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What role can ICT enabled governance reforms play in India’s development?  

Abstract 
This dissertation analyses government ICT projects in India and their impact on development. My 

analysis is largely qualitative though I draw from quantitative research and surveys conducted by other 

organisations. The research approach used is inspired from Lieberman’s mixed-method nested analysis 

methodology (Lieberman, 2005).  

The main value add of this work is a holistic assessment of opportunities and roadblocks for ICT enabled 

governance reforms in India. While project case studies are available, a comprehensive and holistic 

academic assessment of this kind is rare. Moreover, in my opinion, the academic literature which exists 

focuses too much on the failures of projects and does not provide a balanced pragmatic outlook.  

ICT enabled governance reforms can play a huge role in India’s development. There are several 

opportunities in this regard but also many roadblocks preventing development. The current focus on 

providing eServices and building national IT infrastructure is pragmatic and will have positive 

developmental outcomes. However, core institutional and process level reforms are indispensable for 

more rapid and equitable development. Best results require strong political will and continuous learning 

from eGovernance programmes.    

Structure 

Chapter I defines key concepts and sets up a framework for analysis. I have drawn from standard 

terminology, concepts and literature in the field of ICT for Development (ICT4D) and development 

economics.  

Chapter II reviews the eGovernance scenario in India. I first conduct a broad review of eGovernance 

activity in the country including historical trends and future directions, and linkages with the overall 

governance reform agenda in the country (Section 1). Based on this review, I select three cases – land 

records, microcredit, IT kiosks – for a micro analysis (Section 2). All three have a national footprint and 

more than ten years of history.  

Chapter III abstracts out key lessons based on the cases, and analyses forces and dynamics influencing 

government ICT projects in India. I compare and contrast my arguments with comments and views of 

other researchers, to reflexively enrich the framework of analysis established earlier. Finally, I conclude 

with as assessment of the role which ICT enabled governance reforms can play in India’s development.   

Keywords: ICT4D, Governance Reforms 
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I. Framework: Understanding ICT, Governance, Development and their 

linkages 

1. What is ICT ? 
ICT stands for Information and Communication Technologies and is sometimes used interchangeably 

with IT (Information technology). Traditionally, IT included computers and internet while communication 

technologies mainly referred to telephones. With the advent of hand held computing devices (like Palm 

Desktop Assistants or PDAs), smart phones and 2G/3G communication, there has been a convergence of 

these two technologies. Web 2.0 and broadband technologies are also leading to fast convergence of 

audio/video communication on traditional TV/radio channels with the internet. This convergence and 

‘information revolution’ has also led to a convergence in IT and communication businesses, and even 

government ministries and departments.     

2. What do I mean by ‘development’ ? 
Development can mean different things to different people and can be measured using different 

indicators like income per capita,  percentage of population below ‘poverty line’, human development 

index (HDI), gini coefficient, average ‘happiness’ etc. The intent is to improve quality of life, human 

capacities and opportunities, equality and/or individual income.  

Many of these different meanings and measures of development are correlated (Sekhon, 2007). 

However, based on the approach taken policy implications may differ significantly. For instance, while 

the capacities approach may give higher priority to availability of public services and nutrition to the 

poorest, income approach may give greater emphasis to overall economic growth and productivity.  

In theory, even if income/capita increases, poverty could also increase simultaneously with rich getting 

richer and poor getting poorer. However, in practice, this rarely happens. Patterns of inequality change 

much more slowly than GDP, and thus it is rare to have an increase in poverty when the economy is 

growing overall. Rare circumstances like hyperinflation etc could lead to such phenomena. However, the 

rate of poverty reduction can certainly be improved with more equitable economic growth and 

redistribution2, as long as the overall growth incentives are not disturbed too much.  In other words, 

equitable redistribution is useful from the point of poverty reduction if the overall ’pie’ increases first. A 

larger pie with slightly inequitable distribution to incentivize ‘winners’, may be pareto better for all 

compared to a smaller pie with completely equitable distribution.  

                                                           
2
 China reduced poverty by 1% for every 1% increase in GDP, while India has reduced poverty by 0.5% for every 1% 

growth in its GDP. This is because while India has followed a growth and trickle down model – and there has 
indeed been significant trickle down – China took a more bottom up approach (according to Mr Sanjeev Sanyal, in 
his book reading and talk at LSE on April 20, 2009) (Sanyal, 2008). China overall though is much more unequal than 
India today (gini coefficients : 46.9, 36.8 respectively, according to UN). In any case, the reduction in poverty by 
both China and India has been spectacular over the last few decades of their economic growth. This is one of the 
main reasons why UN may actually achieve atleast one of its Millenium Development Goals; that of reducing world 
poverty to half by 2015 (Mahbubani, 2008, p. 2). 
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For the purposes of this dissertation, I take any policy or project which improves overall income or 

economic productivity as positive for development. Similarly, I also count improvements in terms of 

service delivery and effectiveness, and empowerment of people as positive for development. We are 

short of successful ideas, and we need more of them with continuous improvements in implementation 

to progress faster in terms of making India a developed country.            

3. What do I mean by ‘governance’, ‘governance reforms’ ? 
The word ‘governance’ has increasingly replaced ‘government’ in policy literature. It usually refers to the 

relationships and transactions between the government and the citizens. With NPM (New Public 

Management) and PPPs (Public Private Partnerships), key public services today may not be delivered by 

the government but instead delegated to private agencies or sometimes largely provided by the market. 

However, government may still remain responsible for the delivery and regulation. 

Good governance is usually associated with efficient, productive, high performance, corruption free, 

transparent, accountable and increasingly ‘citizen centric’ government. A government truly working in 

the best interest of citizens, and taking care of their needs. And doing so in the most effective and 

customer friendly manner and at par with services provided by the best in the private sector.  

Poor governance institutions  are often singled out as reasons for failure of development efforts and 

foreign aid ineffectiveness. This differs from the traditional view that capital/labour injection 

supplemented with technology for productivity can lead to development (Acemoglu, Johnson, & 

Robinson, 2004) (Rodrik, Subramanian, & Trebbi, 2002). This is also true of India, and repeated by 

various academics, scholars and professionals from diverse fields (Sabhlok, 2008) (Shourie, 2004) 

(Sanyal, 2008) (Nilekani, 2008). They all point to poor governance as the root of development problems 

in India.  

Specifically, by ‘governance reforms’ I mean reforms in politics and electoral process (Shourie, 2007), 

judiciary and justice delivery process,  and bureaucracy, administration and service delivery processes. 

Governance reforms are reforms to make all these institutions and processes more efficient and 

effective, as well as transparent, accountable and corruption free.    

4. ‘ICT enabled governance’ and eGovernance 
‘eGovernance3’ and ‘ICT enabled governance’ mean more or less the same thing. eGovernance is by far 

more popular, but ‘ICT enabled governance’ is sometimes better and clearer. I use the two 

interchangeably in this dissertation.  

At times, there is a tendency to limit eGovernance to ‘government websites’. However, web based 

government services are simply a subset of eServices aspect of eGovernance. Within eServices, there 

may be services which heavily use ICTs, but may not have a particularly visible electronic or web 

                                                           
3
 eGovernance stands for Electronic (or ICT enabled) Governance. It is sometimes pointed out that the use of small 

‘e’ (instead of ‘E’) in eGovernance is to emphasise the primacy of Governance over ‘e’ technology (at least in India). 
It is not clear to me though whether this happened by design or by accident.  
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interface (eg. zero touch technology like Oyster Cards in London transport. Even the water we get in our 

homes may be controlled and delivered by automated and electronically controlled systems !). Others 

like telecentres, have a more visible electronic interface.  

In addition to eServices, eGovernance also includes eAdministration. eAdministration may simply involve 

use of ICTs in backend administration4. There may be minimal or no ‘e’ interface with the  customer, but 

ICT enabled administration may still have transformational impact on government efficiency and 

effectiveness, ultimately benefitting citizens. Modern Web2.0 based social networking platforms 

(possibly maintained and regulated by the government) may help citizens to interact with each other 

and with the state, in ways which are fundamentally different from traditional communication 

mechanisms. Such eCitizen and eSociety applications (Heeks R. , 2001, p. 4) can for example enable 

citizens solve their problems on their own with minimal state intermediation eg. problems which relate 

to finding information effectively, or organising voluntary effort.  

