarpancha. Afterwards also they kept on insisting that whatever information we needed should be asked to them, as their wives did not know anything.

The family member, the village community, even most of the women all seemed to be most comfortable with the situation. In case of some influential Husbands, even the officers at Janapad Panchayata do not insist upon the presence of women Sarpancha during the official work and let the husbands do all the work. Even in the unofficial gatherings of Sarpanchas , most of the women Sarpanchas are represented by their husbands and a few who attend  the meetings and make suggestions are not taken seriously.

But there are few women sarpanchas who are working independently and a few, who are, though assisted by their husbands, are active and aware.

Some of the Sarpanchas belonging to SC/ST category are eager to work and there are no hurdles from their family member but they themselves do not understand the procedures etc hence they have to depend up on their Sachiv for all the work related to Panchayatas. This problem is however faced by few of the men Sarpanchas as well. 

(4) The rural e- governance phenomena lack a gender perspective

The rural development programmes in India are executed and monitored by the three tier Panchayati Raj Institutions. The objectives of these rural development programmes can be achieved only if the execution and monitoring can be done in more effective manner; in this ICTs can be a great help. The ministry of Panchayati Raj, Government of India  recommended the use of ICT in PRIs during its 7th Round Table conference held from 17-19 December 2004 “Computerization of Panchayati Raj Institutions is a mission mode project”[10] under the ambitious National e-Government Plan of the government of India” The ambitious nature of the plan is obvious from the following excerpts of the report: 

“ E Governance will enhance the Sarpanchas’ ability to generate, manage and collect local revenue and automate their own functioning by making available records of the minutes. Information regarding governance structure and decision taken, profiles of elected representatives and their roles, details of NGOs present in the village will help in providing visibility. In turn it would facilitate social audits strengthening the Panchayata based delivery systems, offering the citizen services that have been devolved to them to ensure speedy and transparent transfer of funds, markets, communication with state and central government departments as a mechanism for capacity building. Introduction of ICT at the Panchayat level will also give people immense opportunity to handle technology create larger scale job opportunities at the grass root level as in urban areas in the form of operational services, maintenance and ancillary areas. The initiative would permeate a culture of ICT uses in rural areas to such a magnitude, which probably no other initiative would match.”[11]

There is a possibility that rural women, due to their current inferior status in all development indicators may find themselves more excluded in the emerging information society. Integrating ICTs in rural governance, without integrating gender dimension, may threaten the rural women office bearers finding themselves more marginalized .A few studies done so far have already indicated that the threat of the gender based divide is very real in rural India. A few excerpts from such studies are as following:

“In conclusion, ICTs hold great promise for economic development and the empowerment of disadvantaged groups in the global South. Awareness of the gender dimension of access, need and use of information technologies, however, is crucial for an effective deployment of new technologies to ensure that women and men benefit equally from the tremendous   potential of the information superhighway.’’[12]

“There are some general lessons that one can glean from the Akshaya experience. First, the study reconfirms the view that distributional impacts of supposedly ‘neutral’ projects are not necessarily neutral: that the first step in countering adverse distributional impact of projects like Akshaya is to ensure project designs have built-in monitoring mechanisms to track the gender and class impact of projects, especially in situations where homogeneity of the target population cannot be assumed. It also brings to bear the necessity of keeping in mind that sensible efforts at correcting gender imbalances on the ground need a blending of different kinds of   knowledge, insights and expertise.”[13]

A surprising factor is that taking into consideration the inferior status of women in rural society and their resultant inability to participate equally in the process of rural government, 33% reservation of seats and in Chhattisgarh 50% reservation of seats is provided to rural women in three tier Panchayati Raj Institutions but while planning and implementing the use of ICTs to rural governance the inferior status of women has not been given any consideration. It is assumed that men and women will be able to use ICTs equally and it will impact men and women equally. 

V. CONCLUSION

One thing is very clear that despite its current failure the whole of the e –gram suraj scheme especially with the use of Simputer has an important potential to actually achieve the claimed impacts, provided:
· It should be very clear to all those who are responsible for the planning and implementation of the project that what is the aim of using the technology. What are the expected impacts?

