                                  ACCESS & UNIVERSAL SERVICE IN BHUTAN

Country Profile:

Bhutan is a small landlocked country with an area of only 46,500 km.sq. and sandwiched between two giant nations, China in the north and India in the south. It lies in the Eastern Himalayas and has a population of only 700,000 people out of which 80% still live in  villages and depend on Agriculture. The geo-demographical position of the country is such that it is characterized by mountains and rugged terrains and sparsely distributed population, thus posing a severe challenge to any developmental activity including the development of Telecommunications Infrastructure.
Bhutan Telecom:

In July 2000, the then Department of Telecom was turned into a fully state owned corporation, thus giving birth to Bhutan Telecom (BT). Bhutan Telecom is run by an executive board whose members are all from public administration. The board is involved in decision-making in the fields that come under its competence. Day-to-day running of the company is in the hands of a Managing Director appointed by government in the council of ministers. The managing director represents the company in its relations with third parties. He has the authority to appoint and manage the employees of the company. Today BT has 600 employees and is the sole operator of telecommunications in the country, but it does not enjoy all the benefits of being a monopoly. 
BT provides domestic and international telephony, internet, fax, pay phone, telex, leased line services and HF communications in rural areas. It has totally digital network with satellite earth station for international calls, VSAT network for back-up and back bone is 34MbPs digital microwave radio. 

 Telecommunications Scenario in Bhutan:
It has been just over four decades since the telephone line was first established in the country in 1963. Only in 1989, Telecom Master Plan was developed with financial and technical assistance of the UNDP and ITU. This plan was implemented in three phases between 1992 and 1999. A 34 Mbps backbone digital microwave radio link established between Thimphu in the west and Tashigang in the east was followed by installation and commissioning of digital telecom systems in other districts and towns.  Today, although all districts and urban-centers are interconnected into the telecom network, there are only 21,500 telephone subscribers equating to overall tele-density of only 2.9% of the population. About 80% of the Bhutanese live in rural areas spread over 201 geogs (village blocks) or approximately 2,000 villages in 20 districts. However, this mass of society takes less than 10% of total telephone connection and less than 1% of Internet connectivity. 
Until November 11, 2003, telecommunications service remained confined to only the fixed line network and on that day coinciding with His Majesty the King’s Birth Anniversary, Cellular Telephony was introduced in the kingdom.  The first phase of the cellular mobile service project aims to cover the capital and the peripheral areas of the capital in three years. Today we have 4,014 users of cellular mobile both in terms of prepaid and post paid. The technology we have adopted is GSM 900 and GSM 1800. Although use of mobile telephone has superseded the fixed telephones in most of the places in the world, it is yet to happen in our country. The introduction of cellular mobile service in the country has increased the option for the people in terms of means of communication.
In 1999, Internet Service Provider (ISP), Druknet was commissioned. But the ISP still falls under the management of Bhutan Telecom only. Today there are 1,900 Internet dial-up account holders or approximately 5000 users with Druknet and 26 leased lines (2,500 computers connected). There are only 12 Internet Cafes throughout the country with 7 in the capital. Two Hundred websites have been opened on Bhutan and 54 of them have been hosted at Druknet. However, only 0.73% of the population has been found to use internet as of now.

In the year 1999, Bhutan Telecommunications Act was enacted by the 77th Session of the National Assembly so as to give a stronger legislative background to telecommunications services. Later, in the year 2000 the telecommunications regulatory body was established by the name of Bhutan Telecommunications Authority (BTA). IT is now called Bhutan Communications Authority (BCA) and is mandated to regulate the telecommunications affairs both in terms of technical regulations as well as economic regulations.
Today, Telecommunications service especially the mobile service and internet to the average Bhutanese users have been felt relatively expensive because of the high cost involved and less returns to scale in providing the service by the only operator or the monopoly operator in the country.