 

Figure 1 Components of ICT enabled Governance or eGovernance (with some examples) 

The potential for ICT enabled governance is immense. Due to the rapidly changing and ‘converging’ ICT 

landscape, even the developed world has not fully realised the potential of ICT enabled governance. It is 

learning from its past mistakes, legacy issues and discovering new applications5 (Dunleavy, Margetts, 

                                                           
4
 For example, one of the key requirements of decentralization and urban development related reforms in India is 

capacity building of local bodies. Municipal ERP product suits, and other products developed by eGovernments 
Foundation, and other such organizations directly address these needs (eGovernments Foundation, 2009).   
5
 I just concluded a ‘Capstone project’ for the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit, Cabinet Office, UK. In that project we 

surveyed more than 70 selected international innovations and best practices, to improve mainstream public 
services in UK (Health, Education, Criminal Justice, Welfare). More than 50% of these innovations were ICT based.   
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Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006). Given that India is the global leader in IT exports (Heeks & Nicholson, 2002)  

and is one of the fastest expanding markets in mobile telephony in the world, it is already up to speed 

and self-reliant in terms of the ICT expertise (see Appendix). India is thus in a unique position to utilise 

this home grown expertise for national development and governance reforms. 

5. Linkages between ICT, Governance Reforms and Development      
ICT, governance reforms and development are linked to each other in different ways (please refer to  

Figure 2 below). In this paper, we are interested only in some of these linkages (primarily link 1, and to 

some extent links 3,2).   

Development is a complex multi-causal phenomena.  Governance reforms are one of the many factors 

influencing development, and arguably one of the most important root factors, as discussed earlier.  

ICT is linked to development via governance reforms (links 1,2) and also directly (link 3). It has been 

argued that ICTs have had a much more significant direct impact on development (link 3), rather than 

via eGovernance initiatives, most of which unfortunately fail. Infact, the only good thing coming out of 

some of the eGovernance initiatives might be business benefits to domestic IT sector firms ! (Heeks R. , 

2005, p. 12). India in particular has gained tremendously from the phenomenal growth of software 

outsourcing and IT industry, especially after economic liberalisation of 1991. This has led to the creation 

of thousands of jobs, valuable foreign exchange earnings for the country, boom of other businesses like 

IT enabled services, BPO/KPO etc. Infact, IT sector has been the poster boy of India’s economic growth 

story (see Appendix). However, a large percentage of eGovernance initiatives have been failures - in all 

developing countries, including in India (IIITB, 2005) (Heeks R. , 2004).  While no one can deny direct 

benefits of ICT for Development, one of the major bottleneck for development in India is the state of 

governance. Therefore, ICT enabled governance reforms are critical. If there have been failures, there is 

need to figure out why things have failed. It is crucial to identify roadblocks, learn lessons the failures, 

improve things and move forward to ensure that failure rate of eGovernance projects decrease, and full 

potential of ICT enabled governance reforms could be realised for development. This is precisely what 

this dissertation is about, in the context of India.  

Before we proceed and dive deeper into ICT enabled governance reforms, lets also look at some of the 

back linkages (1’,2’ and 3’). While ICTs can play a favourable role in development, a rich developed 

economy can clearly invest in ICT (and other technical) advances faster (link 3’) compared to poor 

underdeveloped economies. So while India is the leading software exporter, its domestic Government IT 

consumption and investment has been much lower compared to developed economies (see Appendix). 

The key challenge now is to use this know-how indigenously for development. While this may require 

investments and expenditure in the short term, these are essential for sustaining India’s economic 

growth. Past twenty years of impressive economic growth has increased tax collections of the 

government manifolds. This is the time to invest even more in ICT and other critical infrastructure 

(Nilekani, 2008, pp. 363-383), in concert with the private sector, and possibly with the help of 

multilateral international credit.  
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Figure 2 Linkages: ICT ↔ Governance Reforms ↔ Development  

While ICT can help improve governance, the success of ICT project selection, design and implementation 

is itself a function of quality of governance (link 2’). Poor governance and leadership can lead to adverse 

selection and prioritization of projects (eg. priorities influenced by  patronage politics or short term 

publicity, rather than long term sustainable benefits), corruption in allocation of project contracts to 

incompetent organizations, incompetent monitoring authorities etc., leading to failure of eGovernance 

and other reform efforts. So it is a two way street and we need to keep this point in the background.   

Similarly, while good governance can certainly enable development, the two are endogenously linked in 

a chicken and egg situation. Critical reforms in governance institutions in many developed countries (like 

USE, South Korea) took place after decades of economic growth, rather than the other way around 

(Chang, 2007) (Gulrajani, 2009). So while governance reforms and development are correlated, it is not 

always clear what causes what.  
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II. ICT enabled Governance Reforms in India: Facts, Figures and Case 

Studies 
This chapter examines some eGovernance initiatives in India,  in the light of framework and discussions 

in the previous chapter. Section 1 briefly outlines the current governance reform agenda in India and 

gives a big picture of the eGovernance initiatives so far. This is useful in particular to examine alignment 

of ‘eGovernance’ and ‘Governance’ agendas so far (Singh, 2008). Section 2 discusses three case studies 

to get a microscopic view of ICT enabled governance reforms in real concrete projects.  

Before examining governance in India, a few words on relevant characteristics of India itself are in order. 

With a population more than twice of the European Union (EU) spread over an area roughly three 

quarters of EU and ethnically and linguistically more diverse than the EU6, the Federal Republic of India 

is a complex entity. The Indian Union consists of 28 states and seven union territories. Constitution of 

India clearly separates legislative powers between state and centre through subjects listed in ‘union, 

state and concurrent lists’. Residuary powers are with the centre and the balance of power has shifted 

gradually towards the centre since independence. Some subjects like education, marriage & divorce etc 

are in the concurrent list which means both centre and state can enact laws in that regard; in case of 

dispute, centre is supreme. Other subjects like land rights, police etc are exclusive state subjects. This 

means that nationwide implementation of electronic land records, police net kind of projects needs 

complete engagement of state governments.   

India’s size and diversity makes implementation of nation-wide reform and changes extremely complex 

and challenging. However, there have been significant progressive shifts over the last 60 years since 

independence: 

 India has liberalised partially after beginning with a socialist ideology7 

 The outlook towards globalisation has changed from one of fear to one which brings 

opportunity 

 The outlook towards its vast population has changed from one where it was seen as a burden to 

the one now where it is seen as ‘young human capital’, which can yield strong demographic 

dividends 

 The outlook towards IT and computers has changed from one which can steal jobs to one which 

can increase productivity and competitiveness, and create jobs.  

 While the diverse regions and states have fractured the polity, they have also acted as 

independent pockets of competition breeding innovation. Some successful local innovations 

have spread across the nation (including in eGovernance as we examine below), but 

                                                           
6
 India is ethnically the most diverse geographical entity after the African continent, with more than 1500 linguistic 

dialects and 22 official languages (listed in the 8
th

 schedule of the constitution). Uttar Pradesh which is the most 
populous state in India has a population more than twice that of Germany, which is the most populous country in 
EU.  
7
 Though much more still needs to be done in this regard. Eg. see (FTI, 2009) 



12 What role can ICT enabled Governance Reforms play in India’s Development? 

 

Page 12 of 38 
 

mechanisms to make these learnings travel fast across the nation are not seamless. Advances in 

ICTs can help precisely solve this problem !  

 Last six decades of common rule, and last two decades of rapid economic progress has given rise 

to a large educated (and expanding) middle class which has moved across the country, cross-

married and developed a strong national identity (Sanyal, 2008).  

(Nilekani, 2008) 

These forces and factors combine to present tremendous opportunities as well as challenges for India. I 

examine ICT enabled governance reforms in India below keeping in mind this context.        

1. The big picture: Governance Reform Agenda and eGovernance in India 

Governance reforms in India: the story so far 

Current governance reform imperatives in India hinge around decentralisation, self-governance and 

citizen centric administration, transparency, citizen participation and empowerment.  

The Second Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC) constituted in 2005 under the Ministry of 

Personnel, Public Grievances and Pensions (MPPP) has the broad mandate to revamp the public 

administration system. Its mandate includes overall restructuring of the government and reforming 

governance in general. Reforms related to defence, judicial system, railways etc are being looked after 

by separate commissions, and their detailed examination is excluded from ARC’s purview. However, 

presentations on ARC’s website do talk about reforms in functioning of legislatures and judiciary (ARC, 

2009). The eleventh report of ARC titled ‘Promoting e-Governance: The SMART way forward’ published 

December 2008 brings eGovernance to the forefront of national governance reform efforts for the first 

time (ARC, 2008).   

Earlier, the 73rd and 74th amendments to the constitution which came into effect in 1993 commenced 

major reforms towards decentralisation and local self governance. The amendments call for Panchayati 

Raj8 in villages and greater autonomy to urban local bodies in cities and towns. While these have led to 

significant reforms, compliance has been slow. This is mainly due to reluctance of state governments to 

devolve power to city/village governments. The level of compliance varies from state to state though. 

(Sivaramakrishnan, 2006).  

A key recent governance reform initiative has been the Right to Information (RTI) act of 2005 which 

“mandates timely response to citizen requests for government information” (CIC, RTI Portal, 2009). The 

Central Information Commission (CIC, 2009) along with various State Information Commissions (SIC) 

have been set up to receive complaints from citizens, provide timely information, and ensure that other 

public authorities comply with the RTI act.    