· Special care should be taken to ensure that the users should know and feel that the use of technology is of immediate use to him or her. The question that whose empowerment is actually sought by the use of technology is very important. Here in this case it seems that in the disguise of ‘citizen Empowerment” it is the administration whose empowerment is the focus of the project by provide them with increased control over the planning process and monitoring process? The empowerment of citizen especially the women –this concept should be very clear. What do the planners mean by empowerment through technology and how the digital literacy and availability of technology will contribute to the empowerment of various sections of the population?

· Need of complementary reforms in government administration and policies, and most importantly a change in the mindset of administrative people are must.  E-governance aims at people centric governance but with a bureaucracy with a colonial mindset, e- governance initiative will remain limited to the experiments of using the ICTs, without any impacts on the process of governance itself. Adoption of technology for empowerment of rural people requires an administrative culture.
· To ensure that the e-governance projects achieve the expected impacts, the project designs should have a built-in monitoring mechanism to track the impact of the project. Its true that e-governance is a comparatively new phenomena in the sphere of Public Administration and some space should be provided for new experiments and innovations but complete lack of accountability in the name of experiments and pilot projects should not be granted. 

·  The rural users must feel that the technology is really useful in their professional lives and in their personal lives. We could gather the information that each of the surveyed village has more than 100 mobile phones and 50-60 Dish TVs.. Considering the fact that villages have a population between 700-2000 it is a good number. People informed us that the young boys and girls are even stealing money for buying mobile phones. It proves that if technology is useful people will adopt it and if it is not useful they will discard it even if it is given to them for free as has happened in the case of Simputers.

· Integration of social-cultural dimension into all e-governance projects should be mandatory. Currently the e-governance projects are considered technological domain only. 

· A participatory approach at all levels of decision-making on e-governance project is a must.  

Rural women in India are still struggling to have an equal share in the rural governance. The current scenario of absence of women’s angle from the agenda of rural e-governance will certainly worsen the situation.

We conclude that gender issues in rural e-governance have mainly two folds. First, ensuring the equal participation of women in the rural governance and Second, using the potential of ICTs for addressing the existing gender issues in rural governance, which are still obstructing women’s way to participate equally in the process of rural governance. For this following measures need to be taken:

· Ensuring availability of technology to women: The present study clearly indicates that in the absence of special provisions the technology will not be available to rural women.

· Encouraging women to use the technology: This study shows that the new generation of rural women is quite interested in using the technology but the content of ICT is more useful for men. The content needs of the women should be taken into consideration to sustain their curiosity and interest in the use of ICTs.

· Taking into consideration women’s ability and Building Women’s Capacities to use the ICT are other important factors. The ability depends significantly upon literacy level, earlier exposure to such technologies and command over language. Because of their inferior status in the society and their confinement within the home, the rural women are deprived of gaining the capacities that are needed to use the ICTs. Hence while developing and using the technology and the software the capacity level of women should be taken into consideration and adequate training facilities should be provided.

· While Introducing e-governance to rural areas and specially when women are supposed to be the users of ICTs, one very important factors that needs attention is, the lack of maintenance and repair facilities in rural areas and women’s inability to go out to urban areas to access these facilities, in case there is a technological problem. The ICTs is something very new to women and technological problems will be frequent. If the repair and maintenance facilities are not available it may result in loss of interest in using the technology. Hence while selecting the technology, and the software, the locally available facilities should be assessed and required measures regarding the capacity building should be ensured. Providing repair training to a group of women and equipping them with a mobile vehicle would be a good idea.

· Taking into account the perspectives of users is very important. We have found that many of the Sarpanchas are not willing to use the Simputers as they do not want a transparent and corruption free rural governance mechanism and women Sarpanchas are not exceptions. 

· Inclusion of a gender perspective in rural e-governance agenda, from policy to programmes, is very important.  Perceptions of women on the potential use and impacts of technology needs to be taken into consideration as one of the women is not keen to use the Simputers because she prefers to visit the Janpad Panchayata office frequently to get out of her village and home to have a feeling of freedom, exposure and fun. 