Regulatory Texts:

The only text that might refer to Universal Access are those quoted with regard to Section No.34 (b)(c) and 35 (a) Part VI of the Bhutan Telecommunications Act. Nevertheless, an Act on Media and ICT which is recently being drafted has a provision titled “Provision of Universal Service by Specified Categories of Licensees”. This Act will be enacted in the coming session of the National Assembly in June, 2004. these legal backgrounds are hoped to facilitate the implementation of universal service for the welfare of the people of Bhutan.
Access and Universal Service:
 Definition:

Universality is a subjective and evolving concept which can be interpreted narrowly or broadly, so it is difficult to lay down a precise definition and the definition varies from country to another. So it is necessary to mention the obligations imposed on the operators. In other words, the obligations imposed on the operators define the concept of universality in a particular country.
 However, in the Bhutanese context, the Universal Service Obligation is defined by, “A Telephone within every walking distance of Two and Half Hours”. This definition may appear to be ambitious on one hand and vague on the other while considering the geo-demographical situation of the country. Nevertheless, an interim target is also set in case of rural telephony as “Ten Telephone Lines in each Geog by the end of 9th Five Year Plan”. The 9th Five Year Plan will end by June 2004 and there are a total of 201 Geogs in the country. Out of 2001 Geogs 65 Geogs have been covered with the exercise and the rest are to be to be continued in the remaining years.
Since BT is a monopoly and a state owned corporation it has become mandatory for BT to meet this obligation.

BT’s experiments with regard to Universal Access:

       1.  Rural Telephony Project:

This is a project BT will undertake soon to serve those in the rural areas with telecommunications services. The project is aimed to serve 61,000 households by the end of the project in 2006. The project will be financed with a sum of Nu.17 mil which is assisted by DANIDA in the form of loan.

2. Pilot Project on Wi-Fi & VOIP for rural telecommunications (2002):
Objectives

· to show that a wireless IP network is appropriate for the last mile delivery of universal service

Scope of the project

· implement 2 networks in geographic different locations (Gelephu & Limukha Networks) covering 72 households in 14 villages.

Challenges

· mountainous terrain

· lack of adequate infrastructure

· line of sight over long distance not possible, also villages are often hidden

· unreliable or a complete lack of power.

3. Prepaid cards for fixed telephony:

This pilot project was started in September 2003 and it is currently being studied. It is certainly one of the projects which will make an active contribution towards universal access. Initially it involves installing around seven phone boxes which use scratch cards at strategic points in the capital city. Till date it has been serving good purpose and has generated quite a good amount of revenue to the company as well. If the project continues to produce a positive signal it will be implemented in other towns of the country in the near future.
4. Internet Access:

 As regards to the universal access of internet is concerned, not much has been achieved in terms of the coverage of the service. Nevertheless, people using internet outside the peripheral areas of the network center in the capital enjoys the same price as done by those in the capital. For instance, people living in the capital are charged the rate of a local call for internet and those people living in three to four days journey from the capital do not pay the bill of a long distance call but the same rate that of a local call. With the formulation of a coordinated ICT policy and strategy among the stakeholders it is hoped that Bhutan will make a good progress in this field too and approach closer to the goals of Universal Access.

Besides these initiatives, steps are also being taken in issuing licenses for running Public Call Offices (PCOs) to the private entrepreneurs to serve towards universal access.
ICT

At present, telecommunication activities have evolved on a broader front, that of “information and communication technologies” (ICTs), which encompass broadcasting and IT as well as telecommunications. Hence telecommunications have become not only a driving force in the economy but also the means of promoting progress in the social, educational, cultural and medical fields.

The Ministry of Information and Communications in Bhutan is currently working on the formulation of a Bhutan ICT Policy and Strategy Paper (BIPS). Prior to this exercise we have developed an ICT white paper which states the vision of ICT in Bhutan as “ with people at the center of development, Bhutan will harness the benefits of ICT, both as an enabler and as an industry, to realize the Millennium Development Goals and towards enhancing Gross National Happiness”. The White Paper received great support from the highest decision making politicians of the nation and has enabled us to go forward in formulating the policy and strategy paper. The lack of coordination in the field of ICT development so far among the various stakeholders has led to this initiative of the newly formed Ministry of Information and Communications. This exercise is hoped to meet not only the telecommunications service but also other means of communication facilities desired by the people of Bhutan.
Conclusion:

To summarize, the ultimate goal of the Royal Government of Bhutan is to achieve targets set for Universal Access/Service by concentrating on increasing the teledensity at an affordable price in the rural and remote areas. The intention of the government is to develop policies for competitively technology neutral policies for the future. Telecom services at present are also available to indigenous people, people with disabilities and the elderly. Policies will be designed to encourage local competition giving a better deal for the consumers.
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