                                                           
8
 Panchayat means a council of five village representatives.  Panchayati Raj means governance or ‘rule’ by 

panchayats.  
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Central Vigilance Commission (CVC)  set up in 1964  for prevention of corruption (and granted statuary 

powers in 1998) is “conceived to be the apex vigilance institution, free of control from any executive 

authority, monitoring all vigilance activity under the Central Government and advising various 

authorities in Central Government organizations in planning, executing, reviewing and reforming their 

vigilance work” (CVC, 2009). The Central Vigilance Commission Act 2003 restructured the commission 

and made it the designated body to receive complaints related to corruption and recommend 

appropriate action.  

Thus, popular governance reform efforts so far seem to have focused on accountability, transparency, 

decentralisation etc. This has led to the formation of independent commissions like CVC, CIC etc., and 

some far reaching acts and laws like the RTI Act, 73rd/74th constitutional amendments. ICT offers 

opportunity to carry these reforms forward, and at the same time increase productivity and 

effectiveness of service delivery.       

eGovernance in India: a helicopter view 

The eGovernance agenda in India at the national level has been articulated in the National eGovernance 

Plan (NeGP) to be implemented at an estimated cost of Rs 23,000 crores (~ USD 4.66 bn)9  over five 

years (NIC, 2008, p. 2). NeGP was formulated by the Department of Information Technology (DIT) and 

the Department of Administrative Reforms and Public Grievances (DIT, 2009). NeGP comprises of 27 

Mission Mode Projects (MMPs) and 8 core/support components10, and was approved on May 18, 2006. 

The MMPs include 9 projects in the central government category, 11 projects in state government 

category and 7 projects in integrated services category as listed in the figure below. The projects are in 

varying stages of implementation: some are already fully operational, some are being implemented and 

some are still being conceptualised (ARC, 2008, p. 134). 

      

                                                           
9
 Rs 1 Cr = Rs 100 lakhs = INR 10 mn = USD 0.2mn (approx.), as on May 8, 2009 

10
 SWANs with an outlay of Rs 3,334 crores, SDCs with an estimated cost of Rs 1,623 crores, CSCs with an estimated 

cost of Rs 5,742 crores etc (NIC, Annual Report 2007-08, 2008, p. 3).  Ref: Figure 4, footnote 11 for details.  
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Figure 3 The 27 Mission Mode Projects (MMPs) in the National eGovernance Plan 

 

Figure 4 The 8 Core/Support Components in the National eGovernance Plan 

While NeGP is a central plan, it is being implemented in a decentralised fashion by both public and 

private actors. Several projects in the NeGP are in fact ideas which originated as state or local 

government initiatives, and which were deemed fit to be replicated all over the country. Existing 

projects and initiatives in the MMP category (at any level of the government) are to be suitably 

augmented/modified to be aligned with NeGP objectives. Various line ministries/departments are 

responsible for and own different MMPs. Besides monitoring and coordinating the entire NeGP, DIT is 
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itself directly responsible for creating core and support infrastructure11, developing standards12 and 

policy guidelines etc. It does this with the help of its various arms like the National Informatics Centre 

(NIC, 2009), National Institute of Smart Government (NISG, 2009), Standardisation Testing and Quality 

Certification Directorate (STQC, 2009), Centre for Development of Advanced Computing (CDAC, 2009) 

etc. Progress of NeGP implementation is periodically monitored at the cabinet level, including by a 

special body under the chairmanship of the Prime Minister. 

 

Figure 5 Actors shaping eGovernance agenda in India (with some examples) 

Besides government functionaries, several NGOs and civil society organisations are also active in shaping 

eGovernance policies and projects in India. Some examples include ‘IT for Change’ (ItFC, 2009) which is a 

research and advocacy organisation, eGovernments Foundation (2009) which is developing and 

                                                           
11

 The State Data Centres (SDCs) would consolidate data, services, applications and infrastructure to provide 
efficient electronic delivery of G2G, G2C and G2B services across the state and departments. They will be 
seamlessly interconnected with Common Services Centres (CSCs) up to village level via minimum 2 Mbps State 
Wide Area Networks (SWANs). SDCs would also provide backup and disaster recovery services. SWANs have 
already been implemented in 8 states and are expected to be implemented in majority of states by September 
2009. However, SDC implementation is likely to be completed between September 2009 and June 2010.   
12

 This is critical for interoperability with other applications, and for optimal utilization of ICT infrastructure and 
resources. Eg. Unique identification codes for citizens, businesses and property are being promoted. See 
http://egovstandards.gov.in/ (NIC, Homepage - eGovernance Standards Portal, 2009) 
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http://egovstandards.gov.in/
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deploying ICT products suitable for local governments, and various blogs, public forums and 

magazines13. They are funded by the International organisations, IT industry etc. For example, 

eGovernments Foundation was founded and funded by Mr Nandan Nilekani (founder of Infosys 

Technologies), ItFC receives funds from UNDP, IDRC etc. Notable academic centres active in this space 

include Centre for Electronic Governance,  IIM Ahmedabad (IIMA, 2009), Prof. S. Sadagopan and others 

at IIITB (IIITB, 2009) etc. These actors actively interact with each other, the government and the 

industry.  

-- 

The big picture suggests that there is a lot happening in eGovernance in India, with participation from 

government as well as private actors. Things have begun to be systematically coordinated at the 

national level with the National eGovernance Plan (NeGP). As the NeGP has been developed jointly by 

DIT and Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC), there is a fair amount of alignment of eGovernance 

plan with the overall governance reform agenda. This has also been highlighted in ARC’s latest report 

which brings eGovernance to the forefront. We now look at some case studies to understand how 

particular projects developed and performed in this environment.        

2. Case Studies: land records, microcredit and IT kiosks 
There is a lack of comprehensive and systematic case studies or evaluations of eGovernance projects in 

India. In addition to project websites, some recent studies conducted by government and researchers 

provide valuable information:  

 11th report of the Administrative Reforms Commission titled ‘Promoting e-Governance: The 

Smart Way Forward’ (ARC, 2008) provides a holistic overview of government’s efforts in 

eGovernance, and its alignment and linkages with the overall governance reform agenda in 

India.  

 ‘Impact Assessment of eGovernance projects’, National eGovernance Plan (DIT, 2008) is a 

systematic survey based assessment of the impact of some NeGP MMPs on customers. The 

assessment framework for this study was designed by IIM Ahmedabad. Prof Subhash 

Bhatnagar’s books  (Bhatnagar, E-Government: From Vision to Implementation, 2004) 

(Bhatnagar, 2009) and experience from other publications and work at the Centre for Electronic 

Governance, IIMA has contributed to this14.    

 ‘Information and Communication Technologies for Development: A Comparative Analysis of 

Impacts and Costs from India’ is a detailed ethnographic study of 6 eGovernance projects 

conducted by IIIT Bangalore in 2004-5. The study provides comparative analysis of costs, 

revenue and benefits across the surveyed projects (IIITB, 2005). Prof. Sadagopan’s book 

                                                           
13

 For example, Data Quest (DQ, 2009), eGov magazine (eGov, 2009),   eGovernance in India blog (eGovIndia, 
2009),  etc.  
14

 See http://www.iimahd.ernet.in/~subhash/publica.htm , http://www.iimahd.ernet.in/egov/CaseStudies.htm  

http://www.iimahd.ernet.in/~subhash/publica.htm
http://www.iimahd.ernet.in/egov/CaseStudies.htm
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‘eGovernance Today’ (Sadagopan, E-Governance Today, 2008) builds on this study and his 

earlier work15.   

The information in cases below draws from these sources, as well as some primary interviews and 

discussions16. 

The three cases discussed below were chosen after surveying the broad governance and eGovernance 

scenario in India, as outlined in the previous section. I was looking for projects which had a national 

footprint,, atleast ten years of history (plus associated research information) and which seemed to 

overlap in terms of issues relevant for this research topic but at the same time varied in their nature and 

scope. The cases provide several comparative insights on ICT enabled governance reforms and their 

impact on development. One of the most interesting aspects of the cases is their evolution from 

concepts through initial pilots to national rollouts, and the roles played by national and local actors in 

each phase.         

Land records computerisation (Bhoomi, other projects) 

Perhaps one of the most talked about eGovernance project in India is the award winning Bhoomi17. It 

computerised land records in the state of Karnataka: all the 20 million land records of the 6.7 million 

land owners were computerised. The software for the project was designed by NIC. Farmers can collect 

copy of their records at kiosks in their taluk headquarter18 by paying a small amount (~ Rs 15). They can 

also request for mutation (changes/updation) of records, and directly view information related to land 

records using touch screen kiosks.     

Bhoomi is significant for many reasons. Land records and titles are one the most important documents, 

especially for rural farmers. They are required for getting loans from banks, for settling land disputes 

etc. The system stores detailed information about the land including information and soil and trees, 

neighbouring land etc. The land officials and taluk office are also often the most visible interface of the 

government to the people in rural areas. Thus any change in land related government and interfaces 

carries huge political significance.   