· While planning the rural e-governance initiatives, the use of ICT should not be limited to “ providing good governance” to improvising the existing public service delivery system. . Undoubtedly, transparency and efficiency in the administration improvise the implementation and monitoring of the government schemes that benefit the male and the female. But in a rural setting most of the activities covered under public service delivery system are male domain hence if ICTs is used to provide a time and cost effective hassle free service delivery system to the rural people, it actually benefits the male not the female. The ICTs has an unprecedented potential of changing the lives of the rural women. But to achieve this, the needs of women, their problems and the issues that are responsible for their inferior status in the society should be taken into consideration and the use of ICTs should be planned in such a way as to address those issues also. Empowerment of women and changing the existing gender relations should be integrated in the whole agenda of use of ICTs for rural governance.  Only then rural e-governance will have significant meaning for women.  
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� Village Level Self Governance in India, The Panchayat is a � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Asia" \o "South Asia" �South Asian� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_system" \o "Political system" �political system�. ‘Panchayat’ literally means assembly (yat) of five (panch) wise and respected elders chosen and accepted by the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Village" \o "Village" �village� community. Traditionally, these assemblies settled disputes between individuals and villages. Modern Indian government has decentralised several administrative functions to the village level, empowering elected � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gram_panchayat" \o "Gram panchayat" �gram panchayats�  Now Its  A constitutional Entity In India





�http://chips.gov.in/content/projects.htm 


�  � HYPERLINK "http://chhattisgarh.nic.in/" ��http://chhattisgarh.nic.in/�


�  http://www.apcwomen.org/gemkit


� Dongargaon is a block in Rjnandgaon district of Chhattisgarh State of India .It has an area of 471.82 Kilometers and a population of ninety-nine thousand one hundred and seventy four people. The whole Block is a rural area .and  is represented by the Chief Minister of the State Dr. Raman Singh, in the state legislative assembly. For location in India please visit � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dongargaon" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dongargaon�


� http://www.simputer.org/


� Scheduled Tribe (ST)- Forest dweller communities of India that are accorded special status by the constitution of India.


� Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) are � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India" \o "India" �Indian� communities that are explicitly recognized by the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_India" \o "Constitution of India" �Constitution of India� as requiring special support to overcome centuries of discrimination by mainstream Hindu society. SCs/STs together comprise over 24% of India's population, with SC at over 16% and ST over 8%  as per the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_India" \o "Demographics of India" �2001 Census�


�  Other Backward Class (OBC)- The Other Backward Classes and Minority communities are Socially, Economically and Educationally lagging behind the general category in the country. In order to bring them at par with the advanced section of the society in the country In the Indian constitution, special provisions are made for them.


�  Those who do not fall in ST, SC or OBC categories


� Those who are not included in Below Poverty Line (BPL) Category.


� The poverty line in India measures only the most basic calorie intake, recording not nutrition but only the satiation of hunger. At present the poverty line stands at Rs 368 and Rs 559 per person per month for rural and urban areas, just about enough to buy 650 grams of foodgrains every day. A nutritious diet itself would cost around Rs 573 per capita per month, let alone the cost of securing other basic needs. When such an inclusive measure of poverty is used, as many as 68-84% of Indians would qualify as poor. � HYPERLINK "http://infochangeindia.org/200610195662/Agenda/Hunger-Has-Fallen-Off-The-Map/The-poverty-line-is-a-starvation-line.html" ��http://infochangeindia.org/200610195662/Agenda/Hunger-Has-Fallen-Off-The-Map/The-poverty-line-is-a-starvation-line.html�





� Official National Language of India and Official State Language of Chhattisgarh


 


� Chhattisgarhi is official State Language of Chhattisgarh along with Hindi  is an � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Aryan_language" \o "Indo-Aryan language" �Indo-Aryan language� spoken in the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India" \o "India" �Indian� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/States_and_territories_of_India" \o "States and territories of India" �state� of � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chhattisgarh" \o "Chhattisgarh" �Chhattisgarh� which has approximately 11.5 million speakers. For details please visit � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chhattisgarhi_language" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chhattisgarhi_language�


� Block Level Local Self-Governance Unit, Second Tire in the Three Tire Local Self Governance in India





� The state government or a prescribed authority appoints the Sachiv(Secretary ) who can service a Gram Panchayata or a group of two or more Gram Panchayata . The secretary is responsible for maintenance of the records of Gram Panchayat   and is administratively responsible to the Chief Officer of Janpad Panchayata