Bhoomi has provided several benefits to all stakeholders. Farmers can now get their land records 

instantly, while earlier it took 3 to 30 days. Mutation applications now take an average of 35 days 

compared to earlier 70-200 days. Further, the requests have to be processed in ‘First In First Out’ (FIFO) 

manner reducing possibilities for a state official to expedite a request by taking bribe. The status of 

mutation request can be tracked online by farmers. The system uses biometric authentication to 

prevent fraudulent manipulation of the land records. This system has also made access to farm credit 

from banks easier for farmers (takes average 5 days now compared to 25-30 days in the manual system). 

                                                           
15

 See http://www.iiitb.ac.in/Faculty_micros/faculty_ss_books.htm  
16

 See Acknowledgements, p. 5 
17

 Bhoomi ( ) is a Hindi word which means land. 
18

 Taluk ( ) or Tehsil ( )  is a collection of villages, usually with a large village or town as its headquarter. 

It is an administrative division below the district. A district typically has many taluks.   

http://www.iiitb.ac.in/Faculty_micros/faculty_ss_books.htm
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The land record printouts are admissible in court of law as evidence, and thus helps farmers in pursuing 

and resolving litigations more easily. Thus, the system saves farmers from harassment, and also saves 

their money and time. It has arguably reduced corruption and rural crime (a lot of which is land related) 

(NASSCOM, 2006).   

The system has also benefitted state administration by providing automated and easy access, 

maintenance and analysis of land record related information. This has resulted in of huge reported 

losses (Rs 25 bn) to State Government, which were caused earlier due to lack of monitoring. The direct 

revenue generated by the system in terms of fees collected for data and services, has exceeded initial 

investment by several folds19.  The land information has also benefitted banks, and private businesses to 

plan their activities better, especially those related to credit, agricultural seeds, fertilizers etc.  

The process of computerisation of land records was a complex task. It had to streamline different land 

record management processes which had not changed since independence even though state 

boundaries had been redrawn20. This had resulted in a strange situation where the land records in the 

same province followed different patterns depending on which old provinces the land belonged to.  

The success of Bhoomi is widely attributed to its ‘champion designer’ Rajeev Chawla, the pragmatic 

bureaucrat who also became Karnataka’s first ‘secretary of eGovernance’ in 2003. However,  the 

concept was first conceived by the government of India as early as 1991 as a countrywide program. 

Karnataka was among the frontrunner states to take action, and the support of the then Chief Minister 

is considered critical in this regard. NIC conducted several pilot experiments in mid-1990s in selected 

taluks in Karnataka. The successful modern avatar called Bhoomi was implemented in multiple phases 

starting 1998, at a cost of about Rs 20 crores. The first kiosk was inaugurated in Feb 2001. After initial 

pilot in five taluks it was extended to the entire 177 taluks in the state in two phases, by early to mid 

2002. In 2001/2, it was showcased internationally by World Bank the as a best practice example, leading 

to widespread recognition. After implementation, the use of old paper based records was made illegal 

requiring mandatory use of the new system, as “unless the old system was killed, the new program 

would never succeed” (IIITB, 2005, pp. VIII-5). Bhoomi has won many other awards including National 

eGovernance award in 2005. 

After the success of Bhoomi, land record computerisation is being implemented at a national scale as a 

Mission Mode Project (MMP) in the National eGovernance Plan (NeGP). A 2002 attempt by the central 

government to replicate Bhoomi nationally ‘within 12 months’ did not succeed, even though some 

budget was set aside for that. However, the implementation is now underway in almost all states and 

the system is already operational in 12 states21. Some of the new implementations are infact more 

                                                           
19

 “By October 2004, the farmers had taken 22 Million copies of land record and paid Rs. 344 Million.” (Sadagopan, 
2006) 
20

 Karnataka was formed in 1956 by taking areas from five previous princely states and presidencies. Thus the land 
record system came from five different governance regimes, and recorded upto 1500 forms of tenures.  
21

 See NeGP website -  http://www.mit.gov.in/default.aspx?id=867 (accessed May 5, 2009) 

http://www.mit.gov.in/default.aspx?id=867
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advanced. For example, they use online interface22 instead of dedicated infrastructure in Bhoomi, and 

may be linked with Satellite GIS maps etc. These features make them much more scalable. There are 

other things which could be improved in Bhoomi in Karnataka, and in its other implementations across 

the country. There have been arguments that while the system has helped dampen corruption, it has 

reinforced social inequalities: between men and women, rich and poor, literate and illiterate. IT cannot 

solve all problems, but implementations conscious of these issues can perhaps perform better (Heeks R. 

, 2004). As the system evolves and new upgraded versions23 – of the system and the process - become 

operational, hopefully its efficiency and effectiveness will increase, and possibly more socio-economic 

problems could be addressed.      

Sources: (ARC, 2008), (DIT, 2009) (IIITB, 2005, pp. VIII 1-39) (Prathab & Joshi, 2006) and other referenced 

inline above.            

Computerised Rural Information System Project (CRISP) in Gujarat 

CRISP was designed by NIC in 198724 for eAdministration of national ‘Integrated Rural Development 

Program (IRDP)’ which had been launched in the 1970s. IRDP was a program to give credits or subsidies 

to farmers to promote entrepreneurial investments in farm assets etc. While IRDP was a national 

program, its implementation was decentralised and responsibility of district administrations. Districts 

were driven by targets.  

As part of CRISP, PCs having menu driven software were donated by the central government and 

installed at all 436 districts of India. They were meant to log data into the system, which would generate 

reports, which could be passed on to the central government via the state governments.  The intention 

of introducing computers in IRDP was that IT will improve planning and administration of the project, 

and thus improve its developmental impact. However, for the first 3-4 years from 1987 to 1990, CRISP 

was hardly used in the state of Gujarat. The reason for this was that the format of reports generated by 

the software did not match the format which the districts were supposed to produce for the state 

government ! The state government had specified its own format and had a process in place to 

aggregate data coming in from districts and pass on to the central government in desired format. 

However, it did not rework this process based on the new format reports which CRISP produced at the 

district level. This resulted in stagnation of the CRISP project.  

The scenario started changing in 1990s. The state government started encouraging experimental use of 

the PCs in the districts. The district administration was encouraged to use the PCs for local management 

and administration, rather than just for reporting upwards. This led to a spurt of activity between 1990 

                                                           
22

  Dharitree (http://lakhimpur.nic.in/lrc/) in Assam is the first web-based land records management system in 

India. It uses local language map based interface. The e-LINZ  project in New Zealand (www.linz.govt.nz) is an 
example of international best practice project.  
23

 The pre-NeGP versions are called ‘Phase I’ and NeGP versions are called Phase II. Phase II plans to have a 
integrated system for land registration and records, called National Land Records Modernisation Project (NLRMP). 
Before NeGP,  Bhoomi in Karnataka, was to be followed by Bhoomi Plus.   
24

 This is infact another example of a local pilot/innovation, which went up to the national level and then spread 
nationwide.   

http://lakhimpur.nic.in/lrc/
http://www.linz.govt.nz/
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and 1995 with district administrations using the software for local management,  analysis and other 

purposes, using software packages. Even new work practices were designed which helped save time and 

effort. In summary, the PCs were utilised effectively in this period, although not for the purpose which 

they were originally intended for.  

However, by 2000 this use had stopped. This was because the new wave of eGovernance had shifted 

focus (and funding) from eAdministration to eServices: primarily web portals with direct citizen 

interface. The IRDP itself was replaced by ‘Swarn Jayanti Gram Swarozgaar Yojna’ (SGSY,    

  or Golden Jubilee Village self-employment scheme) based on lending to small ‘self help 

groups’ (SHGs) of 11-20 members. The CRISP ‘MIS’ played an important role in supporting the program, 

by generating several financial and administrative reports useful for coordination with state and central 

governments.  

However, after several years of the implementation of SGSY, intended developmental results have not 

been achieved. Rural poverty remains high, especially in the tribal belt. Majority of the poor are still 

forced to borrow money from the local money lender. One crucial reason is that many self-help groups 

do not survive after formation.                 

Source:  (Madon, 2009) (Madon, 2006) and other referenced inline above.  

Common Services Centres (CSCs) and their other avatars 

The National eGovernance Plan (NeGP) proposes to establish 100,000 Common Services Centres (CSCs), 

one for every 5-6 villages in India (one district would cover about 100-200 CSCs). CSCs are one of the 

three key infrastructure components of NeGP (along with SWANs, SDCs – see footnote 11), and also an 

Integrated MMP. They will be the end point25 hubs of government IT infrastructure in rural areas, and 

will provide services in the areas of eGovernance, education, health, telemedicine, entertainment etc as 

well as other private services. Other NeGP projects plan to use CSCs (and other infrastructure 

components) for delivering services, and achieving their goals. The CSCs themselves have been 

envisioned not just to provide IT hardware and services, but also to encourage rural participation and 

entrepreneurship.         

The scheme is being implemented26 with private sector partnership, and is likely to be completed by 

June 2009 (ARC, 2008, p. 129). Of the total approved cost of Rs 5742 crores (USD 1.44 bn), 4093 crores 

(71%) will be provided by the private sector, 856 crores (15%) by the central government and 793 crores 

(14%) by the state governments. The implementation is being coordinated by a National Level Service 

                                                           
25

 Not ‘end point’ precisely speaking, but definitely one of the key delivery hubs, towards of the end of the chain. 
Services may be extended further to all the villages (instead of one for 5-6 villages) using wireless or landline 
connectivity.    
26

 It has already been implemented in some states, and under different stages of implementation in other states. 
See http://www.mit.gov.in/images/cscstatus_nov08.jpg for status of implementation in different states, as on 
November 2008. (accessed May 6, 2009). The CSC project website (http://www.csc-india.org/) also provides a map 
showing status of implementation all over India.  

http://www.mit.gov.in/images/cscstatus_nov08.jpg
http://www.csc-india.org/
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agency (NLSA) appointed by DIT, which oversees a 3-tier implementation framework. The framework 

consists of State designated agencies (SDAs) to facilitate implementation in each state, Service centre 

agencies (SCAs) at the second/middle level (‘franchiser’, for one or more districts) and Village level 

entrepreneurs (VLEs) to operate the CSCs and service rural customers.     

Many states already had some or the other form of CSC pilots, known by different names like Tele-

centres (eg. Akshaya project in Kerela (Madon, 2005)), IT kiosks, Community Information Centres (CICs, 

eg. in North East)27, Jana Seva Kendras (जन   or Public Service Centre in UP), Gyandoot (  or 

Messenger of Knowledge in MP)28 etc. These are supposed to be subsumed within the CSC scheme, if 

required with suitable augmentation/modification. State governments will also decide on the degree 

and mode of integration of CSCs with existing physical, digital and institutional infrastructure like 

schools, Gram Panchayats (village councils), Post Offices etc. There have also been many private sector 

initiatives like ITC’s eChaupals29, Comat technologies’ Rural Business Centres (RBCs)30 etc. Internet cafes 

are already common sights in small towns, and provide different services depending on community 

needs. Even those who have a PC at home many times prefer to go to the cafe to use ‘advanced 

services’ eg. to take printouts or scans, voice/video chat with their friends and family members etc. The 

cafe owners are happy to help customers use technology for what they need, and even provide general 

advise on various matters ranging from jobs, marriage match-making , learning and repairing computers 

etc31.            

The design and PPP model of the CSC project seems to suggest that lessons learnt from past projects 

and previous phases and pilots have been taken into account.  Needless to say, ‘feedback learning and 

evolution’ needs to be a continuous process for the project to succeed and contribute to development 

effectively. Flexibility in project goals, budget in this regard is therefore important.  

The story of telecentre/CSC movement  in India (CSDMS, 2008) is significant because it is the first ICT4D 

intervention of its kind, truly designed to reach each and every village in India. It evolved over the last 

two decades since 1990s beginning with an era of conceptualisation by the likes of Prof Jhunjhunwala 

and M S Swaminathan (MSSRF, 2004), followed by an era of experimentation by players like Drishtee, 

TARAhaat, n-Logue etc.32, and now the implementation era with NeGP’s CSC programme (CSDMS, 2008, 

pp. 2-4).    

Sources: (ARC, 2008) (DIT, 2009) (DIT, 2008) 

                                                           
27

 See CIC project homepage - http://www.cic.nic.in/  
28

 See Gyandoot (Dhar, MP) website - http://www.gyandoot.nic.in/  
29

 Reaching over 4 million farmers, in 40,000 villages through nearly 6500 kiosks. See 
http://www.itcportal.com/sets/echoupal_frameset.htm (accessed May 6, 2009).  
30

 Present in 6 Indian states and reaching nearly 50,000 villages. See http://www.comat.com/. Comat is also the 
SCA for the NeGP CSC project for some regions (for 2 zones in the state of Uttar Pradesh for example).  
31

 This is based on my own observations and experiences, from small towns like Jabalpur in Madhya Pradesh. And 
even localities in Delhi.   
32

 See http://www.drishtee.com/ , http://www.tarahaat.com/ , http://www.n-logue.com/ (and 
http://www.tenet.res.in/)  

http://www.cic.nic.in/
http://www.gyandoot.nic.in/
http://www.itcportal.com/sets/echoupal_frameset.htm
http://www.comat.com/
http://www.drishtee.com/
http://www.tarahaat.com/
http://www.n-logue.com/
http://www.tenet.res.in/


22 What role can ICT enabled Governance Reforms play in India’s Development? 

 

Page 22 of 38 
 

CSC project website - http://www.csc-india.org/  
India Telecentre Forum 2008 - http://www.eindia.net.in/2008/telecentreforum/index.asp 
Other sources referenced inline above. 

http://www.csc-india.org/
http://www.eindia.net.in/2008/telecentreforum/index.asp
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III. Analysis: Identifying levers and parameters of ‘success’ in ICT4D   
This chapter abstracts out and analyses key issues influencing developmental outcomes of ICT enabled 

governance  reforms, based on cases and information reviewed in the previous chapter. The intent is to 

identify key forces influencing eGovernance projects, and understand the dynamics between these 

forces. While this analysis is based on the scenario in India, it can act as a useful lens for looking at 

related ICT for Development (ICT4D) issues in other developing countries. Section 1 discusses different 

dimensions of ‘success or failure’ of a government ICT project, in the context of development. Section 2 

identifies key factors influencing performance of eGovernance projects on relevant dimensions. The last 

section brings it all together and concludes by outlining opportunities and roadblocks for ICT enabled 

governance reforms in India.     

1. Evaluating success, failure of government ICT projects 
There are many ways of looking at success or failure of a project, especially government ICT projects. 

 

Figure 6 Dimensions of government ICT project evaluation 
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1. One may evaluate what the project achieved against initial goals and objectives. Or one may look at 

the net social and/or economic contribution33 of the project, say in terms of productivity 

enhancement, cost savings, convenience to the customers, effectiveness of service delivery etc.  

Sometimes, targets may be met in terms of defined technical indicators but social outcomes may 

still be wanting. In other words, they may “hit the target but miss the point” ! Eg. this is partially 

observed in Bhoomi and land record projects. While land records and related processes were 

successfully computerised as planned, this did not eliminate corruption completely, and perhaps 

also aggravated socio-economic inequalities. However, given an overall productivity increase in 

terms of processing times and costs, and decrease in levels of corruption, its net socio-economic 

contribution should still be considered positive.  

In contrast, sometimes a project may have failed to meet initial goals, but may nevertheless have 

produced significant social benefits and by-products. In such cases, flexible pragmatic attitude on 

the part of the administration is necessary. This requires greater freedom to be given to field staff 

and local project officers. The CRISP project in Gujarat is an excellent case highlighting this. It was 

most productive in the period 1990-95 when local staff was given flexibility and encouragement to 

use IT infrastructure for their own needs. The project had stagnated earlier when the PCs and 

software were meant to be used only for standard bureaucratic reporting as planned earlier. The 

CSC and land record projects suffered delays and ‘failed pilots’ as they evolved to their current state. 

However, their net developmental outcome has been positive. They have already led to significant 

progress in terms of development outreach and government accountability, and hold the potential 

to achieve much more as they evolve further.  

2. Considerations of sustainability and scalability are also important. While a project may be 

successful as a pilot, it may not be sustainable in the long term. In addition, scaling a pilot in terms 

of size and coverage may become difficult and infeasible. While the pilots need to be conducted 

with a spirit of experimentation and using technology of the day, large scale rollout requires certain 

amount of standardisation for interoperability of systems, and efficient use of infrastructure. 

Indeed, full power of ICT comes from its ability to seamlessly interlink data and decision points.  

Both the land record and CSC cases offer excellent examples. Lessons from initial pilots and 

frontrunners like Bhoomi were essential to eventually conceptualise and design the national level 

project. It is important to note that while the technology used in initial Bhoomi project may not be 

optimal and the scalable model comes from web based later implementations, the process level 

understanding and initial breakthroughs made by Bhoomi were indispensable for the success of 

subsequent projects. A pilot may appear not so successful when viewed in isolation, but may be 

critical in the context of contributions made to overall project over a long period of time. Revenue 

planning and private sector & other stake holders’ participation in the two projects are features 

                                                           
33

 For example, the eReadiness assessment report released in 2008 by National Council for Applied and Economic 
Research (NCAER) used ‘Social Accounting Matrix’ to assess impact of ICT on socio-economic dimensions such as 
poverty.  
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critical for long term sustainability and scalability of the project. These evolved based on learning 

from the initial pilots.  

3. Separating short term and long term expectations is also important. For example, there may be 

resistance against change and new technology initially, causing instability and some turbulence. 

However, people may get used to it and start enjoying benefits as time progresses and things settle 

down. It is important that enough time is allowed for technology diffusion and adoption, before 

jumping to claim that a project has been a failure or success. Project life cycle and time scales also 

need to be clear before doing cost benefit analysis. While a project may involve significant capital 

expenditure initially, individual transactions may be cost saving and/or productivity enhancing. Thus 

with sufficient transactions over time, the project may yield positive returns. So it may be more 

appropriate to take a medium to long term view in such cases. Bhoomi is an excellent example of 

this. CSC project has also been designed on an entrepreneurial ‘charge for services’ model.  

It is important therefore not to oversimplify project evaluation into a success failure dichotomy (IIITB, 

2005, p. I.3). Multiple dimensions need to be considered and it is useful to take a more holistic and long 

term view. It is important to position pilots as experimental stepping stones for larger projects, and 

using cutting edge technologies but avoiding the ‘bleeding edge’ (Robertson, 2008). While “most 

eGovernment-for-Development Projects Fail” (Heeks R. , 2004), it may still be worth to keep trying, 

given the enormous benefits and potential of the concepts. At the same time, it is critical to separate 

out ‘legitimate’ reasons for ‘failure’ or delays which may accompany any new and innovative 

technology/process change exercise, from those attributable to incompetence, corruption etc. (in this 

sense governance and governance reforms are endogenous !). Incompetence should be disincentivised 

but innovation should be encouraged34. While a particular project implementation or pilot may fail due 

to incompetence of implementing agency, the concept may still be sound, and other pilots when 

properly implemented may succeed. The diversity of outcomes is amply visible in the recent assessment 

of NeGP MMPs (DIT, 2008). One should not jump to conclusions in terms of shelving a good idea, 

because a particular implementation attempt failed35.    

2. Factors influencing government ICT projects and reforms 
The Indian eGovernance experience brings out several key insights on factors influencing 

‘success/failure’ of government ICT projects.   

                                                           
34

 This relates to the classic tradeoff in (Indian) bureaucracy. If an officer tries to innovate proactively (which 
necessarily requires taking some risks), there are lots of doubts, finger pointing, probes and problems. However, if 
an officer follows the system quietly and does nothing to reform it, s/he is likely to move on smoothly, and 
admired on retirement for being clean and uncontroversial. It takes lot of tact to be able to do both successfully. 
(Shourie, 2004)  (Nilekani, 2008) 
35

 This is also true in the private sector. I have been involved in design, development and implementation of 
several IT projects and products, both for government and private clients in India and abroad (KritiKal, 2009). I 
have learnt that returns are proportional to risks. First attempts are rarely perfect, especially when the innovation 
coefficient is high. It is critical to plan and budget for multiple design-feedback iterations, and maintain a flexible 
approach all through.   
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Figure 7 Factors Influencing ‘success/failure’ of Government ICT projects, reforms 

1. Coordination between different arms of the government: In a diverse and decentralised 

governance structure like India, coordination between different levels of the government is not easy 

(especially when different parties rule centre and the state). The power of IT derives from 
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departments. Seamless coordination and data flow across different arms of the government is often 

necessary for success of government ICT projects. This is where process level governance reforms 

become key for ICT enabled development. New Public Management (NPM) like reforms, while 

having their advantages in terms of increasing competition and innovation, add complexities by 

creating a large number of independent uncoordinated agencies (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & 

Tinkler, 2006). The ‘format inconsistency’ problems in CRISP project is a good illustration of 

coordination problems between central, state and local governments.  

2. Bureaucratic champions, political anchors, vested interests: An ICT project sandwiched across thick 

institutional web of governmental and other organisations, is a complex beast. There are various 

pulls and pressures, different levers of change, uncertainties and vested interests. To push an ICT 

project to success in this complex web often requires bureaucratic champions (Nilekani, 2008, p. 

105), and a dedicated team of volunteers. However, vested interests or simply the sheer inertia of 

Government 
ICT Projects, 

Reforms

Design↔Reality 
Gap

eServices ↔ 
eAdministration

Staff intertia 
against change

Bureaucratic 
Champions, 

Political Anchor, 
Vested Interests

Coordination 
between 

different arms of 
the government

Government 
internal ICT 

capacity, 
Competitive 

market

One size fits all 
approach vs 

Mass 
Customisation



27 What role can ICT enabled Governance Reforms play in India’s Development? 

 

Page 27 of 38 
 

the system may pull them back, unless a political anchor is found at the highest level36. Projects and 

ideas which find this champion-anchor combination manage to take off. Those which do not, die 

quietly. There are challenges post launch as well. Governments change and bureaucrats move on to 

different roles. Projects with life cycles of more than 4 or 5 years therefore have no guarantee of 

sustaining, unless they are institutionalised and isolated from political shocks. This is especially true 

of projects which take off due to champions, but lack widespread support from staff in government 

agencies (Singh, Bedi, & Srivastava, 2001). For government ICT in India, one can think of bureaucrat 

‘champions’ like Dr N. Seshagiri and N. Vittal (IT Reforms), Sam Pitroda (early telecom expansion), 

C.B. Bhave (NSDL), Rajiv Chawla (Bhoomi) etc.(Nilekani, 2008, p. 297). And among politicians, one 

can perhaps talk of late Shri. Rajiv Gandhi (PM, 1984-89), Shri. Pramod Mahajan (Minister, 

telecommunications between 2001-3) etc. Prof. Ashok Jhunjhunwala from IIT Madras and M S 

Swaminathan (father of Green Revolution in India)  are considered to be the men behind the 

telecentre/CSC movement in India.   

3. Staff inertia against change: IT being a relatively new and rapidly changing phenomenon, 

perpetually remains ‘new’, and is often resisted especially by staff trained in older tools and 

technology37 (who are much more comfortable with paper communication compared to emails for 

example). There are also those on the other extreme who refuse to receive any papers, and are so 

passionate about technology that they forget about the purpose for which it is being used (a case of 

putting ‘governance’ before ‘e’). Creating the right incentives and training mechanisms for the staff 

is therefore extremely important (Singh, Bedi, & Srivastava, 2001). This becomes even a greater 

problem when accompanied with process changes. The change in process along with technological 

learning curve required by the staff makes ICT projects challenging to implement.  

4. eServices ↔ eAdministration: After use in defence, space and certain specialised government 

functions which required number crunching, followed by gradually making a start in some other 

eAdministration functions, government ICT projects in India have now been firmly been trending 

towards eServices. eService projects are in fashion, so much so that the old eAdministration 

initiatives are being neglected. This is evident from focus given to CSC and other eServices in the 

NeGP. This shift was the key reason for moving attention and resources away from the CRISP project 

in Gujurat. There is a reason for the popularity of eServices. eServices are visible to the citizens in a 

much more direct way, and are therefore more useful politically. However, a front end eService 

without backend administrative automation and ICT linkup is unlikely to be effective. So eServices 

eventually create pressure for eAdministration (Madon, 2009). It will of course be much more 

                                                           
36

 A friend of mine who works for an IT consulting company in India, recounted how an IT project related to federal 
taxation (which her firm is now implementing for the government), was led by some champions who had to fight 
against vested interests opposed to the idea. The project could eventually be launched due to support from of the 
Minister. Even after the minister’s support, it took several years for the proposal to be passed.    
37

 Dr. Sugata Mitra’s 1999 ‘hole in the wall’ experiment is instructive in this respect. He literally dug a hole in the 
wall and put a touch screen computer facing a slum. The children in the slum (without any formal training to use 
the computer, and possibly without very good formal education) soon learnt to browse the internet using the 
computer, and even started demanding more RAM for better computer performance (Nilekani, 2008, p. 363). This 
shows that almost anyone can learn to use computers, given the right incentives, an open mind and a desire to 
learn.    
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efficient if the whole thing is done in a proper planned manner Eg. creating interlinked national 

information utilities and infrastructure, and providing applications and services on top of them 

(Nilekani, 2008, p. 379)). The National eGovernance Plan (NeGP) now seems to be moving in that 

direction (see footnote 11).   

5. Design Reality Gap (Heeks R. , 2001, p. 21): An IT project typically goes through processes like 

‘Requirement Specifications’, ‘Design’, ‘Implementation’ and ‘Testing’, many times iteratively 

(Cockburn, 2008). One of the things which is critical to control is what the client (end users or 

government/business clients) expected while specifying the requirements, and what the project 

managers and IT engineers actually turn up eventually. This is the ‘design reality’ gap. While it may 

look like a trivial issue, it is not ! It is often very difficult, and frustrating for IT engineers to 

understand and appreciate that common users and laymen may not look at and use the IT system in 

the same manner as ‘it is supposed to be’. They may need initial guidance and training, 

supplemented by intuitive/easy-to-use interface, multimedia interactivity, images and symbols 

(instead of text) etc for the project to be successful. On the other hand, users often fail to 

understand that a software or system is failing or working slow or producing erroneous results 

possibly not because there is a ‘computation problem’ or because ‘IT does not work’, but possibly 

because they are not using the system properly and failing to follow all the instructions. This gap 

between IT engineers and users is not always easy to bridge, but there are best practice ways of  

dealing better with this. Among other things it requires patience, hard work and persistence.   

Sometimes the flaw might be in the ‘requirements specifications’ themselves. The IT engineers may 

have done their job perfectly and produced an IT system which precisely matches requirement 

specifications. However, the project/system may fail to be meet intended objectives because the 

requirement specifications were not well aligned with end objectives38. For overall and reform 

outcomes, the government ICT projects should be directly aligned with the overall governance 

reform agenda in the country. This needs a greater vision and control of these projects (at the level 

of Prime Minister’s office) than what Department of IT may have (Singh, 2008). This may be 

important to overcome narrow interests of particular departments or ministries, and take a long 

term national vision.  

6. One size fits all approach: While it is crucial to inter-link across the government and scale up local 

successes to national scale to realise full power of ICT, a blind replication or ‘one size fits approach’ 

will not work, especially in a diverse country like India. Fortunately, modern ICTs (like web 2.0) 

provide possibilities of ‘mass customisation’ (eg. every user sees the ‘same core information’ 

structured in his/her style, priorities and language of choice). Scaling up and integration can and 

should go hand in hand with regional or user-level customisation, as required. The CSC and land 

record cases discussed earlier provide a good illustration of national standardisation with local 

customisation.    

                                                           
38

 I can say all this from personal experience, of being involved in design, development and implementation of a 
variety of IT projects and products, both for government and private clients in India and abroad, over several years 
(KritiKal, 2009). It is extremely important that user surveys are conducted to understand their priorities and 
expectations, and use these inputs in drafting requirements.   
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7. Market Structure, Government’s internal ICT capacity: A monopolistic or oligarchic market 

structure with most Government ICT contracts going to one or few major private ICT companies is 

not a healthy situation, and has been shown to be linked with lower Government IT performance. 

For example, it  may be in the interest of ICT firms to offer solutions which are not scalable (so that  

there is more repeat business for design/upgrade/maintenance), and/or solutions which are not 

compatible with competing products/standards (the client is ‘locked’ eg. GIS standards, Microsoft vs 

Opensource/linux etc). It has been shown that government IT performance is low for governments 

which have limited internal technical competence to envision, negotiate and monitor ICT project 

contracts (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006). While the IT market in India is composed of 

a small number of large players, it is not oligarchic. Further, government has strong in-house 

capacities in all aspects of IT (see Appendix). Thus industry structure should not be a factor pulling 

down government IT project performance in India39.       

3. Conclusion: Opportunities and Roadblocks for ICT enabled governance 

reforms in India 
eGovernance efforts in India seem to have reached a certain degree of maturity, but there is still a long 

way to go. After initial attempts in 1980s and 1990s focussing mainly on data crunching eAdministration 

applications, the need to holistically coordinate across the numerous islands of bottom up initiatives led 

to the National eGovernance Plan (NeGP) in 2006. By analysing the list of NeGP projects, it appears that 

there are a large number of Mission Mode Projects (MMPs) related to financial/tax transactions useful 

for urban, corporate customers. This is not bad from the point of development as these services are 

likely to have high demand and utilisation, and cause productivity gains which would eventually trickle 

down to the poorer sections of the society and in rural areas as well. Given increasing urbanisation, such 

initiatives should be encouraged, especially because urban development in India has been neglected for 

long (Sivaramakrishnan, 2006). Other MMPs like property, land and vehicle registration have the 

potential to be of great value to common citizens in urban as well as rural areas. NeGP also includes a 

large number of projects which are clearly targeted at rural areas like Common Service Centres (CSCs), 

land records, agriculture, Gram Panchayat (Village Local Council) MMP. The MMPs related to judicial 

process and police are perhaps the most critical as they directly affect core governance functions. 

However, at the moment eServices seem to be getting greater priority. Overall, the NeGP contains a 

good mix of projects targeted at important needs of urban as well as rural citizens. India needs to build 

on from here and focus more on core process and governance reform aspects.   

DIT’s impact assessment of NeGP (DIT, 2008)  reveals multiplicity of performance across states and 

projects. Different projects have performed well in different states, and there is large amount of 

variation in performance across districts within a state as well. This suggests that best practices are not 

being shared during implementation, or perhaps no one understood which implementations were best 

due to lack of systematic assessments. Hopefully the best practices from successful implementations will 

                                                           
39

 However, establishing this with certainty needs further data and research of the kind conducted in Digital Era 
Governance (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006).   
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gradually diffuse and get used by all. Some ‘competition’ between different regions in a federal system 

is useful for innovation and progress in this sense. Liberalisation, PSUs and private sector participation 

are other ways of structuring incentives and introducing competition to ensure that customers get 

greater value out of such projects.    

Different cities and regions in the country have varying capacity to implement and sustain NeGP.  The 

ARC recommends prioritising and implementing projects in a phased on the basis of ‘ease of 

implementation’ (for example, static information provision websites, followed by more complex online 

transactions requiring database linking, verification etc). While this is a pragmatic recommendation, it 

may not be the most efficient way of implementing ICT projects. ARC also gives clear recommendations 

for capacity building both in terms of IT infrastructure and human resources. However, one needs to 

look at micro details to ensure that the training budgets are not just for technical/managerial purposes, 

but also for general awareness creation and social/contextual issues, which are equally critical but often 

neglected.    

The analysis of NeGP and other cases suggests that there is huge potential for ICT to contribute to 

development in India – by increasing productivity, improving transparency and access to information, 

dampening corruption and increasing accountability, providing more effective services, enabling citizen 

participation and empowering citizens etc. India’s world leading IT industry and a generally positive 

outlook towards IT in the Indian psyche puts India in a good position to leverage this opportunity.  

However, only a small fraction of this opportunity has been realised so far. The net socio-economic 

contribution of eGovernance projects in terms of developmental outcomes has been positive, but 

perhaps much more could have been achieved, and most certainly much more can be achieved going 

forward.  The National eGovernance Plan (NeGP) is a significant, visionary and forward looking step in 

this regard. It is a well drafted plan which seems to have incorporated many key lessons from past 

projects: demand driven service provision for effective utilisation; private sector participation, 

entrepreneurial models and other aspects necessary for financial sustainability; standardisation and 

national IT infrastructure creation, but at the same time allowing local language and process 

customisation etc. It is also heartening to see that the Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC) has 

brought eGovernance to the forefront in its latest report (ARC, 2008). ARC’s recommendations 

emphasising process reengineering before ICT implementation, provision of legal framework to help 

coordinate across different departments and levels of government, the need for political ownership of 

eGovernance initiatives etc. are spot on. ARC’s engagement with NeGP gives a hope that the gap 

between governance reform agenda and the eGovernance agenda in the country will decrease, and the 

two could become more aligned in the future. This will depend on whether the recommendations in 

reports and rhetoric in general are translated into meaningful action. It needs to be seen whether these 

remain buzzwords which have been cut paste in the government reports for them to look impressive 

and to satisfy academic and civil society critics, or whether they have been internalised earnestly at a 

deeper level, and understood and applied appropriately in the diverse local contexts. 
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While setting high goals is good, we also need to be realistic in our expectations of what eGovernance 

projects can achieve on their own. Poverty and underdevelopment, gender and social inequalities are 

deep rooted multi-causal phenomena. ICT alone cannot solve these problems, though it can definitely 

expedite the process and act as an enabler. For example, while ICT can help manage and coordinate 

development programs like IRDP, SGSY through CRISP like systems, it cannot ensure development 

outcomes unless the core aspects of the programme - like survival of self-help groups – are well 

designed and managed. ICT can help gather grassroots feedback and information and help rectify some 

of these policy/implementation bottlenecks, but only if the governance backend is ready to listen and 

change! What conclusion should one draw from the CRISP case study? That the eGovernance efforts 

were useless, or that they were a step in positive direction but could not succeed due to other process 

issues? That the eGovernance investments should be stopped, or that they should be supplemented 

with process level changes and other reforms? I think the latter. The CRISP case also helps one 

appreciate achievements of Bhoomi better. The Bhoomi project is significant because it successfully 

negotiated across legal and process bottlenecks and delivered productivity increase, time and cost 

savings and reduction of corruption. Yes it did not eliminate corruption completely, possibly increased 

inequalities and centralised decision making away from villages to the taluk level. But its net socio-

economic contribution to the society looks positive; the productivity increases should eventually benefit 

all sections of the society. What India needs to do now in terms of eGovernance is to maintain the 

position it has reached and make further progress by removing other roadblocks. For example, 

decentralisation and decision making at the village level can be restored after suitable capacity building 

at the village level, and spreading the IT network further (eg. through CSCs).   

What can we realistically expect from the CSC project? It is possible that the CSCs may be utilised 

initially mostly for commercial private services like learning English, IT training etc., and not so much for 

direct development oriented social programs. However, the upside is that multipurpose demand driven 

service provision and private sector participation will ensure financial sustainability and healthy 

utilisation of the kiosks. Other G2C services like land records, registration of vehicles, employment 

information, utility/telephone bills, public grievance etc. will also be made available using CSCs, through 

other MMPs of NeGP (ARC, 2008, pp. 124-5). These eventually have the potential to transform how 

citizens deal with government. CSCs can increase both the effectiveness and outreach of government 

services. The extent to which opportunities are realised to further development outcomes will depend 

on the efficacy of implementation at the grassroots level, and more importantly on other process level 

reforms in the delivery systems. The most significant aspect of CSC initiative is that it envisages IT 

connectivity to every village in the country. While CSCs cannot make up for other basic needs like 

electricity, roads, water and health facilities, they can perhaps help make rural citizens more aware of 

their rights and entitlements (Reinikka & Svensson, 2004) and enable them to raise their voice more 

effectively, eventually helping other development outcomes.   

There are several tradeoffs in decisions related to eGovernance projects. While it is important not to 

scale a pilot concept in haste without absorbing necessary lessons, it is also impractical to wait forever 

and miss the bus. It is critical to realise that technology projects, especially ICT projects need to evolve 
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and upgrade continuously based on fast changing technology as well as process/interface improvements 

based on user feedback. One needs to take a balanced pragmatic approach, scale the pilot neither too 

soon and neither too late, and keep on innovating/upgrading continuously. This should be reflected in 

budgets, which should earmark continued investments for system/process upgrades, user feedback and 

user/staff training, capacity building etc. Another important trade off is with regards to standardisation 

for interoperability and efficiency on the one hand, and the need to customise depending on local 

context for service effectiveness and utilisation on the other. Again, one needs to take a balanced 

approach and make use of ‘mass customisation’ possibilities which IT offers. The extent of success of ICT 

enabled governance in India will depend on how successfully these tradeoffs are negotiated.   

My research question was ‘What role can ICT enabled governance reforms play in India’s 

development?’. The answer in short is that they can play a huge role. There are big opportunities but 

also many roadblocks preventing development. The current focus on eServices and national IT 

infrastructure is pragmatic and will have positive developmental outcomes. However, core institutional 

and process level governance reforms are indispensable for development. While ICT can enable some 

these reforms, it by itself cannot make India a developed country.  
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Appendix: Indian IT Industry (Market Structure, Government’s internal 

capacity)  
Market structure of IT industry and government’s internal IT capacity are key variables influencing 

Government IT performance (Dunleavy, Margetts, Bastow, & Tinkler, 2006).  We review key private and 

government actors in this space, their relative sizes, and other relevant figures & trends. India is the 

largest IT services exporter in the world (followed by Ireland and Israel), but we need to understand how 

effectively can it utilise these skills for domestic ICT enabled reforms and development.   

The share Indian IT-BPO (Business Process Outsourcing) industry has grown phenomenally from 1.2% of 

GDP in FY 97-98 to 5.8% in FY 08-09. It achieved revenues of about USD 72 bn in FY08-09 (with IT 

software and services industry accounting for USD 60 bn), and employed about 2.2 million people (an 

addition of 0.23 mn in that year itself). Its net impact to the economy has been even larger, as every job 

created in IT/ITES sector creates four  additional jobs in the economy (eg. via industries providing 

services to the IT industry), and every rupee spent in the IT/ITES sector results in Rs 2 total output in the 

economy40 (NASSCOM, 2009).  

In terms of structure, the industry has a small number of large players, both Indian and international. 

The share of Indian providers went up to 65-70 % during FY 08-09 (NASSCOM, 2009). Tata Consultancy 

Services (TCS), Wipro and Infosys are 3 of the biggest Indian IT companies with revenues of over USD 6, 

5 and 4 bn respectively in FY 2008-0941. In comparison, the government’s Department of IT’s (DIT) 

annual plan 08-09 of Rs 1,680 crores (~ USD 0.34 bn)42 included budgetary support of Rs 400 crores for 

National Informatics Centre (NIC), Rs 91 crores for Centre for Development of Advanced Computing 

(CDAC), Rs 42 crores for Standardisation Testing and Quality Certification Directorate (STQC) (NIC, 

Annual Report 2007-08, pp. Appendix-V)43. Ofcourse, these organisations must also be earning revenue 

from the projects they undertake, including from NeGP (which had a budgetary support of Rs 800 

crores44 in DIT’s Annual Plan 08-09). NIC also provides IT support to neighbouring countries in e-

Governance and related areas.   

Large part of India IT industry’s revenues and value add is outside India, with US accounting for 60% of 

Indian IT exports. However, domestic IT market is growing fast with increasing acceptance of IT as a 

growth enabler, and a competitive tool in a globalised environment. IT spending in India is infact 

growing faster than any other country in Asia Pacific region. The domestic IT-BPO revenues grew at 

                                                           
40

 Src: ‘Indian IT/ITES industry: Impacting economy and society 2007-08’  
http://www.slideshare.net/nasscom/indian-itites-industry-impacting-economy-and-society-200708 
41

 http://www.infosys.com/about/what-we-do/default.asp, 
http://www.wipro.com/investors/pdf_files/us_gaap_press_release_q4_fy0809.pdf,  
http://www.tcs.com/about/corp_facts/Pages/default.aspx  
42

 Rs 1 Cr = Rs 100 lakhs = INR 10 mn = USD 0.2mn (approx.), as on May 8, 2009  
43

 Government of India also owns some large Public Sector Units (PSUs) like Bharat Electronics Limited (BEL), 
Electronics Corporation of India Limited (ECIL), Bharat Heavy Electronics Limited (BHEL), telecom service providers  
and several defense labs (DRDO) with significant capacity in electronics and telecom, including ICT.   
44

 This includes Rs 100 crores of external aid. 

http://www.slideshare.net/nasscom/indian-itites-industry-impacting-economy-and-society-200708
http://www.infosys.com/about/what-we-do/default.asp
http://www.wipro.com/investors/pdf_files/us_gaap_press_release_q4_fy0809.pdf
http://www.tcs.com/about/corp_facts/Pages/default.aspx


34 What role can ICT enabled Governance Reforms play in India’s Development? 

 

Page 34 of 38 
 

almost 20% to reach INR 1.13 tn (USD 24.3 bn) in FY 08-09. Hardware segment contributed almost 50% 

of the total domestic revenues (NASSCOM, 2009). By 2020 IT exports are expected to expand 3 fold and 

reach $ 175 bn, and domestic market to $ 50 bn. 1998-2009 Compounded annual growth rate (CAGR) 

for exports was 33% and for domestic market was 26%45.  

IT consumption in India accounted for about 1.9% of GDP in 2006, and was expected to rise with 

increasing IT adoption by SMEs. However, 11 Indian states consumed 88% of this IT spend, which 

indicates a skewed usage46.    

Global vendors like IBM, HP/EDS, Accenture, Cap Gemini are increasing their India presence aggressively 

(employees in India in 2007: IBM 39000+, Accenture 16000+, EDS 15000+ etc47). Major consultancies 

engaged in government IT contracts in India include PWC, Accenture, Ernst & Young, KPMG etc. 

Government IT is one of the key verticals in the domestic IT market in India48. eGovernance market in 

2001-02 was about Rs 1400 crores (~ USD 0.28 bn), and grew by 18% year-on-year in that period (fastest 

growing vertical in domestic IT)49. The domestic ITES-BPO market was expected to cross Rs. 6,600 crores 

in 200650. The states as well as the central government were earmarking 2-3 % of their budgets for IT 

around 2002, according to Mr Shekhar Dasgupta, country head of Oracle India (Nair, 2002). The 

eGovernance investment in India should have gotten an additional boost with the ongoing NeGP. 
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 Src: NASSCOM, ‘Perspective  2020: Transform Business, Transform India’  
http://www.nasscom.org/upload/Perspective%202020%20Press%20release%20presentation.pdf 
46

 Src: NASSCOM, http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=49913 
47

 Src: IBEF, Indian IT and ITES sector, http://www.scribd.com/doc/5028590/Indian-IT-and-ITes-Sector. Some of 
these figures may have increased drastically by now (possibly doubled or more) for some companies.  
48

Src: NASSCOM (November 2006), Study on domestic IT/ITES market opportunity,  
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=2467 
49

 Src: NASSCOM 2002, ‘eGovernance in India accelerating, but roadblocks exist’  
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=2513 
50

 Src: NASSCOM 2006, Study on domestic services market opportunity, 
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=16786 

http://www.nasscom.org/upload/Perspective%202020%20Press%20release%20presentation.pdf
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=49913
http://www.scribd.com/doc/5028590/Indian-IT-and-ITes-Sector
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=2467
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=2513
http://www.nasscom.in/Nasscom/templates/NormalPage.aspx?id=16786
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